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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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I hate these days.  And love them more than I love my stupid, ugly cat, Alfredo.  

His full name is Creamy Alfredo Sauce because he’s the color of the perfect, delicious sauce.  My favorite food in the entire world.  When I make it that is.  See I can’t eat food if I don’t see it being prepared but that’s neither here nor there right now.

Can you love and hate something with equal measure?

Yes.  Yes, you can.

Last night I lay there in bed, on the verge of tears, knowing today he would walk into my shop.  He’s nothing if not a creature of habit.  Every thirteen days.

I barely ate my breakfast.  Organic sprouted grain flakes and hemp milk.  I know, right?  Who would want to eat that?  But it’s what I eat, every morning at 5:45 am.  I’m a creature of habit as well, apparently.  

Others would call it something else but my issues are just that.  Mine.  And they always will be. 

So here we are now staring each other down across the counter at my floral shop. My usual reaction is to lose my stomach or run into the back room.

Tanner Valentine the hunky lumber-rose-grower that’s been the source of too many of my fantasies the last few months.  Kandi is leaning over the counter, showing off her goods, and I’m standing here like a mute with acute social phobia as usual, because his presence turns off my already limited vocal abilities.

And just look at him.

Tanner Valentine.

Oh my God. Just him.

He’s standing there like a human sex toy, making my panties soaking wet while little moaning sounds catch in my throat.

“Rose.”  He says and I swallow the drool gathering under my tongue.

Today his demeanor is different.  He’s different.  

Yes, the flannel is there.  As well as the beard that nearly makes me orgasm just from the sight.  The eyes the color of gunmetal and sapphires. All there.  

But he’s different.  The usual intensity is ramped up to eleven.  He’s staring at me relentlessly, holding that vase of roses after he pulled them away from Kandi, sidestepping around the counter to come behind and closer to me.

“I’ll take you to dinner.  I need to go over this paperwork and you need to eat.  It’s Valentine’s Day and I know you’ve probably been working non-stop for days.”

“Not really.” I respond, maybe a little too quickly.  “It’s a small town,” I offer, shifting my weight to the other foot and biting my bottom lip to stop it quivering.  “All the orders are done.  I’m fine.”

It’s the most I’ve ever said to him.  Kandi spins on a heel and clears her throat.  Unconsciously I’m shaking my head, turning down the offer before I’ve even thought about it, and Kandi pounces at the opportunity.

“I’ll go to dinner.”  She juts out a hip and tosses her blue-black hair over her shoulder.  “Rose doesn’t eat out.  But I do.  She has food issues.”  She adds the last little bit on a snarky whisper and I want to disappear.

She’s right.  I don’t eat out.  It’s so bad, it’s to the point I’ve been thrown into full blown panic attack and passed out at restaurants trying to force myself to consume the food there.  

But I hate her for telling him that.  For spoiling this.  Even though I’m turning him down I hate that she’s right here to squash the moment.  

He gives her a glance that chills the room, then his eyes are back on me.

“You want the roses, though, don’t you?”  His voice chases away the chill and sends heat racing between my legs.

I nod.  There’s no thinking going on, I’m running on adrenaline and instinct.

“Good.  I’ve got the paperwork in my truck.”  He hands me the vase and I’m shocked when my hands reach out to take it from him.  I swallow hard as he spins on his boot heel and heads toward the shop door.  “I’ll be right back.”  Before he’s out the door he turns and gives me a look that has my ovaries surrendering.  “You do have an office, don’t you?”

He glances toward the doorway to the back of the shop.  My voice is still locked up somewhere so all I can do is nod.

“Good.  We can talk in your office then.  Back there, right?”

He tips his head to the doorway and without my response he’s out the front door of the shop leaving me standing there holding nearly two thousand dollars’ worth of the most expensive, rare, and beautiful, roses in the world.  

“Well.  That was rude.”  Kandi crosses her arms over her medically enhanced breasts.  “Did you see how he completely ignored me?  I mean, I said I’d go to dinner with him.  Can you believe he—”

“Shut up.”  I’m as shocked as she is that I just said that, but damn it.  She’s not ruining this for me.  “You can go home.”

“What?”  She screws up her face and rolls her eyes again.

“I said you can go.  You’re off in an hour anyway. Just leave.”

“Maybe I don’t wanna—”

“Go!”  I’ve never been this rude to anyone in my life.  But I feel a shift in the universe.  Something's about to happen and for once in my life I’d like to actually show up for whatever it may be.

“Fine.”  Kandi huffs.  “I’m leaving.”

With that she’s in the backroom and I hear her mumbling as she grabs her purse and then the squeak and slam of the rear door.  

When Tanner gets back I’m still frozen, holding the vase and wondering if he’s allergic to cats.

“You can set those down.”  He smiles and retrieves the vase from my hands.  It’s probably best, because I’m not entirely sure I wasn’t about to drop it and watch it shatter at my feet.

He’s even more amazing up close.  God, I can smell him.  Like a walk in the woods with a hint of man musk.

“Office?”

Like a fool, I point toward the back room, my feet still solidly pinned to the floor.

“You coming with me?”  I watch his lips move under the deep brown facial hair. They are fighting a smile but even though I know it’s at my expense it’s sweet.  He’s sweet.  And the tension between us is about to buckle my knees.

With a hard swallow I manage to send the necessary impulses from my brain to my musculoskeletal system and my legs move.  I brush him as I step past, sending my nipples clenching, and things are going on between my legs that I’m sure only happen in the most tawdry of affairs.

“Follow me.”  I manage to mutter and I swear when I do, I hear him groan.
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“Listen.”  I start, and she retreats behind her desk but it doesn’t faze me.  I’m right behind her as she takes a seat in her chair, coming around to lean at the corner of the wooden top.  “There’s no paperwork. I need to get that out right now. I’m sorry I lied about that.”

Her eyes widen and she blinks but still doesn’t speak.

“I’ve been coming in here for three months now and here’s the thing.”  I grip my brow hard and hope like fuck this is going to come out right.  “You’re wearing a ring.  Are you married, Rose?”  My cock jerks inside my pants.  He’s as anxious for an answer as me.

Her face brightens, turning the tops of her cheeks from pink to red and she fusses with the ring for a second.  There’s only one word I want to hear right now and if she says anything other than ‘No’ I honestly am not sure how I will react.

The long moment starts an ache in my heart as she looks at me with those eyes that have haunted my every waking and sleeping moment for months.

I don’t get the word I want, but what she gives me is just as good.

Better.

She shakes her head in the negative.

And smiles.

“Thank you, Jesus.”  I speak toward the ceiling with a release of pent up air I’ve been holding in my burning lungs.

I drop my chin and take a look at her desk and there are three framed photos there.  

One is a little blond girl, snuggled on a man’s lap and they both have the same wild blue eyes.  Behind them stands a woman holding a vase of roses with a sign on the wall behind her: Ever In Bloom.

The second photo is of Rose, with a cat that looks like it just came out of a Stephen King novel.  Maybe that one from Pet Sematary, because there’s nothing pretty about that animal.  

The third photo is also of Rose, this time in front of the store with an older man.  They aren’t smiling and something in her eyes makes me angry.  Something about that man is making her uncomfortable.

“I can’t afford the roses.”  Her sweet voice breaks into my thoughts.  

She’s speaking. Talking to me. In full sentences. And every letter is a symphony created just for my benefit.

“I’ll give them to you.  I don’t want your money.”  I shake my head and look down to see her toiling fingers.  She’s pulling on them with one hand then switching.

In three months we’ve exchanged only a handful of words, but I know her.  I see her, feel her and could be more right about this moment.  

“Why would you do that?  I can’t accept that—”

I’m on my knees in front of her before I can think.  

She parts her lips and sucks in a breath, eyes full of surprise.  In a second, I’ve got her hands in mine.

“I don’t give a damn about the roses.”  I grunt and her eyes fall to our hands.  Waves of heat and desire pound me like sledgehammers.  “Look at me.”  I order because three months of pent up need is all I can take.

Her twinkling indigo eyes raise slowly.  When they are finally on mine I see the fire behind them.

“I’m going to kiss you, Rose.  I’m telling you first because I don’t want to scare you.  You want that, don’t you?  Tell me you want that.”

It’s a different word I need this time.  I hate all the other words besides that one.  Her cheeks are cherry red and her pupils widen.  Her fingers go limp in my hands. 

Thoughts of how she will taste send cum dripping out of my cock and my heart beating like it’s about to burst from my chest.

“Yes.”  

That’s my word.

The best, most perfect word ever created.

Her lips open just a smidgen before I’m on them with my own.  

She melts as my hands fly to her cheeks pulling her face to mine.  Feeling the heat and softness of her skin under my rough, calloused fingers.  

We moan in unison and the thought that I’ve just given her a moment of pleasure has my balls ready to spew, but I hold back.  From this moment on, all my cum is for her.  If it’s not on her or in her, it’s not happening.  Three months of jacking off to thoughts of her end now.  If it’s not the real Rose, it’s nothing for me.

Her mouth is warm and her flavor is branding me.  I’ll never let her go.  I’ll never be able to walk away.  She’s stuck with me.

My tongue swoops in to meet hers.  Needy and greedy but she’s right with me.  Her mouth opens wider as I turn her head to the side and get a better angle.  My hands come down to her waist, pulling her up and into my body because I need to feel her softness against me.  

The floral shop apron she has tied at her waist is rough canvas under my hands and I find the little bow that holds it in place.  I pull back from our kiss as I maneuver her body to lean against the desk.  

I know what I want.  What we need.  And my mouth is watering just thinking of getting that sweet, pink cunt under my tongue.

“What are you doing?”  A weak protest but her eyes are on fire.  There’s a tigress in there and I’m ready to let her loose.

“I’m going to kiss you, Rose.  I didn’t say just your mouth.  You said you wanted that, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but my apron...what are you doing with my apron”

“It’s in my way.”  I growl as I pull it up and off her head. Her hair is falling in a mess over her shoulders.  I need the damn thing off of her, and now I’m ready to show her just what a kiss can really be.

My hand goes to the back of her hair, clutching and pulling it back, exposing her throat.  I run my tongue slowly up from her collarbone, listening to the way her breath hitches and stops as I drag my teeth over her skin.

She’s luscious, womanly, and her curves are driving me mad.  I think of my fingers digging into the soft flesh of her ass as I pound into her from behind, leaving bruises there so she knows she’s been claimed.

“Wait.”  The word hangs there as I pull her head to the side while I suck and kiss just under the jaw where I can feel her pulse racing.

“Done waiting.”  I’m a caveman.  I’ve lost the ability to use verbs.

“But what if a customer comes in...”

“They wait.”  I bring my face to hers.  “You want to stop?”

My heart pounds.  I want to know she wants me.  I’ll never force her.  

I’m back to praying for the single word I need to hear.  

“No.  They can wait.”  Her eyes twinkle and she gives me a smile that tells me all bets are off.  The next second my mouth is back on hers and her hands fly to the back of my neck, all fingernails digging into the hard muscle there and my mind swirls and spins with all the ways I want her.  

In a second I’ve got her around the waist, lifting her to the desk and laying her back.  Her blouse tugs at the buttons as her tits beg to be free, but I’m on a different mission.  I want her cunt on my face and her cum streaming down my throat.  

“Pull your skirt up, Rose.  Show me you want me.  Give it to me.”

I step back just enough to get a better view.  Her eyes are wide, fixed on mine as her fingers slowly move down and pinch the hem of her skirt.

God, she’s stunning.  Like my very own Venus.  Rose is all woman.  Real and full.  I want to plant my seed in her right now.  See her body grow with me.

“You are so beautiful.”  I mutter as her skirt slides up and over the first glimpse of white cotton panties.

I nearly double over when I see the dark circle growing on the fabric.

“You’re wet.”  I look from her panties to her blushing cheeks.  “No. Don’t be embarrassed.  That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen and I’m going to taste all that beauty, and then you’re going to give me more.  I’m so fucking hard, Rose.  You make me this way.  Every day since I met you you’re all I think about. You’ve been driving me crazy.”

I’m on my knees in a heartbeat.  My face hovering over the heat of that pussy that has owned me for three months.  I take a deep draw of air,  memorizing her scent.  Living in this moment, knowing I’m about to claim her and taste her.  

I’ve never tasted a woman before and right now I couldn’t be happier.  I wouldn’t want to ruin this with the memory of anyone that came before.  I saved this just for her.  For us.

“Spread your legs, Rose.  Show me what’s mine.”

My hands settle on her knees.  Not to help her but to feel her do it herself.  To feel her give herself to me.  I don’t want to miss a moment.  

She’s vibrating, quivering as if she’s cold, and her flesh is goose pimples, but she opens her legs wide, and I lift them to my shoulders, settling them there as my face centers on her wet panties. 

“God.”  Her voice shakes as my tongue dances lightly on the wet spot.  

“Not God, Rose.  No one but me will ever be here, not even the omnipotent.  No other man will ever touch you as long as I’m drawing breath.”  It might be a little much but I’m done holding anything back.  

I bite the fabric and nip at the flesh below, making her back arch as she pushes herself into me. 

One hand drops down to find my knife in my back pocket.  These panties are mine.  I’m cutting them off and they will go everywhere with me from this day on.  I’ll never forget this moment.

She sucks in a breath as the cool metal of my blade grazes her skin.

“Don’t worry, Rose. Trust me.”

With two slices the fabric falls loose and I stuff it and the knife back into my back pocket.  Her entire body is trembling as her bare cunt glistens with desire.

“You smell like heaven.”  I grunt and I notice her hitch her hips slightly upward.  “You need something, Rose?  You want my mouth here?”

I wrap my hands around the outside of her thighs, my index fingers ever so lightly grazing her outer lips, pulling just slightly outward to expose the soaking, pink flesh beneath.

She gasps and her hips come up another inch. Silently begging with her body, but I want more.

“Say it.  Say you want me to kiss you here.”’

She nods as her eyes roll and her body shakes.  I’ve never wanted something so much as I want this right now.

“Not enough.  Tell me you want my mouth on your cunt, Rose.”  The primal caveman is back and for a second I realize I may be scaring the shit out of this sweet girl and ending any chances I have at this before it’s even begun.

Before I try to soothe her, she surprises the hell out of me with her reply.

“I’ve waited twenty-three years for this, please don’t make me wait any longer.”  Her voice quivers and the insides of her thighs shake.

With a grin I tug her body upward until my lips are brushing the soft dampness, our eyes locked together as I gaze up into her face.

I love the feel of her already. I can’t imagine how over the top I’m going to be when my tongue finally gets its fill.

“I want your mouth on me.  Please.”  It’s pleading now and that sets me off like a rocket.

Her body bucks and follows as my mouth opens her and sinks into the sweet nectar that is flowing just for me.  I’ve never really thought about what a woman would taste like and even if I had it would have been folly.

She’s more than sweet.  It’s just like her scent, warm honey and pure lust.  It sears her flavor and her being into me in a way I never could have understood until right now.  She’s become a part of me.  An inextricable part that is now woven into the very fiber of my being.  

I kiss and tongue fuck her until she’s riding my face like a rodeo cowgirl and it’s so damn beautiful I want to stay down here forever.

Her hands tear at my hair as I suck her clit and start pressing my thumb into her opening.  Goddamn, she’s not just tight, she’s pure.  I feel the resistance there and the thought that no man has been here before only solidifies my sense of ownership over my sweet Rose.  

In my mind, she was born for me and I for her.  Call me crazy, but it’s okay.  I know what I know and we are destiny.  No other woman will ever draw my eye or breathe my air, because all of me belongs to all of her.

My fingers play in her tightness as my mouth does everything I’ve dreamed of in the last three months.  Her sweet juice is soaking my beard as I ravage her with my face, moving it back and forth as my lips seek out her hard nub and draw it in without mercy.

With that she’s gone, her delicious cum flowing into my mouth as her body bows and her voice raises the roof.  She’s making such sweet sounds that I am a heartbeat away from losing my own orgasm in my pants, but I hold it tight.

That’s for her.  The next time I cum it will be inside this sweet pussy.  Nowhere else will do.  Eventually in her mouth and God, yes, in her ass as well. But my cum needs to find its home in her cunt the next time.  

I give her a minute to recover before driving my tongue back into her drenched opening.  I’m not done.  I need more and it doesn’t take long before she’s giving it to me.  Her pussy clenches around the single finger I’ve managed to get inside and I wonder how the hell my cock will ever fit.

She’s completely wild.  My name is on her lips as her body moves in uncoordinated spasms.  I hold on and keep her set on my mouth until I’ve gulped down every drop she can give.  When she finally settles back on the desk, she throws one arm over her eyes and heaves a sigh.

“You okay?”  I have to chuckle as the scent of her desire fills my nose.

I settle her legs back on the desk and come up and over her, bracing my body so my face is just above hers.

“I am not at all sure.”  She says in a breathy voice.

“Just tell me you liked that and you’ll make me the happiest man on the planet, Rose.”

She chuckles and takes her arm from her face.  My beard is soaked with her and I lick my lips and wherever my tongue can reach trying to get more of her inside me.

“‘Like’ is not the word I would use, but I don’t think this language has one that expresses how I feel right now.”

“You need to taste yourself.  I want to share.”  My lips come to hers as my tongue leads the way, her flavor spreading into her mouth as I kiss her deep and she moans softly with me.  

When we come up for air, her eyes are twinkling.  “I can’t believe this.”

“Believe what?”

“Us.  Here.  Like this.  So fast.  I mean, we don’t even know each other.”

“Really?”  My eyebrows raise.  “Be honest, Rose.  I know we haven’t talked much in three months, but tell me that deep down we don’t know each other.”

Her eyes tell me she understands but I see the hesitation there as well.  This is out of the ordinary I’ll give you that.  But she and I have had a connection from the first moment.  Communication has been happening, just not the way most people would understand.  

“Yes.”  Her sweet word warms my lips as I gently lift her back up to sit.

“Now.  I’m taking you on a proper date tonight.  It’s Valentine’s Day after all and I’ve never had a date on Valentine’s Day.  Will you do me the honor, Rose?”

I smooth her skirt down and help her to her feet, pulling her immediately into a hug and kissing her forehead.

“You’ve never had a date on Valentine’s day?  And your last name is Valentine?  The irony.”  The doubt in her voice is matched by the way she squints one eye.

“Nope. Never been on a Valentine’s date. And yes, the irony, I get it.”

She gives me a wry smile.  “You want to know something?”

I want to know it all. That’s what I want to say. But I settle for, “Yes.”

“My mom owned this flower shop since I was ten.  And I took it over after she couldn’t run it anymore when I was eighteen. And you know what?”

“What?”

“All these flowers.  All my life.”  Rose looks around the office, then settles her sad eyes on mine.  “And I’ve never gotten flowers from anyone.  The irony here is thick for us both I guess.”  She giggles and I’ve just realized how in love I am with this girl.  

Not lust.  

Not maybe-I’ll-fall-in-love-with-her.  

But done.  Check that box. I’m in love.  

She pulls her lips to the side and continues.  “I did have a Valentine’s date once though.  So I beat you there.”

“Oh yeah?  Who was he? Because I already want to beat his ass.”  I slip my hand down to hold hers and lead her back toward the front of the shop.  

She chuckles and I love when her free hand crosses over to give my arm a quick squeeze and her head dips to touch my shoulder.

“Trust me, he’s no threat to you.”  She breathes.  “I was twenty years old and it was my first date.  Ever.  Manfred Kowalski.  It was my last date as well.  It was pretty horrible to be honest.  He showed up in a pink Cadillac.  His mother sold Mary Kay and apparently did it quite well.”

“Well, can’t judge a dude just from his vehicle.  Even if it was his mom’s.”  We come out into the front of the store just as a male customer comes flying through the door, looking frantic.  

Rose’s finger loosen to drop my hand but I squeeze tighter, holding fast.  I want everyone in this town and the entire world to know she belongs to me now.

“Well, it wouldn’t have been so bad if his mother wasn’t driving it.”  She squeezes my hand back and I swallow hard, trying to revive the fading taste of her cum in my mouth.

The man shuffling in the doorway is clearly desperate as he digs his wallet out of his back pocket and starts pacing back and forth looking at the few Valentine’s arrangements left on display.

“You close at eight?”  I ask, and Rose nods.  “I’ll pick you up at nine. At your place.  That give you enough time?”  She lives only four blocks away so I know she will be home fairly soon after close.  I also know that because I’ve followed her.  

More often than is probably healthy.

Or legal.

“I guess.  Let me give you my address.”  She turns to step behind the counter and grabs a floral message card and a pen and starts scribbling.

“I know where you live, Rose.  I have for three months.  I told you, I know you.”

With that I kiss her on the top of her head, quickly, one last time, and leave her staring wide-eyed as I make my way out the door.  I have things to get organized before I pick her up and this poor dude wandering the store needs to get himself out of a doghouse from the looks of things.

I’m out the door and take one look back through the glass windows.  She smiles at the customer and fiddles with the ring on her finger.  That’s another conversation I need to have with her, because that ring is going to need to go.  That’s my finger and I intend to put a different ring on it very soon.

C H A P T E R  F O U R

ROSE

[image: C:\Users\Kimberly\Dropbox\_KAG\Stories\Valentine's Rose\Depositphotos_7449373_s-2015.jpg]

“Don’t!  Damn it, Alfredo.”

The sticky tape on the lint roller is already full of silky, cream colored cat hair.  I groan as I look down at the red fabric and take another quick shot at the hair the dang cat just left behind when he jumped onto my lap.  “I’m trying to make some sort of sense of my stupid hair!”

I pick up my phone for the sixth time, ready to hit send on the text message to Tanner.

I have his number from the shop and I need to cancel.  I don’t know how to do this.  Wear a red dress and go out with a mountain of man-meat like him...and on frickin’ Valentine’s Day, of all days? What sort of la la land am I living in?

And eat at a restaurant?  Not going to happen.

All sorts of thoughts dart around in my insecure brain.  He just wants to get laid, right?  Isn’t that what all guys want?  Or, he’s a serial killer.  Because he lives up on that mountain all by himself. Plenty of room to bury bodies in the woods.

The best one I’ve come up with is that he’s really just doing some charity work.  Like Valentine’s Day pity dates.  It’s some crazy website contest or something.  You find the most pathetic girl and take her out and show her a good time.  Then you get to win some sort of prize or something.  Or maybe just the kudos.  I don’t know how these things work.

But I can’t take this at face value.  It doesn’t add up.

I tug at the belt on the one and only dress in my closet that still fits me.  It’s a wrap around, so even with the fifteen pounds I’ve added in the last few years I managed to pull it closed in the front.  Sort of.  My upper half is ample and I’m sure I should add a tank under the v-neck because the girls are more exposed than I’m comfortable with.

My phone rings and I half jump out of my skin.  My little bungalow house is dim around me as the phone lights up from its place where I tossed it on my bed.

I feel sick, my stomach turning under the silky red fabric.  I’m nervous about all of this, but throw in that I have a phobia about eating any food not prepared by my own hands and the anxiety is nearly crippling.  

I pick up the phone to see Kandi’s number and I let out a huff.  She’s called me after hours plenty of times before but after our tense interaction earlier my gut is telling me there is no good news on the other end of this call.

“Hello?”  The hint of irritation in my voice comes through with just one word.

“Hey.”  Her reply is sweet. Too sweet.  “I hate to have to be the bearer of bad news...”

Her voice says otherwise.

“What?”  I keep my tone flat, swallow hard and tug at the front of the dress, making an irritated, low groan.  My belly rounding out below the cinched fabric belt more than makes me uncomfortable.

“Guess who left a message on the shop voicemail.”

My heart sinks.  Kandi is in charge of answering the voicemails for the shop phone.  They are forwarded to an app on her phone.  I pay her a little extra every month to do it and she’s always up for some extra cash.  I should do it myself, but I live and breathe my shop and the after hours phone calls are one thing I promised myself I would let go.

“Are you serious?”  My stomach sinks.

“Sorry.”  Her single word couldn’t be less honest if it was stealing purses.

I throw my head back and look at the ceiling.

My anxiety was at about six on the scale, and that was just about eating out, but add in this little cherry-on-top and my heart is racing. I’m finding it hard to take a breath.

“What did he say?”

“The usual.  Only he sounded bad.  Like sick on top of his usual...”

I step sideways and dare a glance in the mirror above my mom’s old dresser.  My hair is in long waves.  I even dared to smear some bright red lipstick on my lips, which now just looks desperate and sad.

“Did he say where he was?”

“At the Beaumont Shelter on Hayward.”

I turn from the mirror, looking for a tissue to wipe off the lipstick.  I’m not big on make-up, but like an idiot thought  I could pull off some red for Valentine's Day.

“I’ll go down after dinner.”

Even as I say it, I’m fighting the urge to cancel.  My palms are already wet, my heart rate is up and each breath is a struggle.  I haven’t had a full blown panic attack in a couple years, but it’s not something I can show Tanner.  The humiliation would be epic and unrecoverable.  The thought flashes through my brain at what lunacy this date is to begin with.

“So what do you want me to do?”  Kandi offers a dramatic sigh as I plop down on the edge of my bed, pulling my knees together.  The black pumps that have sat in their box in my closet for two years pinch at my pinky toes.  “He sounded bad.  Worse than usual. Said he needed to talk to you right away.  You have the number to the shelter?  He said he’d be waiting for you to call...”

My usual pattern is to drop everything and run to give him what he wants.  Which, ninety-nine percent of the time, is money.  Money which I don’t have in abundance to begin with, but it seems my dad has a sixth sense about these things.  

Whenever I get a good chunk in the safe he always has some emergency or other and, poof, there goes any nest egg I’m trying to accumulate.  I shouldn’t but occasionally when customers pay me cash, I stash it in the safe.  My little rebellion against the IRS.

Panic creeps up from my toes, tensing in the muscles in my thighs and settling in my already woozy stomach.  It only helped marginally when I changed my cell carrier and didn’t give my dad the new number.  

The inevitable fail of whatever this is with Tanner flashes red and blue in my head.  There are just too many checks in the con column for this to end up anything but disaster.  The sight of me in a full blown panic attack while he stands by in horror is more than my heart can bear.  

“I’m on my way now.  I’ll take care of it.”  I know I’ll need to stop by the shop first and bring money.  It’s always about the money with him.  

If he’s back in the shelter, that means that the last Hail Mary I tossed him a few weeks ago has run its course.  Who knows what today will bring, but it’s sure to involve begging for money and a reiteration about how he could have taken the shop himself but instead allowed me to run it and how I owe him.

I can’t be sure, but I think I hear a muffled chuckle from Kandi before I end the call.  I grab a black shrug sweater off my bed.  It’s littered with nearly everything in my closet that would have potentially been in the running to wear for this evening, all of the outfits too small or out of date.  Now they lie there, mocking me, as I hit the front door on my way to once again save my father from himself.

I toss all the ill fitting clothes into a laundry basket and shove it in my closet. When I get home, I’ll be hitting my bed with a pint of Cherry Garcia ice cream and a binge watch of Supernatural and I want my bed ready and waiting.

My last thought before turning the corner to the shelter is that I should text Tanner.  My hands grip the steering wheel and I’m on the edge of losing whatever is left in my stomach of the kale and quinoa salad I ate for lunch.  

Anxiety sucks.  

More than most people know. This is not just an uneasy feeling, it’s like a living being fighting for control of my every physical function.  No way would I ever be able to relax around him.

Let him know who I really am.

Let him see me.

As I put the Honda in park outside the shelter, my father is already waiting under the street light.  I begin to shake, a cocktail of hormones swirling inside me, and have to curl my whole body over my arms as they wrap around my gut, doing my best to hold my entire self together.  He’s always been able to push my buttons.

I look down at the phone on the passenger seat next to my hand bag.  It’s already 9:14 and if Tanner is as punctual as usual, he’s already realized I am not at my house.  My self-loathing only heightens knowing I couldn’t even bring myself to send him a polite text to cancel.  

Did I mention anxiety sucks?

C H A P T E R  F I V E
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My pulse is about to send me to the emergency room when I pull up to her shop.  I’m hoping like fuck that there was some miscommunication and she thought I was picking her up here.

I know that’s not possible because I was clear as fuck that I would be picking her up at her house at nine. Now I’m losing my damn mind.  

I pounded on her door, then when there was no reply I ran around to each window, looking inside.  Her car was gone and the sinking feeling in my stomach already told me she was as well.

She doesn’t realize I will track her sweet ass down, which is exactly what I’m in the process of doing now.  

But the shop is closed up tight as well and after checking the front and back doors, pressing my face to the windows and shouting through the air vents I stomp back to my pick up and hop in.  I set my forearms on the steering wheel, my hands overlapping at the top and my forehead resting on top of them.

This girl has been driving me out of my mind for months, and now that I’ve had a taste of her there is no way I can live without.  It’s almost ten o’clock now and the moon is crazy bright, reflecting off my phone as it sits in the cup holder, right next to my fifth coffee today. A double-cream, double-sugar, double-cup dark roast from Tim Horton’s.

With a grunt I snatch up my phone, punching the buttons and calling her for the eleventh time.  It goes straight to voicemail, so I send yet another text.  It’s the fifth one and it makes me look pathetic and desperate but I don’t give a fuck.  When I get nothing back within the first half second, I shoot off another text to Norm who is at the greenhouse waiting for some instructions from me.

If she’s hurt or something is wrong I’d kill myself for not doing everything in my power to try to get to her.  I have to help her.  I don’t care how it makes me look.

My phone rings as I squeal the tires on my truck, not even sure where I’m heading next.  It’s Norm so I hit accept and my blood turns cold, his usually cheerful voice suddenly very serious.

“Dude.”

The single word tells me there is much more he has to say but I’m in no mood for word games.

“Norm. What?”  I snap.  “You said you’d hang there.  You need something?”

“I know, just listen.”  The cut of his words makes me pay a bit more attention as I turn back down the neighborhood streets, doing yet another drive by her house, hoping against it all that she’ll suddenly be right there looking furious because I’m the one who’s late.  I bite the inside of my cheek, waiting for whatever he has to say.

“Okay, so don’t be pissed.  But you know I’m kicking it with that sweet ass Jenna that works down at the shelter?”

I breathe hard, taking it slow past Rose’s house, but it’s still dark and no car in sight.  

“Yes. What?  Spit it the fuck out.”  I growl, banging my hands on the steering wheel.  

“Well, I took her a couple roses.  Don’t worry. Not the good ones, the ones from house three, the ones you aren’t sure are good enough to make the cut.  Anyway, guess who I saw down there?”

The last thing I care about is the fucking roses. He can clean me out and leave me with nothing for all I care.

“Who?”

“Kandi.  And she was talking to some dude.  Older guy. Looked rough.  They talked for a minute, then she got on the phone, then went out the back door.  I don’t know if it has anything to do with Rose, but I figured I’d tell you ‘cause it just felt weird.  I asked Jenna, she said Kandi comes to see that guy when he flops there now and then.”

My head is spinning.  Something smells like shit and no amount of candy coating is going to cover the stink.

“What time was that?”  My gut tightens.  All I can think about is Rose’s sweet face.  Even now, with everything going on, that just hardens me and I want her more than my next heartbeat.

“Hour and a half maybe?  I’m back at your place now, just waiting—”

“Thanks.”  I hit end call before he can take a breath and I’m heading down to Beaumont Street to do some of my own investigation.  It probably has nothing to do with Rose, but at this point I’ll follow the slightest scent of anything to do with her until I know she’s okay.

Ten minutes and I’m stomping into the shelter.  They know me here because I drop off flowers once a month.  Extras, I guess you’d call them.  But I like to give back even in small ways.

A social conscience is one of the things I inherited from my mom and dad, who I’m still crazy close to.  We never ate Thanksgiving at home.  We were always serving in a homeless shelter or something like that.  They taught me to value the privileges into which I was born and always give back, because everyone has a story and not all of them have happy endings.

I see Jenna, who is a tiny thing.  Dark hair and eyes with a dimple and street smarts.  

Before I can ask she’s pointing toward the back door where the folks come and go, in and out, to the smoking area behind the shelter.

“The guy went out that way not two minutes ago.  Looked like he was going somewhere, you know, had a purpose to his step. Took his coat and he doesn’t smoke.”  Jenna gives me a knowing smile.

Norm is a good guy, but he’s like the fucking knitting circle at the Baptist Church. Can’t keep a juicy tidbit of information to himself. And from the look on Jenna’s face he’s spilled something to her about the evening I had planned and how this shit show has gone sideways.

I’m at full stride when I hit the back door.  The lights in the back of the building are nearly as bright as daylight and it doesn’t take me two seconds to catch sight of Kandi standing with what must be the guy Norm mentioned.

They’re about twenty feet away, but it’s not so far I don’t see money being exchanged.  There’s no good reason for something like that to be happening here.  They turn and step around the corner of the building before they have chance to catch sight of me, and I flatten myself against the brick, sliding closer so I can hear their voices.

“How much did you get?”  Kandi sounds irritated.

“Two thousand.”  The man’s voice is deep and gritty.  

“That’s not as much as last time and I know she made damn good money this month so far, what with Valentine’s Day.  You holding back?  This little arrangement isn’t going to work anymore if you start jacking with me, Roy.”  Kandi’s usual sticky sweet voice she uses with me in the shop is gone, replaced by something that sounds more authentic.  

“I’m not.  That’s all Rose said she had and I took it.  Just take your half and let me get back inside.  I got to go.”

“Go where, old man?  Listen, you keep that phone this time, you got me?  I’m tired of buying you a new phone every month.  We got a good thing here, no fucking it up.  You get your cash to do what you need and I get my bonuses like I deserve.  Rose feels better helping out her old man.  Win. Win. Win.”  Her sarcastic snap turns my blood cold.

That’s all I can stand.  I whip around the corner and Kandi’s eyes go wide. The old guy backs away and that’s wise, because I’m hell bent on hurting someone if I don’t get whatever this is straightened out.

“Tanner.  Geez, you scared me.”  Kandi smacks her lips on a smile that’s as fake as her tits.

“Shut the fuck up.  I ask, you answer, that’s all that’s going to happen right now. You fucking hear me?” My fists ball at my sides and I spread my legs locking my knees.

The old guy freezes, his hands shaking and I see Kandi glance over her shoulder like she’s about to bolt.  I reach out and snatch the cash out of her hand, figuring that’s the bait and she’ll do almost anything to get it back.

“Who are you?”  I ask the old man, but all I get in response is his mouth hanging open.  “I’m not here to ask questions twice.”

He clears his throat before muttering.  “Roy Everhart.”

I’m no valedictorian but I can fit a couple obvious puzzle pieces together.  It takes me a moment, but I recognize his eyes.  Then his face from the photo on Rose’s desk.  

He’s aged. Rough.  His face clearly showing the results of years of drinking and hard living. 

“What the fuck are you exchanging money with him for?”  I square off with Kandi, crossing my arms over my chest trying to keep my fists from taking charge..  I see the wheels turning in her head.  

“I help take care of him.  He’s Rose’s dad but she doesn’t want anything to do with him, so she makes me come down here whenever he needs anything.”  Her blatant lie and entitled tone make my teeth grind together.

“That’s not true.”  Roy snaps taking a small step forward.  “Don’t talk about Rose like that.  It’s not my daughter’s fault, she’s always been good to me.  It’s not her fault I’m a mess.”

“Okay, fucking listen, both of you.  One of you is going to tell me what’s going on.  And this shit is over, whatever it is.  I’m one second away from calling my uncle, a man you might know as Sheriff Valentine.  We either sort this out between us, or we can all go sort it out with him.”

Kandi finds her voice, but Roy cuts her off after her first squeak.

Roy brings a shaking finger up to point toward Kandi.  “She tells me when Rose gets a good chunk of money in the safe at work.  Then I call and ask her for money.  I’ve been on the streets and in trouble since her mom passed and Rose is always there to bail me out.  She—” He brings his hand back and squeezes his temples. “—tells me when there’s money, then Rose brings it to me and then we split it.  Fifty-fifty.”  Roy drops his head and exhales.  I smell the sour, sweet scent of alcohol.  His face is red and his eyes are thick with self-loathing.

I snatch the wad of bills from Roy’s hand.  “You ever call her for anything other than to tell her you’re clean and sober and I’ll make sure you’re fucking sorry, you hear me?  I’ll track your ass down.”  I turn my glare to Kandi.  “And you, you better disappear.  I catch one hint of you anywhere around Rose and you really will be sorry.  You understand?”

She rolls her eyes and it’s the first time I’ve ever considered hitting a woman.

[image: C:\Users\Kimberly\Dropbox\_KAG\Stories\Valentine's Rose\Depositphotos_7449373_s-2015.jpg]

In my truck I set my forehead on the steering wheel.  

That shit show is settled for the moment, but I still don’t know where Rose is.  I’m down the street from her house, hoping to see her pull into her driveway.  It’s closing in on midnight and I’ve called my uncle, the sheriff, but not to report the bullshit between Roy and Kandi.  I’ll let Rose decide how to proceed with that.  But I’m willing to take any help I can get with tracking her sweet ass down.

Thoughts of how things will be from now on with her stream through my mind.  There will be a tracker on her phone and her car.

She will be on a schedule to text and call me whenever she is on the move.  I want to know when she eats.  How many hours she sleeps.

My uncle knows the score.  He’s got the three squad cars that roam the town keeping an eye out for her little gold Honda.  I can’t be everywhere at once, and if they catch sight of her I want to be the first to know.  So when my phone dings and I see a text from Uncle Gary, I’m digesting every word in a split second.

Uncle Gary: She just came down Main.  Turned down Elm, probably headed to her place.  You want Deputy Spicer to follow?

I’m texting back a second later, while my other hand is pushing the ignition button on the truck, and I’m ready to move.  

Me: No.  Heading over now.  Tell him thanks. Will let you know if I don’t see her.

Three seconds later headlights stream down the dark pavement and my heart stops until I see them turn into her drive.  I pick up my phone and shoot off one more text I’ve been keeping on hold before easing my truck slowly down the street and into her driveway.  

She’s fumbling with her keys on her small porch by the time I’m out of my vehicle, but I know she knows I’m here because she’s deliberately not looking my way.  No chance she didn’t see or hear the truck.

“Rose.  Wait.”

“I’m sorry.”  She still keeps her eyes down as the door clicks open. “I should have texted you.  But I can’t see you.”

I leap up the four steps onto the small cement porch, my hands going to her shoulders, and spin her around, forcing her to look at me.

“Rose, stop.”  My voice hardens.  I’m not angry, I’m upset that she’s upset.

“I had a family thing. Sort of an emergency.”  She shifts on her feet.  

The red dress she’s wearing is about to make me spill in my pants.  All I can do is think about getting inside of her.  How her walls will clutch and clamp around me as I fight off my own orgasm, like I’m doing right now, watching her face as I give myself to her.

“I know about the emergency.”  I soothe and her eyes come up, finally questioning.  “Let’s go inside.”

It’s 11:45 and I have a few minutes to get her head straight so we can move on with our evening.  It’s late, but that’s not going to stop us from having our Valentine’s Day.  I’ve got eleven minutes to rock her world and I intend on doing just that.

I spin us in the door, freeing her clutched hand from her handbag and kicking the door shut behind me with my boot.

“God, you are fucking magnificent.”  I mumble, unsure if the words come out audibly or not.  The throbbing in my dick is as bad as any toothache.  The red wrap dress she has on really is straight out of a fantasy.  I imagine tearing it off of her, her full breasts spilling out and into my waiting mouth, while her head falls back and her hands grip my shoulders.

“You need your eyes checked.”  She whispers, hanging her head, and it causes a fury to rise in me.

“Don’t ever do that.”  I keep my anger in check, but she needs to know I’m serious.  “You are so far beyond any fantasy I’ve ever had, Rose.  You could topple kingdoms.  Men would kill for a women like you. I would.  Trust me.  You feel this?”

I pull us together.  My hands sweep down the soft fabric of her dress and settle in that perfect curve of her back, just above her waist.  I want to go lower, have my fingertips dig into the soft flesh there, pull it apart and set my teeth into it, but I settle for just easing my erection into her front and watching her eyes dilate at the sensation.

“You’ve had me hard for damn near three months.  No other woman’s ever done that.  Only you.  I can’t even look at anyone else, Rose.  You are on my mind all day and all night.”

“This is a little uncomfortable.”  I feel the tension harden in her body.

“Well, I agree. Walking around with a hard dick for three months is definitely uncomfortable.”  I keep my tone as light as possible and do my best to ease the moment.

“What did you mean about knowing about my family situation?”  Her voice softens and I pull her by the hand toward the small sofa.  The light from the hallway hits the top of her breasts as I settle her on my lap and hug her to me.

I take the next few minutes and let her know what I discovered with her father and Kandi.  She sits in silence, her hands folded in her lap.  I tighten my grip around her lush hips.

“You want to call the Sheriff?”

She shakes her head.  “Not really.”

“Why?”  I want her to decide, but I also want her to have justice served.  Who knows how long they have been skimming off her? The thought makes my blood boil.

“My dad has been sick for so long.  I’m just tired.  Every time this happens I think it will be the last time, but it never is.  I’ve just been so frustrated for so long that I can’t help him.  That I’m not enough for him to get better.  To stop drinking.  I honestly just want to avoid thinking about it.  Maybe that’s weak. But it’s the truth.”

The sincerity of her words hits me.  I know I’ve been damn lucky to have the family I have.  I also know that sometimes we all just want to forget and move on.  I figure tonight we will leave this subject as it is.  Valentine’s Day is nearly over and I want more than anything to give her something to remember on this special day.  

The look in her eyes has me asking something else before we can move on.

“What happened to your mom?”  I don’t want to push her, but if I’m going to be everything I need to be for her I need to know.

She swallows and her sweet scent of honey and innocence fills my nose.

“She had MS.  It just got worse and worse and then...”  Her voice trails off but I’m not going to push.

“Rose Everhart.”  I let the feel of her name on my lips linger as I bring one hand up to trace her jawline.  Examining her this close for the first time sends my possessive obsession into overdrive.  I’m memorizing every nuance of her skin.  

The little mole that dots her upper lip calls for my kiss, so I do it, kissing her there and then slowly sucking her bottom lip into my mouth, setting my teeth gently there to hold her.  Letting her know in this one subtle way that I’m staking my claim.  I’ll nail her feet to the floor if need be, she’s not getting away ever again.

Her hands finally unfold from her lap as our kiss gains momentum.  The sensation of her fingertips grazing up my arms until they settle on the sides of my scruffy jaw are almost more than this man can take.  I want to throw her down, a hand in her hair and the other on her dress, removing it and watching her eyes as my dick finally sinks into my new home.

Her.  She’s my new home.

I hear the rumble of an engine outside and I break our kiss.  Headlights slow to a stop on the street in front of her house.  Rose tenses but I lean in to whisper in her ear.

“It’s okay.”

“What’s okay?  It’s almost midnight.”  The fear in her voice lights up the caveman inside of me.  

“Just sit right here and close your eyes until I say, okay?”  I lift her off my lap and settle her on the sofa.

“Why?  What’s going—”

“Rose Everhart.”  I say sternly.  “You close those beautiful blue eyes or I’m going to tie you up and blindfold you.  As fun as that would be, it’s nearly midnight and I don’t have time for that, so please, for the love of all things holy, just close your eyes, okay?  Please?”  My voice is desperate.  

I hear footsteps on the porch, then they retreat but I’m not worried.  I know who it is.

“Fine.  But—“

“Shhhh.  Just...shhhh.  Just for a minute.  Put your hands over those beautiful eyes too.  I don’t trust you not to peek.”

She follows my instructions with a little playful huff and I love how she crosses her legs at the ankles as I step toward the front door and start to help with the contents that I know are filling the porch.

It takes Norman and I only five minutes working in rushed silence. When we are finished he retreats out the front door with a wink.  I give a cursory wave to my partner in crime on the front lawn as I grab the last of the delivery and settle it on the floor in front of her, dropping to my knees out of breath.

“Don’t open them yet.”  I order taking a moment to collect myself, but the scent that is quickly filling the room is giving away the surprise.

“Fine.”  Her stomach lets out a loud rumble and we both chuckle.  

“Yes, I will feed you too.  But first...”  My rough hands take hers, pulling them from her eyes and watching as her face fills with its own pink blush at the sight surrounding now her.

C H A P T E R  S I X

ROSE
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When Tanner lifts me from the sofa, I’m not sure my knees are willing to hold me up.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Rose Everhart.”

“Are you nuts?”  My voice is sharp as I swack him in the gut with the back of my hand.  “You can’t do this.”

“It’s done.”

“No.  This is too much.  I know how much these cost, you can’t give these all to me.”  I start to shove away from him but he quickly gathers my feeble fight into a hug.

“Rose.  Listen.”  Tanner smells like man candy.  It rises up above the intense smell of his rare roses that fill the living room.  

My eyes trace his features in the dim light.  The rough physical appearance is such a contrast to the soft heart I feel inside him.

My head is swirling.  There is no way I can even count the number of roses that adorn the floor in vases, the mantle of the fireplace and every flat surface I see.  They are the largest rose blossoms I’ve ever seen.  The scent is more beautiful than any perfume.  The colors are a kaleidoscope of every rare hybrid he’s ever created.  

The amount of money he would have made on all these is staggering.

As a floral professional, my head immediately wonders why he has so many roses left on Valentine’s Day.  His roses are in demand all over the world.  Even with the price tag on some of them topping $300 a bloom retail, he has a waiting list of takers for every rose that meets his standards.

“Why do you have all these roses left over?  You should be sold out.”

“I didn’t sell any roses for Valentine’s Day this year.”

The impact of that statement stuns me.  For rose growers, Valentine’s Day is like Christmas is to other retailers.  The majority of our income is made on this one holiday alone.

“I don’t understand...why?”  I stutter as his hands cup the back of my head, gently pulling at my hair, and that action seems to have a direct connection to the throbbing between my legs.  

He steps forward, any space that was left between us evaporating as he shifts his hips, once again introducing my soft tummy flesh to his solid, rock hard erection.

“You, Rose.  Even before you told me today that you’d never had anyone give you flowers, I’d planned to deliver every one of my roses this year to you.  Just so happens I made it just under the wire.  Happy Valentine’s Day, sweet Rose.”

I shiver as he locks eyes with mine.  The tug on my hair tightens and my knees weaken.

“Thank you?”  My stupid question curves his lips upward as they come down onto mine.

“I want you, Rose.  I’d give you every flower I’ll ever grow from now until they put me in the ground if it would make you smile.”  His warm breath fills my mouth with every word.  His lips are moving against mine until he pushes his tongue into me and I whimper and moan.

My sounds only seem to increase his fury.  It’s not just a kiss, he’s making love to my mouth and the thoughts of what he did to me on top of the desk in my office send a wave of desire through me so big that it hurts.

C H A P T E R  S E V E N

TANNER
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I’ve got Rose off her feet in a matter of seconds.

God, she’s making these little puffy moaning sounds and it’s making it hard to keep myself from turning into a primal predator.  I want to fuck into her like a goddamn rutting boar, but she deserves better so I fight like hell to keep myself in check.

I grunt out as I lift her up, her legs wrapping around my waist instinctively and I hear the thud of both her black heels hitting the floor behind me.  “I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone or anything before.  And I hope you’re ready.  I hope I won’t scare you.”

The house is cozy and I’m pretty sure the bedroom is down the one hall I see, so I start moving in that direction.  To my shock, Rose traces her fingertips down the deep ‘V’ of her dress, hooking them under the fabric at the swell of her breasts and pulling, teasing me with more of her soft curves so close to my face.

“Holy hell.”  She’s not helping me with my control.  

I speed my steps and look to my left at the first open door.  Fuck.  It’s the bathroom, and I’m sure we’ll explore each other there soon enough, but not tonight.  I spin my head to the other side of the hallway and see a bedroom that looks just like I expect from her.

I carry her to the bed.  It’s high, a four post bed covered in cream colored linens.

“You know what I need, Rose, don’t you?”  I lay her down, guiding her back and then setting her heels on the edge of the bed.

My body covers hers, my hands cupping her magnificent tits, taking their weight. I hear her sigh as I pinch and roll the nipples.

She nods, her eyes half-lidded as I bury my face in her neck.  Breathing deep before kissing, licking and scraping my teeth into the soft flesh.  I’m utterly at her mercy.  This soft creature owns me completely and the only thoughts going through my mind are of how I will never let her go.  

How she will be mine completely and truly tonight.  The distance she’s always kept between us vanishes and every dream I’ve had about her is about to come true.  I savor the moment, drinking her in and planning our future all in this split second.

I moan as she brings her hips up just an inch, pushing herself into me, taking her pleasure from me.

“That’s my girl, Rose.  I’m here for you.  For your pleasure.  I’ll die a happy man just knowing I could give you this.”

She rubs herself against me again and I grunt.

“I’m going to cum, you keep that up.”

“Should I stop then?”  Her mouth moves slowly over each word, making images of how it would feel around my cock flash through my already addled mind.

“Don’t you dare stop.”  I roughly shove my hips forward, meeting the heat of her cunt.  She’s blazing, I can feel it even through her panties. They have to go.

I rear up and strip myself without ceremony, watching her eyes grow in wide awe when my full length springs free.

“Lift.”  I order as my fingertips glide up the soft ivory flesh of her thighs, leaving goosebumps in their wake.  She does as I say and I hook my fingers into the silky red fabric of her panties before freeing her soaking wet pussy.  

All words are lost, replaced by quick, sharp breaths and my own deep growls as I set her body completely free from fabric, licking and kissing each new part of her as it’s exposed.  Loving her with my mouth until she is a writhing mess beneath me.

“You’re mine, Rose.  You have been for so long now, but today I’m going to make it official.”  I bring my body over her.  I need to feel her under me as I claim what’s mine.  

Her body shivers as my cock dances in her soaking folds.  I reach a hand down to grip myself, giving my painful erection a few slow strokes, easing the need if only for a moment.  

I glide the tip up and down through her wetness, reveling in the glory of the sensation. Gritting my teeth, holding back as my balls tingle and pull up ready to deliver my cum into my future bride and mother of my children.

“I’ve never...”  Her words shake as her eyes search my face.  “This is my first.”

My possessive need to consume her overwhelms me like a red cloud descending.  I feel it on my shoulders, the glorious weight of what she’s giving me.

“Rose...”  The taste of her name on my lips makes my body tense as I push the tip of my cock into her opening.  I can’t wait, not any longer, and as she reads my mind and lifts her hips I drive myself into her.  I need to be inside her, to feel what’s mine and give her all of me.

It’s like some primal mating pull has been unleashed in us both.  We are probably two of the quietest people God set upon the earth, but something has been ripped wide open. 

Rose screams as I drive my length through her barrier and seat a few inches of my thickness into her.  Pausing to give her a moment to adjust, pain sears my flesh, her fingernails scoring my shoulders with delicious agony.

I growl as I think of what we are doing, how perfect and right she feels on my cock.  If any man had been here before I think right now I would lose my fucking mind.  This is the gift of my lifetime, my woman, accepting me as the first and only man that will ever have his cock inside her sweet cunt.  It’s true poetry and I will never take this, or her, for granted.

My mouth waters as the scent of our lust fills my nose.  I need to bite her, to make her mine.  My teeth go to her neck and to my shock she turns her head sideways, giving me better access, displaying her throat as she submits to me.  I shove more of myself into her tightness and listen to her moan as I take my first bite.

I want to be soft, to go slow, but that’s not me and that apparently is not Rose either.  I’m shocked when I feel her foot come up off the bed and wrap around the back of my thigh just under my ass.  Then the other does the same, pushing me forward inside of her.

“More.  Please...” She shifts and whimpers, her head turning sideways and back, deep into the pillow as I mark her flesh and drive myself forcefully, tearing into her body.

I feel her need drenching me and slipping in and out of her becomes easier.  She’s gushing, making the most beautiful noises.  I pull back and see the deep red marks of my teeth on her white flesh and it only fuels the animal I’ve been desperately trying to hold back.

I start to thrust and pump in and out.  Her grip around my legs urges me forward as she clings to me with her hands.  She can only hold on, because I’m a beast and I need to take all of her.

My mouth meets hers. She opens, welcoming me in such tenderness as I grunt and take her with rough force.  I taste her sweetness as our tongues intertwine.  Our bodies as close together as two people can be, moving as one until I feel the walls of her pussy clench and spasm.  

I hold our kiss, refusing to miss a moment of how she feels as her orgasm ripples out through her body, from head to toe.  I seat my cock as deep as I dare, riding the wave as she spasms and cries out, her voice, her breath imbued with such magic that it only takes a moment before I’m spilling inside her.  Her pussy grips and pulls me deeper with each undulation of her climax.  Her legs open farther as I thrust one last time, filling her entire body with as much of me as possible.

My own orgasm nearly tears me apart as I follow her into bliss.  My cum spills inside her and in my mind it’s finding its way home.  My body tenses as I bind us together, feeling our flesh touch in every way I can find.  

I collapse on her when my balls finally stop seizing and filling her with cum. We didn’t discuss using anything and it only made this moment more perfect.  I’ve never touched a woman like this, without latex, and her being my first and taking my seed has me seeing the future like never before.

“God.”  She mutters into my neck as her feet finally fall down the back of my legs and rest on the softness of the bedding.

“You said it, baby.  I think I fucking saw God.  I’ve never felt anything like that in my life.”  My voice gives away the emotion I’m feeling.  I know I’m about to lose my brooding-loner-need-nobody man card but I don’t care.  I’ll incinerate that myself, because I’m never going to be the same man I was just a few minutes ago.  The man before Rose and I became one.

My cock is hardening inside her again already.  I watch as her smile tells me she feels it too.

“Are you too sore, baby?”  I pray for an answer that will have me taking her again, but if she can’t take me again I’ll stop, because I will never hurt her.  The aggressive animal inside me is strong, but I’m stronger. I have to be, for her.

She shakes her head and in an instant I’ve got her around the waist and she clings to me with a giggle.

In a few strides, I’ve got her against the wall.  I could fuck her straight through it if I let myself go. I want her that much.  Need her that deeply.  She is the culmination of everything I never knew I wanted and now can’t imagine living without.

“Rose.”  I growl as I thrust into her, her head banging softly against the pastel pink wall.  I don’t know what I want to say, I just know I need to say her name over and over, in time with my dick as he strokes into her tight cunt.  “Rose.  Rose.”  

Over and over I say her name until we are both panting and clutching each other for dear life.  Rose cums on a scream, flooding my dick and streaming her slick release down my balls, dripping into where our bodies connect.

I close my eyes tight, burying my face between the softness of her tits, and feel her arms drop lower around my shoulders, pressing her breasts tighter around my cheeks, enveloping me in her femininity.  

“Can you breathe down there?”  Her sweet voice hints with humor and I love that we are so comfortable right now.  

“No.  But I’ll die the happiest I’ve ever been.”  My words are muffled as I refuse to completely pull my face from tit heaven.  

Having her wrapped around me is my undoing.  All the years I’ve spent alone, yet I’ve never felt lonely.  

Now?  If she was gone, I’m not sure I would want to go on.  I’ve saved so much for her I just didn’t know it.  All my hopes and dreams are centered now around this sweet woman.  

Her hands move slowly over my shoulders.  I am intoxicated by the fact that she’s exploring me this way.  Her fingertips are learning things about me and it’s got my head spinning.

“You can put me down now.”  Her legs are quivering but my cock remains steel hard inside her.

“You don’t like this?”  I give a slight shift of my hips, letting her know my cock is still very much involved here.

“Like?”  She asks as I bring my face upward to look into her eyes. A smile rounds out her cheeks, still rose red, painted with the blush of her orgasm.

“Yes.”

I’m suddenly aware of just how Rose could hurt me.  She could break me in two with her words.  I’m sobered by the thought of how vulnerable that makes me.  

Her mouth drops open a little, but she pauses before she speaks.  Watching her face as she formulates her words I rock up and down, reveling in the soaking wetness between us.  Knowing my body is part of hers right now makes me wild with lust even though I’ve cum two times already.

“No, I don’t like this.”  She lets the words drop slowly from her swollen lips.  

I know I kissed her hard but I didn’t realize just how hard until I stare at the evidence.  Her face and neck are scraped and red from my beard.  Her lips are puffy. I kissed her as though it was the only way to save my own life.  Watching her, I forget that she was speaking so that when she continues it makes me jump.  “I need this.  I’ve never done this before, not ever, but with you, right now, I can’t imagine what life would be like if you left me, Tanner Valentine.  I know that’s stupid and I’m laying it all out there, but it’s true.  For three months we’ve barely spoken, but you’re right—I do know you.  I knew deep inside the day you walked into my shop I needed you.  I just was too afraid to admit it.”

“Need.”  I nod, lifting my head to sweep my lips across hers as I drop my hands to scoop under her ass, then lift and carry her over to the bed.  

I lay her down, keeping our intimate connection and begin slowly stroking in and out of her.  I shift up on my knees with my arms braced at her sides, looking down at this angel.  I tell her with my body what I’ve wanted to tell her for so long.  

I love her.

“That is the most beautiful thing you could have said to me, Rose Everhart.  That you need me.”

The depth of her words hits me in the heart.  I move my cock in and out, watching her face as it strokes through our combined wetness.

She reaches up so her fingertips barely graze my chest, trailing them up and down in time with my thrusts.

“I need you,” she whispers again, as if she wants to use the slow, pained words to urge me on. And those words give me yet another glimpse of the sweet little girl that needs someone to be her champion.

I drop a hand between our bodies to finger her clit.  Rubbing the pad of my thumb across the swollen nub until she cries out and bows under me.  I watch her face and know I have to tell her.  She needs to know.

“I love you, Rose.  I have since the moment I saw you.”

I wring the last of her orgasm from her with my words and my cock and my fingers, following right on behind her with another grunting release of my own.  

When her eyes focus I see the twinkle that’s been missing for all these months.  She’s mine. She knows it and I see the look of peace on her face.

“I love you too, Tanner Valentine.  I really do.”

The scents of our sex and the hundreds of roses that fill the house circle around us as I retreat and fall out of her, my cum dripping from her sweet cunt.

“Come here.”  I pull her back into my chest and shift us until we are laying on our sides as one.  The last thing I do before we fall asleep, is pull her leg back and shift my knee between her thighs.

“What are you doing?”  She asks when my hand comes down flat against her swollen, soaking pussy.

I clasp my fingers hard over her opening.  “I want all this inside you, Rose.  I want my cum where it belongs.  Making me the father of your children.  You’re stuck with me.  Better get used to that.”

She answers with a soft sigh and shifts her hips into my hand.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T
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Tanner has had me naked and in the throes of so many orgasms I’ve lost count.  

I have to say, his beard is a pretty amazing thing.  The way he wields it between my legs is a thing of legends.  I think we slept about an hour, curled up together before my stomach growled so loud it woke us both.

Tanner wanted to still go out to eat.  There’s an all-night diner on the south side of town, near the freeway, but instead of agreeing and letting my anxiety cripple me, I just told him about my issues.  

He just smiled softly and kissed me.  Told me that those are the things that make us each unique and interesting then asked what I had here to cook.

The things about myself that I see as fatal flaws, he seems to love the most.  I see already this is going to be a whole new experience for this girl.  And already my cheeks are hurting from all the smiling he’s making me do.

So after he cooked a nice meal of crepes, fresh strawberries and homemade garlic and rosemary hash browns at two thirty in the morning, we retreated to the shower.

Then, after the shower, he finally asked me about the ring.

“You have to tell me.  That thing kept me away for too long.  And I’m not sure I like it on this finger either.”  He rolled it in his fingers before looking at me for an answer.

“My grandmother.”  My breath hitched as I remembered her soft eyes the day she put it on my finger.  “She was the steady ship in my life, after my mom died.  And in her last days, I never left her side and she told me so many stories about her and my grandfather.  Their love story.”

“And...this is her ring?”

“Yes.  She slipped it on my finger the day before she died.  She said she hoped I would find a love like she had with my grandfather.  Told me she’s seen it in her dreams.  She said it would happen one day just like it did with them.  She said they fell in love all at once and a little at a time over the next sixty seven years they were married.  She said I just needed to be patient, keep this ring on.  She said the man that would take the time to figure out why I wore it would be the one.  He wouldn’t be scared off but he would fight for me.  She made me promise to wear it until that happened and I have.”

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this because I wanted it to be a surprise. But fuck it.”  Tanner sat me down on his lap and held my hand in his.  “I’m going to marry you, Rose.  No, it’s not a question, it’s a statement.  And I want you to keep this ring, because it’s important to you, and I get that. But it has to go to a different finger now, I know you understand why. Very soon, this finger will belong to me.”

Now, in the morning light, he’s just left to go take care of some business and I need to get to the shop.  I’m not sure if Kandi will show up today, but for the first time in my life I don’t feel anxious about anything.  If she shows up, I’ll fire her.  If she doesn’t show up, I’ll handle everything without her.
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I’m in my car on the way to the shop when my phone rings.  I startle and look down to see it’s Tanner.  I hit the green button and his voice comes across the car speakers as the Bluetooth automatically connects the phone call.

“How’s my girl?”  His deep voice fills the car and I immediately think of his lips moving.  The way his beard shifts with each word when he speaks.

“How’s my girl?”  The words repeat in my head as a shiver courses through me.  How could three simple words have such a dramatic effect?

“She’s good.” I answer, not fighting the smile that his words evoke.

“She’s more than good.  Trust me, I’ve tasted every inch.”

A warm rush of wetness soaks my panties and I make a mental note to start carrying spares with me from now on.

“You’re going to ruin me, you know that, don’t you?”  I sputter as I put the car in park in front of the shop.  It’s dark.  No sign of Kandi, which doesn’t surprise me.  After what Tanner told me he said to her yesterday, I’m sure she’s curled up in a ball rocking back and forth in her apartment.  She’s all bark.  Loud and aggressive, but deep down she’s just lazy.  Looking for a quick buck. And the situation with my dad presented itself as an easy opportunity for her.

“I intend to ruin you multiple times a day for the rest of your life.”  He groans after he speaks and I have to say it turns me on no end to think that I have this kind of effect on him.  After he clears his throat he asks, “So, you at the shop yet?  Is she there?”

It’s so nice to have someone in my life checking up on me.  I don’t ever remember having that and Tanner gives me a sense of safety I haven’t ever felt before.  

“Yes and no.”  I’m out of my car, my keys in my hand, opening the door when he continues.

“What about the police? What do you want to do?  I can meet you anytime this afternoon if you want to make a report.”

I’ve thought a lot about it and I’ve decided what’s done is done.  I’ll never get the money back and the thought of dealing with my dad right now only will make this worse.

“I’ve decided I just want to let it go.”

“Baby, I’m here whatever you decide, but just know that I’m also here to be your strength. If you want to go ahead and prosecute I’ll be right with you every second. If you want to leave it, that’s your decision, but just so long as you’re making it for the right reasons.”

“I know and thank you.  But I just want to run my shop and enjoy this new hot guy in my life.  He sent me flowers, you know?  First time ever for me.”

He laughs.

“Oh yeah?”  His stern voice make little fluttering feelings take flight in my belly.  “Anyone but me sends you flowers from now on Rose and it will involve me meeting them and introducing myself with a gun in my hand.  I’m the jealous type, just so you know.  Well, wait...”  He pauses as I turn on the lights in the shop and start getting the computer turned on and the water system engaged to flush the cooler with fresh water for all the inventory.  “I was never the jealous type before, but I am  now, anyway...  But any swinging dick comes around to poach near my girl he will be very sorry I assure you.”

“Okay then.  If I see any ‘swinging dicks’ coming around, I’ll warn them.”  I laugh at the imagery.

“Don’t you dare.  The only dick you’ll be talking to is right here with me.  And, by the way, we’re on our way over there right now.  Be ready, because I’m hungry and your pussy is the only thing I can think about.”

Twenty minutes later Tanner has me in my office with the door locked, my skirt around my waist and his tongue inside me.  After a few orgasms, he grunts, flips me over and I feel the tip of his cock at my entrance.

“Say please.”  He growls and my belly flutters.  

“Please...”  The word comes out in a shuddering whimper because I am truly begging.  For someone as inexperienced as I was just a day ago, this rose-growing mountain man has turned me into a sex starved nymph for him.

I scoot my hips back, trying to hurry him up and he obliges, slamming his full length inside me in one thrust.  

I’m on the verge of another climax when he stops.  He’s so deep in me I feel him in my belly.  I wiggle back, needing my release, but instead he reaches down and wraps his arms around my waist, tucking me even tighter against him.

“Please...”  I mumble, the need building in me like a tsunami.

“You have to answer one question for me, Rose. One question.  Then you can come.”

“What?”  I snap, a wild anger building up as my body craves the orgasm he’s pushing me toward.

“Will you marry me?”

The room is silent, except for my pounding heart.  He’s inside me.  I feel the way his cock is throbbing as he tightens his grip around my waist.  He leans down, close to my ear, and before I can answer he whispers, low and deep.

“You’re already mine, Rose.  You always have been.  Just nod.  Just nod and you can come.”

He shifts, bringing one hand to my throat and the other to my ass with a stinging slap.  I yelp and he thrusts, sending me over the edge.

I nod and cum and cry, all at the same time.  


E P I L O G U E

TANNER
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––––––––

FIVE YEARS LATER

“Breathe baby.  You’ve got this.  You’re a pro.”  I squeeze Rose’s hand as she puffs out air faster and faster.

“You shut up!”  She roars and I know now to fight back the smile and also not to take it personally.  “You are never touching me again, got it rose boy!”  She throws her head back into the pillow and grits her teeth her face turning a deep shade of crimson.

“Yes baby.”  I’m no scholar, but I do know a few things.  And one is when your wife is giving birth you just agree with whatever she says.  

Ten minutes later Rose has called me some colorful names but the midwife is handing over our new son to Rose.

“Hello Roy.”  Rose whispers as I kiss her forehead and pull back the sheet so Roy can lay against her naked body.

“He’s a beautiful baby.  You make gorgeous kiddos.”  I take a hand and lightly trace it over Roy’s soft head as he shifts and coos.

“You helped.” Rose smiles and my heart swells.  I’ll never tire of her smile.  

I help the midwife get the room cleaned up and ordered.

When we are done and Rose is comfortable propped up on some pillows I ask, “You ready for company?”

This is our third child in five years and we have this down to a routine now.

“Yep. Bring them in.”

Rose isn’t shy. She holds Roy against her naked breasts without shame as I head to the door of our bedroom.  We settled into a new place I had built soon after our wedding.

It’s up on my property but a few acres away from the greenhouses.  She wanted a house that reminded her of her grandparents so that’s exactly what she got.  It’s stone and timber.  Not too big but big enough. Four bedrooms and pretty soon the kids will have to be doubled up in their rooms because I have no intention of stopping procreating with her.  

The first face I see when I open the door is Norman.

“Bro!” He swats me on the shoulder. “Congrats!”

He pulls Jenna by the hand behind him and she reaches her free arm up to give me a half hug.

Behind them there’s Roy.  His eyes bright and his face warm.

“Come on in Grandpa.  Guess what?”  I circle my father-in-law with my arm over his shoulders.

“What?”

“It’s a boy.”

Roy beams and his eyes fill with tears.  We already told him if it was a boy we were naming him after his Grandpa but it seems it didn’t really hit home until now for Rose’s father.

“Dad.” Rose calls from the bed her eyes shining as she sees her father’s emotions.

Roy breaks into full on sobs and I let him go to the bed as I step back with Norman.  Jenna is there with Rose as well gushing over our newest edition.

“When’s your mom and dad coming back?”  Norman asks.

“I just texted them.  They’re on their way with the kids.  They’re just over at the cabin. Got too late last night and wasn’t sure how fast Rose was going to go.  You guys are the die hards.”  I chuckle thinking of the three of them sleeping sitting up on the sofa all night refusing to leave until the baby got here.

“Roy looks good.”  Norman says.  “He fought hard but looks like he’s winning.”  He speaks low enough that Roy doesn’t hear.

“Yep.  It took two tries at rehab but it’s been going on two years now he’s been good.  I’m happy as fuck for Rose.  She needs her dad and he needs her.”

Norman is my partner now.  We took Valentine’s Roses into a new chapter.  Our demand is at an all time high but we keep the operation running tight as ever.  

A half hour later the room is full. With my parents and our other two little ones, Henry and Olivia.

Rose is looking tired and I lean over and kiss her cheek scooping up Roy as he sleeps swaddle in a blanket.

“I’m kicking them out so you can sleep babe.”

She knows not to argue. I give my girl everything she needs and wants but she also knows her well being is number one and sometimes my word is the last word.

I scoot everyone out and order them down to the kitchen where we will start cooking and the day will go on, but my wife needs her rest.

After hugs and kisses and a few more tears, I’ve got the room cleared except for Rose, Roy and myself.

“You’ve never been more beautiful.”  I hold Roy tucked in the crook of my arm while I get a knee up on the bed and lean back on the pillows next to her.

“You need your eyes checked.  I just spend sixteen hours in labor.”

“You’re stunning, don’t even try to argue, baby.”

“I’m too tired anyway.”  She murmurs as I scoot so her head can rest on my chest.

I kiss her hair, breathing her in and thanking my lucky stars for everyday and every minute I’ve had her in my life.

Soon her breathing is soft and even. The midwife is gone and the house is quiet except for the muffled sounds of family and friends from the kitchen.

I kiss Roy’s head then look out the window.  Clouds are still in the sky.  Hanging over the light blue of the backdrop that tips the tops of the pines at the edge of the property leading up into the mountains.

The peace that comes over me has my eyes closing and a warmth spreading through me.  I’m still as gruff as ever.  My beard a bit longer and my abs a bit softer but there’s not one thing I would change.

Rose and I never looked back from that first night we spent together.  When I close my eyes, all I can see is her.  Our life.  More love.  And at least another half dozen babies.
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WRANGLER

Chapter One

CHAD
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“Harder.  Can’t you do it harder?”

The voice of the girl Roger has bent over in the bathroom echoes in the tall ceilings of this century old farmhouse. “Oh, fuck yeah, do it harder.”  This chick likes to give out orders.  “Up a little. No, not... yes! Stop there, now. Do it now. Do it harder. Faster!  Can you go fast?”  

I’m in town barely two hours and already I’m glad I haven’t unpacked because I’m rethinking my decision to move back. I press my fingers into my eyebrows trying to stave off the thundering headache that is gaining momentum, listening to my best friend plow some chick on the other side of the bathroom door.

Through the door it’s Roger now.  “Can you, you know, shut the fuck up?”  He sounds wound as tight as a lasso around a mustang’s neck. He’s had her in there too long for his taste already, and I know Roger; he wants to get in and get out, and all her instruction is keeping him from the finish line.

A groaning chuckle gathers in my throat until I can’t hold back.  

Not because I think it’s funny.  To the contrary, it’s because Roger hasn’t changed at all in the time I’ve been gone.  Myself, I haven’t touched a woman since before I’d left Michigan years ago.  If I think about it, it’s gotta be five?  Six years since I’ve even been on a date let alone anything else. 

And Roger’s still on his quest to touch as many women as possible.  We’re best friends, but sometimes I wonder how.

In a solid hundred year old farmhouse like this, you might expect the walls to deaden the sound, but the acoustics must be something else because it just seems to be amplified. Fuck, if I closed my eyes I could imagine they’re putting on a sex show right here next to his mother’s old davenport.

I don’t even realize that I’m gritting my teeth until my jaw pops and a jolt of pain darts through my brain.  When Roger picked me up at the airport, I told him all I wanted was a shower and a bed.  Unfortunately, I failed to specify that the bed should be empty.

“So.” The girl in the bathroom has a friend and she’s sitting here bouncing her foot and staring at me like I might relent and fuck her just to pass the time. That ain’t happening. If Roger wants a fuck-chick that’s up to him, but I’m not interested. When her friend plopped down next to me on the sofa I found the first reason I could to redirect myself to the kitchen. I offered her a glass of water or a Coke but she’s not here for liquid refreshment.

I made evening plans for us. 

Roger’s words bang around inside my head. Ten minutes after I dumped my bag in the guestroom and he drops that one on me.

His hook-up’s friend is looking expectantly at me, but I can’t think of anything to say to her.  Small talk’s never been in my wheelhouse on my best day. But, I’m a gentleman, my father raised me right, to treat all women with respect and I struggle to think of something to say without encouraging her too much.  

It’s hard to take a breath let alone make idle chat while I’m thinking about my visit with my mom. I made my most important stop on the way home from the airport when I dropped in to see her at the facility where she now lives. Not that she saw me. She doesn’t even know who I am any more.  At this point, I guess I don’t give a shit what we do tonight.

I swig my Coke, shake my head at no one in particular. Roger’s been like this since 5th grade when he managed to persuade Jane Wilkinson to show him her panties behind the hog barn at the 4-H Fairgrounds.  

On the other hand, I’m getting damn near monk status at this point, and it doesn’t bother me. I’ve never been a player so to speak.  I don’t think I’m bad looking, and women make it clear they’re available if I’m interested, but I’m not.  Call me a bitch, but I need more than a willing body.  At this point I’m just not sure I’ll ever find it.

The blond on the sofa doesn’t hide the way she’s staring directly at my crotch and I’m finding it difficult to stay in the same room.  “So.”  She attempts to open dialogue again.

So.  I repeat silently. It seems to be her go-to word.  Deep conversationalist.  Her perfume reminds me of Boone’s Farm and my Grandmother’s Rose water.

I gulp down another swig from my Coke, grimacing as the icy fizz hits the back of my throat. “Yep, so.” 

Roger and the brunette are ratcheting up the porn soundtrack from behind the door.  That chick is faking the shit out of it, screaming like a hyena on laughing gas. Sounds a whole lot like ‘let’s get this over with’ to me.

He grunts his release and she mutters a few forced compliments, then a moment later the toilet flushes, his first condom of the evening spinning into the abyss.

For a moment, all I hear is the popping fizz of the Coke in my bottle. 

“Where you from?” Blond sofa girl leans forward, her silicone-enhanced rack nearly spilling out of her black tank top, a smile playing on her lips.

Sally.  Her name finally registers. She’s peroxide blond, with two inches of black roots. In heels she’s nearly as tall as a Shetland pony, and she wears enough makeup for three drag queens ready to take the stage.  I’m polite, but distant.  This was not the night I had in mind.

She gives me a flirtatious shimmy of her shoulders, the jewels on her top glinting under the artificial light.

I meet her eyes for a split second, then look away. “Couple hours north.  But not for a while.”

There’s a click and the bathroom door opens behind her. Roger emerges, looking like the Cheshire cat who just fucked the queen of hearts. I give him a death stare, but all I get in return is an open mouth grin as he jerks his head toward the bedroom, bouncing his eyes between me and sofa Sally.

“Where have you been?” Sally tries her best to keep the conversation flowing, but the only thing flowing is thoughts of me taking my best friend out with a shot to the jaw.

Roger answers for me. “Oklahoma, honey, he’s been in Oklahoma. Where the women are scarce and the sheep wear wedding bands.”  Roger grins as he tucks his plaid shirt tails into his jeans.  It’s a miracle he’s not wagging his dick in Sally’s face asking for a clean-up.

I roll my eyes so hard the room spins. My hackles are up and if he wasn’t my best friend I’d already have flattened him. Tonight I am not in the mood for his shit. Sally makes this ‘pssssffftt’ sound as she springs back upright, disappointed that I’m not interested in her inflatable triple Ds.

“So.” There’s that word again, but it’s from the brunette this time. “Are we going out or what?”  She follows Roger, fussing with the hem of her black dress. Although ‘dress’ is a generous term, the thing she’s wearing is more like a tank top that’s stretched just enough to keep her from getting arrested.

“Of course we are.” Roger stuffs his wallet into his back pocket and shoots me a sidelong glance. His teeth are on show again. “What do you say, Chad?  Ready to head out?”

When he bobs his eyebrows I almost lose it. Just lucky for him I’m standing by the front window and I can’t be bothered to make the leap to the front door to knock him out. His grin widens and he grabs his keys, points one at me.

“Well, buddy?” He checks himself in the mirror, runs his fingers through his military-grade haircut. It’s near blond, a throwback to his family’s Scandinavian roots. Mine, on the other hand, is brown like maple syrup.

That’s what my mom used to call it.  No self-respecting dude would say they have ‘maple syrup brown hair.’ I guess being back in my home state is bringing back thoughts of my mom and dad.

Other thoughts too. Memories. Some that would be better forgotten.

“Well, I know I’m ready.”  Roger slaps me on the shoulder as he breezes past.  “Or maybe you want to shave that thing off your face first?” He attempts to grab at my beard, and God knows there’s plenty of it to grab, but I smack his hand away with a growl. As I lean back I rub at the hair on my cheek with my middle finger.

Roger chuckles and gives me the finger right back.

“Well, I like it.”  Sally stands up and copies the brunette, adjusting the hem of her jean skirt in a show of false modesty.  “I think beards are sexy.”

Roger nods. “Uh huh. Of course you do.”

She smiles at me and bats her eyelashes, Roger’s playful insult going right over her head. 

“Ready, Chad?” Roger toys with my name.  He’s looking my way, meeting my eyes, measuring just how pissed I am. His toothy smile spreads like wet paint. 

My urge to take him to the ground, put him out with a half-nelson and then go find a quiet, empty bed is compelling. But even though he’s half asshole, there’s something comforting about being around him. He’s familiar, and right now familiar feels good.  He never fails to entertain, that’s for sure. He flashes me his best shit-eating grin, turns and grabs his black Stetson off the hat rack.

I crack a smile and shake my head. “Let’s go.”  

Roger motions towards the door. “Ladies, shall we?” When he pulls it open the breeze brings with it the scent of lilacs and fresh cut hay. The crickets are starting to sing as a dusting of stars pierce a wide country sky.

The girls jostle and giggle with each other as they trot out the door, followed so closely by Roger that he’s able to give the brunette a loud slap on her ass to send her on her way.

He looks back over his shoulder. “So, now that you’re back, you planning on keeping your Oklahoma look?  You channeling a little bit of the old Forrest Gump? You know, running from coast to coast. I’m just saying, people gonna have a hard time deciding if you’re a homeless guy, a sociopath or a Viking.” 

He wrangles me out the door and slams it behind us.

“Will you shut the fuck up?  Where are we going, anyway?”  We fall in step across the wooden planks of the front porch toward the steps.

Sally turns her head as she walks in front of us. “That rugged look is hot.  I like it.”

“Which car?”  Brunette asks.  Roger never introduced us and I’m not interested enough to ask her name.

“Whichever you want, ladies, your choice.”

They laugh and rush on ahead, leaving me and Roger to walk together. For a moment it’s like old times. “I have to admit, you’re doing well,” I say, nodding at the lineup of cars.

Of the three vehicles arrayed in front of us, the Ford 350 pickup would be my first and only choice. Roger knows that, which is why it’s the one he used to collect me from the airport. It’s as big as the fucking plane that brought me in, with black dual tires, four doors and an engine ready to haul the weight of a dozen Clydesdales.

The girls don’t give the truck a second glance; they head straight to debate between the Mercedes and the Range Rover. 

“Yeah, you know, I’m doing okay.  You know when mom passed and I sold the old farm, this place was perfect.  A little closer to civilization with freeway access for the haul-in clinics than back home.  Two hundred acres all the arenas and pastures all set up.  It worked out perfect. Add to that the horse training business and I’m making ends meet.  But you know all that already.  But, I’ve franchised my system, did I tell you?”

“Your system?”

Roger and I started training horses since before we had any hair on our balls back in our hometown of Meyer about two hours from here.  We might have taken different paths since, but our roots are in what we learned together over many years and a whole lotta mistakes.  If you need a serving of humble pie, training horses is a good place to start.  They don’t care who you are, how much money you make, or how much swagger you may think you have.  It takes patience and more than that, you best check your ego because they can smell a fake like week-old road kill.

He laughs, puts up his hands. “Okay, you got me. Our system. But you know, we have different styles, man.  Anyway, I’ve packaged it up, branded it. Videos, webinars. I’m doing three seminars a month. All over the country to a full stable of eager students at twelve hundred bucks a pop. I even have my own line of training tack and supplements.”

I nod. “Good for you, man.”

“Where are we going?”  Sally yells from her place by the Range Rover.

Roger cups a hand to his mouth as he hollers back. “Murphy’s.”

“No.”  I stop dead on the gravel drive.

“Man, what now?”  Roger turns and squints his eyes at me.  “Come on, no one’s going to know who you are.  We’re two hours from where anyone knows you.  You don’t have to worry about that around here.  And even if we were back home no one would ever recognize you with all that hair. And that baseball hat.  I mean, who the fuck wears a baseball hat around here? Unless it says ‘Mack’ or ‘John Deere.’”  Roger snickers at his own joke but I don’t move.

“I’m not going to Murphy’s.”  My skin prickles, the evening suddenly chillier than it was a moment ago.  Murphy's is a place where Roger and I used to hang out just before I left for Oklahoma. It was a good ninety minutes away from our hometown when he had an apartment here and back then I needed the distance.  It was kind of a shitty time in my life, and I just don’t want the trip down memory lane.

“Okay, okay.”  Roger waves a hand at me.  “Where then? Your call, buddy.”

“Head over a couple towns, maybe Plythesville.  They have that downtown with a few bars.  I’m sure not that much has changed in four years.”

“Fuck man, that’s a whole forty minutes away from here. We’ll take so long we’ll meet ourselves coming back.”

“Then go ahead to Murphy’s, but I’m staying here.”  I spin to head back to the house.  

“Okay, okay.” Roger sighs and shakes his head.  “Fine, well there’s that giant barn of a place, you know,” He thinks for a moment. “Crutches. Yeah, that’s it. Got a good and rowdy mix of regulars, bikers and townies.”

“Fine.”  If anyone recognizes me it’d be a miracle this far from home but tonight I need to be sure I’m anonymous.  Besides the beard and hair, I’ve put on a good thirty pounds in muscle since I left.  My life in Oklahoma consisted of horses, chores and two hours on the weights every day.  

Roger starts walking toward the girls, pressing the key fob in his hand and the lights on the Range Rover come to life.  

“Let’s go.” I puff out a laugh, and with everything that’s going on it feels good to release the tension like that. “You need a beer.”

“Yeah?” Roger chuckles. “You sure you don’t have a six pack hiding in that beard? Why don’t you root around in there and see what shakes out?”

I hurl a half-hearted swing to his jaw, but Roger jets forward out of the way. I miss by a whisker, and I’m sure he must have felt the rush of air as my fist passed his face. Anyone who didn’t know us would think it was serious, but he’s laughing and hooting as he takes off at a canter, leaving me to take a few calming breaths of Michigan’s late summer air.  

I reach up to grab the coarse hair that hangs from my chin and there is an emptiness that rumbles in my gut.  Being home with no idea what the future holds is both freeing and frightening.

Roger turns and leans against the Rover while the girls climb into the back. “Since you don’t seem interested in the little homecoming gift I brought you, I see a three-way in my future and you may need to find your own ride back.”  He tips his hat at me then clucks his tongue.  “Just sayin’.”

He nods, and I return it as I saunter over to stand with him. The girls are in the back, adjusting their skirts for some level of decency.

“Hey.”  I set my hand on his arm, keeping him a second longer from opening the driver’s door.  “Thanks for letting me stay.  I’ll get down to town and start looking for a place tomorrow.  You sure you don’t mind if my place is around here?  Competition?”

“Hell, no.  Buddy, I’m glad to have you close by.  We don’t compete, I think it will help both our businesses. And you know what it’s like around here, finding your own farm with barns and training arenas and everything else you’re going to need, well that might take a while. Or you’ll have to find a blank slate and build everything. Going to put a dent in your wallet, too.  The price of land around here isn’t what it used to be. The city’s coming in. You can’t stop progress.”

“Yeah, I’ll figure it out.  My wallet’s fine.”

“Sorry, man.” His usual lighthearted tone is gone.  “I know it’s hard to come back.  With what happened with Leander and the farm and everything. But I’m glad you’re here.”  Roger twists his lips toward the side, then shakes his head and gives me a mischievous smile.  “You’re who I want to be when I grow up and get old!  Now get the fuck in the car and let’s go get drunk, you pussy.”

Yep, there’s no place like home.  

––––––––

Chapter Two

CHAD
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Small towns are full of cliques and clichés.  Seems everyone’s favorite pastime is passing information. Information about everyone else is the best form of entertainment, and bad news is as good as it gets.  And that’s exactly why I’m not back in Meyer.

It’s been great to have Roger settled here.  Far enough away from home, but with him here it feels rooted somehow still.  Back when Leander, my half-brother, was on trial, you would have thought it was the O.J. case all over again. I remember people actually following us in their cars back home, chasing us down.  That entire time in my life is something I’d rather forget.  But I remember the pain on my mother’s face, the way my dad got thin and drawn, tired. He never recovered.

I remember being ashamed. Hell, that still hasn’t gone away.

But between my new Viking look, and the distance we’ve put between ourselves and my hometown, I’m feeling like I’m getting a fresh start. And besides, the years out west changes things.  I’ve spent my time turning the helpless into the hopeful.  The lost into the found.  Sure, they had four legs and the smell of horse is not everyone’s idea of perfume, but to me, it’s as close to heaven as I can find here on planet Earth.  

Roger barrels down unlit dirt roads chatting it up with the girls, I just keep my eyes forward until the lights of the big barn come into view.

The parking lot at Crutches is half filled with motorcycles and pickups. A baker’s dozen shining Harleys stand near the entrance, probably a local MC, but there are other bikes around the lot mixed up with flat beds still stacked with hay. There are other vehicles here too. Hondas and Priuses that have made their way in from the new suburbs out to the east. As Roger says, you can’t stop progress.

As we pull into the lot we can hear the music thumping, pulsing against the car windows. Roger palms the wheel and settles the Range Rover into a space by the line of trees where the vehicles are sparser.

“Why’d you park so far from the door?”  Sally hits the high notes with her displeasure and the fillings in the back of my teeth feel it.  “I don’t like to walk.” I glance in my side mirror to see them already refreshing their faces with more makeup.

“I’ll carry you.”  Roger puts the car in park and turns to the back seat.  “Just hop on.”  He glances down toward his crotch then back at the girls. Their laughter isn’t convincing, but Roger doesn’t care.

As they open their doors and start to climb out I grab Roger’s arm. “You need to learn some manners my friend.”  My tone is light, but it’s true and sometimes his disrespect to women pisses me off.  I would never talk to a girl the way he does. 

“Chad, man, you need to learn to lighten up and get laid.”  Roger checks himself once in the rearview before grabbing the door handle and stuffing the key fob down in his pocket.

I shake my head without answering his gruff chuckle.

“You’re officially a virgin again, you know that, right?  I know you; you didn’t even get yourself a slice of that sweet Oklahoma pie, did you?”  He jumps down out the door and slams it behind him.

The girls are ten feet in front of us already as I slide myself out the passenger door and adjust my ball cap down a hitch.  Being back has my gut knotted.  I shouldn’t feel shitty about what’s happened —it had nothing to do with me.  I somehow feel Leander’s mess is still on me.

Roger tips the brim of his hat up and kicks a rock in the dirt parking lot toward the girls making them spin around and yelp.  

“Don’t y’all go wanderin’ off now. My friend here needs some lovin’.”

“Shut the fuck up, man.  Enough.”  The glare I shoot Roger settles his ass right down because his jokes are getting fucking old.

“Fine, fine.”  He chuckles and shakes his head.  We close the space toward the door and the girls slow down when they see the bouncer collecting cover charge.  “Hey, you bringing Arabelle back?”

I’m surprised he’s interested —surprised he even remembers her name— but then that’s Roger. One moment he’s a cocky pain in the ass, the next he’s genuine and solid.

“Yeah, I am as a matter of fact.  I gotta find a place first.  I don’t think I can live without her.  That’s my girl.”  My heart tightens just thinking about her being back in Oklahoma without me.  She and I haven’t been apart more than a handful of days since I got her.  I’ve got a transport waiting to pick her up, I should just ask Roger to board her at his place.  Not sure why I’m hesitating, maybe I’m still not a hundred percent sure coming back to Michigan is the right move.

“I remember when you picked her up over at that livestock auction.  Poor filly was a tail hair away from dog food.  You do have a way with the damaged ones.  Something I’ve never seen before.” 

Arabelle was all hip bones and hate when I led her out of that auction ring. Of all the horses in all the years I’d trained, she was the turning point for me.  I saw the fire in her eyes; I knew she was special but she’d known nothing but sorrow and cruelty.  Now, she’s a champion cutting horse but so much more to me.  And as close to a relationship as I’ve ever had.  She’s the center of my training program and goes with me to every clinic and seminar I teach.

The hulk guarding the bar door looks like he just stepped out of the old West. Cowboy boots and a Stetson, jeans so tight his left-hanging package draws a giggle and some admiration from the girls as they wait for us to catch up.

We both reach for our wallets at the same time, but Roger puts a hand on my wrist.  “Whoa, dude, I got this.”  He stops next to the girls and pulls out a crisp hundred.  “Put your money away.  Welcome home.”

“No, I got it.”  My wallet is stuffed with far too many Benjamins to be in a bar, but I didn’t think of that when I emptied out my checking account yesterday.  I left most of my money in two investment accounts I’ve been playing with, but I didn’t want to leave a pile in Oklahoma State Bank & Trust. They don’t seem to have a branch anywhere in Michigan.

The Electric Slide has turned to Zac Brown and Sally starts snapping her fingers in the air and shaking her ass as we all step inside.

Roger shoves the hundred into the bouncer’s hand and doesn’t wait for change.  

“Come on.  I don’t have many redeemable qualities, so at least let me pay.”

“You know, you’re not an asshole,” I mutter next to his ear.  “You just try really hard to make everyone think you are.”

“Yeah?  Tell that to Courtney.  I don’t even think she knows my real name anymore.  She calls me asshole like it’s on my birth certificate.”  Roger tips his hat at some ladies that pass by.  “She might come by later. Wants to say howdy to her brother-from-another-mother.”

Courtney is Roger’s sister.  She’s almost my sister.  She’s rough around the edges and keeps Roger’s ass in line.

“Sounds good.  She’s doin’ okay?”

“She’s fine.  Just broke up with her girlfriend, so she’s a little bitchy, but what’s new.  Just don’t be surprised tonight when she comes barreling through the door with a tackle hug for you.  Just sayin’, be prepared. She’s like a fucking hurricane in heels.”

With that, we’re in the door.  The bar is a massive space, even bigger than when I left.  Enormous vaulted ceilings with old barn beams holding up the peak of the roof.  The dance floor is covered with a variety of city and country types all fighting for space, and there’s a smell of beer, testosterone and too much perfume.

Unfortunately, I hate bars.  Even nice ones like Crutches.  

Back when Roger and I were sixteen, old man Reynolds who worked as a hand on Roger’s family farm bought us a fifth of Jack one Friday night. We proceeded to down the whole thing in a matter of a couple hours and I puked for the rest of the night. I’m telling you, puking in the ditch at the side of a cornfield with my best friend next to me moaning for his mamma isn’t my idea of a good time.

Since then, drinking never held any interest for me, and neither did meaningless hook-ups.  Roger, on the other hand, is perfectly at home in this establishment as we wind through the crowd to an abandoned table not far from the back bar and thankfully a good distance from the dance floor speakers.

“I want a rum and Diet Coke.”  Sally chirps us her order, flips her head around to Roger, then back scanning the crowd looking like an excited toddler.  

Brunette turns and holds up two fingers then leans down to whisper and giggle in Sally’s ear as they soak up the abundance of the male selection in the crowd.  I jerk the chair out from the table and sit my grumpy ass down.

Roger chuckles as he plops down in a wooden chair next to me. He sweeps the wide-brimmed hat from his head and settles it on the table, then rakes a hand through his close-cropped hair and grins at Sally as she wiggles herself into the chair next to me.

I puff out a deep breath I’ve been holding and press my fingers into my eye sockets. Making eye contact would only encourage her.

“Can we get some service over here?”  She snaps across the table into the crowd.  When I look up, I see her flapping her hand impatiently at someone.

I look where she’s looking but all I see is a tray filled with drinks being maneuvered through the crowd. I shift my body weight in an attempt to gain a few more inches of space between myself and Sally.  

Her hand shoots up higher in the air and this time her voice takes on a bitchy tone that makes me embarrassed to be sitting at the same table.  

“Girl!” Her gums flap along with her hand.  “Hey, are you working or not?  How long do we have to wait to get a damn drink?”  She’s shouting now and I shove my chair back popping up and away from her.  I’m not sitting next to this all fucking night and Roger catches the look in my eye. He gives me a sympathetic blink. Even for him, this is too much.

I turn to walk away from the table, but there’s no way I can let it pass. “Hey,” I snap, then I check myself, remembering Sally is a woman and even if she does look like a blond Oompa-Loompa, she deserves respect. I gather my restraint before I continue.  “Don’t talk to people like that.”  I rap my knuckles on the table in front of her, making sure she’s paying attention.  “Don’t be rude, it’s busy in here.”  

I heave a deep breath out and consider going outside and hitching a ride home.

“What the fuck do you care?”  Sally’s snarky tone tightens the muscles down my back.  “She’s a waitress, for crissake.”  Sally laughs and suddenly leaving is not on the agenda. 

She needs to learn some manners. Part of me wants to tear into her, but the soft spoken, gentleman part of me takes a seat on the other side of the table, because few things piss me off more than people deciding how they should treat someone based on some false hierarchy of importance.  

And on top of that, from what I’d overheard of their jabbering in the Rover, Sally is unemployed.  The irony rakes on my nerves and my fuse is rapidly burning down.  My antsy ass is back on my feet ready to take that walk again but I have a few words before I go.

“Everyone deserves—”  I’m ready to lay into her with both barrels when I see the waitress’ tray start our way and I catch the first glimpse of her face.  

I never knew what people meant when they said they felt the ground shift under their feet, but sure as shit do right now. Don’t ask me to explain it, because I can’t, but there’s this soft jolt in my chest, pulling me up sharp. And when I lock my eyes on her I see something I’ve never seen before.

I’ve felt it before though.  Once.  The moment I laid my eyes on Arabelle in the auction ring that day, I knew something was about to happen, like I know something right now. I’m just not fucking sure exactly what it is.

“What can I get you folks?”  The voice of an angel rings in my head like chapel bells.

You can get yourself under me.

The words that rocket through my head shock me. The sweetest face I’ve ever seen is looking back at me.  Warm home grown innocence and curves that light up parts of me left dark for too long have me blinking trying to make sure this isn’t a dream.

Her name tag reads Lori, but she doesn’t look like a Lori.  Everything about her says mine and I shake my head trying to get a grip.

She’s staring at me and her eyes catch mine for a long moment.  They are not just looking at me, they’re tagging me, and my cock decides his long winter is over.

Sally and the brunette bark their drink orders her way and she acknowledges them with a quick smile, then her eyes are back on mine.

I’m the first one to admit I’m confused by what’s happening right now, but I’m powerless to stop it.  This girl has cast a spell on me in the matter of a few seconds and my mind quickly goes to the thought of her clothes laying on my bedroom floor and my fingers diggin’ into her hips.

“And you?”  Her dark eyelashes flutter in my direction and I can’t help imagining those eyes going wide the first time my cock slips between her luscious thighs and upward into what my mind believes already belongs to me.

“What about me?”  I shift and take a step around the back of Roger’s chair.  I swear to fuck I catch her scent and it runs like fire over my skin.  “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

Her quizzical smile and slight eye roll doesn't deter whatever this is that she’s brought to life.  

Fuck, she’s got a goddamn dimple. And the growing boner in my pants sees it too.

Suddenly I’m aware of every dick-swinging mother fucker that is glancing her way.  I don’t give a slinging horse shit if they just want a drink. I don’t want anyone looking her way.  I don’t even fucking want her in here; it doesn’t make sense but I want to take her away from here so no other man can ever put his eyes on her again. 

It takes super human effort to hide everything that is happening inside my body and mind right now.  Feelings I cannot identify are creeping up from my toes until they wrap around my skull.  The feelings are not just inside either; there are great heaving feelings in my crotch ready to stampede their way out of my Levis.

I may cum just from looking at her dimple.  Can that be possible?  I don’t give a shit; my hard-on sees the same thing as me and sooner or later, she’s going to get a good look at just what her dimple does to me.

“Chad.”  Roger’s laughter shakes me from my trance.  “You going to order or just make the poor girl stand there being uncomfortable for the rest of the night?”

She’s fighting another smile and I don’t see discomfort. I see tiny sparklers lighting up her chocolate brown eyes.  She’s magnificent and I take another step forward to which she counters back. 

“Do you want a drink or not?”  She loses the smile and I see her swallow.

“No, I don’t want a drink.  I want your number.”

Roger lets out a hoot then interrupts. “Sorry. Look, Lori, he’s been in a secluded mountain cabin for a few too many years so his social skills, although lacking before, now seem non-existent.  He doesn’t bite though. Well, not unless you want him to.”  Roger licks his lips and the thought that he’s looking at her with anything but the purest of notions makes me want to level him.

“Okay.”  She tips her head trying to establish if we are done here.  

She lets out a little girlish giggle and I lose my fucking mind.  All that sexy with an innocent sweetness on top and drops of cum begin to soak my boxers.  It’s like I’ve been saving up every lustful thought I should have had over the last God-knows-how-many years and they are all coming to call right now inside my fire-seared brain.

I don’t want her to walk away, but I’m not sure I can tie her ass up and sling her over my shoulder without raising some eyebrows.  So I just soak her up and smile.

“Well, I’ll be back with your drinks.”  She turns away, and my eyes follow.  

Her waist is the perfect size for my hands, her ass is the perfect size for fucking, sucking, biting and watching.  In fact, there isn’t a part of her that isn’t the perfect size.  She’s all slow s-turns and deep valleys.  Who wants a boring straight-away; I’ll take all she’s got and make the most of every luscious inch.

I tilt my head to get a better angle watching her move through the crowd. She’s wearing these shiny ballet flats the color of an Oklahoma spring sky, not boots or high heels like the other waitresses.  Her matching baby-blue skirt hits her mid-thigh. 

My eyes follow the curve down her inner leg, past her knees as she bends them and walks up on her tip-toes like she’s being careful not to disturb someone, sidestepping a couple of Barbie-bar flies with makeup so thick it looks like they’re wearing Halloween masks. But the way she walks, it only gives me a better perspective, and all I can think is just how much I want to trace those curves, memorizing them with the tip of my tongue, then start all over with my fingers.  Rinse and repeat.

I’d never considered what my ‘type’ might be, but seeing her it dawns on me that there’s a reason for that.  I don’t have a type.

It’s her.  She’s it.  My type is this one girl.  Ripe and lush and as sweet as apple pie.

I don’t know if she has a boyfriend, if she’s married or hell, she may have a wife for all I know.  But one thing is clear in my mind, whatever she is, there’s part of me that’s already decided I need to be part of her life.

She makes her way past a group of five city boys wearing jeans without a Levi’s or Wrangler label.  In fact, I think they may have taken a wrong turn and shopped in the women’s department for those fancy pants.

There is something about a dude that cares a little too much about his appearance that ruffles my feathers.  Like they don’t have enough to offer from the inside and that makes them a bit too concerned over what they look like on the outside.  Doesn’t send up real-man signals as far as I’m concerned.

Whatever, what they wear is none of my concern, but what is my concern is the way the fuckers eye her as she tries to squeeze through and don’t give her the goddamn courtesy of stepping aside and giving her room to get by.

She’s forcing a polite smile, but I see the discomfort on her face. She’s pissed, but she’s too polite or too shy to say so. Instead I see her mouth the words ‘pardon me,’ her full lips shaping each syllable like the words are made of fucking clay, but the douche patrol ignores her and I’m seeing red. 

Disrespecting her and not giving an inch in the opposite direction? That’s pushing all my buttons. They make her shove her way through, causing her ample tits to brush against the shoulder of one of them and my blood is on boil. She has to raise her tray above her head and tuck herself tight.  Her embarrassment and desperation show in the way her shoulders pull toward her ears and she loses her smile.

Fuckers.  Someone may have a lesson in being a gentleman coming very soon.

“Chad, hey.”  Roger smacks the back of my arm from behind.  “Jesus, man, are you gonna stare at that all night?”

I gather my restraint.  He might be my friend, but right now that doesn’t seem to mean a whole lot to me. Hearing him call her ‘that’ makes my fists ball.

“Careful.  Watch your manners.”  I grunt at my childhood friend.

“What the fuck.”  His face lights up into a toothy grin and he slaps the table sending a squeal out of the girls who, thankfully, seem to have lost interest in what is going on behind them.  “You know her?  Huh?  Some old flame?  Maybe you fucked her once, although I doubt you could remember that far back—”

“You better shut your fucking mouth. You say another fucking word and I’m going to send your teeth to your tonsils.”

Roger pushes his tongue into his cheek.  His eyes still sparkle with amusement, but he gets the message. It’s nothing personal, but I meant what I said.

“Okay, buddy.  I’m just glad to see you back in the land of the living.  Go get what you want.”  

I turn back around grumbling under my breath. “I intend to.”

She’s two douches into the crowd of city boys now, trying to squeeze by the five of them, when one steps behind her and blocks my view. His crew look on as he dry humps the air behind her ass, and they think that shit is funny, but I’m not laughing.  In a heartbeat, I’m headed their way, heat gathering in my chest and radiating down my arms to the clench of my fists.

“Hey, where are you—” Roger calls after me but I’m on a mission as I clear my way through the crowd.  I don’t know this girl, but I know that in my presence no one will ever disrespect her like that.

They are still cuttin’ up like they are in some comedy club when I bow up behind the air-humper with his cocky attitude and slicked back hair.  I’m a quiet sort, but I’ve never been one to shrink from a fight. 

Three of the guys see me coming, I’m hard to miss.  The dick head about to be schooled has his back to me but it only takes him a split second to pick up on the signals from the looks on his friends’ faces that something big is happening behind him.

My head spins with the variations of how I’m going to play this.  I’ve been in my share fights, but this piece of shit holds no sway.  I have a sixth sense when it comes to people, and he’s no match.

By the time he turns around, the decision is made.  I want to lay the fucker out and use the heel of my boot to grind some manners into him, but getting my ass thrown out of this place will not serve my new purpose for the evening, which is keeping my eye on her.

“What the fuck do you want?”  The little fucker suddenly has a set of balls.  They may be the size of a couple mouse turds, but balls nonetheless.

I smile, and palm my beard as I look down at him.  I catch a glimpse of his back-up squad lining up to cover his ass, and it makes me embarrassed for them. That shit ain’t gonna be any deterrent.

“You’re going to go and tip that waitress that just walked by.”  My voice is clear, rumbling out of me like the eleventh commandment.

“What? Fuck you.”  He snaps with an over dramatic eye roll.  “You better step back.”

I drop my hand from my beard and brush some invisible shit off the guy’s shoulder with my fingertips, invading his personal space like it’s my God-given right.  Being around horses all my life, one thing you learn, you always stay calm.  No matter what may be churning around me, I’m unflappable.

I clear my throat and nod toward where I can still see Lori moving through the crowd.  “That waitress.  You just insulted her and that shit doesn’t fly with me. So unless you want to be wearing your ass for a hat, you are going to apologize to her by digging in your wallet, coming up with a hundred bucks, walk your sorry ass over there and put it on her tray.  You tip her, or we’ll have a different conversation.”

I drop my hand from his shoulder and thumb the stiff handle of the knife I always carry in my front pocket.  I pinch it between my thumb and forefinger, inching it out before stuffing it back down inside my pocket with a grin.  If my general size isn’t intimidating enough, with my hair nearly to my shoulders and my beard meeting it, I’m sure I look scary as hell to these city boys.  

If this guy has any sense, he can read the crazy in my eyes, and realize it’s in his best interests to settle this without blows. I want to spend the rest of this evening admiring the miracle that just walked into my life, but I’ll do what I have to do to make sure he treats her with the respect she deserves.

His four comrades are flanking him but I lock eyes on him and repeat my order.

“A hundred bucks.  Right fucking now.  You go tip her and this can be over.  Or...” I crack my neck and release a deep breath.  “...you and your bridesmaids are going to be on the floor trying to pick up each other’s teeth.”

He gives me his best Scarface nose twitch and his buddies straighten up behind him.

“I’d say two hundred is more like it.”

I don’t need to turn around to know Roger’s voice.  He’s to my left, he matches me in height and outweighs me by another twenty pounds he wears in his gut so we are a solid wall facing down their rhinestones and hair gel.

“Fuck off.”  The dipshit’s voice is losing some bravado.  “I’ll give her a hundred.”  His whole group shifts back, their chests deflate and shoulders drop.  Inside my head I’m laughing my ass off imagining this group of glitter boys going toe-to-toe with me and Roger.

But on the outside I’m all business.

I have to keep my eyes on the prize, and right now getting escorted out of the bar for stuffing my fist down his gullet would not bring me closer to her.  

He reaches around and digs in his back pocket, pulls out his wallet and waves a hundred-dollar bill in my face.  

“Okay?”  He swallows and the fear in his eyes would be visible from a hundred paces, but he’s trying to save some of his pride.  

“Go give it to her, say something nice and I’ll be watching from over there.”  I jerk my head back toward where we were sitting.

He nods and turns to walk her way.  

She’s at the tail end of the bar, giving drink orders to the bartender and it rakes my nerves that her tank top is cut too low.  I can tell she’s sweet, kind and from the rest of her outfit, she’s not the type to dangle her goods for the world to see, so that shirt will have to go.  

Other waitresses are wearing the same thing, so I know it’s the bar’s uniform shirt, but I don’t give a shit about them.  I give a shit about her, and any other fucker that has his eyes on her sends my protector instinct into overdrive.

Her tits are full and proud, like a goddamn American flag flying above the indent of her waist. And fuck if I’m not feeling mighty patriotic right now. 

Just watching the swell and flow of that ass of hers has me rolling in the dust, thinking of how I’d train her, teach her things that an angel like her hasn’t imagined.  She’s casual and understated, but she’s put together like a show pony.  Neat and carefully groomed.  Her hair hanging down over her shoulders gleams under the flashing lights and even from here I can see that she’s wearing just the right amount of make-up.

Most women overdo that shit but I like it natural, clean.  Fuck, she’s as perfect as I’ve ever seen.  I’ve never even touched her, and already this lush little dove has me whipped.

I imagine taking her out to the field, laying her out and messing up her hair, thrusting into her until she tears at the grass underneath as she tries to hold on.  I want her wearing my cum like a badge of honor.  I want her covered in me so everyone knows she is more than just taken by me – she’s ruined in the most magnificent and gorgeous way.

She’s tapping her foot to the music and tracing ChapStick over her lips as she waits for her drink order, so she doesn’t see the douche bag pushing through the last few people to get to her. She snaps around as he comes up next to her, then he lays the money on her tray, says a few words and turns back.

I’ve known her for all of five minutes, but I pick up clues.  It’s body language, and I know body language. It’s another side effect of my work with horses. They’re great communicators if you know their language. And when it comes to people, we’re not that different. The set of her jaw, the slant of her hips. I think I know what she’s saying better than she does.

She’s happy.  I see it in her eyes, her body.  And I’m happy simply because she is.

I imagine the touch of my fingertips on those plump cheeks. How soft she must be, like the petals of wildflowers.  How I’d draw her next to me, kissing her hair after I’ve fucked her and done things to her God didn’t intend.  Teaching her the meaning of the word pleasure.  

Her face lights up as she picks the money off the tray, stares at it in her hand for a long moment.  

Then, it happens.

When her eyes finally raise under her lashes, they flicker across the mass of people and light on mine.  It only lasts a second, but she breaks into a dimpled smile that starts on her lips but finishes in her eyes and that shit’s all mine.  

That’s my new purpose in life.  To make her smile all the way to her eyes. Every fucking minute of every single day just so I get to see that dimple again and again.
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You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

It’s a sign.  I shouldn’t have come. I consider retreating through the ivy covered wrought iron gates that I’ve only just stepped through.  

“Hey, Griff!”  Stacey Phelps lifts one hand and waves a little unsteadily.  “Griffin!”

She was the homecoming queen of my high school senior class, and to my horror I was voted onto the court that year, so I’m not surprised she’s here.  This is sort of my unofficial going away party at my best friend Derrick’s parents’ estate.  I’ve known Stacey since fifth grade.  We’re not what I would call friends, but we’d hung out in the same circles, and she saying ‘hi’ would be normal under normal circumstances.

But in this case, it’s fucking weird.

She’s leaning over a long, teak dining table that adorns the outside, covered dining area by the pool with her skirt flipped up over her rear and some dude’s dick deep in her lady business.

People are idiots.

“Jesus.”  I grunt toward the darkening sky, shaking my head as I kick the squeaking iron gate closed behind me with my heel.  

I should have just taken the front entrance like everyone else, but I thought I might be able to sneak in unnoticed if I came through the back garden.  Should have known better.  I’m not one for attracting attention; I’m more the sit-in-the-corner-and-hope-no-one-notices-me kind of guy.  That’s not always the case unfortunately.  My sheer size draws eyes, I get that.

If I had my way, I’d have my head stuck in a book or hitting some intricate math problem just to prove to myself I could solve it.  But most people still see me as a varsity jacket.  A football Guido.  The cheerleaders used to have a betting pool on who would manage to snag me.  Whoever got the first fuck apparently won a prize.  That never happened.

The scene that’s greeted me raises my blood pressure. Emily Post has no protocol for this sort of thing.

I do my best to avert my eyes as I speed my steps across the ledge stone pathway, dry leaves crunching under my black boots, and doing my best to feign ignorance of the coital activities to my left.

But Stacey won’t stop fucking talking to me.

“I heard you were coming.  MBA a year early, I hear.  He always was Mr. Smarty pants,” she adds over her shoulder as the dick behind her thrusts forward.  Every few words there’s a gasp of punctuation, her suitor seemingly finding my presence no deterrent to his dick’s needs.  “Hey, Griff, come over and say ‘hi.’  My mouth isn’t occupied.”  Her sing song tone does nothing to stay the violent uprising in my stomach.

“No.”  I jab the word at the ground, making it very clear her offer is not only declined but enthusiastically declined, shoving my hands into the back pockets of my Levi’s, the six pack tucked between the crook of my elbow and my hip.  My leather jacket opens in the front. The “Property of University of Michigan Football” lettering stretching across my chest. 

“You sure?  You and I never did get together.  Kind of a shame don’cha think?”

I’m three long strides toward the back door into the main house, still stunned she’s talking to me as though we’re standing outside a fucking library or something.  All I want to do is get inside and away from that sight.  Even though it was only a split second glance, it’s now burned into my brain.  The incoherent glaze of inebriation and lust on both their faces, the way they’re lit by the color changing, underwater pool lights, like some kind of weird new art installation Derrick’s step-mom has wasted her money on.

Keep walking. 

Sometimes I just can’t ignore the things I should.

I take one hand out of my back pocket, my fingers twisting the door handle, but I can feel myself starting to shake.  The fire flickers down in my gut.  

I take three measured breaths like my high school coach and mentor Lenny Robinson taught me to do.  It doesn’t work. I set the beer down on the table next to the door and breathe through my nose for a long moment.

“Dude, what the fuck are you doing?”  I spin and take a few strides back in their direction.  The guy standing behind Stacey bites his lip, eyes glazed, only half open, and I doubt he’s even aware of me at the moment.  I know the fucking look and I feel dirty just seeing it, but this is total bullshit.  I raise my voice and clap my hands together.  “Hey, asshole, yes, I’m talking to you.”  I thrust my arm out straight, snapping my fingers and pointing his way.

Stacey’s head jerks back, her eyes wide, and she haphazardly brushes her tangled hair from her face.  I see that she’s deep into this right now, but I can’t let this shit go, for her sake as much as anything.  I don’t have any specific feelings for her one way or the other, and if she was a stranger I’d be having the exact same reaction.  

I look back at the dude, his eyes light on me and he loses his happy “O” face, hip thrusts paused, caught in between shock and release.

“What the fuck, man?  We’re busy here.”  He narrows his eyes at me and I step forward so he can get a good look at who he’s messing with.  I stop at the other end of the table though.  Any closer and I’m going to get a view of things I care not see.

“Yes, unfortunately I can see you’re busy.”  I look quickly at Stacey, whose eyes are locked onto me.  “But if you are any kind of man, you wouldn’t do this out here.”  I jerk a hand from my back pocket and wave it, fingers up toward the sky, just in case he hasn’t noticed where he is.  “Show her some respect.  And the rest of us as well.  Take it inside.” 

My hands fall to my sides, fists tightening.  I count to ten because I feel the tingling starting in the back of my neck and I know what’s coming next if I don’t calm down.

What do I care, right?  She’s not my girl.  I don’t even know him, and I don’t owe her a thing.  Fuck, I haven’t even kissed a girl in so long you would think I’d enjoy this kind of show.

The truth is I’ve never done much of anything with a girl.  No one knows that but Derrick.  Hell, I’m not embarrassed to be a virgin, but I don’t advertise and I doubt anyone that knows me would guess that is the case.

I must be from another century, right?  I’ve seen too much of this sort of disrespect for sex, from both sides of the gender spectrum.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m a fan of sex, and I think it should be enjoyed enthusiastically by both men and women.  When the time comes and I find the right girl, all bets are off, I want to do it all and then some.  Nonetheless, all women deserve to be treated like something precious.

The dude grunts my way, poison darts shooting from his eyes. “Back the fuck off, man.  I’m not forcing her, move the fuck on.”  He lets go of her hip raising his hand with a dismissive flap in my direction.

I stifle a laugh at his bravado.  It’s hard to look tough with your jeans around your knees and your ass hanging out in the October chill.  I’ve also got about six inches of height on him, and from the looks of him, he’s from this side of the tracks decked out in his bow tie, plaid button down and cashmere sweater.  It’s all good, I don’t care how he dresses, and having money is great, but I doubt he’s ever fought off a mosquito.

I know what it means to work.  I shoveled shit at a horse barn all through high school.  Three jobs in college, swinging a hammer, cooking the line in a greasy diner and shoveling snow in a Michigan winter puts hair on your balls and callouses on your hands. So this trust fund baby best be wise to keep himself in check.  Three years of college football has me layered with forty additional pounds of lean muscle than when I left this town the end of my senior summer, and I was already one of the biggest guys in our class then.

My face heats and I have to reach out to grab the top of a chair on the opposite side of the table.  I squeeze the top rail of the wood, raising the chair off the ground a few inches before slamming it back down, shaking the entire table, Stacey included.  “I’m going inside that door.”  I twist my head toward where the party is roaring inside.  “But I’m going to turn around when I get in there and you’d better be fucking gone.”

I don’t wait for his answer because he’s already on the retreat, my point made.  I do my best to shake the anger away.  Clearly that doesn’t work because when I get to the back door I jerk it open so hard it bends the hinges and won’t close behind me.  I grab the six cans of some craft double IPA, fancy bullshit beer I thought Derrick might like and shoulder my way inside the house.

That whole scene shouldn’t have set me off the way it did. I didn’t want this party, and I’m sure my general level of irritation when I came through the back gate didn’t help things.  

Inside, I take a quick breath, blow it out and try to reset my mood.  

Thumping music hits me in the chest.  The back entry leads straight into a party room with floor to ceiling windows right across the back wall that also function as doors when the weather permits.  It’s a little cool out in October for the pool, but plenty of parties in the past have seen this room completely open to the patio by sliding all those windows into the walls.  Slick, I know.  Money buys some cool stuff, that’s for sure.  I only know about this stuff because of my friends.  If I stayed on my side of the tracks my whole life, I’d be lucky to see a plastic kiddy pool in the backyard.

I scan the busy room, raising a hand as people turn and wave.  Heads spin as whispers grow.  Girls start licking their lips and tossing their hair. They should know better by now.  I’m not taken but I’m not really available either.

One hand is holding onto the six pack and my other one moves to the comfortable place in my back pocket.  I’m trying to work out the best strategy for getting through this with a minimum amount of attention.  Then, just as my eyes adjust to the bright light, I catch a glimpse of the most beautiful silken black hair off to my right.  Streaks of light cascade down the slick dark strands like moonlight on a still lake.  

Under that hair I see the blush of a cheek against skin that makes me think of the finest china.  It’s barely a second, but it’s intoxicating.  My insides start to rearrange themselves and my heart does some twitching thing that makes me wonder if I need a cardiologist.

My eyes widen and my mouth waters.  Maybe I’m sick.  I’m lightheaded, and even my skin prickles to life.

And my dick is hard.  In an instant.  That’s never happened before.

I shift my head, straining to see around some idiot who’s stepped into my line of vision blocking my view.  My feet may as well be encased in cement and bricks stacking on my shoulders.  There’s a raging urge to throw myself forward and touch her, but I’m frozen.

With a spin of her head the light is swirling around her raven black hair, and there is this look in her eyes that cuts me.  She’s unsure.  Even afraid.  Maybe I’m hallucinating because I swear to Christ a halo hovers over her.  She catches me staring.  Her honey-green eyes capture mine for a split second and the wind is knocked out of me.  Just that single second of connection sends me spinning.

And with that, she’s gone, another young girl leading her by the hand out of the room followed by a few more giggling as they go.  They’re too young to be friends of Derrick’s.  Maybe seniors in high school, friends of Derrick’s newest stepsister, Amanda.

I don’t know Amanda well, except whenever I come around she finds a reason to be wherever I am.  She’s overly flirty for her age and from what Derrick tells me she does that with all his friends. To top it off, he’s mentioned her attitude needs frequent adjustment, unfortunately, her mother is less than attentive.

Something about this whole setup is unsettling, they are way too young to be mixing with this kind of adult crowd. There’s alcohol flowing, flesh on display, and who knows what else might be being passed around this room.  What I’d seen on the back patio now makes me even more pissed.  

I don’t even know the haloed angel that swept through the room and through me a moment ago, but the thought of her stumbling onto that sort of scene has me seeing everything through a red mist.

I know when someone is out of their depth.  Something was going on there, she looked like the lamb being lead to slaughter.

I clear my throat and toss my head back on my neck, trying to shake it off.  

Looking around the enormous party room starts to close around me. The muscles in my chest twitch and tighten.  In a house this size, some of the closets are bigger than my parents’ entire house.  The place is all English country estate from the outside, all worn brick and limestone with ivy gripping onto every vertical surface it can find.  But inside, clearly there is a new sheriff in town, which is Derrick’s new step-mother.  The inside is more SoHo loft, all white on cream with splashes of modern artwork covering nearly every open wall.  

A lot has changed here at Derrick’s family’s estate since I was here last Christmas.  Seems Rita’s been giving the old credit card a workout with her redecorating.

“Hey, retard!”  I roll my eyes as Derrick’s bark cuts through the thumping music and the static hiss of voices from the people packed inside, mostly friends and acquaintances from our high school class.  Some of Derrick’s college friends.  He got his undergrad a year ago and stopped there.  I pushed on and finished up my MBA; I need every advantage I can get.

A slap on the back spins me around, my hand flies out of my back pocket ready to do battle.  I know it’s Derrick, but I’m not a huge fan of random touch and he knows that so I throw an elbow into his gut as I turn around, holding the six pack in my other hand still, letting him know my retaliation wasn’t an accident with a glare.  “You should know better.”

He doubles over with a laugh.  “I should.  But I can’t help myself.  It’s fun.”

My aversion to touch became a game with our football teammates in high school.  On the field it wasn’t an issue.  But more than a few of my teammates found out that when I said ‘don’t touch me,’ I was fucking serious.

“Yeah, fun for who?  You having fun?”  I chuckle down at my friend who is bent in half finding his next breath.  “You’re lucky I don’t throw another shot into that pretty face, give your nose a new angle.  You’re too pretty to be a dude anyway.”  Even as I’m goading him,, I’m shoving the six pack his way.  He’s grinning and nodding getting his vertical back with a groan.

“Yeah?  Well you’re too ugly to be above ground, dude.”  He playfully slaps my face and I let that one go.  He could easily be in an Abercrombie ad with his surfer looks.  Me, I’m more the dark, gritty underbelly, hard on the outside, but when you get to know me, the inside is far different.

The irony is the scar on my lip is from when Derrick knocked me over when we were ten playing football out in his front yard.  He hit me low, took my legs out and I fell face first into the jockey statue at the edge of their driveway.  He’s the only one who’s ever taken me down and left a mark.  And, lived to tell the story.  

Which, trust me, he does at every opportunity.  

Derrick was our high school quarterback when I was a lineman, so I know he’s tough, but I doubt he could topple me over anymore, even on the best of days.  

Derrick flashes me his ever present smile. “With your looks the D.O.D. will surely keep you locked in the dungeon with the other freaks.  Forensic accounting?  Who would’ve thought that was such an in-demand skill.”

“Shut up, it pays well.  I’m all about the paycheck.”

I know he sympathizes, but there’s no way Derrick could understand about student loans, housing fees let alone my family’s medical bills and foreclosure notices.  

He nods.  “How’s your mom?”

I shake my head and let out a long sigh.

“Sorry, man.  Your dad’s worked hard his whole life.  Plumbers should be paid better than doctors in my opinion.  Dealing with all that shit.”  He explodes in a laugh.  “Forensic accounting is almost as glamorous as plumbing.”

“Don’t even go there, man.  This job may not make me famous, but I get to do something I enjoy and pull down enough scratch to change things for me.  For us.  Mom and dad too.  Not just scraping by.”  I hate the strained hope in my voice.  

Growing up without wasn’t so bad, but watching my parents struggle now sucks.  I look at Derrick, his life an affluent alternate universe.  More money than he knows what to do with, but parents who spend almost zero time with him.  He’s said many times the staff raised him more than his mom and dad ever did.

Me?  Mom and Dad always gave me time and attention.  Support and love.  Money was another issue and still is.  But I’m going to fix that; it’s been the driving force gnawing inside me since I was a kid.

“I hear you.  It’s just not exactly sexy, you know?  The whole ‘join the ranks of the indentured middle class’ thing.  But, you’re right, it’s a sweet deal they offered you. And they made sure you signed on the dotted line.  They own your ass.”  He wraps his tongue over his top teeth flashing his familiar wry grin.

He’s right.  I didn’t realize my knack for numbers would ever pay off.  I was sure it would be my skills at knocking heads together on the football field that would be my meal ticket, but in the long run, my brain is my greatest asset.  So after a few concussions, I opted out of football as a future career direction.  

Finishing up my Masters the Department of Defense came calling.  When I tested for them, I figured they’d say, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you.”.

I was wrong.

But, I’m low man on the totem pole.  You know the deal, I do the heavy lifting while someone else gets the credit, but with a salary plus incentives that will be more than my dad ever made as a self-employed plumber by far.  Not to mention the signing bonus that has already taken some of the heat off my parents’ situation. We were middle class cozy growing up.  But, mom’s health took its toll on her and their finances.  

In five years, the D.O.D. will have paid off my student loans as well. That’s it, I’ll be debt free.  Derrick’s right, I signed the contract that day.  The thought of being able to take care of my parents and rid us all of the burden of student loans was more than worth a few years in a job I was born to do.  If I hate it, I don’t have to stay after the five years, but I don’t have anything really tying me here other than mom and dad, and this is for them as much as for me.  

There’s a satellite D.O.D. office here in the Detroit area, but when I asked, I was told that was for high level projects only.  They made it sound like that’s where the brain trust resides, so, who knows, maybe someday I’ll be back here, but for now, moving around sounded just fine to me.

The room is like a sauna with so many people in this space, the tips of my ears are hot and I’m not sure it’s from the room or something else.  Derrick shouts above the crowd at people and I want to strip off my jacket, but I’m too unsettled.  He waves over a couple girls we knew in high school.  Jacqui and Lisa have us quickly cornered, giggling and asking a thousand questions. For the next fifteen minutes I nod and grunt and politely ignore their flirting, when all I want is to get away.

A couple of the younger girls from earlier skip back into the room, tucking in and around the older crowd while giggling and grabbing beers then running back out.

My urge to go find my haloed angel and make sure she’s okay tugs at me.

My other urge is to push her against the nearest wall and thrust into her body, but I’ll take just making sure she’s okay for now.  I’m aching, and I can’t fight the draw any longer.

“Hold on.  I’ll be right back.”  I wave a hand behind me toward Derrick and the girls as I’m already moving away.

“Where are you going?  We only have one night until you disappear across the ocean!”  His raised voice falls on deaf ears.  He’s my friend, but this is more important.  I don’t know why, but it is.  

She is.

I leave Derrick open mouthed as I push through a group of girls, grunting ‘excuse me’ a few times along the way.  

I know this monster of a house pretty well.  Derrick and I met when we were both in fourth grade. We went to different elementary schools then, but my mom brought me here to the estate when she worked for the Warners as a housekeeper back before her MS got so bad.  

For a rich kid, Derrick treated me like there was no difference between us.  From the first day he came bounding into the kitchen offering me a full size Snickers bar as my mom scrubbed the floor, I thought his life was magical.  Through the years, I’ve learned otherwise.  

Down the hallway into the foyer, I pause and listen.  The massive walnut and stone staircase is to my left.  The front door to my right.  Other rooms annex off the hallway in both directions.  

This place is full of echoes, the stone walls giving off clues to movements.  I know, from years of hide and seek with Derrick, the way sounds bounce around.  But today when I strain to hear something, all that hits my ears is the thumping bass of the dance music shaking the very foundations of the house.

I tighten my lips against my teeth and decide I’ll start up the stairs.  Something is pulling me to search for the flash of dark hair and plump pink lips. My instincts tell me the girls are up in Amanda’s bedroom. I know this place is eleven thousand square feet, but how hard can it be to find her?  I turn to the stairway, then something gnaws at me; I turn in the other direction slowing and moving forward, listening for clues.

And that’s what I have to do.  Find her.  Because I’m leaving tomorrow, and I may not have another chance.

Something inside springs to life inside me and I decide not to fight it.  For the first time, I understand what my father told me all those years.  When you find your one, you just know.  It’s the way he said he felt the first time he saw my mom.

Now I need to find her and tell her she’s mine.
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