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      She approaches me with the glassy, far-off look, and I cower away from her. There
         is no escaping her when she goes into one of her moods. When she’s like this, I refer
         to her as Clean Momma. I plead with my eyes, not daring to voice my prayers. You never
         speak to her when she has that look in her eyes. Speaking will only make things ten
         times worse.
      

      
      “Sidney, baby, are you dirty?” she questions, the sweetness in her voice thick as
         syrup.
      

      
      I blink a few times to rid the tears that are threatening. Clean Momma hates tears.

      
      Quickly shaking my head from side to side, I once again plead with her nonverbally
         to not go to the inevitable. When she takes a step toward me, I flinch, and the corners
         of her lips turn up into a sickening smile.
      

      
      Momma is as twisted as they come. Even being a very naïve, sheltered fifteen-year-old
         girl, I know that there is something sick in her brain. Thankfully she allows me to
         borrow books from the library. Because of those escapes from hell, I know that I am
         living in a nightmare that is far from a normal life.
      

      
      As if reading my mind, she glares at me with all the hate she can muster, it seems,
         and I nearly vomit. But I choke it back because you certainly do not do that in front
         of Momma. Only a few times in my life has it happened, and I paid dearly for them.
      

      
      “Sidney, you are a very dirty little girl. When you went to the library today, you
         were exposed to some nasty things. I can practically seem them crawling on you. Momma
         needs to wash you clean.”
      

      
      This time, the tears fall on their own accord, and I slowly inch myself away from
         her. Even though we are nearly evenly matched with our height and weight, she has
         just enough crazy in her that I will never be able to fight her. Breaking my vow of
         silence, I finally succumb to begging.
      

      
      “Momma, please,” I begin in a whimper, “I was so careful not to get dirty. I wore
         clothing to cover my arms and legs. Plus, I remembered to wear my gloves.” I didn’t
         really, but I threw it in for good measure, hoping it might work this time.
      

      
      “Tsk, tsk, tsk…”

      
      I gulp, once again trying to push down the rising bile in my throat. There is no way
         around this. And since I’ve spoken, it will be brutal.
      

      
      “Get into the bathroom right away and undress. I’ll get my supplies.”

      
      When I don’t make any moves toward the bathroom, she picks up one of her many switches
         that are scattered about the house from the end table and cracks it across my upper
         arm with surprising force for a woman of her size. I howl in pain and pull away from
         her, hurrying into the bathroom. The last thing I need is a bunch of open lashes while
         I endure my punishment. My arm stings, and without looking, I know she’s broken the
         skin.
      

      
      Not wanting to push her any further, I quickly strip out of my clothes as I wait for
         her. I know the drill. She will bathe me as if I’m a child. Problem is, she will do
         it in such a sadistic manner that it will take me days to recover. Again, I feel like
         puking.
      

      
      I can sense her presence before I see or hear her and step out of her way as she comes
         into the bathroom. She’s in her ‘uniform,’ as she calls it, donning long yellow rubber
         gloves and goggles. Heaven forbid she gets any bleach on her precious skin. Spinning
         around so fast that I yelp out in surprise, she glares at me. The woman can sense,
         even in my mind, when I have the smallest inkling of defiance rolling through me.
         Her look is enough for me to wash it away immediately.
      

      
      Stalking over to the tub, she draws what I know from experience is a scalding-hot
         bath. I’m already whimpering as I mentally prepare myself for what’s to come. As it
         fills, she adds the entire bottle of bleach into the tub. It instantly burns my eyes
         and nose as it fills the air, mixing with the steam. I try not to choke and take shallow
         breaths as not to inhale it all and send myself into a coughing fit. Clean Momma is
         bad, visiting frequently, but Nurse Momma is the worst. A cough would bring her out
         in a flash, and I simply can’t deal with Nurse Momma.
      

      
      “Dirty child, get into the tub. We need to wash the filth from your body. Momma needs
         to make you clean again.”
      

      
      I blink the tears from my eyes, which are now a mixture of fear and chemical irritation,
         and approach the tub hesitantly. Because I must be going too slowly, I am immediately
         attacked with the switch again across my bottom, and I wail out in surprise. This,
         too, has broken the skin, and I curse myself for making things worse on me.
      

      
      Raising my foot over the top of the tub, I try to ease my toes in, testing the temperature
         of the water. Of course it is beyond scorching, and I whine as I force my foot into
         the blistering abyss. Escaping to the mental holes in my mind, I think about anything
         but the pain that is slowly rising up my leg as I fully submerge it. Once my toes
         graze the bottom of the tub, I get my footing under control before I pull the other
         foot into the tub.
      

      
      Momma calmly watches as I lower myself down, grabbing ahold of either side of the
         tub. This part always hurts the worst. If I don’t do it in a manner that she views
         is quick enough, she’ll help me along. I do not like it when she helps me along.
      

      
      Biting down on my lip, praying to distract myself from the pain, I lower my bottom.
         I feel the heat on my sensitive flesh between my legs before it even touches the scorching
         water. When I hesitate just a fraction of a second, I know I’ve made the worst possible
         mistake.
      

      
      Momma slams her hands onto my shoulders and pushes me into the piping-hot water. My
         screams are otherworldly as the liquid fire lashes at my flesh. Tears roll down along
         with snot as I try not to move a muscle, hoping not to inflict any more pain on untouched
         skin.
      

      
      My breaths are coming out shallow and ragged as I throw all of my willpower into not
         hyperventilating. I still have a death grip on the edge of the tub so that she doesn’t
         fully submerge me if I am caught off guard. Every muscle in my body is tight as I
         brace myself for what she has plans for next.
      

      
      From the corner of my eye, I watch with bated breath as she pulls out a bristly scrub
         brush. Thankfully this one only has plastic bristles. If they ever ran out of the
         plastic ones at the grocery store, she was in no way opposed to buying metal scouring
         pads. Momma has her own business as a cleaning lady with many affluent clients and
         I often wonder if she cleans their bathtubs like she cleans her daughter—very thoroughly.
         Carefully, she pours a little bleach over the scrub brush and turns to me. Clenching
         my eyes closed, I hold my breath as she begins her relentless scrubbing.
      

      
      She burnishes my skin, meticulous in removing every single perceived contaminant.
         My skin burns as the bleach and slowly cooling water irritates the raw places. Every
         single place she can reach, she does her ritualistic cleansing. Momma never goes above
         my neck.
      

      
      “I think we managed to take care of your dirty little problem. Now I suggest you finish
         up in here and get off to bed. Momma’s tired from all of this hard work,” she says
         without any indication that what she has done to me is wrong. No, Momma doesn’t see
         anything unusual about her behavior, which only solidifies how sick in the head she
         is.
      

      
      “Yes, Momma,” I agree softly, not looking at her.

      
      “Very well then. Goodnight, love.”

      
      Her words are just that—words. She may call me “love” or “baby,” but they are empty.
         There is absolutely no feeling behind them. Momma has deep-rooted psychological problems
         for which she’s never received any type of professional help. In my many trips to
         the library, I have read through tons of books looking for her disease. There isn’t
         anything in those books about cleaning your child in bleach because of imagined germs—at
         least not as far as I could find.
      

      
      After she exits the bathroom with her supplies, I drain the water and stand up. The
         cool air washes over my skin, much to my delight. Once the last bit of water disappears,
         I turn on the shower to the coldest setting I can handle. The spray of icy water cools
         my burning flesh and rinses away the bleach, finally making it easier for me to breathe.
      

      
      There has to be a way I can escape her sick abuse, but I don’t know how. Everything
         was fine until Daddy left us a few years ago when I was ten. The moment he left, without
         a word of goodbye, I watched my momma slowly morph into a monster. In the beginning,
         she just started using the switch on me frequently. Whenever she was upset about missing
         Daddy or had a bad day at work, she would punish me by beating the stew out of me
         with her switches. My body is littered with scars over scars from those painful lashings.
      

      
      The summer after sixth grade is when she upped her level of crazy. A client accused
         her of stealing and fired her. At dinner that night, she snapped and decided that
         I was dirty. That first bleach bath was horrifying. Now that I am used to them, they
         are at least not surprising. I eventually learned her patterns and triggers over the
         next few years, always attempting to stay two steps ahead of her. However, trying
         to understand a mentally ill person is a fruitless endeavor, and I still, like tonight,
         landed on her radar.
      

      
      It made me sick the day she told me that I would no longer be going to school, that
         she would take care of my schooling from home. Until that point, it had been my escape.
         I still remember crying so hard that I vomited. That was when I met Nurse Momma. The
         shudder that courses through me brings me back to the present.
      

      
      Washing my hair, I wince as the shampoo burns my raw skin when it runs down my shoulders
         and back and quickly rinse it away. I turn off the water and locate the towel on the
         hook. Ever so softly, I dab the water from by skin. After making my way to the mirror,
         I swipe it to see my reflection. My blue eyes seem hollow and vacant. Dark circles
         ring them, an indication of the stressful life I lead. Pouty lips, which look much
         like Momma’s, frown back at me.
      

      
      Carefully, I pull the hairbrush through my shoulder-length chocolate-colored hair.
         When I accidentally graze the shoulder of the injured arm, I yelp in pain. I place
         the hairbrush back down and exit the bathroom, the towel wrapped loosely around me.
         After glancing nervously down the hallway, I dart into my room and quietly close the
         door behind me.
      

      
      My fan is humming above me, and my body shivers delightfully as the air chills my
         stinging skin. I drop the towel and open the window to let more cool air inside. Because
         of her punishments, I am developing my own obsessive tendencies, much to my dismay.
         For one, the fan always has to be on and the window open, no matter the temperature.
         Two, I absolutely will not sleep with anything but a simple sheet draped over my skin.
         And finally, I sleep naked, which is unusual for a fifteen-year-old girl.
      

      
      Up until the bleach baths, I was every bit the normal girl who got occasional beatings
         from her mother. Since the baths started, my skin screams for relief. It’s absolutely
         necessary for me not only to heal from them this way, but also to have the control
         over my body that I don’t have when Momma is around.
      

      
      Sliding in between the sheets, I finally relax in my safe haven. If I knew where to
         go or if I had money, I would just leave in the middle of the night out the open window
         that begs to release me to my own devices. But I am scared. Momma rules the only world
         I know. Until I can figure out a way to seek help or manage a life on my own, I am
         tethered to her in ways I wish I weren’t. I absolutely hate her and this life I’ve
         been dealt.
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      “911, what’s your emergency?” the dispatcher on the other line calmly asks.

      
      I’m shaking as I stare at Momma’s lifeless form on the floor. The woman on the line
         repeats herself and I am brought back from my trance.
      

      
      “Uh, yeah,” I begin, voice trembling, “I think my mother is dead.”

      
      “Stay calm, ma’am. Can you help me out? I need you to check for a pulse. Do you think
         you can help me with that?”
      

      
      I gulp as I hesitantly make my way toward her. Kneeling, I pull her over to her back.

      
      “What do I do? How do I check for a pulse?” I question the woman. Momma’s eyes are
         open and unblinking. I’m suddenly feeling nauseated.
      

      
      The woman proceeds to tell me how to check for a pulse, but once I tell her about
         the temperature of her skin, the stiffness of her body, and her open eyes, she eventually
         ends up just staying on the line with me until the medical responders arrive.
      

      
      Upon entrance, one of the two men pulls me to the side.

      
      “Ma’am, are you okay?” he asks gently, and I feel his gaze fall to my bare arms.

      
      When I got up this morning to eat breakfast, I tossed on a tank top along with some
         shorts, not expecting to find Momma dead on the kitchen floor. Immediately, I squirm
         under his gaze as he blatantly notices my scars and sores.
      

      
      “Yes, I’m fine,” I say shortly, hoping to divert his attention elsewhere.

      
      “Ma’am, I would like to take a closer look at those lacerations. May I?” he questions
         in an easy manner, much like the way you would coax over a scared puppy. When he reaches
         for me, I flinch and take several steps away from him.
      

      
      “I said I’m fine. Please,” I beg, wanting him to just leave me alone.

      
      He sighs and frowns over at me before turning back to handling my deceased mother.
         The other fellow speaks up and I listen attentively. My mind is racing about how scared
         and happy I am at the same time. The two warring emotions are making me dizzy.
      

      
      “It would appear that your mother had a heart attack. Of course we won’t know for
         certain until after an autopsy, should you decide to proceed with one. I’m so sorry
         for your loss. Is there anyone we can call?” the younger EMT asks me.
      

      
      I blink rapidly as I try to conjure up anyone I could call. We aren’t close to any
         family. My father left us long ago. The only friend I have is the librarian, and that
         would be a stretch.
      

      
      “No. I don’t have anyone.”

      
      He, too, frowns at me and gives his partner a look I wasn’t meant to interpret. I’m
         going crazy wondering what they are silently saying about me. I just want them to
         leave and soon.
      

      
      “Ma’am, we’re going to call a counselor. It might be best if you could talk to someone.
         I know her really well. Her name’s Tina Caldwell. Can I call her for you?” the younger
         one asks. They are being so gentle with me, as if I might bolt out the door at any
         second. I’m seriously considering it.
      

      
      “Um, is that customary with this sort of thing?” I question, nervous at the idea of
         these people suddenly injecting themselves into my life.
      

      
      “In your case, I think it would be very beneficial. She can help guide you on what
         to do now that your mother has passed on. It would appear that you live with her.
         Am I correct? You seem a little young, so I thought maybe you could use some advice.”
         His words are calm, but I can tell that he isn’t revealing everything to me.
      

      
      “I’m twenty-one,” I tell him defiantly, as if that makes me suddenly capable for handling
         such situations.
      

      
      He smiles at me and stands from his position on the floor. When he approaches me,
         I once again shrink away from him. Thankfully he stops and withdraws a phone from
         his pocket.
      

      
      “Tina, it’s Joey. I really need you to help me with something. I’ll text you the address
         and some information, but we could really use you right now.” His emphasis on the word ‘really’ causes me to shiver nervously
         as if I’ve done something wrong. I also note that this probably isn’t customary considering
         his informal nature with her. I suspect he could be a friend or boyfriend of Tina.
         “Thanks. I’ll talk to you later,” Joey says gratefully before hanging up the phone.
         Yes, definitely more than acquaintances.
      

      
      “We’re going to finish up here. Tina will be over after her last appointment, probably
         around three. Will you be okay until then?” he questions, concern lacing his voice.
      

      
      I nod emphatically, hoping to drive home the point that I will be fine. For once in
         my godforsaken life, I will be fine. He watches me for a little longer than I am comfortable
         with, and I feel myself squirming again, much to my dismay.
      

      
      “Okay then.”
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      The knock on the door pulls me from my daze. I have been sitting in the same spot
         in a kitchen chair, watching the area on the floor where Momma died. The reality hasn’t
         set in yet. I’m not really sure what to do with myself once it does.
      

      
      I stand up, stretching my aching legs, and make my way to the door. Peeking through
         the peephole, I see a pretty blond woman close to my own age. She reminds me of the
         women on the covers of the romance novels I love to read. Her hair is long and straight,
         not a strand out of place. It makes me self-conscious about my simple brown hair.
      

      
      Swallowing the anxiety that is encouraging bile to rise, I slowly open the door and
         slip my head through the crack.
      

      
      “Can I help you?” I squeak at her.

      
      She smiles, revealing perfect white teeth, and I find myself studying her shiny, pink
         lips. I’m pretty sure she has lip gloss on. Lips aren’t that shiny naturally.
      

      
      “I’m Tina Caldwell. Joey said that you might like someone to talk to,” she informs
         me as she grins, and it feels infectious. Returning her smile feels foreign, but I
         can’t help myself. When I do, her green eyes glitter with happiness. She seems so
         joyful.
      

      
      “Oh, yes. Please, uh, come in,” I say nervously, opening the door and gesturing her
         inside.
      

      
      When she walks past me, I smell a lovely floral scent that makes tears spring to my
         eyes. The tears are ones of sadness and loss. Tina appears to be every bit of a normal
         woman my age, and it only solidifies that I am not.
      

      
      I lead her over to the sofa and motion for her to sit down while I take a seat in
         the armchair. We're both quiet as we study one another. I’m completely captivated
         by her. She looks professional yet approachable in her grey suit and pink camisole.
         The fact that she wears bright pink matching heels makes me think she is a fun person—as
         if I would know about that sort of thing.
      

      
      “I’m sorry about your mother,” she begins softly, watching my reaction carefully.
         I feel like I am a specimen under a microscope. My skin begins to crawl, and I feel
         like sending her away so I can go shower.
      

      
      “Well, me too, I guess,” I reply. I didn’t mean to slip out the last part, but it
         happened. Something about Tina makes me want to tell her things.
      

      
      “You guess?” she queries.

      
      Yeah, this woman doesn’t miss a thing.

      
      My eyes begin to dart around the room as I try to determine how to back myself out
         of that one. Finally, I sigh and meet her eyes.
      

      
      “She wasn’t exactly nice to me. It’s sad, but I almost feel relieved.” There, I said
         it. After living eleven years with a mother who abused me, I suddenly feel happy to
         have said the words.
      

      
      Tina looks at me sympathetically and nods her head. The gesture is one that sparks
         something inside me. Like maybe it’s okay for me to feel this way?
      

      
      “Sweetie, what’s your name?” she asks me.

      
      “Sidney. Sidney Hunter.”

      
      Her smile at my answer has me beaming once again in response. What is it about her
         that makes me do that?
      

      
      “Well, Sidney, it is very natural for someone to feel that way if they have been in
         an abusive relationship. Do you feel that you were abused by your mother?”
      

      
      Here is the moment of truth. Admitting what I knew all along. My mother was terribly
         abusive—not just physically, but mentally as well. From what I read in the library
         books and on the Internet, I was the recipient of abuse. No brainer there. Problem
         was, I always had trouble figuring out what to do about it.
      

      
      “Yes. I know that I was abused by her. I’m glad she’s gone. I don’t feel terrible
         about it either. In fact, I can’t wait to start my life,” I rush out quickly before
         I lose my nerve.
      

      
      Her face is sad and full of compassion as she regards me. I’m not used to seeing someone
         look at me in such a way. Momma was the only one who ever really looked at me, and
         it was definitely on the opposite end of the spectrum.
      

      
      “Sidney, what kind of abuse?” Her eyebrows furrow as she asks the question.

      
      I decide that I am taking control of my life. Hopefully this woman will help me.

      
      “Uh, let’s see. Mostly just whippings with her switches. Those are manageable. The
         baths—the baths are horrible,” I confess, and a shudder racks my body at the thought
         of one. Tears fill my eyes, but I force them away by blinking wildly for a moment.
      

      
      “You are speaking in present tense. Sidney, she can’t ever do those things to you
         again. You’re safe now. Together, we’re going to get you through this.”
      

      
      And for the first time in the past eleven years, I am suddenly filled with a very
         foreign feeling—a feeling of hope.
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      It’s been a week, and in that time, I’ve learned that Momma paid rent on a month-to-month
         basis with no lease obligations. She also had a very meager amount in her account.
         It is imperative that I find a job and soon. Today, I have the classified ads spread
         over the table as I search for a job that I could handle.
      

      
      There are many positions for fast food restaurants if I wanted to be a cashier. The
         problem with those is that I’d have to talk to people, and I just don’t know how ready
         I am for that. Unfortunately, because of Momma, I am severely uneducated. She homeschooled
         me, if you could even call it that. Everything I learned came from library books.
         As far as college goes, that’s not an option.
      

      
      I scan until I find the miscellaneous section. One ad in particular piques my interest.

      
       

      
      Looking for help caring for elderly woman. Must be able to cook and clean. Position
               would be required for weekdays only, 8-5. $10 an hour plus free rent and utilities
               at apartment complex where duties will be needed. To apply, complete application at
               Hollow Wood Apartments.

      
       

      
      This might actually be something I can handle. I cooked all of the meals for Momma,
         and since she was such a neat freak, I can handle cleaning. The address is actually
         around the corner from the library not far from here. I excitedly jump up from the
         chair and walk into my room to search for something presentable to wear.
      

      
      Momma always insisted that I wear long pants and sleeves to keep the toxins from landing
         on my skin so easily, so there isn’t much to choose from for this warm weather. After
         settling on some loose-fitting black slacks and cream-colored cardigan, I slip on
         some flats.
      

      
      My hair seems so boring, so I pull it into a ponytail as an attempt at a style. Maybe
         I could ask Tina how to apply makeup. She has called me every day to check on me.
         I actually find myself anticipating her call each afternoon. After I find my purse,
         I walk outside and squint at the bright sunshine. When you spend so much time in the
         house, you tend to feel like a vampire when you go outside.
      

      
      I walk purposefully and with an eagerness I cannot contain toward the apartment complex.
         The walk only takes about twenty minutes before I finally stop in front of my destination
         to take it all in. It is a small building that can hardly be called a ‘complex.’ The
         grass is overgrown and the building is in desperate need of a paint job.
      

      
      Now, my nerves are starting to build. The idea of having a job is much better than
         how I feel it actually happening. Biting my lip, I tell myself to calm down and get
         it over with. I have to survive, and surviving means finding a job. Slowly, I make
         my way up the steps and into the building. To the right is a small office where a
         dark-haired middle-aged woman sits watching an old television. She is smoking like
         it’s her duty, and I almost choke on it.
      

      
      When a small cough escapes my lips, she turns to me.

      
      “Can I help you?” she asks with a gravelly voice that indicates years of smoking.
         There isn’t a trace of a smile, which makes me nervous.
      

      
      “Um, yes, I, uh… I am here about the ad,” I finally manage to sputter out. My hands
         are fidgeting with the hem of my shirt as I anxiously wait for her to speak.
      

      
      “Yes, we don’t have that position filled. Complete this application please.”

      
      She hands the paper over to me and I accept with shaking hands. Her eyes fall to my
         hands and her lips purse together.
      

      
      “Hon, there isn’t anything to be nervous about. The elderly woman is my mother. It
         is too hard for me to care for her and the building. I’m just looking for someone
         to help me out with her during the day. Have you worked before?” she questions gently.
      

      
      People must see something in me that I cannot see. They treat me as if I’m made of
         glass.
      

      
      “No, ma’am,” I sigh as I confide the truth. “My own mother just passed away—hence
         the reason for needing a job.” My lip trembles a bit, and I curse myself for being
         so weak.
      

      
      The woman studies me for a few seconds before reaching for the application I’m holding.
         She doesn’t look happy, and my eyes immediately fill with tears. I want this job so
         badly. I need it.
      

      
      “Please,” I beg, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m a quick learner.” Even though
         I am unsure if that’s true or not, I say it anyway.
      

      
      I see indecision war over the woman’s face. When her gruff look fades a bit, my heart
         skips a beat.
      

      
      “Fine. You can start tomorrow. I’m Donna, and my mother is Leta. She’ll eat you up,
         which is the only reason I’m hiring you since you clearly don’t have any skills. I’ll
         show you to your apartment. You are welcome to start moving in tonight. It’s furnished,
         as all six units are. Mother is in 1A, and I’m next door in 1B. You’ll be above me
         in 2B. I expect that you’ll be quiet.”
      

      
      She picks up a set of keys from the desk, and I follow behind her to a stairwell just
         past the office. The building is old and smells musty. When we reach the stairwell,
         I realize that it stinks even worse than the lobby. My skin starts to crawl as I quickly
         stomp up the stairs, eager to get to the second floor. Thankfully the smells aren’t
         as bad on this floor—probably because she doesn’t chain-smoke up here.
      

      
      “There are only two units on each floor. In the basement, you’ll find the laundry
         room. Since I’m including the utilities in your pay, feel free to use the laundry
         soap that’s down there. Okay, here we are.” She unlocks the door, and I follow her
         inside. While she rambles on about the size, new refrigerator, etc., I make a beeline
         for the windows to make sure they open. It takes some work, but I finally get one
         open and gulp in the fresh air. If the window wouldn’t have opened, it might have
         been a deal breaker.
      

      
      “The only downside to these units,” she says as I follow her into the bathroom, “is
         that there aren’t tubs. All you’ll have is a shower.”
      

      
      “I’ll take it!” I say with a little more excitement than someone should have over
         such a dumpy place, but she had me at no tub.
      

      
      Once again, she narrows her eyes at me like she’s trying to peek inside my head.

      
      “You’re a strange girl. Can I count on you to take care of my mother properly?” she
         asks pointedly. I don’t blame her for questioning my abilities. In fact, I question my abilities.
      

      
      “Of course. I will do the best I can. I’m not half bad at cooking and I am somewhat
         of a clean freak. I promise I will do my best to not let you down, Donna.”
      

      
      “Okay, hon. Welcome to Hollow Wood Apartments.”
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      It’s been a couple of weeks, and I am getting the hang of things. Leta is sweet as
         they come. She may be half deaf and mostly senile, but she adores me. Leta is what
         I imagined a grandmother to be like—funny, caring, and sweet. It isn’t hard for me
         to pretend that she’s in fact my own blood. I certainly haven’t told Tina that. There
         are some things better left unsaid with her.
      

      
      Tina has become a crutch for me. She has aided me every step of this entire transition
         into having my own life. With her help, we got my things moved to my apartment, sold
         everything else, and took care of handing the place back over to the landlord. Once
         I was settled into the new place, she took me to Walmart, where I was able to find
         groceries and more temperature-appropriate clothing. She still calls me but not as
         frequently. It is nice being able to talk to someone about why I am the way I am.
      

      
      “Leta, do you need anything else before I head out?” I ask her as I set a fresh glass
         of iced tea on the table beside her recliner.
      

      
      “What?” she practically yells. Most days, she doesn’t hear my mousy little voice.

      
      I turn to her and speak much louder this time. “Leta, do you need anything else before
         I head out?”
      

      
      “You’re going out on a date? Why, that’s wonderful, child. Have fun on your date.”
         She smiles sweetly at me as she sips her tea.
      

      
      Instead of correcting her, I just wave, snatching my keys on the way out the door.
         Normally I would peek my head in at Donna and give her an update, but she’s on the
         phone, so I head for the stairwell.
      

      
      Everything about my new life is better than I could have imagined. I control everything
         in it for once, and it feels wonderful. The only thing I hate is the stairwell. There’s
         only one light bulb, and it’s situated halfway up the stairs. When I leave Leta’s
         in the evening, it’s dark and I get the chills every single time. I’m getting some
         pretty toned calf muscles because I bolt up the stairs every single time like my life
         depends on it.
      

      
      Reaching for the door handle, I take a deep breath before I open it. Finally, I slip
         inside, and just as I am about to run up the stairs, I hear a noise from the dark,
         shadowed area in the corner. A man steps forward, but I can only see the light reflecting
         off of his face. My heart beats wildly in my chest as I worry if he’s planning on
         trying to hurt me or not. I haven’t seen him before in the building.
      

      
      “Boo!” he spits at me angrily, successfully scaring the hell out of me.

      
      I jump about foot in the air and hightail it up the stairs faster than any other time
         before. My pace doesn’t slow until I’m safely inside my apartment with the door locked
         behind me. What kind of creep hides in dark stairwells waiting to scare women?
      

      
      Immediately, I need air, just like every single time I come to my apartment. Tina
         says that it is part of my obsessive compulsive disorder. No matter how many times
         she’s tried to tell me to vary my routine with this, I can’t. I hurry to the window,
         wrenching it open and taking deep gulps of air until my heart rate finally evens out.
      

      
      Since I already ate an early supper with Leta, I head straight for the bathroom to
         shower. This is also part of my ritual, but I don’t tell Tina about it. It is absolutely
         necessary for me to take a cold-as-possible shower every day after work. Once I’ve
         stripped out of my clothes, finally, I turn on the water and step inside.
      

      
      The cold water cleanses me and I instantly relax as my screaming skin starts to chill.
         Tina says that, even though I have scars, it is mostly in my mind. If feels real to
         me though. After an entirely way-too-long shower and my toes are starting to feel
         numb, I get out and dry off. Peeking at my reflection, I frown. The same blue eyes
         stare back at me as they always do. Lately, they’ve seemed to sparkle a bit. My bags
         under my eyes are nearly gone.
      

      
      My eyes flick down to my shoulders and chest, which makes me shudder. The scars are
         everywhere. Thin, pink lines crisscross my skin, and it makes me feel nauseated. These
         scars are constant reminders of the hell I lived.
      

      
      Now that I reside alone, I’m free to do things the way I want. One is walking around
         naked. Not having the clothes touch my skin when I don’t have to is freeing. I’m my
         most comfortable at night, at home—my home.
      

      
      I walk to the refrigerator and pour some iced tea before heading to my bedroom to
         dig into my newest romance novel. I’m just sitting down on the bed when the phone
         rings, making me spill my tea all over the sheets and nearly jump out of my skin.
      

      
      “Shit!” I curse. Cursing is a new, liberating thing for me. I still only do it by
         myself. Grabbing the cordless phone, I answer it while I yank off the sheets before
         the tea seeps too much into the mattress. “Hello?” I ask, completely annoyed and distracted.
      

      
      “Sid? What’s going on? Are you okay?” Tina’s barraging me with questions.

      
      “Uh, yeah. I just spilled tea all over my sheets and now I need to go wash them before
         bedtime,” I huff.
      

      
      “Don’t you have an extra set?”

      
      “No.”

      
      She must have heard the pout in my voice because she giggles on the other line. “Oh,
         Sidney. What are we going to do with you? Put sheets on your list for our next Walmart
         trip. How are things going today? I thought I might could come over later and check
         on you.”
      

      
      “Tina, things are fine. Leta is doing great, and I’m pretty sure Donna is pleased
         with all of the deep cleaning I’ve done for her mom even though she’ll never admit
         it. Aside from now having to get dressed and do laundry, today has been an okay day.
         Oh! Some creeper scared me half to death in the stairwell. I told you the stairwell was eerie and not just my imagination.”
      

      
      “What a weirdo. Does he live in the building?” she asks worriedly.

      
      “I’m not sure. I haven’t met anyone besides Donna and Leta.”

      
      “Okay, well, be careful, and I’ll come visit you in a couple of hours after dinner
         with Joey.”
      

      
      I was completely right about her relationship with Joey and had learned this not long
         after we’d become friends.
      

      
      “See you soon, Tina. Bring ice cream if you know what’s good for you.”

      
      “Hell no! Your place is always freezing. I’ll bring hot cocoa,” she jokes, which in
         turn makes me laugh with her.
      

      
      “M&Ms then?”

      
      “Fine, okay. I’ll bring you something sweet. Bye!” She hangs up and I grin. Even though
         Tina helps me a lot with what goes on in my mind, she is actually a really good friend.
         I feel like I would die without her. Definitely my crutch.
      

      
      I pull on a sundress—sans bra and panties since I’ll just be depositing the sheets
         in the washer and coming right back. After sliding into my flip-flops, I scoop up
         the dirty sheets and head out the door. The hallway is extremely quiet, and I once
         again feel the dread consume me at having to take the stairs all the way down to the
         basement. I’ve considered buying lots of clothes just to avoid having to do laundry
         so frequently. Usually I try to save the laundry for Saturday morning so I can at
         least have daylight on my side.
      

      
      I hear a noise to my right and dart my head to see where it came from only to see
         the door close to the unit next to mine. So someone does live there. We must have
         completely opposite schedules because I never have even seen my neighbor.
      

      
      With lightning speed, I fly down the stairs and start a load of laundry. The basement
         is spooky as well, but at least there is more light down there. Keeping my head down
         and tuning out sounds, I run back up the stairs to the second floor. Once I fling
         the door open and step into the hallway, I nearly squeal in delight from having not
         run into anyone.
      

      
      I’ve almost made it back to my door when I feel someone staring at me. Glancing over
         toward my neighbor’s door, I see a man standing out front of it, arms crossed against
         his muscular chest. At first, I am stunned. The man is absolutely beautiful. He has
         to be just a few inches over six foot and the jeans he’s wearing perfectly fit his
         build. The black T-shirt he’s sporting is stretched tight across his body, showing
         off each ridge of each muscle. His light brown hair looks like he just ran his fingers
         through it to make it look messy. His lips are pressed together firmly in an unhappy
         line, which makes me look up at his eyes.
      

      
      Those brown, melted-chocolate eyes are glaring at me. I shrink back under the intensity
         of his stare. He takes a step toward me, arms still folded, and I quickly fumble my
         way into the apartment.
      

      
      Locking the door behind me, I shakily make my way to the window and open it so I can
         breathe. Who was that guy, and why did he look like he was mad at me? The look on
         his face reappears in my mind and my skin begins to itch. For some reason, it makes
         me angry that he has the same affect Momma had with a look.
      

      
      After I slam the window shut, I stalk into the bathroom to the shower and turn it
         on. I wonder if that guy was the same one who spooked me on the stairwell earlier.
         If so, I really want to give him a piece of my mind. I never will though.
      

      
      After my second very long shower of the day, I dry off and opt to leave the dress
         off until it is time to switch the sheets to the dryer. Once again, I settle on my
         now sheet-less bed and open my novel. Not even two pages in, the wall shakes behind
         me. I can hear music blaring now through the somewhat thin walls. The pictures I recently
         hung on the wall are shaking, threatening to crash to the floor.
      

      
      I am furious because I feel like that guy is doing it on purpose to piss me off for
         some reason. After jumping from the bed, I bang angrily on the wall behind me. As
         a response, the music volume increases, and this time, one of my frames does fall
         and break. Tears burn my eyes as I try to figure out how to solve this problem. I
         wish Tina were here to tell me what to say to him.
      

      
      The music stops suddenly, and I sigh in relief before sitting back down on the bed.
         I’m finally getting my heart rate back to normal and reading a steamy part when the
         music starts blaring again. Are you kidding me?
      

      
      I storm into the bathroom to put my dress back on. Not bothering with shoes, I slip
         out into the hallway and bang on his door. The music is still pounding away, so I
         knock louder. I’m so pissed right now that I can’t even think about socially interacting
         with someone new, especially a hot someone. At this moment, all I can think about
         is making him turn off the obnoxious noise.
      

      
      Almost as suddenly as it began, the music is silenced, and I hear footsteps approach
         the door from inside. My previous fury is quickly dissipating as my nervousness takes
         over. The pounding in my heart is telling me to go back to my apartment, but the stubbornness
         I’ve worked my whole life to keep at bay is winning. I hold my chin up as I wait for
         him to open the door.
      

      
      When the door flings open and slams against the inside wall, I jump back a step. This
         man is once again glaring at me as if he’s challenging me. I try not to look at his
         chest again by training my eyes on his and glaring right back at him. He steps out
         of the threshold into the hallway just a couple of feet in front of me. I’m assaulted
         by his intoxicating smell. A lovely scent of outdoors mixed with mint envelops me.
         It smells refreshing, clean.
      

      
      I start to say something, but my mind starts to reel when he takes another few steps
         toward me. I find myself backing up until my back bumps the wall behind me. Against
         my wishes, my nipples harden under the dress. As if my thoughts alert him to them,
         his brown eyes tear from mine and lazily drag across my breasts. My heart thumps wildly
         under his gaze. His eyes meet mine again as he closes the distance between us, now
         only inches away from touching me. If I breathe too heavily, our chests may touch
         one another.
      

      
      “Boo.”

      
      I jump at his word and know he’s the man from the stairwell earlier today. Tears fill
         my eyes and I slide away from him, running back to my apartment and slamming the door
         shut. What is wrong with that man? What is wrong with me? He affects and confuses
         me. Never have I actually wanted someone to touch me. In that moment, I probably would
         have let him. But clearly, he’s an arrogant bully who likes to intimidate and scare
         women.
      

      
      I pace the apartment until it’s time to check on the sheets downstairs. Thankfully
         he never turns the music back on, so I don’t feel the need to yell at him. Quietly
         pulling open the door, I peek into the hallway for any signs of him. Realizing that
         the coast is clear, I step into the hallway and head toward the stairwell. As I near
         it, my heart begins its usual race and I force away a panic attack. I’m still mentally
         trying to pep myself up into going down the stairs when I feel him come behind me,
         his scent the giveaway.
      

      
      “I switched your sheets over for you,” he says smoothly, and I can feel his breath
         on my neck.
      

      
      I spin around to face him, once again shocked at his beauty. He’s frowning, but at
         least it’s not a menacing glare anymore. As if he doesn’t expect a thank you, he turns
         to go back to his apartment.
      

      
       

      
      I moisten my lips again with my tongue. “Sidney,” I whisper as I observe his brown
         eyes skate their way back to mine again.
      

      
      The corners of his lips curve up into a breathtaking smile, and my mouth parts as
         I take in the beauty of it. He leans in impossibly closer, and I swear he inhales
         me. My body tenses up at his proximity, yet I make no moves to get away from him.
      

      
      “I’m Liam,” he informs me softly.

      
      I close my eyes after he says his name. Something about the way he whispers it drives
         me slightly crazy. This is exactly the sort of thing they describe in my romance books,
         but living it and reading it are two completely different things.
      

      
      When he reaches up to touch my cheek, I’m suddenly ripped from my trance before he
         gets the chance and am sent into a full-on panic mode.
      

      
      “Don’t touch me!” I shriek in such a high voice that I shock myself. I’ve already
         managed to scoot past him and take off in a sprint back to my apartment.
      

      
      “Sidney, wait!” he calls after me, but I ignore him, slamming the door behind me.

      
      I’m shaking badly and I need air. With jitters running through me, I somehow make
         it to the window and open it without passing out. I take deep, filling breaths of
         the air until I feel the unease begin to dissipate. My skin starts the insane itching,
         which makes me cry. I hate this life, having to shower to get rid of the creepy-crawly
         sensation.
      

      
      On wobbly legs, I stumble into the bathroom and turn on the water. Tears stream down
         my face as I tear off the dress and climb inside the shower. The icy-cold water snaps
         me out of my stressful state, and I’m able to finally relax the tension that seized
         my body only moments before in the hallway.
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      “I checked on your sheets before I came up here and they were all dry,” Tina chirps
         as she walks inside. She’s got a sack in one arm and a handful of my linens in the
         other. I take the sheets from her and head to the room with them. I mumble my thanks
         on the way there. In the kitchen, I can hear her unloading some things into the refrigerator.
      

      
      I’m just finishing making the bed when she comes into the room. Tonight, she looks
         amazing, and I bet she didn’t even have to try. She’s wearing some adorable purple
         leggings, tall black boots, and a long-sleeved black tunic. Her blond hair is piled
         up on top of her head in a messy bun. The makeup has been scrubbed clean from her
         face, making her look much younger.
      

      
      “How’s your day going besides spilling tea all over your bed?” she inquires as she
         stretches out on one side of the bed.
      

      
      I wring my hands together as I begin pacing the room. “Tina, it’s terrible. I have
         an awful neighbor that I just met today.”
      

      
      She sits back up and her eyebrows pinch together with worry. “What happened?”

      
      “Well, the creeper from the stairwell has a name—Liam. He’s also my neighbor,” I tell
         her, not hiding my frustration.
      

      
      “Okay, so you met someone new? You obviously learned his name, which means you were
         making an attempt at being social, even with someone who scared you at first. I can’t
         help but have a proud moment right now. So go on, because I need more details!”
      

      
      The excitement coming from her was not what I expected. I need someone to be frustrated
         with me.
      

      
      “Tina! It’s not cool or wonderful. It sucked. He clearly has problems with personal
         space, and I do too—like we couldn’t be more opposite. The reason I found out he was
         my neighbor was because he was blaring his music so loudly that pictures were falling
         from the wall. He sniffed me!”
      

      
      I must be making a crazy face because she starts laughing hysterically. So much so
         that she nearly rolls off the bed. Biting down on my lip so I won’t laugh, I try to
         glare at her for making fun of me.
      

      
      “Sid! I think this guy likes you. Please tell me he was hot,” she laughs, wagging
         her eyebrows.
      

      
      My cheeks burn with embarrassment because he was the hottest man I have ever seen.

      
      “Oh my God! You do think he’s hot. Sidney, this is great news! I’ve never seen you
         this way before. This is excellent progress.” It’s almost comical how she flips back
         and forth between goofy friend to helpful counselor.
      

      
      “I’m embarrassed to say this, but when he tried to touch my cheek, I ran away like
         a freak and hid out in here until you showed up. I had to take an extra cold shower
         too.”
      

      
      “I bet you did,” she says, her tone suggestive. I’m confused at what she’s suggesting.

      
      “You’re not being a very good friend, laughing at me like that.” I sniff and cross
         my arms.
      

      
      Giggling, she jumps and makes her way to me like she’s about to hug me. Instinctively,
         I back away, and her face falls a bit. My heart sinks that I just did that to her,
         but I most definitely don’t want her to hug me. She takes a deep breath and blows
         me a kiss before walking back into the kitchen.
      

      
      When I make it to the kitchen, she’s pouring two glasses of wine. My eyes widen as
         I realize that one is for me.
      

      
      “Tina, what are you doing?” I hiss at her.

      
      She ignores my comment and hands it to me. I’m shaking when I take it from her, clutching
         it carefully like it might slip from my grasp at any moment.
      

      
      “Sidney, you need to lighten up a bit. You’re a grown woman, and a glass of wine won’t
         hurt you. It will relax you, which is just what you need because you are wound up
         so tight tonight. You can have some M&Ms too,” she teases as she pulls out a jumbo
         bag of them.
      

      
      I can’t help but grin at her. The awkward moment between us has passed. I think we
         may have just had our first fight and made up.
      

      
      When she starts pulling DVDs from the bag, I grin. Tina is a huge ‘80s movie buff,
         so whenever she comes over, she brings movies to ‘educate’ me with. I’m so lucky to
         have her in my life. There is no way I would have made it this far without her guidance.
         Little by little, she helps me reclaim who I am.
      

      
      “What movie is it tonight?” I question as I curl up into the recliner while she gets
         it started.
      

      
      She turns to smile mischievously at me. “Sid, you are about to get a full-on education
         on the art of dirty dancing. Patrick Swayze and Jennifer Grey are going to be your
         instructors.” It sounds promising, much like one of my books.
      

      
      I sip on the wine and choke a bit. “Tina! You expect me to drink this? It tastes like
         ass,” I harrumph and secretly high-five myself for slipping in a curse word.
      

      
      “Get over it, woman. It’s an acquired taste. You have to force yourself to drink it
         and eventually you’ll get used to it. Now let’s watch this movie.”
      

      
      I spend the first part of the movie nervously drinking down the wine every time the
         scenes start to get hot. So much so that I just realized I’ve emptied my glass. Thank
         goodness tonight is Friday and I can sleep in tomorrow morning. Tina refills my glass
         without even asking if I want any more.
      

      
      By the end of the movie, I feel flushed, dizzy, and numb. I’ve decided that I love
         the movie and want to watch it again to pay closer attention, especially to Patrick
         Swayze.
      

      
      “Okay, hon, I’m going to get back home. Joey just texted that he misses me. He really
         just wants to have sex, but I’ll pretend along with him. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
         I get another air kiss before she lets herself out.
      

      
      I stand to get ready for bed and the room spins from the alcohol in my system. Suddenly,
         I feel nauseated, but I choke it down. I blink back nagging thoughts of Nurse Momma.
         She can’t hurt me anymore.
      

      
      Carefully, I head to my bedroom, not bothering to turn off lights along the way. Stripping
         out of my dress, I crawl between my soft, clean sheets, and I swear they smell woodsy
         with a hint of mint, very familiar to a certain neighbor.
      

      
      I fall asleep easily with thoughts of Liam, Patrick, and dirty dancing.
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      He drags a single finger between the swell of my bare breasts. That finger continues
            its path along my belly and dips into my navel. I bite my lip as I feel my lower body
            tense up with desire. The finger, this time, slowly creeps its way to my pubic bone
            and through the patch of hair just below it. It connects with a button that sends
            delicious electricity coursing through my body…

      
      The room is pitch black as I wake completely drenched in sweat. My muscles in my calves
         feel sore and my cheeks burn with embarrassment as I realize I may have had my first
         orgasm in a dream. A dream about …
      

      
      Once I’ve untangled myself from the sheets, I climb out of bed and head toward the
         shower in the dark. A shower is actually needed and for once not part of my OCD. After
         a really long cold shower, I dry off and head back to my bed. I’m almost there when
         I suddenly freeze mid-step.
      

      
      The lights are all off. I went to bed last night without turning off the lights and
         I forgot to lock up after Tina left. My heart races in my chest as I come to the realization
         that someone has been in my apartment. I fumble in the dark until I locate the light
         switch for my room. My entire body freezes as I sense someone enter the room. The
         floor creaks and I shrink away from the sound. My need to see who is in my home takes
         over and I lunge forward, flipping on the switch.
      

      
      Ragged breath escapes me in both shock and relief when I see Liam standing there,
         his arms crossed. His lips turn up into a boyish grin as his eyes peruse my naked
         body. But halfway through his perusal, he gapes at me when he sees the scars. Tears
         of embarrassment burst from my eyes as I dive into my bed and pull the sheets up to
         my chin.
      

      
      “What are you doing in my home, Liam?” I snap at him. I’m angry that he’s made himself
         at home in MY apartment without so much as an invitation.
      

      
      “Where did you get those scars?” he demands angrily, stomping over to my bed. He’s
         standing over me with his arms still crossed, and he looks completely pissed.
      

      
      “It’s none of your business. Get out of here!” I screech, pointing at the door.

      
      “Sidney, tell me how you got those and I’ll leave,” he tries again, this time more
         quietly. His expression softens, and I don’t feel as threatened.
      

      
      “My momma gave them to me. She wasn’t a nice person,” I confess, and my bottom lip
         trembles.
      

      
      He frowns at my teary-eyed face and reaches for me. Once again, I shrink away from
         his touch and mentally curse myself. The man is absolutely gorgeous, and in a perfect
         world, I would want nothing more than his touch right about now. But I live in an
         imperfect world.
      

      
      “Sidney, I’m sorry. So you aren’t afraid of me? You’re afraid of my touch because
         of her?” he questions. His eyes are searching my face once again as if he’s trying
         to figure me out.
      

      
      I nod and a tear escapes, rolling down my face. The look he’s giving me tells me that
         he wants to wipe the tear but is physically holding back doing so.
      

      
      “She died a few weeks ago. That’s why I moved here. I watch Leta downstairs to live
         here and earn a little extra money. Now, why are you in my apartment?”
      

      
      He rubs his cheeks with each hand before he answers me. “First of all, I’m glad the
         woman is dead or I’d probably kill her myself. Second, I happened to be walking by
         your door and it was ajar. Since it was so late, I worried why you had left your door
         open. When I peeked in, all the lights were on, but you were sleeping. I was turning
         the lights off when I heard you whimpering in your bed. Just when I was about to slip
         out, you jumped from the bed and headed to the shower. I knew if you saw me, you would
         be terrified, so I just hid.”
      

      
      “Oh.” That’s all I have. And Tina thought my social skills were improving.

      
      “You’re so damn beautiful, Sidney.” The way he watches me makes me want to believe
         those words. Nobody has ever told me that I’m beautiful.
      

      
      My heart flutters wildly. And then reality sets in. I’ve seen myself naked, and now,
         so has he. My body is marred with the scars of my past. I’m ugly and damaged.
      

      
      “Get out,” I tell him calmly, looking away from his gorgeous eyes. I’m breathing heavily
         from the emotions rolling through me.
      

      
      “What? Sidney, no—”

      
      “GET OUT!” I scream.

      
      He flinches from my tone and steps a few paces back. Looking me over once more, he
         nods curtly and storms from the room. When I hear the front door slam, I know I’ve
         successfully gotten rid of him.
      

      
      Now that he’s gone, my heart hurts and I succumb to the confusing emotions, allowing
         myself a good cry.
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      I wake up Saturday morning feeling drained and hung over. My head is throbbing out
         of control. Damn Tina and the stupid wine. So not only do I have a terrible hangover
         and am still replaying the events from last night, but it’s also laundry day. I loathe
         laundry day.
      

      
      After I dress in another lightweight summer dress, I eat a few crackers to keep from
         throwing up. The thought of getting sick makes me think of Nurse Momma and I shudder.
         Forcing terrible thoughts from my mind, I gather up my dirty clothes and toss them
         into a basket.
      

      
      I wonder if I’ll see Liam again. Something about him unnerves me and draws me in at
         the same time. He’s maddeningly beautiful and he smells delicious. If there were ever
         anyone I actually wanted to touch me, it would most definitely be him. Too bad I’ll
         never be able to allow that to happen.
      

      
      Stepping into the hallway, I don’t see him, and his door is closed. I’ve probably
         ruined any chance at a friendship with him. My social ineptness caused me to flip
         out on him when he was only trying to look after me. It’s just so weird to go my entire
         life with nobody looking out for me and then, suddenly, they’re coming out of the
         woodwork. I’m overwhelmed by it most definitely.
      

      
      Seeing the door to the stairwell, I grimace. I fucking hate the stairwell. Feeling
         a little pumped up with my inner cussing, I shakily make my way to the door. I push
         open the door and am hit with the familiar disgusting odor. More light enters the
         stairwell through small windows near the ceiling. It only showcases the cracked and
         mildew-covered walls.
      

      
      With shocking speed for someone carrying a full laundry basket, I hightail it down
         the stairs, holding my breath, until I reach the basement door. I fling it open and
         gasp in the damp air that has a hint of detergent in it. The laundry room in the basement
         is the least of my worries. It’s the damn stairwell that scares me half to death.
      

      
      I make my way over to the washer and load my clothes. Once I’ve started it, I sit
         on the dilapidated sofa that’s down there. On laundry days, I just hang out and read
         until I’m all done. No sense in making unnecessary trips up and down the stairs.
      

      
      I’m really getting into the story after a good half hour or more, imagining the book
         boyfriend to be Patrick Swayze when I hear the basement door open. I look up, but
         from my angle, I can’t see anyone descending the stairs. The creaking on the steps,
         though, indicates that someone is coming down them.
      

      
      A bulky-looking man in his mid to late thirties comes into view. He’s unshaven with
         unkempt hair. The thick black-rimmed glasses he’s wearing remind me of something like
         what a serial killer would wear according to the books I’ve read. His face is littered
         with acne, and when he grins at me, I can see that he has yellow, gnarly teeth. The
         way he watches me like I’m on the menu, has my heart racing like crazy.
      

      
      “You live in this building?” he asks, his voice deep and gravelly. The way he looks
         at me makes me squirm uncomfortably.
      

      
      “Yeah, and you?” I ask, attempting to make small talk. My warning bells tell me to
         run up the stairs, but they do that all the time, so it’s hard to know if it is a
         legitimate fear or not.
      

      
      “I live on the third floor. You must live on the second?” he questions. He seems to
         already know the answer but is waiting for confirmation. I don’t want to tell him,
         but I don’t see any way out of it.
      

      
      “Um, yeah.”

      
      He grunts but doesn’t say anything more. When the buzzer alerts me that my clothes
         are ready to be transferred to the dryer, I jump from the couch, thankful for the
         interruption. As I walk toward the machine, he stands in front of the table beside
         it. Leaning on it, he watches me in a way that makes me completely nervous. I’m pretty
         sure he is a weird person, but then again, everyone seems weird to me. In actuality,
         I’m the weird one.
      

      
      I open the dryer and toss the wet clothes into them. When a pair of my panties falls
         to the floor, I bend quickly to retrieve them. His eyes are on my ass the entire time.
         I feel them sliding over me like oil. Shuddering, I hurry and close the dryer so I
         can start it.
      

      
      “Um, do you need to use the machine? You can slide on in,” I sputter nervously, looking
         back into his steely grey eyes.
      

      
      “I can slide on in, huh?” he asks suggestively as his eyes land on my breasts.

      
      I quickly cross my arms over my chest to end his peepshow. He frowns at me, looking
         back up.
      

      
      “Well, uh, nice to see you, but I need to run upstairs while these are drying. Bye
         now,” I say and wave in his direction before snatching my book from the sofa and hauling
         ass toward the stairs. The man’s dark chuckling behind me sends my skin into an uncontrollably
         itchy frenzy, and I fight to not gouge my skin with my nails.
      

      
      The door slams loudly at the top of the stairs, and I look up to see Liam standing
         there, his arms crossed. I think it’s his signature move. The man’s laughing gets
         closer as I hurry and ascend the stairs. Liam looks beyond me at the creep, and the
         hateful look he sends that man’s way scares me half to death. I run past him and into
         the stairwell like my life depends on it.
      

      
      It isn’t until I’m safely in my apartment and drinking in large gulps of air from
         the window that I finally start to relax. My mind races as I worry about what that
         creepy man’s intentions were. Since I am a mental head case, I don’t know what’s perceived
         and what’s actual. I’ll have to talk this out with Tina.
      

      
      My skin feels so dirty from that man’s offensive stares, and coupled with the itchy
         burn I feel, I know I need a shower right away. I’m already naked before I make it
         to the bathroom and slip into the ice-cold shower. I moan in relief as the water slides
         over my skin, cooling off each scar. This new life of mine feels too big. I somehow
         feel like I wasn’t meant for this world at all because I certainly don’t fit in.
      

      
      After I’ve gotten rid of the itchy feeling, I turn off the water and dry off. Hanging
         the towel back on the hook, I exit the bathroom. When I see Liam there, his arms folded
         in his signature stance, I for a split second have the urge to throw myself into his
         arms, but the moment quickly passes.
      

      
      “Fuck, Sidney! Do you just walk around everywhere naked? You do laundry with no bra
         on? That fucker could have come in here because you left your damn door unlocked!
         What’s wrong with you?” he demands angrily.
      

      
      Tears spring to my eyes as I recover from his words and the fact that he’s once again
         seen me naked. Instead of getting embarrassed this time, I stomp past him to my bedroom
         and into the closet. The first dress I find gets torn from the hanger and hastily
         pulled over my head. When my head pops back through, Liam is standing there watching
         me, his shoulder leaned against the doorframe. The way he looks at me affects me in
         a complete opposite manner than the creep from the laundry room. Liam looks at me
         with appreciation for my body, desire, and protectiveness.
      

      
      I straighten up my dress and put my hands on my hips.

      
      “Why do you keep coming into my house? I never invited you to be my protector and
         I certainly never invited you in my home,” I huff out.
      

      
      He looks stung by my words. It makes me want to take them back.

      
      “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound harsh, but you don’t understand how hard it
         is for me to deal with this. Every day is a struggle for me to feel like a human being.
         I’m sorry if you can’t understand that,” I sigh sadly.
      

      
      I’ve probably just told this man, whom I barely know, way too much. For some reason,
         I want to open up to him. Maybe an open person is the real me, buried deep down inside,
         because I certainly have done a lot of opening up in the last few weeks.
      

      
      “Sid, I want us to be friends. You’re my neighbor. Can’t we just get past all of this
         awkwardness and hang out? Don’t you get lonely? I am so fucking lonely, Sidney. Please,”
         he begs, and tears threaten his own eyes.
      

      
      My mouth parts in shock. This gorgeous man is hurting inside and I can’t help but
         feel a kinship to him.
      

      
      “Yeah, I actually do get lonely. Tina is my only friend. I have to warn you though.
         I don’t know the first thing about being a good friend. She forces me to do things
         like watch movies and drink wine, but that’s the extent of it. You don’t expect me
         to go do things with you? I’m not comfortable leaving my apartment. I have major issues,
         Liam.”
      

      
      He makes a move toward me and I flinch instinctively from him, which makes him stop
         dead in his tracks.
      

      
      “Sidney, let’s be friends, and I promise you I will not touch you. I may want to sit
         near you though or stand close to you. But I won’t touch you. Can you trust me?”
      

      
      Something about his words tells me that he’s being honest. I can feel the sincerity
         dripping from them. Giving in to him, I nod and close my eyes.
      

      
      He steps over to me until we’re mere inches apart. Opening my eyes, I peek up at him.
         It’s as if he’s studying every single detail of my face so he can memorize it. His
         gaze is so intense that I feel like I might combust.
      

      
      My words come out garbled. “Liam, right now, this is making me crazy. My skin is burning
         and I feel the need to shower again to cool it off. Do you see why this is hard for
         me?”
      

      
      His eyes search mine for answers I don’t possess to give to him. Finally, he puckers
         his lips, dips his head to my neck, and blows cool air out over the flesh. The burn
         quickly morphs into a chill and I shiver. The way he’s blowing on me makes me want
         to pull his head to my neck so he can press his lips to it. But I don’t. I just breathe
         heavily as he dips farther and blows cool air down between my breasts, successfully
         ridding me of any itching.
      

      
      “I feel better now. Thank you,” I whisper just inches from his dark hair.

      
      His unique scent is flooding my senses once again. He pulls away to look at me, and
         I can’t figure out whether to be relieved or disappointed. My mind is still warring
         when he speaks.
      

      
      “So what do friends with issues do? I’m kind of at a loss here,” he teases, one dark
         eyebrow quirking up. I have to drag my gaze from it to meet his eyes.
      

      
      “Well, Tina left a stack of movies here. Want to watch something?” I ask. Quite frankly,
         I have no idea what to do either, but a movie seems like a good start.
      

      
      “Sure, but I get to pick.” He grins down at me and dammit if I can’t help but stare
         at his lips. I can tell that he has to force himself away from me, and he practically
         jogs into the living room.
      

      
      After regaining my composure, I follow him out there. He’s sitting in the middle of
         the couch with all of the movies spread out over the coffee table as he tries to decide
         on one.
      

      
      “That one. I watched that one all the time as a kid.”

      
      I pick up the one he’s pointing to and frown when I realize that it’s an action movie
         called Red Dawn. For some reason, I really hoped he would have picked Dirty Dancing.
         Flipping the movie over, I let out a squeal noticing Patrick Swayze stars in it.
      

      
      “Yes! Let’s watch this one,” I agree excitedly and put it into the DVD player.

      
      He watches me with a playful smirk on his lips. “Something tells me you’re only watching
         it for the hot guys,” he laughs.
      

      
      “Something tells me you aren’t just a pretty face. You’re pretty intuitive,” I tease.

      
      Oh my God, are we flirting? My cheeks redden at the realization. I make my way toward
         the recliner, but he pats the sofa beside him.
      

      
      “But you promised,” I nearly whine.

      
      “Dammit, Sidney. I will keep my word. It doesn’t mean we can’t sit beside each other.
         I’ll keep my hands off of you, I promise.”
      

      
      He is giving me a look that promises a heated argument if I decline. Sighing, I make
         my way over to him and plop down onto the sofa next to him.
      

      
      Turns out that the movie is amazing and I am a die-hard Patrick Swayze fan now. I
         will be asking Tina to bring me all of his movies in the near future.
      

      
      “Are you hungry?” I ask once the movie is over.

      
      “Nah. Why don’t you go ahead and get something without me. I need to run downstairs
         and switch out your laundry that’s probably finished by now. You stay here. I’d rather
         you not run into that asshole again.”
      

      
      Before I can argue, he’s out the door. It makes me feel warm inside that he’s so protective
         over me. We’ve barely met and I already feel that same needy pull that I feel toward
         Tina. This can’t be good. I seem to latch myself on to people who force themselves
         into my life.
      

      
      Heading into the bedroom, I call Tina really quickly before Liam comes back. When
         she answers, I launch into my crazy, rambling story without so much as a hello. Questionable
         social skills, I tell you.
      

      
      “Tina, oh my God, I am freaking out right now. While I was doing laundry this morning,
         some weirdo from the building practically molested me with his eyes. I was about to
         have a full-on panic attack when Liam came to my rescue. Then, I was taking a shower
         to rid myself of the filth I felt from that man staring at me and I nearly run into
         Liam afterwards IN MY APARTMENT. I go off on him and get dressed, but then we have
         a moment in the closet. When I started to get all itchy, he blew on me and it went
         away.
      

      
      “Oh wow. This is so weird trying to explain it. Anyhow, we just finished watching
         Red Dawn. I’m obsessed with Patrick Swayze now, so bring more of his movies over.
         Liam is downstairs doing my laundry as we speak so I don’t have to worry about running
         into the creep. And now I am just waiting for him to come back because I can’t wait
         to hang out with him some more. What’s wrong with me?”
      

      
      The line is silent for a minute when I finish. Suddenly, hysterical laughing fills
         the other line, and I pinch my eyebrows together, trying to figure out why she thinks
         it’s funny.
      

      
      “Sid, you have a crush. This is awesome.”

      
      That’s it? Hell no.

      
      “Tina, I’m being serious here! Am I crazy to just let this guy into my life like this?
         My brain tells me no but my body is another story. Is this normal?”
      

      
      “Sid, baby, yes. Everything you’re saying is perfectly normal. You’ve got a crush.
         It is perfectly normal to obsess over said crush, which is exactly what you’re doing.
         Enjoy whatever it is that’s blossoming between you two. As far as the movies go, I’m
         on it. I’ll bring them the next time I see you. Now go get your flirt on,” she teases
         and hangs up on me.
      

      
      She always does that when she doesn’t want me to say any more and to stew on what
         she’s said. Huffing, I hang up the phone and stalk back into the kitchen to find some
         lunch. By the time I’m finishing my sandwich, I hear Liam coming into the apartment.
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      I inhale the rest of my sandwich and go to my room to find him sitting on the bed.
         The clothes are all folded neatly in the basket, which makes me smile. But he looks
         downright depressed. His shoulders are hunched forward and his head is bowed.
      

      
      “Liam? Are you okay?” I ask as I approach him.

      
      He barely lifts his head and glances over at me. The look in his eyes nearly cripples
         me. He’s so sad. Empty. Earlier, he warned me that he was lonely, but now I can see
         it. I start to reach for him but stop myself.  It makes me sick that I can’t even
         touch his face to comfort him.
      

      
      “I better go,” he says sadly and stands to leave.

      
      Tears threaten my eyes because I don’t understand what’s overcome him. Before I realize
         what I’m doing, I block his path. He steps so close to me that we’re practically touching.
         His gaze is weary, and it’s as if I can see right into his soul—his very sad soul.
      

      
      “Liam, please don’t go,” I whisper pleadingly. Right now, I need him just as much
         as he needs me. Together, we can work through our pain. I can feel it.
      

      
      Indecision wars across his face as he internally decides whether or not he should
         leave.
      

      
      “Please,” I repeat, hoping he’ll finally give in.

      
      The part of him that I know seems to surface. His eyes lose the anguish in them and
         are replaced with a lighter look. My heart soars at the sudden change in him.
      

      
      “Okay, Sid. You win this time,” he agrees and reaches his hand up.

      
      Eyes fluttering closed, I breathe raggedly as I prepare for his touch. He doesn’t
         touch me though. I feel his cool breath against my lips, but he doesn’t press them
         to mine. Instead, he tugs on my hair.
      

      
      Blinking my eyes open, I see him grinning down at me. He pulls away, letting go of
         my hair.
      

      
      “Do you feel itchy?” he asks, chuckling.

      
      “Huh? Oh. No, actually I don’t,” I tell him, surprised. He touched my hair and I didn’t
         have a meltdown. In fact, I kind of want him to kiss me.
      

      
      He motions for me to follow him. “Let’s go watch a movie.”

      
      This time, I pick the movie. And of course, I choose Dirty Dancing. This go around,
         I find myself anticipating the parts in the movie I enjoyed from last night. I’m chewing
         on my nails toward the end. Liam’s laughing from beside me pulls me from obsessing
         over Patrick.
      

      
      “What?” I demand.

      
      He just shakes his head, so I finish watching the movie while I ignore him. When it’s
         over, I turn to him.
      

      
      “That movie is so good. I love Patrick Swayze. I’m pretty sure that has to be the
         best movie in the world,” I gush, completely believing my words. Part of the reason
         I love it so much is because their dancing is so sexual and they touch so frequently.
         I’m jealous that I can’t bring myself to allow that sort of contact from anyone.
      

      
      “If you say so, Sid.” His eyes are twinkling as me makes fun of me. I want to be mad
         at him, but he’s too cute for me not to smile back at him.
      

      
      “You’re so mean. Liam?” I ask, turning serious.

      
      He glances down at my lips, and a shiver runs down my spine like it always does when
         he looks at me with that hungry stare.
      

      
      “Yes, Sidney?”

      
      “Tell me about yourself. I barely know you. What do you do for a living? Do you have
         family?”
      

      
      His eyes immediately darken at my questions, and I’m alarmed at how quickly he changes
         his moods. Standing up quickly, he paces the room, running his hands through his hair
         like he’s figuring out how to tell me something.
      

      
      “I work from home.” Okay, well that wasn’t so bad.

      
      “And your family?” I probe even though I know that’s the part he is having trouble
         with.
      

      
      “I have a brother in the army. My parents are deceased. A car crash took them from
         us a year ago.”
      

      
      I pull my knees to my chest and hug them. My mind races with questions, but I don’t
         want to hurt him.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, Liam.”

      
      He just nods curtly but continues to pace the room. I want desperately to bring the
         playful, happy Liam back. He’s so hot and cold, which royally confuses me.
      

      
      “Liam, tell me about yourself. I just want to get to know you. You don’t have to tell
         me the sad stuff. Tell me the happy stuff.”
      

      
      Turning to look at me, he crosses his arms over his chest and appears to be thinking
         of what he wants to share.
      

      
      “There’s nothing to share—especially nothing happy. I’m just Liam.”

      
      His words sting because I want nothing more than to know more about him. I don’t push
         it though. Maybe eventually he’ll want to share those things with me.
      

      
      “Okay, well I need to go check on the other load in the dryer, so maybe we can hang
         out later,” I tell him sadly because I feel like he’s over hanging out with me.
      

      
      “Yeah, sure,” he says absently and stalks out of my apartment. I’m so confused by
         him right now.
      

      
      Sighing, I get up and make my way toward the dreaded stairwell. I’m so busy worrying
         over Liam’s behavior that I’m already in the basement before I even realize I made
         it all the way down with no panicking.
      

      
      I smile at my breakthrough and pull out all of the clothes from the dryer. Maybe hanging
         out with Liam is good for my psyche. For the first time in over eleven years, I don’t
         feel like a prisoner. Half my life, I was Momma’s prisoner. Now that I’m on my own,
         I’m a prisoner of my past. Of my psychological conditions brought on by that past.
         With Liam as my friend, I feel them slipping away.
      

      
      “Hello again, pretty lady,” a deep voice says from behind me.

      
      All happy, carefree thoughts immediately dissolve as his oily words soak my skin.
         I spin around and come face to face with the creep from earlier. My heart is frantically
         pounding as he looks at me like I’m on the menu. When he licks his lips, I step back
         until my bottom hits the dryer.
      

      
      “Leave me alone,” I command, feigning a stern tone.

      
      He inches toward me, and I press myself as far as I can into the dryer, shrinking
         away from him. I’m suddenly sweating profusely. Blackness eats at my vision and the
         room starts to spin. When the man presses himself against me so that I feel his erection
         on my belly, I pass out.
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      Cold water splashes my face and I jerk my eyes open. My heart pounds as I try to figure
         out what’s going on. I’m lying on the floor in the basement and someone is crouched
         beside me. I suddenly remember the disgusting man and scramble away from the person
         in front of me.
      

      
      “Leave me alone! Don’t touch me!” I shriek as I quickly stand on wobbly knees.

      
      “Sidney, calm down! It’s me, Liam. He’s gone.”

      
      My eyes fly to him as he stands. It is, in fact, Liam, and I’ve never wanted to hug
         someone more in my life. But of course, I can’t. I’m so shaken about that man touching
         me that I run to the sink and empty my stomach. Convulsions rack through my body as
         I remember him pressed against me. I start to cry and my skin begins itching wildly.
      

      
      “Sidney, calm down,” Liam says softly from behind me.

      
      But I can’t calm down. I itch too badly. That man touched me. My belly where his erection
         was pushed against itches the most. Immune to what’s going on around me, I slip my
         hands under my dress, hitching it up past my hips, and begin furiously scratching
         the skin. I can’t relieve the burn.
      

      
      From the corner of my eye, I see Liam filling a bucket in the sink. I step away from
         him as I continue to gouge my skin with my fingernails. My breaths are coming out
         raggedly. For some reason, I can’t stop myself. I feel helpless as I continue to claw
         at myself, drawing blood.
      

      
      “Sidney, snap out of it!” I hear Liam shout from beside me. It doesn’t work to pull
         me from my trance.
      

      
      When I’m suddenly doused with a bucket full of cold water, I cry out. The icy shower
         is a wakeup call, and I pull my shaky hands out from under my dress.
      

      
      Liam is watching me, his eyes darting all over me as if to make sure I’m okay. He
         doesn’t reach to touch me, and I’m extremely thankful. When I look down at my hands,
         I frown at the blood on my fingernails.
      

      
      Tearfully, I look up at him. “He touched me.” I’m shaking violently as I once again
         think about his hardness smashed against me.
      

      
      “Sid, get upstairs now. Come on. You’ll feel better in your apartment,” he commands.
         He looks incredibly worried.
      

      
      I nod and sprint out of the basement and up the stairs. His feet pound the steps behind
         me.
      

      
      Once I reach my apartment door, I slam the door in his face and run to the window.
         I need that air like my life depends on it. With shaky hands, I lift the window and
         greedily suck in the fresh air. My mind is all over the place as I try to process
         what just happened. Liam must have taken the hint and backed off, because he didn’t
         follow me inside.
      

      
      I close the window and half-stumble to the bathroom. After yanking my dress off, I
         turn on the shower and step into the cold, blissful water. I let it run over my skin,
         washing away that man’s voice, touch, and scent. Tears flow as I realize that this
         one incident has set me back. Way back.
      

      
      Once I’m shivering, long past cleaning, I turn off the water. I quickly dry off and
         make a beeline toward my bed, naked. All I want is to crawl under my cool sheets and
         sleep away the stress of it all. I need to retreat into my safe haven of unconsciousness.
      

      
      When I enter my room to see Liam stretched out on my bed, I nearly have a panic attack.

      
      “What are you doing here?” I demand angrily. The man’s seen me naked so many times
         that I’m not even embarrassed.
      

      
      “You need someone right now. I won’t touch you. You know that. Just get under the
         covers so we can talk.” He lifts the sheet for me.
      

      
      Wanting nothing more than to be under them, I make my way over to the bed and slide
         under the sheet. He drapes it over me and rolls over to his side, propping up on one
         elbow.
      

      
      “Are you okay?” he asks softly.

      
      Am I okay? No, not really. Not at all. Some man violated me in the worst way I know
         of, so no, I am not okay.
      

      
      “No, Liam. This is my life. I hate it. Sometimes I wonder if what waits beyond this
         life is any better, because quite frankly, I’ve lived half of my life in hell. Can’t
         get any worse, I suppose,” I tell him, surprising myself at the dark confessions spewing
         out.
      

      
      “Don’t say that,” he whispers.

      
      I ignore his quiet plea and continue. “Momma ruined my life. I hate her and I hate
         my father. If he wouldn’t have left, I could have been a normal child who went to
         school, had friends, and didn’t have to worry about bleach baths. But no—my deadbeat
         father had to walk out on us and send my mother into fucking Crazyland. He left me
         alone with that wicked woman. She turned into a monster and hurt me in the worst possible
         way. I hate this life.” My tone is even and cold.
      

      
      “Sidney, you don’t mean that. Trust me.”

      
      “No, Liam. You don’t understand. I have nothing to live for. My life consists of bizarre
         rituals and routines. The one thing that humans need to make them feel human in the
         first place is touch. No matter how badly deep down I want it, I can’t deal with it.
         She fucked my head up too badly. Sometimes I just think it would be easier if I didn’t
         have to—”
      

      
      Suddenly, Liam is in my face, his lips just inches from mine. “You. Don’t. Mean. That.”
         The cool air tickles my lips, and I hold my breath as my heart beats wildly in my
         chest.
      

      
      I may loathe the idea of that man from the basement touching me, but being like this
         with Liam makes me feel things I don’t feel around anyone else.
      

      
      “Say it, Sidney. I need to hear that you don’t mean it. Please.”

      
      His chocolate-brown eyes are searching mine, begging me to respond. The way he’s looking
         at me is sad, which confuses me since we’ve only know each other a few days. People
         don’t care about one another that quickly. Do they? His eyes, though… They convince
         me.
      

      
      “I don’t mean it. Sometimes though, I like to imagine another life. A life where I’m
         not like this,” I whisper.
      

      
      I’ve said the right thing because he smiles approvingly at me, all melancholy washed
         away.
      

      
      “Lucky for you, you can change your path at any time. It doesn’t always have to be
         like this. I mean, already you’ve warmed up to me. We get so close to touching it
         drives me crazy. I know eventually you will let me touch you. Until then, I’ve got
         all the time in the world to wait for you.”
      

      
      When he says “touch,” his eyes drop to my lips, where I find my pulse quickening once
         again. Inhaling, I accept his wonderful scent into my lungs.
      

      
      “Now get some rest. You’ve had a hell of a day,” he instructs and pulls himself away
         from my personal space. Leaning back against the pillow, he folds his arms—in typical
         Liam fashion—and closes his eyes. My own eyes follow him to where he is attempting
         to sleep. I never would have thought a month ago that I would be in my own apartment
         with a really hot guy in my bed. It is almost laughable. Almost. But right now, there
         is nothing laughable at the way he looks, his long legs stretched out over the length
         of my bed.
      

      
      Since he is sleeping—or at least attempting to—I roll over to my side to look at him
         better. I would love to run my hands through his dark, messy hair just to see what
         it feels like. Of course I refrain. My gaze falls to his perfect face. He really must
         be one of the most good-looking men I have ever seen. Dark, long eyelashes jut out
         over his flawless skin. A slight amount of stubble covers his cheeks, lips, and chin.
         Those lips are so full and perfect.
      

      
      His black T-shirt is stretched across his muscular chest, and I wish I could see what
         is underneath. I bet lines clearly define each muscle. The shirt has ridden up just
         a bit, and I can see creamy skin sprinkled with dark hair leading to his jeans. I
         throb between my legs and gasp. When my gaze finds its way to his jeans and the bulge
         in front, I blush but can’t look away. The throbbing becomes more prominent, and I
         feel the urge to ease the ache.
      

      
      My hand that’s resting on my side inches its way down between my legs, tentatively
         touching the patch of hair on my pubic bone. Rolling onto my back but keeping him
         in my vision, I slide a finger between my folds. The swollen part of me that seems
         to be throbbing with need begs me to touch it. Experimentally, I swipe over it and
         gasp at the thrill that shoots through my body.
      

      
      Feeling braver, I press at it a little harder this time and allow myself to enjoy
         the foreign sensation that burns through me. From the romance books, I know that this
         is my clit and that it’s the ticket to an orgasm. Until now, I’ve been too afraid
         to test it out. Now I know I was stupid not to.
      

      
      Glancing over at Liam’s face, I am relieved to see that he’s breathing in a rhythmic
         cadence, indicating sleep. I want to see myself, so I pull the sheet away and gaze
         down at my sex. Finding my opening, I dip my finger inside and am shocked to realize
         that it’s wet inside. Dragging it out and back over my clit, I bite back a moan from
         the sheer pleasure of the feeling. As I repeat the gesture, my breaths quicken, as
         does my heart rate.
      

      
      This time, I do it quicker and spend more time massaging the swollen flesh that throbs.
         My eyes roll back into my head as I feel tension gather in my pelvic region. A few
         more swipes and I am close to the edge. The edge of what? When cold, familiar breath
         blows over my bare breast, I crash over that edge.
      

      
      Shuddering wildly, I moan out loud as bursts of electricity shoot through my body.
         I’m amazed at how exhilarating it feels. Jolts ensue sporadically and I sigh between
         each one, satisfied. More cold breath blows on my breast, and I jerk my eyes open.
      

      
      Liam is blowing on me while he looks up at me with the hottest look I’ve ever seen
         on anyone. He looks like he might devour me at any second. And I think I want him
         to.
      

      
      “That was the sexiest fucking thing I have ever seen in my entire life,” he growls,
         wafting chilly breath on my breasts again. I shudder and suppress a grin as I feel
         another throb that begs for me to touch myself again.
      

      
      “You watched me?” I question in a whisper.

      
      “I helped you.”

      
      I bite my lip and close my eyes. His breath did actually send me over the edge. A
         smile pulls at the corner of my mouth.
      

      
      “You are so beautiful. I wish it were my finger instead of yours. It would feel so
         much better, you know.”
      

      
      I whimper at his words and imagine his long finger touching me. What would it feel
         like to have him dip it inside me and drag my wetness across my sensitive clit? A
         moan escapes my lips at the mere thought of it.
      

      
      “I can see that you’re imagining it. Sidney, one day you’ll warm up to me, and when
         you do, I’m going to make you feel so good.”
      

      
      My body shivers, because one day, I hope it will be true. When I bite my lip and look
         up at him, he groans and rolls over to his back.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?” I ask as I drag the sheet back across my body.

      
      “You’re too much. It takes every ounce of self-control for me not to pounce on you.
         But you aren’t ready and I’m not going to push you. Right now, I’ll take what I can
         get.”
      

      
      He closes his eyes again, and this time, I do too. I feel deliciously sated and quickly
         fall into a slumber.
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      My skin is burning, which is only adding to the irritation from yesterday’s bleach
            bath. I can feel the bile rising in my throat, and no matter how hard I try to keep
            it down, it makes its way out. The vomit shoots all over my bed before I can stop
            it. Instantly, I am crying, not because I got sick but because I know what’s coming.

      
      The door bursts open and I shriek in surprise. “You’re sick,” she says in a tone that
            tells me Nurse Momma is here. The sobs continue to rack my body as she begins pulling
            the sheets from my bed. I scramble up and out of the bed, attempting to stay out of
            her way. It feels like I may get sick again, so I hurry to the bathroom, where I hug
            the toilet seat. The cool tile helps to refresh me.

      
      I can’t believe I’ve let this happen. Nurse Momma hardly comes around—thank goodness—but when she does, it scares me to death. I lose time from my life, and I don’t understand
            what happens. Not just hours but days, even weeks. It’s all a confusing fog after
            Nurse Momma gets ahold of me.

      
      The bathroom door creaks open, and I whimper. “Please, Momma. I won’t get sick anymore.”

      
      When she comes into view and I see the latex gloves, I vomit uncontrollably in the
            toilet again. Her voice sends shudders through my body when she says, “There, there,
            child. Momma’s here to take care of you.”

      
      I’m still curved over the toilet when she yanks my arm to her. I wince even before
            the sting of the needle hits my arm. Nurse Momma always injects me with something
            that makes me lose all sense of myself. That’s my last thought before I slip into
            oblivion.

      
      “Sidney, wake up!” a deep voice bellows, successfully ripping me from my nightmares
         from the past.
      

      
      I blink and take in the dark room. The sheets are tangled all around me and I’m sweating
         profusely. Even though I can’t see Liam, I can smell him and feel his cool breaths
         from close beside me.
      

      
      “Are you okay?” he asks softly this time. My chest is still heaving as I try to force
         the nightmare back into the catacombs of my mind.
      

      
      “I need a shower,” I croak at him and untangle myself from the bed. But first I need
         air.
      

      
      All but running, I make it to the window in the living room and voraciously inhale
         air into my lungs once I manage to get it open. I’m a little calmer, but I still need
         the cold shower to bring me back down to earth. When I go to take my shower, I see
         Liam’s beautiful face, the moonlight reflecting on it. He’s leaning against the arm
         of the sofa, his arms folded as he scrutinizes me.
      

      
      “Are you okay?” he tries again.

      
      I nod unconvincingly as I breeze past him to the bathroom. After a long cold shower,
         once I’ve dried off, I locate a nightgown from the drawer and slip it on. It must
         be in the middle of the night, but I’m starved from sleeping through dinner, so I
         make my way into the kitchen to look for food.
      

      
      “Are you hungry?” I ask, not looking up at him when I sense that he’s entered the
         kitchen behind me.
      

      
      “No, I’m fine.”

      
      I find a can of chicken noodle soup, which seems fitting with my mood, and heat it
         up on the stove. He doesn’t say anything more, so after a while, I decide to peek
         over at him. The man is absolutely gorgeous as he stands in the entryway to the kitchen,
         his arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe. His eyes bore into mine. They silently
         ask for answers, but I deny him as I turn back to my soup.
      

      
      Once it’s done and I’ve poured it into a bowl, I sit down at the table, where he immediately
         follows suit.
      

      
      “Tell me what’s wrong, Sid. I won’t leave you alone until you do.”

      
      I blow on the spoon, which is just inches from my face, and sip it before answering
         him.
      

      
      “I had a nightmare.”

      
      “Yeah, I gathered that. About what?” He’s intense and serious, which means I won’t
         get away from this battle easily. I just really don’t want to think about it.
      

      
      Sipping another spoonful of the soup, I delay a few moments more. Finally, I sigh
         before giving him his answer.
      

      
      “I had a nightmare about Nurse Momma.”

      
      I know that answer isn’t sufficient and will only put more questions in his head,
         but that’s what comes out first. When I glance over at him, he’s glaring furiously.
      

      
      Stammering, I continue. “It was more of a memory than a dream. When she was Nurse
         Momma, things were at their worst for me. I have a hard time thinking about it, much
         less talking about it.”
      

      
      His eyes hold so much hate and anger that I cower down in my chair. I don’t understand
         why he’s so upset with me. When he sees my reaction, something inside him snaps and
         he softens.
      

      
      “Hon, I’m not mad at you if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m fucking pissed off that
         your mother abused you so badly. Why do bad things happen to good people?” he asks
         mostly to himself as he regards me.
      

      
      I shrug my shoulders, fighting tears as I eat a little more soup before I lose my
         appetite altogether.
      

      
      “If I ever so much as coughed, or especially if I vomited, she would instantly put
         on her latex gloves and become Nurse Momma. What’s so terrifying is that I don’t remember
         much of went on during those times. All I had to go off of were some sketchy memories
         during the ‘black time’ and weird injuries to my body. It was terrifying when she
         would come towards me with the injection.” A shudder passes through my body at the
         thought, and I no longer want the soup.
      

      
      “What do you mean injection?” he asks, and when I look over at him, his eyes are incredulous.

      
      “Well, that’s the problem. I don’t know exactly what it was. All I know is that, once
         she injected me, I went down fast and hard. For an unknown period of time, I would
         be in a dreamy trance only coming to long enough for another injection. Once she would
         deem me healthy, she’d back off on the injections and I would eventually become lucid
         again. The bruising and burning all over my body scared me. Not knowing what’s happening
         to you while you are unconscious is a horrifying. I didn’t dare ask her—ever.”
      

      
      “I’m so sorry,” he says simply.

      
      I shrug away his words as if it’s no big deal. The fact is, though, it’s a really
         big deal. I’ll never know what happened during those dark times, and it plagues my
         mind with terrible what-ifs.
      

      
      “Liam, what makes you so sad? You zone out a lot and go somewhere. If we’re being
         honest and open here, what’s your story?”
      

      
      His eyes go from concerned to dark and angry. Nearly knocking over the chair, he stands
         quickly and strides over to the front door. I jump when the door slams shut after
         him. What the hell is his problem? Annoyed at his overreaction, I storm into my bedroom,
         turning off lights along the way. Then I yank off my night gown and crawl into bed.
      

      
      I can hear things slamming around next door. It would appear that Liam is having some
         sort of tantrum on the other side of my bedroom wall. Clearly, something in his past
         bothers him terribly, but if he can’t share it with me, I can’t help him. Feeling
         defeated, I roll over and fall asleep.
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      The sound of a phone ringing pulls me from my slumber. Annoyed, I reach over to my
         bedside table and answer it.
      

      
      “Hello?” I groan into the phone, not bothering to look at the caller ID.

      
      “Sidney! What’s up, girl?” Tina chirps on the other line. I roll my eyes and pull
         the pillow over my face to block the sunlight streaming in.
      

      
      “Well, I was trying to sleep,” I grumble.

      
      Her voice tinkles with laughter at my response. “Too bad, we’re going to the store
         today. You need groceries, right?”
      

      
      My heart starts thumping at the idea of going out today. After the day I had yesterday,
         I don’t feel like it at all. All I want to do is cocoon myself in my sheet and sleep
         the day away.
      

      
      “I don’t feel like it today. There’s probably enough stuff in there to get by.”

      
      The silence on the other line lets me know that she doesn’t like my answer. Finally,
         she sighs loudly into my ear, further indicating her exasperation.
      

      
      “Fine. If you won’t come out with me, I’ll come to you. I’ll pick up some stuff for
         you and bring the movies you asked for. I’m not sure what this whole mood is about,
         but clearly we should chat about it. See you after a while, babe.” And in true Tina
         fashion, she hangs up on me.
      

      
      Knowing that she’ll be true to her word, I finally drag myself out of bed. It doesn’t
         take me long to get ready, so I decide to clean. After a couple of hours, a knock
         on the door lets me know that Tina is here. Tossing my gloves and bottle of Windex
         on the kitchen counter, I hurry to the door. When I open it, I’m surprised to see
         Liam standing there.
      

      
      As usual, he looks hot as hell in his tight black T-shirt, low-riding jeans, and messy
         hair. The more I look at him, the more I decide that maybe one day I will get past
         my touching issues because there is nothing more I’d like to have than someone that
         good-looking touch me. My face blushes when I think of where I’d like him to do the
         touching.
      

      
      “Hey, Sidney. Look, I’m sorry about last night. I was being a jerk. Friends are supposed
         to talk things out, and I didn’t hold up my end of the deal. Can we try again? I told
         you I kind of sucked at this.” His sincere apology was successful in melting away
         the anger from yesterday.
      

      
      “Yeah. Come on in. Tina will be here in a bit. You can meet her and watch a movie
         with us if you want.”
      

      
      Shaking his head, he steps over the threshold and toward me. He doesn’t stop until
         he is practically right up against me. Leaning over, he whispers into my ear, “But
         I want you all for myself.” The cold breath tickles me and sends shivers down my spine.
         I can’t decide if it’s what he’s doing or what he’s saying. Either way, it is making
         me want to run to my window for air.
      

      
      Thankfully he steps back away from me, but not before tugging at a strand of my hair.
         The simple gesture that is quickly becoming uniquely ours makes my heart swell. We
         may not be able to touch, but he sure does have a way of sharing intimate moments
         with me.
      

      
      “Go make yourself comfortable. I’m going to finish cleaning the refrigerator and then
         I’ll come hang out. Do you want anything to eat or drink?”
      

      
      He just shakes his head and makes his way over to the recliner. I quickly finish my
         task and then head back in there with him. His head is resting against the back of
         the recliner, and he appears to be sleeping. The man is so damn sexy with his dark
         stubble that sprinkles his cheeks. In another world, I would climb on top of his lap
         and straddle him. I bet it would feel amazing to drag my tongue up his cheek and taste
         him.
      

      
      One of his eyes opens, catching me in the act. I must be turning fifty shades of red,
         because now he’s laughing at me.
      

      
      “Sidney, were you checking me out again?” he chuckles.

      
      I try to feign innocence by shaking my head emphatically, but when he winks at me,
         I’m busted as my cheeks burn again.
      

      
      “Why don’t you come on over here and sit in my lap?” he teases as I heave myself down
         onto the sofa. I stick my tongue out at him, which only causes more laughter.
      

      
      “I wasn’t checking you out,” I huff out at him.

      
      This time, he just rolls his eyes. I can’t help it that he’s so damn hot. Fortunately
         my phone rings, interrupting the embarrassing moment. I bound into my room and answer
         it.
      

      
      “Hey, I’ll be there in five!” Tina says without a hello and then hangs up. Sometimes
         I wonder what her point is for calling. I think she just likes to talk.
      

      
      I turn to go back in the living room, and Liam is leaning against the doorframe, watching
         me intently. The hungry look in his eyes makes me want to squirm under his gaze.
      

      
      “What?” I question, looking down at my dress to make sure there’s nothing spilled
         on it.
      

      
      “I could admire your beauty forever,” he growls.

      
      A shiver of desire quivers down my spine. The way he talks to me makes me want to
         do naughty things to him like I read about in my novels. Of course, I never will.
         But a girl can dream.
      

      
      “Um, that sounds a little exaggerated, but I’m not going to lie. It is one hell of
         a compliment.”
      

      
      I start to walk out of the room, but he stalks over to me. As he approaches, I involuntarily
         stumble backward until my butt bumps the wall. His palms slap the wall on either side
         of my head, effectively trapping me in his space. The breaths that come from me are
         excited and scared. He smells like mint and leaves, a delicious invasion to my senses.
         My heart is beating rapidly as I try to figure out what his next move could be. His
         cool breath against my face nearly drives me crazy.
      

      
      “I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone more than I have wanted to kiss you in my entire
         existence. And it isn’t just because I can’t kiss you. It’s because you’re beautiful.
         You’re a survivor and you wear your scars unashamed. There’s a confidence about you
         that has never had the opportunity to come out, but I can see it lying below the surface.
         One day, I hope that you’ll be able to drop your walls that restrict you from happiness
         and live free. I would love to see it, but even if I don’t, I’ll be happy just knowing
         it will happen.”
      

      
      His words are so deep and unguarded. I let them soak down to my soul, relishing in
         his praise. He leans in so close, just millimeters away from my lips with his, but
         doesn’t move any farther. I can almost feel his cool skin begging to meld with my
         always-burning flesh. In this moment, I realize that, one day, I will be ready for
         a kiss. I want this too badly to never allow myself this luxury in life. How is Liam
         able to reach deep down inside me where nobody else can?
      

      
      He pulls one hand from the wall and tugs at my hair, grinning at me. It absolutely
         melts my heart and makes me wish I could throw my arms around him. Of course, I don’t.
         I can’t. Not yet.
      

      
      “I’ve got some work to do next door. I’ll come hang out and watch a movie with you
         after your friend leaves. Tell her I said hi,” he says as he releases my hair and
         walks away.
      

      
      I’m still standing there against the wall, lost in my thoughts when Tina enters the
         apartment a few minutes later.
      

      
      “Hey, Sid!” she calls out as she makes her way to the kitchen, her arms full of bags.

      
      I shake the spell away that Liam put me under and greet her. “Hey, girl. What did
         you buy? Sheesh. I told you I didn’t need anything.”
      

      
      She just shakes her head at me and unloads the two giant sacks she somehow managed
         to wrestle all the way up here by herself. When she pulls out a couple of bottles
         of wine, I grin at her.
      

      
      “Tina, you’re going to turn me into a drunk,” I tease her.

      
      “Hardly, Sid. But you, my friend, need all the help you can get relaxing. I’m doing
         my civic duty by providing you with the means to do that.”
      

      
      She hands me a handful of DVDs, and I squeal as I take them from her. All four of
         them are Patrick Swayze movies. I’m not sure if it’s normal for a person to get this
         giddy over movies.
      

      
      I put away the food she bought while she serves up the chicken salad she brought for
         us. Opening the refrigerator, I pull out a couple of bottles of water and join her
         at the kitchen table.
      

      
      “So how’s it going with neighbor boy?” she asks before taking a bite of her food.

      
      Just the mention of him makes me smile broadly.

      
      “I’m not sure what normal people consider normal to share, but I want to tell you
         something. Promise you won’t make fun of me?”
      

      
      She grins as she realizes it’s something juicy. “Never. Now spill.”

      
      “Well, yesterday after another run-in with the creeper from downstairs, I nearly lost
         my shit.” I start to continue on to the good stuff, but she’s frowning and interrupts
         me.
      

      
      “Again, Sid? What happened? Who is this man and why is he harassing you? Have you
         talked to building management about it?” She’s concerned counselor right now and not
         my girlfriend. I instantly feel ill as I think about that man from yesterday.
      

      
      “Not yet. I’ll talk to Donna about it tomorrow. He pressed his body against me in
         the laundry room and I passed out.”
      

      
      “What the fuck?!”

      
      “It must have spooked him because he left and Liam found me. I was sort of losing
         it, but he helped to calm me back down. After I got back upstairs, I took a long cold
         shower and felt much better. Liam showed up and stayed with me. I thought he was asleep
         and…” I trail off because I am nervous about telling her the next part.
      

      
      Her expectant look forces me to continue.

      
      “Anyway, I was looking at how hot he was and had the desire to touch myself.” I look
         over at her and her mouth is hanging open.
      

      
      “No freaking way. Sidney is a closet freak. Who knew?”

      
      “Once I determined he was asleep, I tried out my first attempt of self-pleasure. I
         was near climax when he awoke and blew cold air on my bare breast. It was incredibly
         hot and the orgasm was amazing. Is that too much? Should I be sharing this?”
      

      
      She’s grinning like a madwoman now. “Hell yeah! This is the highlight of my entire
         weekend. So, in a way, he helped bring you to your orgasm? Oh my God, I can’t wait
         to meet this hottie who’s getting under your skin.”
      

      
      “You were supposed to meet him today but he had to go work. I’m still clueless as
         to what he does. He’s so damn secretive, yet he wants to know all about me. It’s hard
         forging a friendship when he won’t open up.”
      

      
      “Honey, I would say this is more than just friendship. He hasn’t even touched you
         and you’ve been to third base. This is so hot.”
      

      
      I giggle because he is so hot, and deep down, I know we are more than friends. But
         for the life of me, I don’t understand why he won’t talk to me.
      

      
      “It’s just strange. With him, I feel like we can see into each other’s souls. And
         even though he won’t speak of his past, I can see right into his inner tortured being.
         I know that he hurts, and I just want to make it better.”
      

      
      Tina nods as she chews on her salad, thoughtfully mulling over what I’ve said. After
         she swallows, she speaks again.
      

      
      “Clearly he has issues, but honestly that’s okay. Having a ‘friendship’ with someone
         like him seems to be helping you with some of your problems. Do you notice any changes
         in your own behavior by being with him? I can already see a change for the better
         in your personality.”
      

      
      “Actually, I find myself wishing he would touch me. There have been many moments that
         the desire to kiss him is unreal. I’m scared as hell though. I mean, yesterday, I
         lost my shit when that man touched me. If I react that same way to Liam, it will break
         my heart. I care too much for him already.”
      

      
      She listens thoughtfully. Finally, she stands and takes her plate to the sink. “Sid,
         I think the fact that you want to touch and kiss him means that you have come leaps
         and bounds from where you were weeks ago. Just because up until this point you haven’t
         been able to do this doesn’t mean that you won’t ever be able to. I think Liam is
         the perfect person to help you with this. What better person to help than someone
         you are physically attracted to?”
      

      
      I nod, trying to imagine the idea of kissing him or simply holding his hand. It sends
         a shiver through me, but it’s one of excitement. The idea of doing it is much easier
         than the reality though.
      

      
      “I’m going to try and see where this goes, Tina. Believe me, I want nothing more than
         to try and live a normal life. Now, what should we watch?”
      

      
      I grab the stack of movies and head into the living room to start my Patrick Swayze
         marathon.
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      We spent the next couple of hours watching The Outsiders, much to my delight. There
         was so much eye candy in that movie that I spend the entire time grinning like a fool.
         Tina’s face matches mine, so I figure this is normal behavior.
      

      
      Tina has already left and I am about to put in Point Break when Liam comes through
         the front door like he owns the place. The man needs help understanding boundaries.
      

      
      “Hey, Sid,” he greets and plops down onto the sofa.

      
      I roll my eyes as I start the movie and sit beside him. “Hey, Liam.”

      
      “What are we watching now?”

      
      “Point Break. Patrick Swayze, of course.” I wink at him.

      
      His smile falls and his eyes darken.

      
      “What?” I demand.

      
      “You look so fucking sexy when you wink,” he grumbles like it’s a bad thing.

      
      Confused, I shrug my shoulders and watch the movie. About halfway through, I notice
         that his knee has slid over to where it’s nearly touching mine, and my heart patters.
         Against my own wishes, I move my knee farther away. It makes my heart hurt and I have
         to suppress my tears. Not interested in this movie, I put in a different one where
         Demi Moore is Patrick Swayze’s costar and sit back down.
      

      
      Why can’t I just let him touch me? It is so unfair. I’m destined to be a miserable,
         lonely person. My chin quivers as I fight to choke down the sob that’s building. I
         turn my face away from him so he doesn’t see that I’m about to lose it. It seems that
         I’m doing a good job of hiding the tears that are rolling down my face until he tugs
         on a strand of my hair.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?” he asks softly. “Sid, look at me.”

      
      Reluctantly, I turn to face him. “Nothing,” I whisper unconvincingly. I can tell that
         he knows I’m lying because he quirks up an eyebrow questioningly.
      

      
      “Sid?”

      
      I sigh as more tears roll down my face. “It’s not fair,” I admit honestly.

      
      “I know, babe. I know. Sometimes life can be a real bitch. We’ll figure it out.”

      
      When my eyes drop to his beautiful full lips, I feel my own bottom one poking out
         sadly. We’re just two melancholy souls looking at one another. It’s so weird, but
         I feel like he gets me. I suppose that’s why it makes it that much harder. With Liam,
         I want to touch him more than anything in the world, but that barrier puts a wall
         we both desperately want to scale between us.
      

      
      My breath hitches when he reaches two large hands up to either side of my neck and
         twirls his fingers into my hair. I close my eyes for a moment to enjoy the only touching
         my crazy mind will allow. He grins at me before untangling them and pulling away.
      

      
      “Sid, scoot to the end of the couch and hang your feet off the arm. I have an idea.”
         The look of excitement on his face makes me want to do whatever he asks.
      

      
      I move down to the end and do as he says, resting my head on the middle cushion.

      
      When he begins to comb through my hair that’s splayed out over the sofa, I nearly
         moan. With each tug, I slip deeper into a momentary dive into a human physical connection.
         His breathing gets heavier with each whimper that comes from my mouth. We must do
         this for minutes or hours. I’m not sure because I lose all sense of time. Goose bumps
         scatter across my flesh from the lovely sensation.
      

      
      We’re lost in watching the movie and touching the only way we know how when suddenly
         Liam jumps from the couch.
      

      
      “I need to go,” he spits through gritted teeth, stalking out the front door. The slamming
         door snaps me out of the shock of what just happened. What did just happen?
      

      
      Sighing, I turn the television off and head for a shower before bed.
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      He never came back to see me last night or even this morning before work. Liam’s moods
         are so hot and cold. It confuses me tremendously.
      

      
      “Good morning, Leta,” I chirp loudly as I walk through her front door. She’s sitting
         in her recliner with a blanket across her lap.
      

      
      “Do I know you, love?” she asks, confused. We go through this every time I come to
         see her.
      

      
      “Yes, Leta. I’m Sidney. Remember, I stay with you during the day and clean up?”

      
      She frowns as she determines whether or not it’s true. Finally, she gives up and smiles
         sweetly at me.
      

      
      “Okay, honey. Just make yourself at home. Would you like for me to make you some breakfast?”
         she asks.
      

      
      I shake my head insistently because she is in no way supposed to be cooking. But because
         of her slipping memory, she doesn’t know that.
      

      
      “No. Why don’t you just sit? I’ll fix us up something.”

      
      I hurry into the kitchen and take out some ingredients to make omelets. After I cook
         them and pour some orange juice, I set everything on two trays. I carry out the first
         one to Leta and help her get it situated in her lap.
      

      
      “Thank you, honey,” she says before sipping on her orange juice.

      
      I just smile at her and go to get my own food.

      
      After I settle on the couch, I absently watch the television with her, but my mind
         instantly drifts to Liam. I’m not really sure what made him get so angry last night.
         Maybe because he couldn’t touch me? Can I even expect him to be patient with me?
      

      
      A knock on the door snaps me from my thoughts, so I set down the tray on the coffee
         table and make my way over to answer it. When I open it, I gasp in surprise to see
         Liam standing there. A grin spreads across his face when he sees me, and I can’t help
         but mirror it. I missed him.
      

      
      “What are you doing here?”

      
      “I came to see you. Can I come in?”

      
      “Um, well, I’m trying to work,” I begin, but I am interrupted from Leta hollering
         at me.
      

      
      “Who’s at the door, Sarah?” she asks, clearly already forgetting my name.

      
      I pull the door open and motion at Liam. “Leta, this is my friend, Liam. He lives
         above you.”
      

      
      She scrunches her eyebrows together for a moment but then smiles and winks at me.

      
      “Hi, Leonard from upstairs,” she says almost in a mocking tone. This old lady keeps
         me on my toes. She turns back to her television program and ignores us.
      

      
      I gesture for him to come sit down on the couch. “Want an omelet? I can make you one,”
         I tell him.
      

      
      “Nah. I’m not hungry.”

      
      We sit quietly for a moment before he speaks again, whispering so Leta won’t hear.
         Little does he know, she won’t be able to hear anything below a shout.
      

      
      “Sid, I’m sorry I jumped up and left. I have a temper. Sometimes, I get lost in my
         head and I flip out. I’m sorry that I keep doing that to you. You always seem to accept
         my apologies and I am thankful for that.”
      

      
      I smile at him because I do accept his apology. If anyone understands issues, it’s
         me.
      

      
      “Okay, Liam. Don’t you need to get to work?” I ask.

      
      Reluctantly, he slides off the couch and heads toward the door. I open it for him,
         but before I close it, he speaks to me.
      

      
      “What time will you be off? I’ll meet you here then.”

      
      “Five. See you soon, Liam.”

      
      And as he saunters off toward the stairwell, I enjoy the nice little view of the way
         his low-riding jeans hug his perfect ass. I go back inside and shut the door behind
         me. Leta glances over at me, an odd look on her face. Surely she won’t get mad that
         I had a visitor. I’m still so clueless about social etiquette and life rules.
      

      
      “I’m going to clean out the pantry and refrigerator today. Holler if you need me.”

      
      She smiles as I take our trays back into the kitchen. I’m so thankful that I found
         this job. Who knows what I would be doing if this perfect opportunity hadn’t have
         been awarded to me. I shudder at the thought of not having this apartment or Liam.
         Forcing the what-ifs from my brain, I pour my energy into going through food in the
         pantry that’s been collecting for the last decade.
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      It’s been two full weeks since Liam and I first met. And even though we still haven’t
         touched, we’re probably closer than most couples—even though we haven’t defined our
         relationship. We spend every waking minute together when I’m not working. Every week
         day, he walks me to and from work. Saturdays, he hangs out with me while I do laundry.
         And nights and weekends, we watch movies that Tina hooks me up with. I’ve fallen very
         comfortable in my new life. Thankfully I haven’t run into the creeper from the basement
         again.
      

      
      At every opportunity, Liam strokes my hair. Most people might hold hands, but not
         us. He pets my hair like I’m a kitten, and I love every second of it. We’ve had a
         few near-kiss moments, and I’ve nearly convinced myself to go for it. Almost.
      

      
      I’m putting some dishes in the dishwasher when Liam walks into the kitchen. He just
         lets himself in whenever he wants. I never complain. In fact, I love when he surprises
         me like this.
      

      
      I’ve chosen a low cut dress that hugs my figure. Since we’ve spent so much time together,
         I find myself wanting to look pretty for him. His eyes graze over the swell of my
         breasts appreciatively, and I shiver with happiness.
      

      
      “Penny for your thoughts?” he asks.

      
      “I was just thinking that you always let yourself in whenever you want,” I tease at
         him.
      

      
      He chuckles and comes up behind me. There doesn’t have to be touching for me to feel
         the energy that sparks between us when we are near one another. With him just inches
         behind me, inhaling the scent of my shampoo, the air crackles with the electric charge.
      

      
      “You like it,” he growls, breathing into my hair.

      
      My pelvis aches for him right now. There have been two other repeats of that night
         he caught me pleasuring myself. I love it when he helps by blowing on my body. Something
         about the way he does that sends me into the pleasure zone. We have the most unusual
         relationship, but it works for us.
      

      
      “I do like it. I’d be so lonely without you,” I confide suddenly and turn around to
         face him. I expect him to smile and agree, but he looks troubled.
      

      
      His eyebrows pinch together and he runs a hand through his messy hair. “I am nothing
         without you, but you, Sid? You need people besides me.”
      

      
      His words are dark and foreboding. I hate the tone.

      
      Whispering because I don’t trust my voice to speak any louder, I say, “What does that
         mean?”
      

      
      Again, he runs both hands this time through his hair as he internally struggles with
         something that I’m not privy to. I’m not privy to anything about him, and it sucks.
      

      
      “Because I won’t be around forever,” he says simply and stalks into the living room
         to the recliner.
      

      
      Tears fill my eyes because I can’t imagine him being anywhere else. I need him. That
         unhealthy desire to latch on to someone rears its ugly head. There’s no way I can
         manage without him bounding into my apartment unannounced every day.
      

      
      Since Tina got me hooked on wine and keeps me properly stocked now, I pop the cork
         off a new bottle and pour myself a glass. Greedily, I gulp it down almost as I used
         to do with the air from my window after a run up the disgusting stairwell. Now that
         Liam hangs out with me so consistently, I find that I need the therapeutic showers
         and window breaks less often. In fact, there are days that I don’t need either one.
         Of course I take a normal shower every day—though even they remain colder than ones
         normal people would have.
      

      
      Lost in my thoughts, I suck down the entire glass of wine. I pour another one and
         hastily drink it down as well as I try to calm my nerves. The nerves from Liam’s words.
         What does he mean he won’t be around forever? Finally, I decide to join him in the
         living room. I sit on the end of the couch, curling my feet underneath me.
      

      
      He stands up from the recliner when he sees me, and I fear that he’s going to leave.
         So many times, he’s just up and left when conversations got difficult. It is the most
         infuriating thing about him. Instead, he sits down on the opposite end of the sofa.
         He motions for me to come to him, and I know what he means. Pushing my legs up over
         the arm of the couch, I lie across the cushions so he can play with my hair. It’s
         one of our only ways we can connect physically.
      

      
      The strokes are gentle and therapeutic for both of us. I can feel the tension dissipating
         as the muscles in my body relax.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” he says softly. His words are so sad that tears once again spring in
         my eyes.
      

      
      “For what?” I ask.

      
      Silence is my answer, and the tears fall down either side of my face. I feel a separation
         forming between us, and it makes me sick to my stomach. Pulling away from him, I sit
         up and chug my wine.
      

      
      “Maybe you should slow down,” he chides.

      
      Ignoring him, I drain it completely and stomp into the kitchen to get more. I’ve already
         poured another glass and am drinking it when I see him glowering at me from the entrance
         to the kitchen, his arms folded.
      

      
      “What?” I demand tearfully.

      
      “You’re acting reckless, Sid. You’ve already downed half that bottle. I heard the
         cork pop not even ten minutes ago. At this rate, you’ll be shitfaced. I’m saying you
         need to slow down.”
      

      
      I roll my eyes, and in an act of blatant defiance, I tip my head back and finish off
         the glass. I’m definitely feeling tingly all over and a little flushed.
      

      
      “Sid,” he growls in warning, but I ignore him as I pour some more, this time filling
         the glass to the brim.
      

      
      I wink at him as I drink it down.

      
      “Sid! Put the glass down and cut the shit,” he demands angrily. His tone infuriates
         me.
      

      
      “Or what, Liam? Newsflash, you aren’t my father. Well, who the hell knows? Maybe you
         could be. I don’t know where he is or anything about him anymore. Just like you. I
         know nothing about you. You’re a damn enigma. How is it fair that you won’t tell me
         anything? I’ve told you so much. My patience in this relationship, or whatever the
         fuck this is, is wearing thin!”
      

      
      My chest heaves as I say my piece. Dizziness sweeps over me, but I grab the counter
         so it won’t affect me.
      

      
      “I can’t. I’ve told you before that I can’t. Fuck it. I’ll see you tomorrow,” he huffs
         out and storms out of the apartment.
      

      
      This time though, I’ve had enough. Setting my glass down, I hightail it after him.
         Running on wobbly legs, I race out my door and down the hall towards his. It’s about
         to slam in my face, but I put my foot in the doorway, stopping it, and push through
         until I’ve forced myself into his apartment. What I see horrifies me.
      

      
      Liam turns around to face me, and he looks devastated. I look past him as I take in
         all of the moving boxes all over the living room. Things are halfway packed up, it
         would appear. My heart shatters into a million pieces.
      

      
      “You’re moving?” I stammer as tears trickle down my cheeks.

      
      He shamefully rubs his face but doesn’t respond. Suddenly, my throat is extremely
         dry and I need water. I stumble to the refrigerator for a bottle of water. When I
         open it and find it empty, I’m furious.
      

      
      “So you were just going to fucking leave without telling me?” I screech as I slam
         the refrigerator door shut.
      

      
      “Sid, please, let me explain,” he stutters in response.

      
      I don’t want his halfhearted explanations. Between the wine and this newfound revelation,
         I want to vomit. Since the apartment is set up exactly like mine, I hurry toward the
         bathroom, feeling like I might be sick. I’ve just made it to the door and have my
         hand on the knob when his thunderous voice behinds me halts me.
      

      
      “Don’t fucking go in there. Get out of my fucking apartment now!” he roars. The sudden
         change of mood startles me.
      

      
      Flipping him off, I rush past him toward his front door and leave his moody ass in
         my dust. It isn’t until I’m safely back in my apartment with the window open, gasping
         for air, that I realize that he truly is leaving me. He’s also hiding something from
         me. I’ve always felt it underneath every spoken word from him.
      

      
      For the first time in days, my skin breaks out in the burning itch that can only be
         quelled by an icy-cold shower. My tears completely blur my vision, but I somehow manage
         to make it to the bathroom. I strip out of my dress and turn on the shower. Once I
         step into the chilly water, my body quiets but my mind does not. How could he leave
         without telling me? Why would he get close to me when he knew he wouldn’t be staying?
         I am beyond hurt. I am devastated.
      

      
      When my toes started to go numb, I shut off the shower and grab my towel to dry off.
         When I go to hang it back on the hook, he enters the bathroom. His large frame takes
         up the doorway, effectively trapping me in the bathroom. I can’t help the shiver that
         courses through my body as his eyes peruse every curve of my naked flesh.
      

      
      Sad eyes make their way back up to mine, and I’m angry with him.

      
      “Get out of my apartment,” I order coldly. Attempting to push past him, I halt my
         efforts when I realize that he doesn’t plan on moving and I will have to physically
         move him, which I won’t do.
      

      
      He crosses his arms and pins me with his stare. “No, I will not leave.”

      
      “Too late,” I spit at him. He’s practically all packed up and ready to go as it is.

      
      “Sid, you’re being unreasonable. Please, let’s enjoy our last night together. Please,”
         he begs sadly. My heart is pounding so furiously in my chest that I fear it might
         explode.
      

      
      A sob escapes me. “Our last night?” I choke out. “Why, Liam? How could you do this
         to me? You know I am not mentally stable. I told you everything. How could you not
         tell me our time would be cut short? Were you planning on leaving without saying goodbye?”
      

      
      I’m crying uncontrollably now at the thought of losing the person I’m closest to.
         The only person I’ve ever been this close with.
      

      
      “Sidney, I’m sorry. I promise I didn’t mean for it to go down this way. Please, let’s
         just spend our last night together enjoying each other’s presence. I know you don’t
         understand, but I need this.”
      

      
      “Huh,” I huff out. “So, because you need this, I should just put it behind me that
         you are leaving me so we can hang out?”
      

      
      “You don’t understand. I have to leave. It’s not my choice.”

      
      My mind reverts back to his bathroom. Drugs?

      
      “Are you going to rehab? Were you hiding drugs in your bathroom? Liam, it will be
         okay. We can work past this. I can wait for you while you help yourself.”
      

      
      He grins at me, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. Stepping toward me, he tugs a strand
         of wet hair. His close proximity to my naked body sends a thrill down my spine. When
         he dips down to blow on the flesh of my neck just below my ear, my lower body begins
         the familiar throbbing. For him.
      

      
      “You’re so beautiful, and I am going to miss the hell out of you. I’ll never stop
         thinking about you. Ever.”
      

      
      My body responds to his voice with a shudder. His chuckle warms me to my core.

      
      “Sidney, go lie down on the bed. I want to see your face when you orgasm one last
         time. It’s a beautiful sight to see. A sight I want to commit to memory.”
      

      
      He steps away and exits the bathroom. I take a moment to catch my breath and hurry
         to my bedroom. Sprawled out on the bed, looking sexy as hell in his body-hugging jeans
         and tight black shirt, he nods to my side of the bed. Shakily, I make my way over
         to it and stretch out on top of the sheets.
      

      
      “You don’t need me, Sid. You’ve grown so strong since I’ve known you. Your past doesn’t
         have to always define you. I see a bright, happy future for you,” he whispers sadly
         as he rolls over on his side to look at me.
      

      
      “But I’m happy now. I don’t want you to leave me,” I barely choke out.

      
      “I know, but I have to go. I’m becoming toxic to you. You’ve come so far. You don’t
         need me holding you back from growing into the person you were born to be.”
      

      
      “No, Liam. You’re wrong. I’m alive when I’m with you.” A sob escapes me, and I cry
         for a few moments while he watches me, appearing to memorize every feature of my face.
      

      
      “I enable you, Sid. We’ve never left this building. Tina enables you too for that
         matter. You need to get out and experience the world. It won’t happen as long as I’m
         around. My leaving will be the best thing for you.”
      

      
      I’m shaking my head no, but I can see the finality of his words written all over his
         face. So it’s my turn to memorize his face. His chocolate-brown eyes are sad but convinced.
      

      
      “But I’ll miss you so much,” I squeak out.

      
      He grins down at me and tugs a strand of my hair. “I’ll miss you too, Sid. So fucking
         much. You’ll be all I’ll ever think about.”
      

      
      His words confuse me. If he’ll miss me so much, why will he leave me? Before I can
         obsess any more over the inevitable loss that will surely break me, he blows a cold
         breath on my nipple. My body instantly reacts, and I feel my lower region come to
         life.
      

      
      “Sweet girl, are you going to touch yourself?” he croons as he continues his insanely
         sexy blowing across my belly.
      

      
      I gasp but nod as my hand slips down between my legs.

      
      “That’s it, beautiful. Put your finger on your clit. Pretend it’s my tongue.”

      
      My finger grazes across my hot button and I jerk in pleasure. I continue to massage
         it softly, waiting for his next instructions.
      

      
      “Your breathing has sped up. Does it feel good?”

      
      Again, I just nod and bite my lip.

      
      “It would feel more like my tongue if your finger was wet. Are you wet inside for
         me, Sid?”
      

      
      Silently, I move the finger down and slip it inside. I’m definitely wet for him. Driving
         it in a couple of times, I pull it back out and stroke my clit again. A moan escapes
         me. Closing my eyes, I imagine his beautiful face between my legs. His perfect brown
         eyes looking up at me as he kisses my most sensitive body part with his tongue. The
         thought alone is almost my undoing. Cold breath blows across my neck, and I shiver
         as I get closer to my orgasm. My body is starting to tense up in preparation.
      

      
      “Continue stroking your clit, baby. But now I want you to take your other hand and
         use it to help you come. Can you put a finger inside of yourself with your other hand?”
      

      
      I do as I’m told and groan at the sensation.

      
      “That’s it. Slip another one in.”

      
      Slipping another one inside, I moan as my body stretches to fit two fingers.

      
      “Does that feel good?” he asks, whispering into my neck. All of the sensations are
         too much, and I’m close to having my orgasm.
      

      
      “Yes, it feels so good. I wish it were you, Liam,” I admit sadly.

      
      “Shhh, I know. We’re pretending though. Curl your fingers that are inside of you.
         Do you feel it? Your g-spot? You might have to reach to find it.” His instructions
         are spot on, because my longer finger grazes something that sends delicious fire throughout
         my body.
      

      
      “Oh,” I moan out as I look for it again. A couple more swipes and I’m shuddering as
         I come. My pussy clenches around my two fingers. I can’t keep up the massaging of
         my clit, so I just ride out the rest of my orgasm with my fingers inside me. When
         the aftershocks finally stop, I pull my fingers out and open my eyes.
      

      
      He’s staring at me with a mixture of many emotions passing over his face. In this
         moment, I am overcome by the lonely look on his face. It is times like these that
         I wish I could just grab ahold of him and never let go.
      

      
      “I love you,” he says softly. His gaze falls to my lips.

      
      “I love you too,” I answer back and lick my lips. Right now, I want to kiss him but
         am afraid.
      

      
      When he leans forward, I flutter my eyes closed and brace for something I’m both hopeful
         for and afraid of.
      

      
      With the softest pressure, I feel his cool lips graze across my own. My heart beats
         wildly as I relish in this moment. For some reason, I feared that it would be awful,
         but it feels quite perfect. He pulls away, and I immediately open my eyes to gaze
         at him. The expression in his eyes now is one of resignation. It makes my heart ache
         so badly.
      

      
      The wine is catching up with me, and I fight to keep my eyes open. When Liam’s hand
         reaches up and strokes my hair, I lose all control and drift off to sleep.
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      I wake up to the heartwarming memory of Liam’s lips brushing against mine. It was
         wonderful and my heart skips happily until I open my eyes. Flipping over, I realize
         that he’s not in my bed. No.

      
      I burst from my bed and yank a dirty dress from the floor over my head. Not bothering
         with shoes, I run to the front door and fling it open. The hallway is empty, so I
         hurry over to Liam’s door and pound on it.
      

      
      “Liam, let me in!” I shout through the door. Stopping for a moment, I listen for movement.
         When I don’t hear a sound, I sob and bang the door once more in frustration. “Why
         did you leave me?” I cry out to him, knowing that he’s already left.
      

      
      My body collapses and I land hard on my bottom. I’m not sure how long I sit on the
         floor staring at his door and crying, but when the hallway starts to grow dark, I
         know it’s been most of the day. A grumble in my stomach curses me for not having eaten
         all day. Defeated, I drag myself to my feet and stumble back to my apartment.
      

      
      Skipping the kitchen, I walk back to my bed and heave myself into it. My cries echo
         loudly through the room as I deal with losing my Liam. I can still smell his woodsy,
         minty scent on my pillow. Pulling it to me, I inhale it as I picture his perfect brown
         eyes. I already miss him so much. It just doesn’t make sense. Drifting off, I conjure
         up memories of the night before and our simple goodbye kiss. I want to freeze that
         moment and live in it forever.
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      “Sidney?” a sweet voice pulls me from my slumber. I blink my eyes open to see Tina
         standing beside my bed with a very worried look painted on her face.
      

      
      I close my eyes again and drag the pillow back over my face. When it is jerked from
         me, I sit up angrily.
      

      
      “What are you doing here, Tina? Go away,” I spit at her. She just rolls her eyes and
         walks over to the window, opening the blinds. The sun has me reaching for another
         pillow to cover my face with.
      

      
      “Oh no you don’t,” she says, snatching away that pillow as well. My patience with
         her is wearing thin.
      

      
      “Tina, what is your problem? Why are you even here on a Sunday morning?”

      
      She stares at me, openmouthed. I can see the counselor in her take over, squashing
         my friend.
      

      
      “Sweetie, it’s Monday and four in the afternoon. Donna called me when you didn’t show
         up to work. We figured you might be having an episode or something, so I told her
         I would check on you this afternoon. What’s going on?” The concern in her voice releases
         the grief I have been trying to sleep away, and a loud wail leaves my body.
      

      
      “He left,” I somehow manage to choke out between sobs.

      
      “Oh, Sid. For how long? Where did he go?” She may not have met him, but she knows
         how much he meant to me.
      

      
      “I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. I caught him packing up his apartment. I’m not
         sure he was ever planning on telling me.” My voice is but a whisper.
      

      
      “I’m so sorry.”

      
      “We kissed last night. It was perfect. Now he’s gone. I can’t handle this, Tina. I’m
         not strong enough for this.”
      

      
      “Wow. I don’t even know what to say about that. All I know is that you are one of
         the strongest people I’ve ever met. You can get through this. I will help you, but
         you have to promise me that you won’t slip into a dark place over this. Promise me
         that you’ll try to live your life without him. You’ve come way too far to let this
         set you back.”
      

      
      More tears slip out over my cheeks. A dark place is definitely where I am heading.
         Any hope of becoming a normal, mentally healthy person flew right out the window the
         moment Liam decided to leave. Tina is going to have her work cut out for her.
      

      
      “I loved him. I loved him and he left me. My life is shit. I don’t even know why I
         try. Now please go away and let me wallow in my misery.”
      

      
      She sits down at the end of the bed, so I peek over at her. Smiling sympathetically,
         she reaches over and pats my foot. As soon as she does it, she jerks her hand away,
         frowning. It’s too late, because now my foot is on fire where she touched it. Sending
         her the most hateful look I can muster, I leap out of bed and begin my process of
         coping. The icy-cold water is a good start to that process.
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      I heave my heavy duffle bag over my shoulder as I leave the baggage claim area. People
         are milling about as if they don’t have a worry in the world. Screw them. I wish I
         weren’t heading back to my hometown to deal with the mess my selfish brother left
         me.
      

      
      A cab is waiting by the curb, so I open the door and toss in my bag. Once I’m in and
         have closed the door, I give the driver the address and lean my head against the headrest.
         The travel back from Germany was a long one, and I’ve lost all sense of time with
         all of the time changes. But with a full day of sleeping, I’ll soon catch up.
      

      
      My thoughts drift to my parents. I miss them so fucking much. They were unfairly taken
         from me, and I still have trouble nearly a year later dealing with the loss. Mom was
         ever the optimist. Always supporting us with whatever we wanted to do. When I joined
         the service, I expected tears but was met with unending encouragement. Dad was proud
         of his sons. In high school, we both played football and Dad was one hundred percent
         involved. The day I told him I was going to fight for our country, he gripped my shoulder
         tightly, and with tears in his eyes, he told me, “Son, I’m proud of you.”
      

      
      I blink back tears of the memory. We had the most amazing parents in the world, and
         now they are gone. Life just isn’t fair. After I went on to the service, my brother
         slipped down a path of destruction. When I would speak to my parents, they would sadly
         tell me about his newest antics with drugs, alcohol, and women. It infuriated me,
         but there was nothing I could do from halfway around the world. Of course, he’d never
         take any of my calls because he knew I would just bitch him out.
      

      
      My memories are cut short as we pull up in front of the shabby and rundown apartment
         building. Sighing, I hand over some money to the driver and pull my bag out of the
         cab. Why did I think coming here would be a good idea? Oh yeah, I was just cleaning
         up his messes once again.
      

      
      Shaking my head, I climb up the steps and enter the building. I am met with the smell
         of stale smoke and mildew. It is nauseating, but I ignore it. Seeing someone in the
         office by the front door, I step in the doorway to the room. Instantly, I find the
         source of the stale smoke. An older woman is smoking her cigarette like it might be
         the last.
      

      
      I clear my throat and she spins around in her chair. “Can I help you?” she asks. Her
         voice is raspy and typical of someone who smokes continually.
      

      
      “Yeah, I’m Lane Braxton. Remember me from six months ago? I’m here about apartment
         2A. I just need to pick up the keys.” I run my free hand through my hair and down
         to the back of my neck. It’s sore from all of the traveling, and I just want to go
         to bed. I rub the aching muscles while she digs around in her desk drawer.
      

      
      “Ah, of course. Here they are. Mr. Braxton, I’m—” she begins sadly, but I wave her
         off and snatch the keys from her hand.
      

      
      “I’m tired. Thank you,” I say, effectively cutting her off.

      
      After stalking toward the stairwell, I push through the doors into a dark, disgusting
         place. This place is shitty at best. Once the lease is up, I am going to find someplace
         else to stay. I make my way to the second floor and pass the only other apartment
         on this floor. There aren’t any noises coming from the door, so thankfully I may live
         next to someone quiet.
      

      
      I step up to the apartment and slide the key in. Not pushing it open yet, I take in
         a deep breath as I prepare to enter his apartment. His mess. I shake my head as I
         push through and try to ignore the conflicting feelings of anger and sadness. Turning
         on a light, I see that the place is a disaster. No surprise there. It looks exactly
         as it did six months ago. Boxes litter every inch of the space from my first unsuccessful
         attempt at cleaning it up. At the time, I only had a few days to take care of business
         before I had to get back to my post. Now, I have all the time in the world.
      

      
      Dropping my bag to the floor, I bypass the mess and head straight for the bedroom.
         A good night’s rest is in order before I will have the energy to start on all of this.
         Finding the edge of the bed, I fall onto it and immediately pass out.
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      The sound of squeaky pipes wakes me up. After thirty minutes of the annoying sound,
         I finally get up and take a quick hot shower. When I get out, I can still hear the
         water running from the apartment next door. What the fuck? That shit is as annoying
         as hell, and I’ll be damned if I have to listen to that every day. Grumbling, I get
         dried off and step out into the bedroom. The pipes have stopped their whining, but
         now I can hear a loud television.
      

      
      Someone is jamming out next door to some ‘80s music on their TV and it’s grating on
         my already frayed nerves. This cheap-ass apartment has the thinnest walls. Finally
         tired of hearing this crap, I stalk over to the wall where it’s coming from and bang
         loudly. My pounding shakes the wall, and I grin in victory when I hear a picture fall
         from the wall and break. The music stops immediately. I’m still doing a little internal
         victory dance in just a towel when someone knocks on the front door.
      

      
      I don’t have time to dig through my bag that’s in the living room, so I throw my jeans
         back on and grab a shirt from the dresser. I’m still pulling on the shirt when I open
         the front door. My cock greets the blue-eyed beauty first as it comes to life at the
         sight of her. An angry little thing, at least six inches shorter than I am, glares
         up at me with red-rimmed eyes and her hands on her hips.
      

      
      I start to introduce myself, but she begins to cry, which confuses me. When I involuntarily
         reach out for her, she steps back a few paces, looking at my hand like it’s a poisonous
         snake.
      

      
      “What the hell, Liam? What are you trying to do to me?” she demands as tears fall
         down her rosy cheeks. The girl isn’t wearing a trace of makeup, but she’s quite possibly
         the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen. Maybe I’ve just spent too much time overseas and
         away from women.
      

      
      “Huh?” I ask dumbly. I’m having trouble following her words as I’m too busy checking
         her out.
      

      
      Those blue eyes are staring back at me icily, effectively sending a shiver down my
         spine. I’ve seen some scary shit over the past few years, but those eyes are pissed.
         Her full lips are pressed into a line, and she looks close to going apeshit.
      

      
      “I can’t believe you could do this to me. How can you play mind games with me like
         this?” Her lip begins to quiver, and I have the urge to press my thumb to it.
      

      
      Her long neck is elegant, and her dark, long hair, spills around it, creating a lovely
         contrast. My eyes make their way to her breasts, which are more than a handful but
         not too big. She’s wearing a dress, but I can tell that she doesn’t have a bra on
         underneath. Again, my cock wants to come out and say hi. Her small nipples are protruding
         through the fabric, and I want to put one between my teeth.
      

      
      I finally drag my eyes back up to her and say, “Lady, you’re mistaken. I’m Lane. You’re
         probably talking about my twin, Liam. Are you an old girlfriend or something?”
      

      
      Liam always found the hottest chicks. It had to be his brooding, mysterious personality.
         I was always more selective, but he loved them all. They flocked to him in hoards.
         It was annoying as fuck.
      

      
      “Old girlfriend?” Her voice is becoming shrill, and I have the urge to grab her shoulders
         to shake some sense into her.
      

      
      “What then?” I demand. We aren’t getting anywhere with this conversation.

      
      “I guess if you call last week old, then yes. When you see him, tell him thanks for
         leaving me. This is ridiculous!”
      

      
      Her words confuse the hell out of me, so when she flails her arms in the air in frustration,
         I grab her wrist. The icy-blue eyes lose their luster and cloud over. Her body goes
         limp. I realize that she’s fainting and pull her into my arms before she hits the
         floor.
      

      
      I don’t know what the fuck just happened, but my heart is racing like crazy as I carry
         her to my bed and set her down. Hurrying into the bathroom, I locate a washcloth and
         run it under the cold water. After I wring it out, I carry it back over to her and
         place it along her forehead.
      

      
      I sit down beside her on the edge of the bed, trying to figure out what’s wrong with
         this woman. A few minutes later, she blinks open her eyes. At first, she looks at
         me like she’s confused, but then she smiles at me with such love that my heart pounds
         back at her.
      

      
      “Liam, you came back,” she whispers and closes her eyes. Not this again.

      
      I sigh as I pull the cloth from her forehead and reposition it across her neck. Her
         eyes fly back open.
      

      
      “I’m Lane, not Liam. What’s your name?”

      
      Tears fill her eyes again as she remembers our conversation.

      
      “You touched me. Don’t ever do that again,” she hisses at me, completely ignoring
         my question. This woman is impossible.
      

      
      “Woman, tell me your name. Now.” My voice is harsh, but I need to be able to call
         her something.
      

      
      “Sidney.” Her chin is quivering again, and I can’t help but lean forward. I want to
         stop it, but as I get close to her with my thumb, she flips the fuck out. “GET AWAY
         FROM ME!” she screeches as she rolls away from me on the bed. Her dress has ridden
         up, so I get a glimpse of her bare ass before she leaps off the bed on the other side.
      

      
      “Sidney, what the fuck is your problem?” I demand. I’ve got a lunatic for a neighbor.

      
      “Where is he?” she screams, her voice shaking. Again, she is ignoring me, and it pisses
         me off.
      

      
      “What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you insane?”

      
      Her face falls and I instantly regret asking her that. Clearly she’s upset because
         she is, in fact, insane—at least to a certain degree.
      

      
      “He made me love him and then he left me last week. Why?” she asks, her bottom lip
         trembling fiercely.
      

      
      Her words light a fire inside me. Even though I can tell that she’s mentally unstable,
         it pisses me off that she would even insinuate such an asinine remark.
      

      
      “My brother is dead. Get the fuck out of my apartment.”

      
      She lunges at me and begins punching my chest hard with her tiny fists. All rational
         thoughts are gone as she unleashes her fury on me. And even though I’m pissed, I realize
         that she’s hurting for my brother and I feel the need to comfort her.
      

      
      “Sidney,” I whisper and pull her to me, trapping her in a tight embrace.

      
      All fight leaves her body as she melts into me. But only for a moment. As if a switch
         flips on, she pushes away from me and bolts out of my apartment, back to her own.
         Moments later, I hear that annoying-ass shower running.
      

      
      What just happened? Completely confused, I locate my duffle bag and pull out my sweats.
         A run will help clear my head. But I discover I can’t clear one thing from my mind
         no matter how hard I try. Sidney.
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      It’s nearly dark when I make it back from my run. I haven’t been able to push Sidney
         from my mind. There is something wrong with that girl and I am going to figure out
         what is going on with her.
      

      
      I come out of the stairwell and my hackles rise when I see a man standing by Sidney’s
         door. Something about his demeanor lets me know that he doesn’t belong anywhere near
         her.
      

      
      “Can I help you?” I growl at him.

      
      He seems startled at first but turns and gives me a sick grin. “I believe you can
         mind your own damn business,” he tells me angrily, baring his yellow teeth. He’s every
         bit as tall as I am and has probably fifty pounds on me, but I’m solid muscle. If
         need be, I’ll stomp his big ass into the ground.
      

      
      “And I believe you can get the fuck off my floor before I call the police. What are
         you doing by her door?” I demand, stepping close to him. The anger is building, and
         I’m close to losing control with this idiot.
      

      
      “She’s my girlfriend. I was about to go fuck her,” he spits out at me. His hand grasps
         the knob, and my eyes widen when it easily opens. There is no way in hell that girl
         would be with someone like him.
      

      
      My protectiveness over someone I’ve only met once sweeps over me and I lose my shit.
         One hand grabs his throat while the other wraps around his over the doorknob and pulls
         it shut. I squeeze tight, cutting off his air. He seems surprised that I’ve put my
         hands on him. Both of his burly hands are on my wrist, attempting to pull my hand
         away. I just grip him even harder. He’s starting to black out, so I drag him to the
         door to the stairwell. I wrangle the door open and push him inside.
      

      
      “I don’t want to see your fucking face around here again or you will regret it. Do
         you fucking understand me?” I bark at him. He’s rubbing his neck, but he nods as he
         stomps up the stairs to the third floor. Good to know. I will be talking to building
         management tomorrow.
      

      
      I reenter our floor to see Sidney peeking through her open door at me.

      
      Stalking over to her, I push open the door a bit so I can see her better. She lets
         out a squeak and scrambles away from me. I can see that she has a different dress
         on, and by the way her nipples are greeting me, I’d say that she isn’t wearing anything
         underneath. I nearly groan at the thought.
      

      
      “Do you not lock your door? That asshole was about to come pay you a visit. Do you
         know him?” I demand.
      

      
      She turns white at the mention of him, which further indicates that he didn’t belong
         around her. “I forget,” she whispers.
      

      
      “What do you mean you forget? How do you forget to lock your door? Don’t you have
         common sense? There are lunatics out there!”
      

      
      She starts to cry softly, and I feel bad for being so harsh on her. Her head is bent
         down, looking at her bare feet. Wavy brown hair curtains around her face. Stepping
         over to her, I sweep a section of her hair away so I can look at her.
      

      
      When her face meets mine, she looks like she wants to kiss me. Instead, she stumbles
         away from me and makes her way to the window. She struggles a minute but manages to
         get the window open. All but hanging out the window, she inhales in like she’s close
         to hyperventilating.
      

      
      “Are you okay?” I ask her from across the room.

      
      She nods, but I know she isn’t. As if in a zone, she heads toward her room, and I
         get another lovely view of her perfect ass as she yanks off her dress before rounding
         the corner. My cock comes to life and tries to escape its sweatpant prison. I hear
         her shower come on, which reminds me that I need a shower of my own—a very cold one.
         As I leave her apartment, I push the lock button on her front door and pull it behind
         me. After checking to make sure it’s locked, I then head back over to my place.
      

      
      Sidney definitely has issues going on. She is a mystery I intend on unraveling and
         soon. But first, I need to give my cock some much-needed attention in the shower.
         And I’ll be damned if I don’t think about her curvaceous bottom as I whack off.
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      After the run and shower, I realize that I am starving. There’s nothing in the apartment,
         of course. Deciding I need to check on Sidney, I hurry and dress in some jeans and
         a white T-shirt. I feel nervous for some reason when I get to her door, but I knock
         anyway.
      

      
      She answers the door but looks shocked to see me standing there.

      
      “Hi. I was just checking on you. How are you feeling?”

      
      I see her sweep her eyes across my chest, and I hold back a grin. Apparently she finds
         me attractive as well. Her blushing cheeks confirm that.
      

      
      “Um, fine. I was just about to settle down and watch a movie.”

      
      My eyes roam her body and notice that she’s wearing another dress. This woman changes
         clothes a lot and showers frequently from what I can tell.
      

      
      “Want to go out and grab some dinner?” I ask.

      
      She drops her jaw and immediately shakes her head. “Oh, no. I will just stay here.
         I-I don’t get out much,” she stammers.
      

      
      “Did you eat dinner?”

      
      “Well, not yet. But—”

      
      “But nothing. You should come eat with me. Look, I have absolutely nothing in the
         apartment. I’d like it if you came and had dinner with me.”
      

      
      She frowns, but I can tell that her mind is contemplating my words.

      
      “You can eat here. I’ll make us something.”

      
      I’m still pretty exhausted from my travels and run, so I concede. Well, partially.

      
      “Fine. I’ll eat with you, but tomorrow you’re coming with me to the store.”

      
      A smile lifts the corners of her mouth and she becomes impossibly more beautiful.
         My cock agrees. Down boy.
      

      
      “Okay. Come on in. What do you like? Do you like wine?” She is nervous about having
         me over, and it’s fucking cute as hell.
      

      
      “I’m a man. I’ll eat anything. And a drink sounds great.”

      
      She flushes again at the mention of the word ‘man’ but tries to hide it as she scurries
         into the kitchen. I shut and lock the door behind me. That asshole still has me on
         edge. I follow her into the kitchen to see her bent over, pulling a pot from the cabinet.
         My eyes greedily follow every curve of her ass. Her dress is short, and I want to
         lift it up to really appreciate her ass-ets.
      

      
      When my eyes finally leave that sweet swell, I graze them down her bare legs and notice
         scars for the first time. She finds the pot she was looking for and stands back up.
         My eyes are glued to her legs though. Fury is building up inside me. Those scars are
         not from an injury. They are from something dark and sinister.
      

      
      “What happened to your legs?” I question.

      
      She spins around and gasps when she realizes I’ve been checking her out. “Oh, that.
         It’s a long story.”
      

      
      I cross my arms as I wait for it. Her eyes fall to my arms and tears fill them.

      
      “Liam.” Just one word. I know she isn’t calling me that, but she says it more like
         a memory.
      

      
      I unfold my arms and walk over to her. She backs away from me until her bottom hits
         the edge of the counter. Grabbing the pot from her hands, I set it on the stove next
         to her. Then I place both of my hands on either side of her on the counter.
      

      
      Dipping my head down, I inhale her womanly scent. She smells like soap and lavender.
         It’s such a clean, intoxicating smell.
      

      
      “I’m Lane,” I remind her.

      
      She nods as she studies my face, which is just inches from hers. Those pouty lips
         are just asking to be sucked on, but since she is so different, I don’t dare. Instead,
         I bring my lips close to her ear.
      

      
      “I’m captivated by you, Sidney. What is it about you?” I seriously want to know the
         answer.
      

      
      “Please don’t touch me,” she begs quietly.

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because I can’t handle it. Please.”

      
      This girl doesn’t make sense, and I want nothing more than to touch her. Everywhere.
         I find some self-control and pull away to look at her.
      

      
      “Talk to me. I need to know you, Sidney. Clearly you knew my brother, although that’s
         still unclear. I want to know you.”
      

      
      Tears fill her eyes again at the mention of Liam, and I feel like a dick.

      
      “I’m sorry. Let’s eat and save serious conversation for after, okay?”

      
      She nods, looking quite relieved as I pull completely away from her. Turning her back
         to me, she sets off to make what would appear to be spaghetti. I’m hungry for more
         than just food, so I force myself to stay on the opposite side of the kitchen. I don’t
         want to scare her away.
      

      
      Effortlessly, she flies around the kitchen, preparing the meal. The scents are delicious,
         and I didn’t realize how starved I’ve been for a home-cooked meal. Since she mentioned
         wine earlier, I go ahead and locate two glasses, pouring them for us.
      

      
      After she fills two plates with spaghetti and salad, we make our way to the kitchen
         table. Within minutes, we are seated across from each other. We don’t speak as we
         eat, but I manage to groan loudly at the delicious food. Her eyes fly to mine, and
         I see that, for the first time since I met her, they are heat-filled. It takes everything
         in me not to climb over the table and attack her lips.
      

      
      “Sidney, this is so fucking good,” I praise.

      
      Her cheeks turn red, but she seems proud of my comment. This girl clearly doesn’t
         get compliments often. That is about to change.
      

      
      After we’ve finished our meal, I can tell that the wine is warming her because she
         starts to smile a lot more. I finally break the silence as we start to clean the kitchen
         together.
      

      
      “What do you do, Sidney? For a living?”

      
      “I look after an old woman downstairs throughout the week, cleaning and cooking for
         her.”
      

      
      She starts scrubbing the pot in the sink under the water. When I go to wet a rag to
         wipe down the table, I am shocked to find that the water is cold.
      

      
      “You’re supposed to wash dishes in hot water, you know,” I tease at her.

      
      She suddenly goes tense and grabs either side of the sink. Shit, I’ve said something
         wrong.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?” I ask, coming up behind her.

      
      Her body suddenly comes back to life as she breathes heavily at my proximity. “I can’t
         do hot water, okay?”
      

      
      Sweeping the hair away from her neck, I whisper, “Okay.”

      
      She sighs and visibly relaxes. I release her hair and we finish the kitchen without
         any more episodes. After we’ve filled our glasses, I follow her into the living room.
         She sits on one end of the couch, so I sit right beside her. Her eyes widen in horror,
         but I ignore it as I stretch my legs out over the coffee table and get comfortable.
      

      
      “Liam always gave me my space,” she sniffs out at me. I can tell that she’s irritated
         with me, but I don’t care.
      

      
      “I’m not Liam. I’m Lane.”

      
      “Lane, you don’t understand. I have issues. You can’t just come in here and mess things
         up.”
      

      
      My dick perks up at the mention of my name. That damn thing has a mind of its own.

      
      I’m not trying to mess things up, Sidney. I’m trying to fix things. My brother was
         a selfish man.”
      

      
      She jerks her head over at me and glares. “Take it back, Lane.”

      
      Her lip is trembling now, and I do what I’ve wanted to do since the moment I first
         saw her. Reaching up to her with my hand, I gently use my thumb to stop the movement.
         I hold my breath as I realize that I’ve done exactly what she’s asked me not to. Time
         freezes for a second while she looks at me wide-eyed. Pulling it away quickly, I grin
         down at her.
      

      
      “You’re lucky I just used my thumb. That lip just begs to be sucked between my teeth,”
         I say softly, looking back down at it. It no longer trembles and now her mouth slightly
         parts open. When her tongue darts out to lick it, it’s almost my undoing.
      

      
      She shakes her head and sighs heavily, the heated moment fleeting. “Tell me about
         Liam. I’m confused.”
      

      
      Clearly I am too because she acts like she saw him the other day, which is absolutely
         not the truth.
      

      
      “Did Liam ever tell you about our parents?” I ask.

      
      She nods and pinches her eyebrows together. “He just told me they died. That’s pretty
         much all he told me. I knew he had a brother, but other than that, he was secretive.”
      

      
      I hold back a groan because I hate telling this story, but something tells me that
         Sidney needs to hear it.
      

      
      “About a year ago, Liam was visiting my parents. They had been discussing the fact
         that they were ready for him to get his life back on track. He’d spun wildly out of
         control while I was in the service. They were worried about him and were prepared
         to get him the help he needed. On this particular night, they were arguing in the
         car on the way back from dinner. Dad was driving and Liam lost his temper, yelling
         at our father. Mom was in the back seat trying to calm him down. I guess Dad got distracted
         and ran a red light.
      

      
      “A truck hit the side with Mom and Dad on it, killing them instantly. Liam walked
         away without a scratch. He was devastated. We both were. When I got leave to attend
         the funeral, he was in a fog. I tried to talk to him, assure him it wasn’t his fault,
         but he wouldn’t hear it. I had to leave him to get back to my post, but I felt sick
         about it. He wasn’t right in his mind, and I fucking worried like crazy. Any time
         I got an opportunity, I would try and call him. He would never answer.
      

      
      “One day, I got the call that he had committed suicide. Loaded up on a bunch of pills
         and took the chickenshit way out. He left me all alone, and it fucking sucked. When
         I came back for his funeral, I left the apartment as is until my tour ended. I’ve
         paid the rent for the entire lease so that I could come back and tie up the loose
         ends.”
      

      
      I’m working really hard to keep the tears from coming. I cried enough for Mom, Dad,
         and Liam. Now, I’m just angry. Sidney can’t keep them in though, and she sobs beside
         me.
      

      
      “But I don’t understand. I just saw him last week. When did he do this?” she demands.
         I can tell that she’s close to a breaking point.
      

      
      “He killed himself six months ago.”
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      “Impossible,” she whispers. And even though she tells me that I’m lying, I know that
         wheels turning in her head as she works to figure something out.
      

      
      “Sidney, it’s not impossible. It’s the truth. I have a death certificate that proves
         it.”
      

      
      Her eyes close as she tries to shake something from her mind. I feel a shift in the
         air to an unknown place as she shakily slips a hand down the front of her dress and
         begins scratching her breast. The way she does it, so methodically and obsessively,
         worries the hell out of me.
      

      
      “Sidney, stop it.”

      
      But she doesn’t stop it. The scratching becomes more fierce, and now her other hand
         has slipped to her inner thigh, digging at the flesh there. I’m mesmerized by her
         movements but finally snap myself out of it.
      

      
      “Sidney, STOP IT!” I roar at her, trying to pull her from her trance. She ignores
         me, so I am forced to grab both of her wrists and bring them to my chest. Her eyes
         fly open and panic crosses her features as she fights to pull away.
      

      
      “Don’t! No!” she yells, finally breaking her silence and screams.

      
      I release a hand but still have a firm grip on the other. Immediately, her hand goes
         back to its scratching. Snatching it back up, I pull her toward me. She’s squirming
         like a madwoman, but I refuse to let her hurt herself anymore.
      

      
      “Sidney, shhh, I have you. Stop. Please,” I plead calmly with her.

      
      When her body relaxes a moment, I pull her the rest of the way to me and wrap my arms
         around her back to hold her against me. Lying down on the couch, I bring her down
         with me. She’s still in my death grip. I can feel her shuddering violently, and she
         begins sobbing loudly.
      

      
      I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with her, but I’m not letting her go. She still
         feels tense as she attempts to break free of me. Using one arm to hold her close,
         I take the other and gently thread it through her hair, stroking it. The gesture completely
         relaxes her and she melts into me. My heart is pounding so hard in my chest.
      

      
      Finally, her crying subsides, but her breathing is jagged. She no longer fights to
         get away, so I finally relax my own body. After what seems like hours, she tilts her
         head up to me. Her eyes are filled with awe as she looks at me.
      

      
      “How is this possible, Lane?” she asks.

      
      I’m unsure what she is asking. All I can focus on right now is the lip that is now
         inches from my face.
      

      
      “I don’t know what you mean,” I whisper.

      
      She blinks at me in shock as my breath tickles her face.  “Your breath is warm.” Again,
         she makes absolutely no sense.
      

      
      Before she can say anything else, I bring my face closer to hers and suck her lip
         into my mouth. Her eyes close and a moan escapes. My dick roars to life between us.
         I continue my suckling of her lip. When she pulls away, I groan at the loss. She tastes
         like garlic and wine. It is a delicious mixture.
      

      
      “How is this possible? I’m so confused right now,” she confides.

      
      That makes two of us. The woman speaks in riddles.

      
      “Sidney, I don’t know a thing about you, but you talk to me like I should know. All
         I know is that I’m very much enjoying you on top of me. But you could probably already
         tell,” I tease and slightly thrust my hardness into her belly.
      

      
      She’s still wide-eyed like she can’t believe I’m holding her like this.

      
      “I’ve had a rough life,” she tells me. For some reason, the tone in her voice tells
         me that I’m not going to like what I’m about to hear.
      

      
      “Go on,” I urge as I begin softly stroking her back.

      
      She rests her head back down on my chest as she melts to my caresses. “My momma abused
         me terribly. The scars come from the switches she would beat me bloody with. That
         was manageable though. What wasn’t was the…” she trails off. I feel her entire body
         tense up, so I wrap my arms around her, afraid that she’ll try to run away.
      

      
      “What wasn’t manageable?”

      
      “The bleach baths.”

      
      My ears are ringing because I don’t understand what she’s telling me, but I am quickly
         getting pissed. Not at her. At her motherfucking bitch of a mother. A mother who has
         done terrible things to a child to make her behave the way Sidney does.
      

      
      “What the fuck are bleach baths?” I ask, my voice rising. She shivers, so I attempt
         to relax and stroke her back again.
      

      
      “She was always so worried about toxins and thought it was her duty to scrub them
         away. When she would get on her rampage, I’d be forced into a scalding-hot bath while
         she scrubbed me away with bleach. It was horrifying. I was trapped with that woman
         doing terrible things to me until a month ago when she died. And even though I’m free,
         I’m still a prisoner to my past. I can’t stand for people to touch me. You witnessed
         firsthand when I fainted. Liam respected that. He never touched me except the night
         he left. That night he gave me a whisper of a kiss.”
      

      
      She stops talking, and we both think about what she’s just said. I still don’t understand
         how she knows Liam if she just moved here a month ago. It doesn’t make sense. And
         as much as I don’t get it, I can tell with my whole heart that she isn’t lying. There
         are just some things you can’t make up.
      

      
      “Then how am I holding you right now? You haven’t fainted,” I observe.

      
      Her breath comes out in a rush. “I don’t know. I’m slightly freaking out right now.
         This has never happened before. I’m scared to death, but at the same time, I am enjoying
         it because I’ve never been this close to someone before. Not since all of those years
         of the abuse. Liam was the closest thing, but we never crossed that barrier. Now you’re
         holding me and I don’t want to move. I’m afraid the spell will break and I’ll be back
         to the old me. The me I hate.”
      

      
      Her words are so sad and they break my heart. I turn us over on the couch so that
         we can face each other. My arms are still possessively wrapped around her. Something
         about her makes me want to keep her safe and close at all costs. From this position,
         I can see her face now. Suddenly, I want to touch every inch of her.
      

      
      Sliding my arm that isn’t pinned under her up her body, I watch with interest as she
         shivers. My hand finds her cheek and I tentatively stroke it with my thumb. Her icy-blue
         eyes close and her lips part. Dipping my head down to hers, I softly kiss her lips.
         When her tongue shyly slips out to meet mine, we both gasp at the jolt of electricity
         that courses through us when they touch.
      

      
      The kiss is sweet and innocent at first, but it quickly grows in intensity. It’s apparent
         that she’s drinking up her newfound abilities and testing the boundaries. It’s hot
         as hell to experience this with her. I push my tongue into her mouth and she moans
         but quickly thrusts hers against mine. Her hand shakily finds my hair and threads
         her fingers through it. Such a simple gesture, but it feels amazing.
      

      
      When she moans again, I want her on top of me once more, so I roll over onto my back,
         pulling her on top of me. She surprises me when she straddles my hips to get a better
         position to kiss me. My cock strains to be freed from my denim, especially when she
         grinds herself into me.
      

      
      “Oh my fucking God, Sidney. You are so fucking hot,” I groan as she rides me through
         my jeans. I haven’t been laid in months, and I can feel myself getting close to coming.
      

      
      “How does this feel so good?” she asks, completely awestruck. I don’t have an answer,
         but I am in complete agreement.
      

      
      She kisses me again, and my hands trail their way down her back until they are at
         her ass. Testing my theory, I slide up her dress, pleased to discover that she has
         no panties on. My hands slide over her bare ass and she moans loudly. I give both
         cheeks a little squeeze as I push her down against my cock.
      

      
      “I want to be inside of you so fucking bad. I bet your pussy is dripping wet for me.
         Can I feel it, baby?” I croon.
      

      
      She whimpers at my words but lifts up her pelvis as an answer. I move one of my hands
         around to the front and slip it under her dress. Easily, I locate a very wet spot
         between her legs and push a finger inside her.
      

      
      “Lane!” she cries out.

      
      Her pussy is incredibly tight, and it doesn’t take rocket science to figure out that
         she’s a virgin. When she begins to ride my finger, I use my thumb to massage her clit.
         She’s panting now, and within moments an orgasm consumes her body. Her body tightens
         fiercely around my finger. Once the clenching has stopped, I pull it out of her. She
         falls onto my chest, still breathing heavily.
      

      
      “Wow. Um…that is better than they describe it in the romance books,” she admits.

      
      I chuckle from underneath her. This woman is so different from anyone I’ve ever come
         in contact with. I’m spellbound.
      

      
      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Sidney, you have no idea the things I could do to
         you that feel one hundred times more exhilarating than that. I promise you, I will
         show you every last one.”
      

      
      Her body reacts to my words as she snuggles into me. My dick still throbs for release,
         but I ignore it as I hold her. This girl is fragile and needs special care. I plan
         on treating her right.
      

      
      “I can’t wait,” she tells me with a bit of sauciness to her voice, which surprises
         me.
      

      
      Of course, my dick springs back to life. As her breaths even out, indicating that
         she’s asleep, I mentally force my cock back into submission by thinking of anything
         but the beautiful woman spread out over me.
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      I wake up to whimpering. Sidney is still asleep on my chest, but she appears to be
         having a nightmare. My hands stroke her back until she calms down again.
      

      
      “Sidney, you should probably go to bed. It’s probably really late.”

      
      “I don’t want you to leave. Will you come lie down with me?”

      
      How will I ever be able to tell her no? The answer is never.

      
      “Sure. Come on.”

      
      Sleepily, she climbs off of me and begins turning off lights. I follow behind her
         and nearly choke when she yanks off her dress and climbs under her sheets. This woman
         has no modesty. It is weird and fucking sexy as hell at the same time. Finding the
         wall switch, I turn off the last light and blindly make my way to the other side of
         the bed, deciding that, if she is going to get comfortable, then so am I.
      

      
      I unbuckle my jeans, letting them drop to the floor, and pull off my shirt. It seems
         smart to leave my boxers on. Her bedroom is cold as shit and I’m alarmed that there
         is only a sheet on the bed. Confused, I slide under it and rest my head on the pillow.
      

      
      “Sidney?”

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Why the fuck is it so cold in here? Where are your blankets?”

      
      “It’s a long story.”

      
      “So this has something to do with your past as well.”

      
      She sighs before she opens up. “Yeah. The bleach baths would burn my skin so badly
         that all I wanted was to find a cool relief. Cold sheets would soothe my skin. The
         habit is hard to break.”
      

      
      It makes sense, but if I’m sleeping in this bed, then she’s keeping me warm.

      
      “Come here,” I order. I can sense her sudden nervousness, but when I reach for her
         and pull her to me, she comes willingly.
      

      
      One of her arms nervously slides across my bare chest. My arm pulls her closer and
         rests on her hip. I feel her breasts against my sides, her hard nipples pressing into
         me. It is going to be fucking impossible not to ravish her. When her leg slides over
         mine, resting just below my dick, I nearly go insane. We are simply cuddling, but
         the sexual tension is so thick you could cut it.
      

      
      I try to regulate my breathing, but my pounding heart is impossible to control. How
         has this damaged woman gotten to me so quickly? We still haven’t figured out the whole
         Liam thing, but it doesn’t matter. What matters to me is that her naked body is pressed
         against mine.
      

      
      Her hand delicately traces the grooves of my muscles under the sheet. I’m trying to
         remain calm, but the lower her hand goes, the less I can keep my cool. When two fingers
         slide just barely under the waistband of my boxers, I hold my breath.
      

      
      “Can I touch it?” she asks innocently. But what she is asking is far from innocent.
         It will lead to not-so-innocent things. I groan because I want her to touch it. Badly.
      

      
      “Sidney, if you touch it, I may not be able to control myself.”

      
      Instead of taking heed of my warning, she slides her entire hand into my boxers and
         grasps my length. Her hands are cold but incredibly soft. My dick is rock hard, twitching
         in response.
      

      
      “It’s so big but it feels smooth,” she observes.

      
      I’m about to say something, but all thoughts fly out the window as she strokes me
         expertly. There isn’t much to giving a hand job, but Sidney is a motherfucking pro.
         I groan again and she stops.
      

      
      “Am I hurting you? Am I doing it wrong?” she asks nervously.

      
      I thrust my hips back toward her hand that still grips me. “Fuck no. You feel so good.
         Don’t stop, baby.”
      

      
      I don’t have to see her face to know that she’s smiling. Her smile is one that I can
         feel somehow in the dark. She begins her stroking again, and within moments, I’m spurting
         my orgasm into my boxers.
      

      
      She sits up for a minute and I fear she might run. But she laughs in the dark and
         it warms my soul.
      

      
      “What’s so funny, missy?”

      
      “Your boxers are all wet now.” Her laughter continues, and the sound is so fucking
         sweet that it takes every ounce of self-control I possess not to climb on top of her
         and plunge my dick deep inside her.
      

      
      “I guess we’ll have to fix that,” I tell her and pull them off. I use them to dry
         me off and toss them to the floor. “Now get over here and keep me warm,” I tease.
      

      
      She once again molds herself to my body, but this time, we’re completely naked. The
         small patch of hair between her thighs tickles my hip.
      

      
      “Lane, I don’t understand how I can do this with you. I feel like it’s a dream.”

      
      For some reason, this makes me sad. This poor woman has been denied a normal life.

      
      “Babe, from now on, this dream is your reality. I’m not going anywhere.” I kiss the
         top of her head.
      

      
      We’re quiet for a bit, and I’m just drifting to sleep when I feel two firm lips sucking
         on my nipple. Of course, it jolts me and my cock awake.
      

      
      “Damn, woman,” I growl as I gather her hair in my hand.

      
      She gently bites down and I nearly go crazy. Having enough of her teasing, I take
         my turn. I roll us over until she’s underneath me. A gasp escapes her lips from the
         surprise movement, but she’s not freaking out. I begin softly kissing her neck and
         collarbone until I feel her hands in my hair, pushing me toward her breasts.
      

      
      I flick my tongue out and tease the area around her nipple until she’s whining. Finally,
         I suck it into my mouth, teasing it, nibbling it. She’s moaning in pleasure now, and
         my cock is begging to climb inside her. Ignoring the thoughts coming from that head,
         I kiss along her belly, noting ridges from scarring along the way.
      

      
      “Please kiss me,” she begs, and of course, I can’t deny her.

      
      I climb up to her. Her legs come around my waist and urge me closer. Kissing her in
         this position is dangerous as I struggle to keep my cock from where it really wants
         to go. Resting it on her lower belly, I kiss her probably the hardest so far. I can’t
         get enough of her.
      

      
      “Every bit of this feels so good, Lane,” she moans into my mouth. I pull her lip between
         my teeth, biting gently. “Oh God, I want you so badly,” she whimpers into my mouth.
         My mind is losing all sense of control because I want to take her right now.
      

      
      “You’re a virgin, baby. It will hurt. I don’t want to hurt you,” I groan.

      
      She tilts her pelvis up to me. I’m trying to hold on to the last thread of self-control,
         but when her small hand grabs ahold of my cock and slides it down to her wet opening,
         I have none left.
      

      
      “Please. I want to feel you from the inside,” she begs. I’ve never been begged for
         sex before, and it makes me want it so fucking badly.
      

      
      “But it will hurt,” I try again against her lips. My cock throbs with the need to
         be inside her. I don’t even realize that I’m sliding it between her folds, dragging
         it across her wetness.
      

      
      “I’ve been hurt worse. Trust me. I can handle this.”

      
      Losing that last thread of control, I find her opening and drive myself deep inside.
         My thrust is so fast and hard that her hymen is a thing of the past within seconds.
         She moans with what sounds like pleasure, and I take a moment to enjoy the way she
         feels around me. This is when I realize that I am inside her without a condom. When
         I go to move, the sensation feels so fucking good that I thrust a few more times before
         I regain control of my mind.
      

      
      “Baby,” I pant, stopping for a moment. “I don’t have a fucking condom. We have to
         stop.”
      

      
      “No,” she whimpers. “Please don’t stop. I need this, Lane.” Her hips bounce up to
         mine as she uses her heels to dig into my ass for leverage. I find myself thrusting
         some more before I stop again.
      

      
      “Baby, no. We really need to stop. You could get pregnant. I know I don’t have any
         diseases and you’re a virgin, but there is still a possibility of pregnancy.” I start
         to pull out, but she tightens her legs around my waist.
      

      
      “Please, can’t you just pull it out before you come? Please.” Her begging is too much,
         and when she pulls my head to hers, kissing me deeply, I agree with her.
      

      
      “Okay. Fuck. Yes.”

      
      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Now do it harder.”

      
      I begin pounding hard against her. Resting my hand on the bed beside her, I use the
         other one to stroke her clit while I slide in and out of her. She moans louder and
         louder as she gets close to coming.
      

      
      “Lane!” she cries out and claws my back with her nails.

      
      Her pussy clenches around my cock, and it feels so good that I feel my own hot climax
         start to pour into her. Fuck! I pull out quickly and shoot my load all over her belly.
         I’m pretty sure I pulled out in time. Fuck, I hope so. We need to get some fucking
         condoms, stat!
      

      
      “That was amazing,” she praises me.

      
      It was fucking amazing—until the end where I messed things up.

      
      “We need to buy a box of fucking condoms at the store tomorrow because I plan on doing
         this again and again.”
      

      
      She shivers from underneath me. “You might better buy two. I don’t plan on quitting
         any time soon.”
      

      
      Those words nearly stop my heart.
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      I wake up with sun blinding me. Where the fuck am I? Memories from last night flood
         me and I grin. Looking over, I see the beautiful Sidney sprawled out beside me. The
         sheet covers her waist, but her belly and breasts are exposed. From this light, I
         can see hundreds of scars that paint her flesh. It makes me sick to imagine the crap
         she went through.
      

      
      As if my thoughts were spoken aloud, she rolls over to face me, blinking away sleep.

      
      “It wasn’t a dream,” she smiles at me.

      
      “No, that most definitely was not a dream.”

      
      Suddenly, she seems embarrassed. “I don’t know what came over me. I barely know you.
         Am I a whore?” She looks horrified, and I can’t help but burst out laughing. Now she
         frowns at me, miffed that I’m laughing at her.
      

      
      “Calm down, babe. People have one-night stands all the time,” I begin, but when she
         bites her trembling bottom lip, I quickly continue. “But this isn’t a one-night stand.
         I feel a strong pull toward you. It would appear you feel the same toward me. Relax,
         I’m not going anywhere.”
      

      
      She looks sad as she speaks again. “Lane, I will become attached to you. It happens
         with everyone. Something about my personality makes me latch on to people. First it
         was my friend Tina, then Liam, and now you. I’m sorry, but I know it will happen.
         It already is happening. Now that we’ve had sex, I don’t want you out of my sight.”
      

      
      Her words are bold and truthful. I admire her for that.

      
      “I’m. Not. Going. Anywhere.” I smile at her, but when she still frowns, I switch tactics
         and tickle her ribs. She squeals and rolls right off the bed onto the floor. “Shit!
         I’m sorry, Sidney,” I shout.
      

      
      When she stands from the floor, she feigns annoyance but then starts to giggle. With
         her brown bed hair wild around her, she looks fucking hot.
      

      
      “Dammit, woman. Get your ass in the shower before I take you again. And we have no
         fucking condoms. I’ll run next door to shower and change. Hurry up!”
      

      
      I roll off the bed and begin dressing. Thankfully, I hear the shower turn on. After
         I’m dressed, I sneak in there to give her a goodbye kiss. When I stick my hand in
         the water, I curse. She spins to look at me.
      

      
      “What in the fuck? This water is fucking ice cold, Sidney! Does your shower not have
         hot water?”
      

      
      When her eyes fill with tears, my dumb ass figures it out after the fact.

      
      “Shit, babe. I’m sorry. Take your cold-ass shower. Don’t be sad. I’ll be back in ten
         minutes.” I lean my head into the icy spray and peck her on the lips. She smiles back
         at me, and I sigh in relief.
      

      
      I leave her alone and head back to my apartment, careful to lock her door behind me.
         On Monday, I will talk to the building manager about that guy.
      

      
      I’m in and out of my glorious hot shower in minutes. I opt for some low-slung jeans
         and a red T-shirt. My civilian clothes fit a lot tighter after this last tour. It
         was grueling, and my body is cut from the meals and physical demands. As I pass the
         mirror on the dresser, I look at my reflection. My features resemble my brother’s,
         but my face is fuller, healthier than his was in the last few years. Drugs will do
         that to you.
      

      
      My eyes are a dark chocolate brown, and two days’ worth of stubble scatters my face
         as I was too lazy to shave just now. Through the reflection in the mirror, I see a
         notebook I didn’t notice before on the nightstand. I certainly don’t remember it being
         here before. I’m about to go see what’s inside when I hear a knock at the door. Deciding
         that I’ll look later, I grab my wallet and keys, heading toward the front door. When
         I open it, I’m almost stunned by the beauty of the woman standing before me.
      

      
      She’s swept her dark hair off her neck and pulled it into a bun. The hairstyle gives
         her already long neck an even longer look. I want to kiss every inch. My gaze falls
         down to her breasts. Her nipples are poking through the fabric. It drives me fucking
         insane. As I come out of the door toward her, she slowly backs away from me. She seems
         nervous for some reason. I continue my path toward her until she meets resistance
         from the wall behind her.
      

      
      “Where do you think you’re going?” I growl and bury my face into her neck.

      
      She gasps when my lips and tongue attack it. My hand brushes against her breast just
         to be sure and now I’m positive that she’s not wearing a bra. Then I slide it up under
         her dress and curse when my fingers come in contact with her pussy.
      

      
      “I don’t know how I’ll be able to keep my hands off of you in public. Why aren’t you
         wearing anything underneath?”
      

      
      She shrugs her shoulders. “If I had it my way, I’d go naked. I can hardly stand for
         clothing to rub my skin all day long.”
      

      
      “We better get out of here before I drag you into my apartment and fuck you on the
         kitchen counter. You can’t reveal to a man that you aren’t wearing anything under
         your dress and not expect a reaction.”
      

      
      She looks embarrassed, like she’s upset me. This in no way upsets me. It fucking turns
         me on.
      

      
      “Babe, it’s hot, okay? Don’t worry about it. But I swear to God, if you bend over,
         I will lose control.” I wink at her and she rewards me with a grin.
      

      
      Stepping away from her, I lock the door and grab ahold of her hand. She still seems
         a little uncomfortable, so I stop before we make it to the stairwell. Bringing my
         palms to either side of her face, I bring her forward and kiss her lips. She relaxes
         under my touch and kisses me back. We’ll figure this out.
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      “There are so many to choose from,” she says in awe in front of the condoms. Picking
         up another box, she turns it over to learn about the features. It’s quite comical.
      

      
      “Here. Let’s just grab these,” I tell her.

      
      Setting down the box she was looking at, she takes the one from my hand. “Ribbed for
         her pleasure?” she asks.
      

      
      I wag my eyebrows at her and she giggles. It is the cutest fucking sound.

      
      “Well, we better pick these then,” she agrees.

      
      We finish our shopping and head towards the checkout area. I can see her trying to
         sort things in the basket.
      

      
      “Don’t even think about it. I’m buying it all.”

      
      She frowns and shakes her head. “No. I have a job now, so I can pay for these things.”

      
      “Save your money, because I’m getting it. I plan on spending lots of time with you,
         so I’ll be eating up your food anyway. I’m a big boy and have needs.” I wink at her
         on the last part and she turns crimson. The clerk doesn’t notice our exchange.
      

      
      After I pay, we gather our bags and load them into the back seat of Liam’s old pickup
         truck. It will have to do until I can trade it in for something better. Right now,
         I have other priorities.
      

      
      On the way back, I can’t help but watch Sidney from the corner of my eye as she watches
         the town fly by in awe. Poor girl doesn’t appear to get out much.
      

      
      “So what do you do? For a job, I mean?” she asks.

      
      “Well, now that my military obligations are over, I’ve got to figure that one out
         and soon. My degree is in graphic design, so I might see about doing something with
         that. I’d love to design logos and artwork for companies. But we’ll see.”
      

      
      She turns and smiles at me. “That’s awesome, Lane. I know it will work out for you.”

      
      I pull into the parking lot and find a space near the side door. After I turn off
         the car, I look over at her. Her face is sad, almost wistful.
      

      
      “What about you?” I ask.

      
      She turns to look at me and furrows her brows together. The girl looks sexy no matter
         what she does.
      

      
      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      
      “Is watching the old lady from downstairs your dream job? Surely there’s something
         else you would rather be doing.”
      

      
      “Well, I never really allowed myself to consider anything else. I’d love to write
         romance novels like the ones that got me through some hard times while at Momma’s.
         They’re so easy to get lost in. But I would need to save up for a computer. Seems
         kind of silly, I guess.”
      

      
      Throwing her words back at her, I say, “No, it’s awesome. I know it will work out
         for you.” And then, of course, I have to add on a little extra. “And I’m going to
         give you plenty of material to put in those books.” I wink at her and she flushes.
      

      
      We exit the truck and collect our bags. Once we reach the landing for the second floor
         and Sidney enters the hallway, I hear a gasp as she drops the bags to the floor. I
         hurry up behind her and nearly lose my shit when I see that bastard standing by her
         apartment door. Pushing past her, I make my way over to the asshole.
      

      
      “What the fuck did I tell you? Get the fuck off of our floor!”

      
      He laughs darkly at me and stomps toward the stairwell. Sidney is frozen in place
         as he walks past her. When he reaches Sidney, he slaps her ass before tearing through
         the door and up the stairs. It happens so quickly. The slap. The faint. The chase.
      

      
      I burst into a full-on sprint through the door and storm up the stairs to the third
         floor. He’s already slipped into 3B before I am fully into the hallway, but at least
         now I know where he lives. Growling in frustration, I hurry back downstairs to Sidney.
      

      
      She is no longer passed out on the floor. Instead, she is on her knees, scratching
         the hell out of her ass. The glazed look is in her eyes. I can see that she is freaking
         the fuck out.
      

      
      “Sidney, baby, look at me. Stop it.”

      
      She won’t quit, so I find her keys on the floor and open her apartment. Running back,
         I grab up all of the bags and toss them inside. Finally, I make it over to her and
         do the inevitable. I scoop her into my arms and carry her inside, locking the door
         behind us. She’s flailing wildly, trying to squirm out of my arms, but I hold her
         tight. Heading straight for the bathroom, I turn on the shower to cold and climb in
         with her.
      

      
      The shower is cold as fuck, but I know that this is how she copes. Slowly, I set her
         down and let the icy spray wash away the terror. I’m trying not to shiver too much.
         Sidney isn’t even fazed, but at least she’s snapping out of it. Tears fill her eyes
         as she comes back down to reality.
      

      
      “Come here, baby. I have you,” I whisper and pull her close. Thankfully she lets me
         and wraps her arms around my waist. I’m freezing my ass off, but I don’t tell her.
      

      
      “Thank you,” she says tearfully against my chest.

      
      I squeeze her tighter. “N-n-n-o p-p-roblem,” I sputter out through chattering teeth.

      
      She reaches behind us and turns off the water. We must look a sight completely clothed
         with me shivering. Of course, now that her dress clings to her and is see through,
         my dick decides that it’s warm enough to want to make an appearance.
      

      
      Sidney peels off her wet dress and steps out of the shower, heading into the bedroom.
         I follow dumbly after her. I’m not sure how to handle her after this episode.
      

      
      “Babe, will you be okay if I run next door and change?” I ask. She emerges from her
         closet pulling on a short tube-top dress. I swear this woman should wear more clothes.
      

      
      “I’ll be okay. I’m going to unload the bags and start some lunch.”

      
      “Okay, I’ll be right back. Give me twenty minutes,” I promise. Walking over to her,
         I put my ice-cold hands on her neck and kiss her chastely on the lips.
      

      
      I finally get a small smile from her, and it does wonders for me. Forcing myself to
         leave her, I bound down the hallway and out the front door. I make sure to lock it
         on the way out. There’s no fucking way I’m leaving her unprotected. Letting myself
         into my own place, I make my way to the bathroom and turn on the shower as hot as
         I can get it.
      

      
      It takes effort to get my wet jeans off, but I eventually manage to wrangle out of
         them and the rest of my clothes and shoes. Stepping into the hot shower, I nearly
         moan aloud in delight. The hot water quickly warms my body. Not wanting her to wait
         on me, I end my shower much sooner than I wish.
      

      
      Opting for warmth and comfort, I find some old sweatpants and slide them on. If Sidney
         wants to go commando, so will I. The sweatpants are missing the drawstring, so they
         hang dangerously low on my hips, revealing my dark trail of hair. I yank a shirt over
         my head and slip my feet into some flip-flops.
      

      
      Before I head over there, I go to the kitchen table, where I last left Liam’s laptop.
         Last time I was here, I used it to look up funeral homes and other things I needed
         to take care of before I went back to my post. The password was easy—liambraxton.
         Powering it back on, I type in the password. The words “incorrect password” pass over
         the screen. I try it another time to no avail.
      

      
      A creepy feeling passes over me, and I type in ‘Sidney.’ I’m instantly allowed access.
         What the fuck was all that about? Could Sidney have come over and changed it? I quickly
         pull up Dell’s website and order a laptop, paying the extra shipping cost to have
         delivery expedited. I close down the browser, about to shut off the computer when
         I see a document created a week ago called “HER” on the desktop. Once again, a shiver
         passes over me.
      

      
      I really don’t want to open it, but curiosity wins over. Inside the document are just
         a few words.
      

      
      She is everything.

      
      She is life.

      
      She is death.

      
      She is the light.

      
      She is the darkness.

      
      She is my happy.

      
      She is my sad.

      
      She is my love.

      
      She is my reason.

      
      She is Sidney.

      
      I slam the laptop closed and breathe heavily. For some reason, I just don’t think
         Sidney would write something like that about herself. I’m sick to my stomach. Standing
         on wobbly legs, I get the eerie feeling that someone is watching me. Against my better
         judgment, I call out.
      

      
      “Liam?”

      
      As soon as the word leaves my mouth, I shake my head and laugh at myself. Stalking
         out of the apartment, I head over to Sidney’s. I’m about to knock on the door when
         I hear voices inside. Turning the knob, I find that it’s not locked anymore. My heart
         pounds as I fear that the asshole from the third floor has somehow found a way in.
      

      
      As I open the door, I hear Sidney shout, “Leave me alone!” from the kitchen.

      
      I sprint to where she hollered from, and I’m shocked to find a tall blonde glaring
         at her with her hands on her hips. Both women turn to look at me in the doorway, my
         chest heaving from exertion.
      

      
      “Are you okay?” I ask Sidney, looking past the blonde.

      
      She grins at me and nods. “Yes. This is my friend, Tina. Tina, this is Lane.”

      
      Tina looks me over, eyes wide and jaw dropped. After she gives me a once-over, she
         turns to Sidney. “He’s hot,” she says in a not-so-quiet whisper like I’m not even
         standing there.
      

      
      Ignoring Tina, I scoot past her and pull Sidney in for a hug. She melts into me, and
         I just want this Tina chick to leave so I can spend time alone with Sidney.
      

      
      “I don’t freaking believe it!” Tina exclaims from behind me.

      
      I look over my shoulder at her. “Believe what?”

      
      “This!” she gestures excitedly at us. “Sidney, call me tomorrow so we can chat about
         this. Lane, it was nice meeting you.”
      

      
      “Lock the door behind you,” I call out after her. She agrees that she will before
         letting herself out.
      

      
      When we are finally alone, I kiss Sidney like I’ve wanted to since I came back into
         the apartment.
      

      
      “How was your shower?” she asks.

      
      “Would have been better with you in it,” I tease.

      
      She giggles and pulls away. Then I realize that she’s been cooking. It just goes to
         show that, when I’m around her, I sort of forget about everything else. She’s hypnotic.
      

      
      “What are we having for lunch?”

      
      She lifts the lid to show me the stir-fry that looks almost done and smells amazing.
         Turning her back to me to stir the food, I drag my eyes over her body. Her upper back
         is exposed since her hair is still in a bun and she’s wearing a tube-top dress. While
         she cooks, I kiss her back, making sure to focus on each scar.
      

      
      “It’s ready,” she says hoarsely, and I smile, knowing that I’ve affected her.

      
      While she dishes out the food, I grab two water bottles from her refrigerator. We
         sit down to a comfortable lunch where we laugh at funny stories she tells about Tina.
         I’m glad Tina took her under her wing when she did.
      

      
      “Want to watch a movie?” she asks as she clears the table and puts the dishes into
         the dishwasher.
      

      
      “Sure. Do you have a DVD player in your room? I’m kind of tired from last night. Some
         hot chick woke me up in the middle of the night demanding sex,” I tease. She laughs
         at me and throws the wadded-up paper towel at me after she dries her hands.
      

      
      “No, but you can move it from the living room. I’m not technologically advanced, but
         I can just tell by looking at you that you are.”
      

      
      I nod in agreement and head into the living room to unhook all of the wires. Once
         I unplug the right ones, I carry it back to her bedroom and hook it up to that TV.
         She hops on the bed, arranging the pillows so we can sit up and watch the movie.
      

      
      “What do you want to watch?” I ask.

      
      “Let’s just watch whatever’s in there already.”

      
      The look on her face is one of feigned innocence, and I bite my cheek to keep from
         laughing. I’m dying to see what movie she wants to watch so badly that she would stoop
         to such low levels. After I hit play, I crawl into the bed beside her. Her dress has
         ridden up, distracting me already from the movie that hasn’t even started yet.
      

      
      As soon as the intro credits start, I know that it’s Dirty Dancing. I glance over
         at her and she’s absolutely fucking mesmerized by the movie. Reaching over, I grab
         her hand, threading our fingers together. She gives me a brief smile before turning
         back to the film. The entire time she watches it, I just stare at her. I’ve seen the
         movie several times, so I’m not missing anything.
      

      
      Afterwards, she looks over at me and grins. “That’s my favorite movie.”

      
      “You don’t say? Why?” I laugh.

      
      She scowls at me. “I love it because Patrick Swayze is the main character. Such a
         wonderful actor!”
      

      
      “Want to take a nap?” I ask her sleepily.

      
      “Sounds good,” she says as she turns off the television.

      
      I’m too tired to get under the worthless sheet anyway so I just pull her to me for
         warmth. With her back against my chest and my arm slung protectively around her, we
         both fall quickly asleep.
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      When I wake up, it’s dark. My overseas schedule is dictating her schedule. She doesn’t
         seem too upset about it though as she breathes quietly in a rhythm that indicates
         sleep. Rubbing my hand along her side, I stop when I reach her bare thigh. Her breathing
         becomes slightly ragged and I feel a small hand cover mine as she guides it to the
         edge of her dress and back under it, pushing it up along the way.
      

      
      I slide my hand all the way up her dress to her belly and caress her soft skin there
         for a few moments. Rolling her to her back, I remove my hand so that I can free her
         breasts from the top of her tube top. Leaning down, I taste and suck on her breast.
         When my mouth comes in contact with her nipple, she moans loudly. I pay extra attention
         to it and smile when she begins to slowly buck her hips off the bed.
      

      
      Sitting up, I yank off my shirt and slide out of my sweatpants. I find the edges of
         her dress and pull it off of her body. After tossing it to the floor, I move between
         her legs and spread her knees apart. Using my thumbs, I spread her open for me and
         taste her for the first time. Somehow I knew she was going to be sweet, and she was
         even sweeter than I imagined. Dragging my tongue between her pussy lips again, I find
         her clit and tease it. Her moans are getting louder as she thrusts her hips up with
         each lick. Gently, I pull her clit between my lips and suck on it.
      

      
      Her hands find my hair and grip roughly, which turns me on. I want to sink myself
         into her, but I’m a patient man. Dipping one finger inside her, I discover that she
         is extremely wet for me. I slide another one inside and her moans become whimpers.
         I’m still doing crazy things with my tongue and grazing her g-spot with my fingertips
         inside her when she shudders wildly with an orgasm. The clenching around my fingers
         is so fucking hot, and my dick is jealous.
      

      
      Removing my fingers, I kiss my way slowly up my body. I know it drives her crazy because
         she’s trying to pull me closer to her by my hair. When I get to her mouth, I chuckle.
      

      
      “Did you enjoy that?” I tease against her lips.

      
      “That was quite possibly the most amazing experience of my life,” she whispers in
         a way that makes my dick throb for her.
      

      
      Pressing my lips to hers, I kiss her softly at first, but soon she’s wrapped her legs
         around my hips, kissing me hungrily. Between kisses, she lets out soft moans and bounces
         her hips closer to me each time. At one point, my dick slides against her wet pussy
         and I groan. I need to go find the condoms, but I just want to feel her again without
         it on. Giving in to insanity, I push myself all the way inside of her to the hilt.
      

      
      “Oh, Lane, yes,” she moans against my lips.

      
      I go to pull out, but she feels so damn good. Pumping a couple more times, I revel
         in the way her body hugs mine as it desperately attempts to milk out my own orgasm.
         I can feel myself getting closer, so I take every ounce of willpower I have and yank
         myself out of her so fast that she cries out from the loss.
      

      
      “Fuck, babe. I’ll be right back,” I promise breathlessly.

      
      “Bathroom,” she informs me softly.

      
      I go to the bathroom and find the box before carrying it back to the bedside with
         me. I can now see her as the light shines on her naked body from the bathroom. Her
         hair is sprawled out beneath her, making her look wild and sexy as hell. With legs
         still spread and waiting for me, I hurry and sheath myself with a condom. Climbing
         back between her, I push my dick back inside her. She feels fucking good even with
         a damn condom on. I’ll be suggesting birth control soon because I love feeling her
         hot flesh against mine.
      

      
      By pulling her legs up over my shoulders, I can get deeper inside her, and I thrust
         hard. She’s practically yelling my name as she gets closer and closer to orgasm. Using
         my thumb, I massage her clit with one hand and reverently stroke one of her thighs
         that’s pressed against me with the other. When I see her hands move to her breasts
         to tweak her nipples, I almost lose control. Thankfully she’s close to the edge too.
         A few more strokes of her clit and she’s screaming out my name as her pussy tightens
         around my dick. It’s enough to draw out my own orgasm, and I finally shoot out my
         release.
      

      
      “Baby, you feel so fucking good,” I praise her as I kiss the inside of her thigh before
         pulling out of her.
      

      
      Climbing off the bed, I deposit the condom in the bathroom trash. I catch a glimpse
         of my reflection before I exit the bathroom. The fool grinning at me looks happy.
         Shaking my head, I make my way back over to the bed and crawl in. Finding her tiny
         body, I pull her flush against me with her back to my chest. I love holding her like
         this.
      

      
      “Lane?” she says quietly.

      
      “Yes, babe?”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      “Well, I know I’m good, but you don’t have to thank me,” I tease.

      
      She giggles, which is always music to my ears, and slaps my hand resting on her belly.

      
      “No, thank you for giving me this. I thought I was lost forever because of what that
         woman did to me. You changed that, and I will forever be thankful. I don’t understand
         how you did it, but it’s happened and I am enjoying every minute. So thank you for
         helping me heal.”
      

      
      I stroke her hair back and kiss her neck.

      
      “You’re helping me heal too. I wasn’t feeling the greatest coming back to deal with
         my brother’s death. It fucking sucked, in fact. But then, you showed up all beautiful
         and stranger than hell. I needed to know you.”
      

      
      She was quiet for a minute before she spoke again, clearly mulling something over
         in her mind.
      

      
      “Lane? I still don’t understand about Liam. He left me a week ago, but you say he
         died six months ago. We really need to talk about this because it really bothers me.”
      

      
      There it is. The big fucking elephant that’s been in the room since the moment we
         met. My body tenses up with annoyance. When she says stuff like this, it reminds me
         that she isn’t completely mentally stable.
      

      
      “Babe, he died six months ago from overdosing on a shitload of pills. I got temporary
         leave to deal with the funeral. That week, I buried my brother beside my parents.
         It fucking sucked. After that, I began packing up his apartment but had to go back.
         Now, I’m back for good. I talked to the building manager, and as long as I paid the
         rent monthly, I could take over the lease. You moved here a month ago, so there’s
         just no possible way you could have known Liam.”
      

      
      There. I said it. She tenses under me, and I know she’s upset, but dammit, so am I.

      
      “I think you should leave,” she whispers. Well, fuck.

      
      “No, babe, I think—” I begin, but she cuts me off.

      
      “Lane, leave,” she says coldly as she rolls away from me and off the bed. When she
         heads to the bathroom, I jump out of bed and follow her. She’s turning on her ice
         shower, I presume.
      

      
      “Sidney, I’m just saying that, given your history, you could have just imagined it.”
         Shit, that came out more insulting than I meant, but it was truth.
      

      
      “Screw you, Lane. I loved him! How dare you tell me otherwise!” she screams at me. Tears fill her eyes, and
         she looks wild. In this moment, I’m struck that she really is mad. And not in the
         angry way. What have I gotten myself into?
      

      
      Turning away from me and giving me a nice view of her round, scarred ass, I’m once
         again hit with the fact that I’ve been sleeping with a woman who needs professional
         help. Fuck.
      

      
      She steps into the water and closes the curtain. I walk over to it, opening it up,
         and see her staring ahead like a fucking zombie. I want to comfort her, but when I
         reach out for her and icy water splashes me, I pull away.
      

      
      “I think you need to call your friend Tina,” I grumble.

      
      She snaps her head at me angrily. “Go!” she spews at me. Her face is contorted because
         of the fury she feels toward me. It’s such a far cry from the woman I just made love
         to not thirty minutes ago. I was such a dick for injecting myself into this sick woman’s
         life.
      

      
      “Bye, Sidney. I hope you get the help you need,” I reply sadly as I leave the bathroom
         to find my clothes.
      

      
      After I dress, I leave the apartment, locking the door before I pull it closed. It
         will be hard for me to stay away from her, but the bottom line is that she claims
         to know my dead brother. I can deal with a certain amount of crazy, but that shit
         just pisses me off.
      

      
      I let myself into my apartment and frown when I see that it’s pitch black except for
         the glow of the laptop on the kitchen table. The hair on my neck prickles because
         I certainly remember closing it. Storming over to it, I’m about to shut it when I
         read the words on an open Word document on the screen that effectively halt me.
      

      
      Fix it, Pain. She’s worth it.

      
      What the fuckity fuck?! Pain? Shit. Someone is definitely fucking with me. When Liam
         and I would fight, he would call me Pain instead of Lane. It always infuriated me
         when he did it. Tonight is no different as it evokes those same feelings. Who would
         know this much about the two of us to do this to me? My thoughts drift to Sidney.
         Could she have slipped into the apartment and found a journal or something? That would
         explain a lot.
      

      
      Sighing, I slam the laptop closed and head to bed. Thankfully there is only one month
         left on the lease. I’ll have to start looking for a new place other than this shitty
         apartment complex infested with crazies.
      

      
      Climbing into my own bed, I fall asleep easily.
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      Fix it, Pain. She’s worth it.

      
      That stupid phrase played over and over in my dreams last night. But in my dreams,
         Liam stood by my bedside, all brooding like usual with his arms crossed. This shit
         is making me fucking crazy. Annoyed, I decide to do laundry today and start gathering
         my dirty clothes. A shower seems in order before I leave my apartment, so I turn on
         the faucet and wait for it to get hot. Steam quickly fills the bathroom as I undress.
         Stepping into the hot spray, I relax as the water soothes my muscles, which are tense
         from the whole Sidney situation.
      

      
      I’m just finishing up when the water turns icy cold.

      
      “Fuck!” I yell and scramble to turn the water hotter. But when it’s all the way to
         the hot and ice water still showers down on me, I turn it off completely and hop out.
         I’m shivering as I dry off. This building has the shittiest fucking pipes. After wiping
         off my face and drying my hair, I look up at the mirror. A chill that has nothing
         to do with the ice bath I just took creeps over me. Someone has written something
         in the steam on the mirror.
      

      
      Fix it, Pain. She’s worth it.

      
      What in the fuck?

      
      I stomp into the bedroom and dress in some low-riding jeans paired up with a black
         T-shirt. I’m pretty sure I locked the door last night, but I need to know for certain.
         When I see that the bolt lock is engaged, I am pissed. She has to have a fucking key.
      

      
      My belly growls at me as if it’s pissed too. I remember that all of the groceries
         we bought yesterday are at Sidney’s place. This just gets better and better. Snatching
         up my laundry basket, I head out to do laundry.
      

      
      I stop at her apartment first and bang on the door. I’m ready to tell her to stay
         out of my apartment, but she doesn’t answer. Irritated, I make my way to the basement.
         When I get to the bottom of the basement steps, I see her bent over, wearing one of
         her short-ass dresses—sans panties—pulling laundry from the dryer. My dick twitches
         in greeting.
      

      
      Storming over to her, I slam my basket down on the table behind her. She jumps so
         high, and I almost feel guilty for startling her. Almost.
      

      
      She yelps out in surprise, but when she realizes it’s me, tears fill her eyes.

      
      “Liam?”

      
      I instantly see red and stalk up to her, pinning her between me and the dryer. As
         angry as I am with her, my dick is fucking so happy to see her. She’s looking beautiful
         as always in a tight, revealing dress, and I know she’s wearing nothing underneath.
         I know she feels my erection because she turns crimson.
      

      
      “I am not Liam. I’m Lane,” I growl. Tears cascade down her cheeks as she nods. Her
         bottom lip trembles, and I hate myself for wanting it.
      

      
      “Lane,” she whispers. The way she says my name flips a switch off in my mind, and
         I grasp her hips, grinding my hardness against her belly. She whimpers with mutual
         need.
      

      
      I dip my lips to hers and hungrily capture my favorite pouty one. A moan escapes as
         I devour her, tasting, sucking, and biting. Lifting her up on the dryer, I unfasten
         my jeans and pull them and my boxers down, freeing my cock. Pulling her to the edge
         of the dryer, I pull her dress up her body and slam my dick inside her.
      

      
      “Lane!” she gasps and latches on to my hair.

      
      I bury my face into her neck, sucking every inch as I pound into her. She holds on
         tight to my head as I fuck her on the dryer. Every word that comes out of her mouth
         is my name and it’s so hot. When she throws her head back and screams my name this
         time, I know she’s found her orgasm. I’m so consumed by it that I nearly forget to
         pull out when my climax hits. Nearly. My come spurts hotly on her belly between us.
      

      
      Bringing my lips to hers, I taste her once more before I pull away. Grabbing a shirt
         from my basket, I clean myself up and toss it to her. I pull my pants up before I
         look her in the eye. She’s still sitting on the dryer, her legs spread open, completely
         stunned. Finally, she snaps out of it and wipes off her belly. Pulling her dress down,
         she slides off the dryer and looks over at me, confused. I’m fucking confused too.
      

      
      She turns and loads her wet clothes into the empty dryer. Moving past her, I dump
         in all of the clothes and start the load. We still haven’t spoken. I’m not sure what
         to say to her. When I remember the laptop and the mirror, the anger builds once again.
      

      
      “You need help,” I tell her coldly.

      
      Turning toward her, I see that she freezes in the middle of folding clothes and looks
         at me. Hurt is written all over her face, making me feel like an asshole. She attempts
         to ignore me and continues folding her clothes. I can see tears falling silently down
         her face.
      

      
      “You need fucking help, Sidney.”

      
      She flinches but doesn’t say anything. I don’t know why I’m being so mean, but I can’t
         help it.
      

      
      Storming over to her, I step behind her and press my body against hers. I know she
         can’t ignore it when I touch her. She’s been deprived too long. Just like I knew it
         would, her body melts against mine.
      

      
      “You need fucking help.”

      
      Her whimpers get my dick hard once again, and I fight the desire of bending her over
         and taking her once again. Desire wins over as I grab ahold of the bottom of her dress
         and lift it up, baring her ass. Using my palm, I grip one cheek on her bottom before
         sliding it up her back and pushing up the dress in the process, pressing her face-first
         onto the table. Now her bottom is completely exposed and ready for me.
      

      
      “You need fucking help,” I tell her again as I unfasten my jeans again and pull out
         my dick. I tease her entrance with the tip and can see that she’s so wet for me already.
         When she starts to sob, I take pause. Maybe she isn’t into this as much as I am.
      

      
      I kiss her back more gently than I intended and she shudders under my touch. My cock
         is begging to be inside her again, but I don’t give in yet. I’m about to slam into
         her when she speaks again.
      

      
      “Stop. Lane, please stop,” she whimpers.

      
      My dick twitches as it teases her wet folds. I’m so conflicted by her words. Her body
         clearly wants me.
      

      
      “Babe, you’re body tells me otherwise,” I growl as I slowly drag my dick between us.
         I want nothing more than to sink myself into her again, but she hasn’t given me the
         okay.
      

      
      “I’m not your babe. Get off of me please,” she says more firmly this time.

      
      “Sidney, I’m so—”

      
      A slamming door at the top of the stairs has me scrambling off of her, yanking my
         jeans up before anyone sees what we’re doing down here. She slides off the table and
         pulls her dress back into place.
      

      
      “You are not to touch me ever again without permission. Do you hear me?” she spits
         out at me. She’s obviously furious.
      

      
      Feeling like an asshole for treating her that way, I nod and have the decency to walk
         away from her. She sniffles while she hurriedly folds the rest of her clothes. I want
         to comfort her, but I don’t. I’ve royally fucked this up between us.
      

      
      Didn’t the door slam? Nobody ever came down the stairs. So weird. Another eerie chill
         skitters down my spine.
      

      
      I’m watching her from over on the couch, and she looks nervously up the stairs. It
         seems like she’s battling staying here with me and waiting on the rest of her clothes
         to dry or going upstairs. I don’t want her to leave.
      

      
      “Just stay. I’ll leave you alone,” I promise and rub my palms across my face. Finally,
         I rest my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands.
      

      
      She walks hesitantly over to me on the sofa and sits down. It’s a small sofa, and
         I could easily reach out to touch her, but I don’t.
      

      
      “Sidney, I’m sorry. That went a little too far. This whole thing with Liam pisses
         me off. But at the same time, I can’t deny my overwhelming attraction to you.”
      

      
      “You know what pisses me off?” she asks calmly.

      
      For some reason, I think she’s about to go off on me. I don’t have to answer her before
         she decides to continue.
      

      
      “You. You piss me off. Don’t you think I’m going wild with wonder as to how I know
         Liam, whom you say has been dead for months? Have you ever once considered that I
         was telling the truth? How could I have made up knowing him?” she asks, her voice
         rising with each question. It doesn’t go unnoticed by me that she’s turned herself
         to face me and is now on the cushion closest to me.
      

      
      “Because, Sidney, it’s impossible. I think that maybe you found a way into his apartment,
         read through a journal or something, and now have delusional thoughts about my dead
         brother!”
      

      
      In two seconds flat, she scrambles over to me on her knees and slaps me hard across
         my face. I’m startled at first, but when she goes to do it again, I grab her wrist.
         Her knee slides to the other side of me so that she’s now straddling me as she struggles
         to free her arm. She tries to hit me with the other arm, so I grab that one too. When
         she bursts into tears, I only want to comfort her. Letting go of her wrists, I wrap
         my arms around her back and pull her to me.
      

      
      “Shh, babe,” I whisper as we embrace. Her arms are delicately wrapped around my neck.

      
      “I don’t understand,” she admits tearfully into my ear. The hot whisper sends a thrill
         all the way down to my dick.
      

      
      “Me neither, babe.”

      
      Her tongue darts out and tastes my earlobe. I groan in pleasure. When she nibbles
         on it, I want to throw her down on the couch and fuck her like a madman. My hands
         slip down to cup her ass. She grinds her body against mine, and suddenly it’s difficult
         to control doing what I want to do with her.
      

      
      “I want you right now,” I growl into her hair.

      
      “Then take me,” she asserts.

      
      In one swift movement, I have her on her back on the sofa. Her legs are still spread
         around my hips, so now that her dress has been pushed up, I have an unobscured view
         of her pussy. Yanking my jeans and boxers down in record speed, I slide myself between
         her and enter slowly.
      

      
      She moans and pulls me to her, kissing me hard. I thrust into her forcefully, and
         I can tell that this time will be quick. Since I’m already getting close, I slide
         my hand between us, find her clit, and massage it rapidly so she will come soon.
      

      
      “Oh, Lane, yes!” she cries out, practically ripping my hair from my head.

      
      The roughness of it sends my orgasm searing through me. I jerk out of her and spurt
         hot semen all over her belly for the second time while down here. Jumping up, I pull
         up my pants and make my way to the sink to grab her a few paper towels to clean me
         off her.
      

      
      “God, Sidney, you’re so fucking hot. I can’t control myself around you. I’m completely
         spellbound by you,” I admit as I hand her the paper towels.
      

      
      She giggles adorably, and my heart soars. I can get pissed at her all damn day, but
         the bottom line is that I’ll still want her. After she cleans up, she pulls the dress
         back down and sits up.
      

      
      “I’m taking you on a date tonight.” I tell her because I don’t want her to have an
         excuse. For some reason, I worry that, if I ask, she’ll say no.
      

      
      “A date? Wow, I don’t know. I’m not sure I would know what to do.”

      
      Now it is my turn to chuckle. Her brows are pinched together with worry and she’s
         biting nervously on her lip. I offer my hand to pull her from the couch. She takes
         it and stands chest to chest with me.
      

      
      “It wasn’t a request. It was a demand.” I wink at her. She grins back at me, and I
         have to step away from her because I’m already growing hard for her again.
      

      
      “Lane?”

      
      “Yeah, babe?”

      
      “I called you Liam earlier because he always wore black T-shirts. Every single day.
         When you came in all angry, you looked just like him. I’m sorry.”
      

      
      Once again, the anger builds up in my chest. She seems so genuine, like she is unable
         to tell a lie even if she wanted to, but I still can’t believe her words.
      

      
      “Drop it,” I warn.

      
      Her smile falls away, and I feel like an ass once again. She simply nods and heads
         over to the dryer. Not bothering to fold this load, she dumps them into the basket
         over the folded ones and heads to the staircase with the basket in tow.
      

      
      “Sidney, wait,” I call out to her. Walking over to her, I place a kiss on her head.
         “I’m sorry. We’ll figure this out. I’ll pick you up at five.”
      

      
      Nodding, she leaves me at the bottom of the stairs looking up after her. I sure hope
         we can figure this out.
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      While waiting for our date tonight, I was wildly productive. I managed to email some
         old friends that now have local businesses to see if they want any help with brand
         imaging, ads, web design, or overall logo design help for their companies. Tomorrow,
         I plan on visiting them.
      

      
      I finished laundry and even made a run to the store for some necessities. I practically
         starved myself all damn day since I had nothing to eat at my apartment. Once I took
         a normal hot shower with no cold blasts, I dressed in some nice jeans and a blue button-up
         shirt. Since it’s warm out, I rolled up the sleeves to my elbows. I still need to
         get rid of some stuff in the apartment and put some items in storage, but that can
         wait. I have a date to get off to.
      

      
      Locking up my apartment, I then head off to get Sidney. Tina is just exiting her apartment
         when I get to the door.
      

      
      “Lane. Nice to see you again,” she says curtly. Something tells me that she’s upset
         with me.
      

      
      “Tina.”

      
      As if she can’t hold it in, she goes off on me.

      
      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing with Sidney, but you better figure it out.
         She’s too damn fragile for you to mess with her mind. This morning she called me sobbing
         about you and her fighting over Liam. That girl talked religiously about him for weeks.
         He came over here every single night and stayed with her. She loved him and he loved
         her. For you to tell her otherwise is just mean,” she huffs out, hands on hips.
      

      
      My anger rises again, but I’m also confused. Is everyone crazy?

      
      “Tina? Did you actually ever see Liam?” I demand.

      
      Suddenly, there is a crack in her demeanor and she looks unsure. “No, but by the way
         she talked about him…” she trails off. Her face blanches white, and I feel a little
         victory at not being the bad guy.
      

      
      “Tina, Liam overdosed and died six months ago. Sidney is delusional. I’m pretty sure
         she snuck into my apartment and obtained information about him. She’s fabricated this
         story about them. With that being said, I still care about her and want to be with
         her. I understand that she’s fragile. We’re trying to figure this out, but just know
         that it isn’t me just being an asshole, okay?”
      

      
      She nods meekly. “I see. Please don’t hurt her. You don’t understand how far she’s
         come. She let me touch her today. I was able to put makeup on her and she hugged me
         afterwards. If she reverts to the old Sidney, it will be devastating for everyone.
         So please, I beg you, don’t hurt her.” She tearfully makes her request, and I nod
         my agreement.
      

      
      “I promise.”

      
      After eyeing me a second longer, probably attempting to gauge my sincerity, she leaves
         me in the hallway as she quickly exits through the stairwell door. Shaking my head,
         I take a deep breath as I prepare myself to do my best to keep that promise.
      

      
      Just seconds after I knock, the door swings open and I’m almost knocked over by the
         heavenly form before me. Sidney’s normally makeup-free face has been dolled up to
         look pretty but not overdone. Her blue eyes pop from underneath her very long black
         lashes. The pouty lips I love to suck on are darker and shinier than usual, making
         them look utterly lickable. Her cheeks are rosy, giving her a sexy constantly blushing
         look.
      

      
      When I see her hair, I instantly want to run my fingers through it. She’s straightened
         her normally wavy hair and it looks longer than usual. My eyes skirt down to her black
         dress. It looks like a tight tank top on the upper half and a short, flowing skirt
         on the bottom. All I know is that her breasts are spilling out of the top and if she
         bends over, I’ll see her cute little ass. Of course, my dick wants to say hi. We may
         not leave the apartment. She looks drop-dead gorgeous and I want her naked. Now.
      

      
      “Babe, you look so fucking hot,” I praise and step close to her.

      
      She grins at me in relief and lets me pull her to me. Since she’s wearing a pair of
         heels, her lips are much closer to mine than normal. I’m definitely loving the heels.
         I kiss her lips softly, not wanting to mess them up.
      

      
      “You look pretty sexy yourself,” she breathes.

      
      “Come on. Let’s get out of here before I cancel our date. You look amazing and I want
         to lick every inch of your body,” I groan.
      

      
      She pulls away and locks the door behind her. Hand in hand, we go downstairs to the
         truck.
      

      
      “So where are we going?” she asks after we start driving.

      
      I’m taking you to dinner and then I have a surprise for you.”

      
      She smiles and reaches over to thread her fingers with mine. “I can’t believe I’m
         going on a real date. This is so unreal,” she says shyly. Right now, I feel guilty
         that I haven’t taken her anywhere yet. She deserves to be treated right.
      

      
      We ride quietly for a few more minutes until we arrive at an Italian restaurant I
         used to go to with my parents when Liam and I were younger. Once we pull up and get
         out, we’re hit with salivating aromas of garlic. She grins as we go inside.
      

      
      After the hostess seats us and I order some wine, we look over the menu.

      
      “Their manicotti is so fucking good,” I tell her. “Oh, and the lasagna is pretty tasty
         too.”
      

      
      “I think I’ll have the manicotti then, since its ‘so fucking good,’” she teases with
         her dark eyebrow cocked up, tossing an ornery look my way. I want to climb under the
         table and tell her what else tastes fucking good. She must see the heat in my eyes
         because she blushes.
      

      
      The server brings some wine and takes our order. Sidney looks stunning as she casually
         sips her wine. She appears innocent and sultry at the same time, which is confusing
         and sexy as hell.
      

      
      “Sidney, is there anything about your childhood that was good? Any happy memories?”

      
      Her face darkens, and I immediately curse myself for bringing up sensitive subjects,
         but the desire to know her better wins out. The look of sadness on her face nearly
         kills me.
      

      
      “My father skipped out when I was ten. Of course, I vaguely remember some times when
         the three of us were happy, but mostly those have been erased from my mind. Momma
         being Momma filled in those memories with terrible ones. The only thing that made
         me happy in my miserable life was cooking and when she would allow me to go to the
         library. That library was my safe haven. There, I could escape and have a normal life.
         What’s sad is I haven’t been there in weeks. I actually miss it, but I’ve been pleasantly
         distracted by real-life escapes. Like you.”
      

      
      I smile at her. She had the shittiest life, but she somehow just keeps plugging along,
         putting it further and further in the past.
      

      
      “What about you, Lane? What was your favorite memory?”

      
      I don’t have to think to know the answer.

      
      “Well, when Liam and I were in the fourth grade, we were on an American Gladiator
         kick. One day, we got the bright idea to pull the mattress off of my twin bed. Liam
         was supposed to try to keep me from pushing past. He held the mattress tight and I
         charged with all of my nine-year-old might. I must have not realized my own strength
         because I pushed him right through the window. As soon as the glass shattered, I thought
         I’d killed him. I was horrified. He was fine, just sitting in the dirt outside the
         window, just as shell-shocked as I was. When Mom came flying in the bedroom to see
         what the ruckus was about, Liam immediately told her he fell out the window. That
         was one of the first times he had my back. After that, we always covered for each
         other. Well, until the end of high school.”
      

      
      She was grinning throughout my story, soaking up normal childhood memories, but frowned
         at the last part.
      

      
      “What happened at the end of high school?”

      
      “Liam got injured at a football game in high school. He took a pretty bad blow that
         gave him whiplash. His neck was messed up and required some physical therapy. I’m
         pretty sure that he suffered some brain damage that nobody ever picked up on. After
         that, he was moody and depressed. He dealt with some pain from the injury that he
         didn’t fully express to Mom and Dad, because after that, he started using drugs. Football
         was a thing of the past for Liam. I stopped having his back because I hated what he
         was doing to himself. Looking back, I wish I hadn’t been so judgmental and had helped
         him through it. Instead, I ran off and joined the service after high school and left
         him to deal with it on his own.”
      

      
      “Lane, it’s not your fault.”

      
      Our depressing conversation was interrupted when the server brought us our food. After
         making sure we were doing okay, she left again. Sidney took a bite of her manicotti
         and moaned, which of course got my dick’s attention.
      

      
      “You like it?”

      
      “Oh my God, it is so fucking good.”

      
      “Ha! Told you.”

      
      We ate and chatted about happier topics. I think she told me about every single movie
         Patrick Swayze played in. It was hilarious how she told me all the storylines like
         they were new and not mostly from the ‘80s and ’90s. After we paid, we walked hand
         in hand to the truck.
      

      
      “So what now?” she asks. “Do I get my surprise?”

      
      I’m not sure how she will handle my surprise.

      
      “We’re going to take a dance lesson. I’ll be your partner so you won’t have to worry
         about other people touching you.”
      

      
      She grins over at me from her side of the truck. My heart was beating with nervousness,
         but the look on her face assures me she will be okay with it. When we pull into the
         parking lot, she nearly jumps out of the truck in a hurry to get inside. I chuckle
         at how damn cute she is.
      

      
      “All right, Lane. Let’s go learn some dirty dancing,” she says, grabbing my hand.
         When my dick comes to life at the thought of dancing dirty with Sidney, I suddenly
         realize that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.
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      “You guys are picking this up fast,” the instructor praises. Her name is Liv and she’s
         been eyeballing me since we got here. I’m trying to figure out if I knew her in high
         school or something. For the life of me, I just can’t place it. “Sidney, darling.
         I’m going to cut in so you can see how fluid your movements are supposed to be. Just
         watch.”
      

      
      Sidney eagerly steps away to learn more of the dance. Liv just wants to touch me.
         I can see it in her eyes. It pisses me off that she is taking advantage of Sidney’s
         naïvety. We assume the starting position and Liv grins at me broadly.
      

      
      “You look familiar,” she whispers as we begin moving.

      
      Liam and I were brought up to be good dancers. Mom taught both of us boys how to dance
         before prom. She said that it was important for a man to know how to dance. It made
         him a true gentleman and worthy of a proper lady.
      

      
      “I grew up around here.” That’s all I am offering her.

      
      “But you said your name is Lane. You look just like this guy I dated.”

      
      “You don’t say,” I say as I dip her. I know exactly where this is going.

      
      “Yeah. His name was Liam. We had some pretty fun times together.”

      
      “That was my twin brother. He is deceased now.”

      
      That shuts her up. Our dance now becomes very uncomfortable as she figures out what
         to say next. Finally, she mutters an apology and pulls away, successfully handing
         me back over to Sidney.
      

      
      We dance a few more songs without Liv bothering us anymore, which is fine by me. Thankfully
         Sidney tells me that her feet hurt and she is ready to go. Once we are in the truck,
         she kicks off her heels in disgust.
      

      
      “Remind me never to wear those damn things again. Now I have blisters,” she pouts.

      
      I chuckle until she suddenly becomes serious, which makes me drop the smile.

      
      “Lane, what was that lady saying to you?”

      
      “She dated Liam at one point and thought I looked like him, which I do since he was
         my twin.”
      

      
      She looks down at her hands and wrings them nervously, as if she is afraid to say
         something. “I want to see,” she says finally.
      

      
      “See what?”

      
      “His grave.”

      
      For some reason, I feel sick about this. Not because I’ll have to see three headstones
         of my only family members, but because this will make it real for Sidney. Her delusion
         will be confirmed. As much as I want her to realize the truth, I also worry how she
         will react.
      

      
      “Are you sure, Sidney?”

      
      She looks over at me with tears in her eyes and nods. Sighing, I turn the truck around
         in a parking lot and head toward the cemetery. It’s closed for the night, so I park
         the truck closest to their gravesites and we get out. As I pull her hand into mine,
         we step over the small gate and I lead her to their headstones. She looks otherworldly
         in the moonlight with her pretty black dress and bare feet. Like a dark fairy of the
         night.
      

      
      “Here,” I say, gesturing at where my family now rests.

      
      She releases my hand and kneels in front of Liam’s headstone. Silent tears stream
         down her face as her fingers trace the engraving. After a few more tearful moments,
         she turns to me.
      

      
      “How?” she asks, genuinely confused. I feel bad for her. Bad that she has to come
         to terms with the web she’s been spinning.
      

      
      “I told you, Sidney.”

      
      “But he was real to me. He loved me.”

      
      “It wasn’t real.”

      
      “Lane. It. Was. Real.”

      
      This argument is one that we’ll have as long as we know one another. It isn’t enough
         for me to want to leave her though. I sit down beside her on the grass and grab her
         hand.
      

      
      “No, babe, it wasn’t.”

      
      She sits quietly for a moment as thoughts swarm in her brain. Suddenly, her eyes flick
         over to mine and she looks wild with realization.
      

      
      “Liam is Patrick.”

      
      Um, okay? “Babe, I don’t follow.”

      
      “Lane, listen. Did you see Ghost with Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore?”

      
      Sadly, I nod my head yes. What direction is she taking this now?

      
      “It would explain why he scared me and was surprised that I reacted. And that first
         day when he spoke to me, he acted completely shocked that I talked to him.” She is
         starting to get excited and sits up on her knees. “Also, he never touched me. He so
         easily respected my boundaries.” Her eyes are shining happily now.
      

      
      “No, Sidney. No.”

      
      As if I hadn’t said anything at all, she continues to proudly explain her theory.
         “And when he would blow on me, it was always chilly air. I loved that about him, but
         looking back, it was so unnatural—”
      

      
      Cutting her off, I say, “Sidney, you need help.”

      
      She frowns at me. “Also, he got really freaked out when I came over and wouldn’t let
         me in the bathroom. Did he die there?”
      

      
      My heart skips a beat because that isn’t common knowledge.

      
      “Yeah. Lucky guess.”

      
      “He also never ate around me or drank anything.”

      
      “Sidney, you need help.”

      
      “And when I mentioned that his life would be better if I weren’t in it, he got pissed
         and made me take it back.”
      

      
      “Sidney, you need help.”

      
      “He always conveniently ducked out when it was time to meet Tina.”

      
      “Sidney—”

      
      “And he never went to work or left the building.”

      
      “You need—”

      
      “Oh, and he really hated that movie! The moment it started playing, he flip—”

      
      “Sidney, stop!”

      
      Yanking my hand from hers, I stand and stalk toward the truck. I was so fucking stupid
         to get involved with someone when I knew she had mental issues. This was probably
         just my fucked-up way of making up for not being there for my own brother’s mental
         instabilities.
      

      
      “Lane, wait!” she calls after me.

      
      I stop and turn around so quickly that she runs right into me. Grabbing her shoulders,
         I steady her.
      

      
      “Please, Lane. Believe me. Liam helped me. He loved me. Why can’t you jus—”

      
      And in a moment of fury that I will forever regret, I slap her across the face. Not
         a hard slap, but one to get her attention. I didn’t mean to. It just happened. The
         moment my hand struck her delicate flesh, I died a thousand deaths. Betrayal crosses
         her face, followed quickly by tears.
      

      
      “Oh, God. Sidney, no. I am so sorry,” I plead with her, and she becomes a blur as
         tears fill my own eyes. Her mother abused her, and I am no fucking better.
      

      
      Her eyes lose their passion and dull over.  What have I done?

      
      Pop-pop-pop-pop!

      
      We both jerk our head to the noise. All four of my truck tires have popped. Ignoring
         them, I reach to touch her cheek, which now sports a bright red handprint.
      

      
      “Don’t touch me,” she hisses and steps back when I get close. My heart sinks because
         now she’s acting like the cornered animzal I first met.
      

      
      Frustrated with myself, I pull out my phone to call AAA, only to find that I have
         no service. What the fuck? I look for Sidney. She’s trekking through the cemetery
         at full speed towards God only knows what.
      

      
      “Sidney! Come back!” Sprinting after her, I eventually catch up to her and hook her
         tiny waist with one of my long arms. “You can’t go traipsing barefoot through the
         cemetery at night.”
      

      
      “Let go of me!”

      
      “Where do you think you’re even going anyway? Huh? You’re going the opposite direction
         from town.”
      

      
      “I’m getting far away from you! Now let me go!”

      
      Instead of letting her go, I spin her around and heave her over my shoulder. She kicks
         and screams, but I don’t let go.
      

      
      “I hate you, Lane!”

      
      “Too damn bad. It isn’t safe. We’re going to sit in the truck where someone will find
         us in the morning.”
      

      
      By the time we reach the truck, she’s given up the fight. Opening my side, I push
         her inside. She crawls to the other side away from me, laying her cheek on the glass.
         Slamming the door shut behind me, I scoot closer to her.
      

      
      Sidney, I’m so sorry. I just wanted you to snap out of the trance you were in. Believe
         me when I say I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”
      

      
      She looks over at me with the saddest look and my heart aches for her. “It wasn’t
         a trance. It was real,” she whispers. Turning away from me, she looks back out the
         window.
      

      
      I rest my head on the steering wheel for what seems like ages before I hear her speak
         again.
      

      
      “Believe what you want. He helped me. He protected me. He kept me company. He slept
         beside me. He saw me naked. He helped me orgasm. HE. LOVED. ME.”
      

      
      Her words are all too fucking much. My brother is not a fucking ghost.

      
      As we sit quietly for another long spell, I feel the temperature dropping a bit outside.
         The inside of the cab is getting chilly. Sidney has her knees drawn to her chest,
         tucked under her dress.
      

      
      “Come here,” I order. She looks at me and shakes her head no. “You’re cold. I will
         warm you up.”
      

      
      “I don’t get cold. I take icy showers, remember?” As soon as she says it, she shivers.

      
      “Liar. You just fucking shivered. Now get your ass over here.”

      
      Defeated, she scoots close to me and I wrap an arm around her. “I don’t understand.
         I never get cold.” Her pouty voice warms me.
      

      
      “I think the more you drop your touching issues, the more your body comes back to
         life.”
      

      
      She seems to contemplate that answer.

      
      Our hot breathing has managed to fog up the windows. When I look up at the windshield,
         the breath is knocked out of me. Two sentences have me connecting everything.
      

      
      Fix it, Pain. She’s worth it.

      
      “Did I ever tell you the nickname Liam gave me?” I ask. She shakes her head no and
         looks up at me. My mind momentarily drifts to a time long ago.
      

      
      “You’re such a fucking pain,” he growls at me as he yanks a pillow over his head.

      
      Ever since the accident on the football field, he’s been different. Going to school
            is something he hates to do nowadays, and Mom leaves me the task of waking his grumpy
            ass up.

      
      “And you’re such a fucking asshole. Now get up, Liam. You’re worrying Mom and Dad.
            But me, you’re just pissing me the fuck off,” I order.

      
      He ignores me, so I rip the pillow from his grip and toss it into the hallway. After
            that, it’s on. Liam is out of the bed in two seconds and tackles my ass to the floor.

      
      “Get off of me, fucker,” I spit out at him as I try to gain my bearings to no avail.
            Even though we’re twins, he’s always been slightly bigger and stronger.

      
      His eyes suddenly sparkle as the Liam I know—my brother—returns. My heart is happy
            because the distant, brooding Liam is gone momentarily. Since the accident, we never
            see the real Liam anymore.

      
      “I’ll get off of you if you say, ‘I’m Lane the Pain,’” he chuckles. He knows I hate
            that fucking nickname he gave to me when we were kids.

      
      “Fuck you! Get off of me.”

      
      “Say it, Pain. Admit you’re Lane the Pain!” he laughs again.

      
      I’m going nowhere with his heavy ass on top of me.

      
      But to see him laughing again makes my heart thrum to life. Maybe he’ll come back
            to us.

      
      In an effort to keep the moment alive, I concede. “I’m Lane the Pain.”

      
      He grins in true Liam style and slaps my chest before getting up. “Of course you are.”

      
      “He thought I was a pain in the ass at times, so since pain rhymed with Lane, that
         became my nickname.” I flick my glance toward the windshield, and she gasps when she
         sees it. Running my fingers through her smooth hair, I mimic her words from earlier.
         “He’s Patrick.”
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      “It makes sense now,” I tell her as I kiss the top of her head.

      
      She shivers as I rub my palm up and down her arm. “It always made sense,” she whispers.

      
      I feel another pang of guilt. I’ll never forgive myself for slapping her.

      
      “The same message has been presented to me three times now. Once on the shower mirror
         and once on the laptop. There was also a little poem on the laptop. I figured you
         had somehow snuck in and done it.”
      

      
      “Why would I do that?”

      
      “I don’t know. I stupidly assumed you might be unstable because of your past. You
         take ice showers and were afraid to be touched until me. Of course I assumed the worse.
         I’m an asshole and I can admit that.”
      

      
      “And I can agree that you’re an asshole,” she teases although I know she’s upset with
         me.
      

      
      “Come here,” I order.

      
      She straddles my lap willingly and puts her arms around my neck, nuzzling her face
         in my hair. I hug her to me, trying without words to convey how sorry I am. After
         a few minutes, she pulls away to look at me.
      

      
      “Where did he go? If he had to leave me like he said, then why is he still hanging
         around sending messages? It doesn’t make sense,” she says and furrows her brows. It
         doesn’t make sense at all. I realize, though, that he wants us together. That much
         is certain.
      

      
      “I don’t know, babe.”

      
      The sadness leaves her face as she stares at me. And in a forgiving move, she leans
         in and softly kisses my lips. I try not to pressure her, so I let her kiss me at her
         own pace while I stroke her back. Threading her fingers in my hair, she pulls me closer
         to her as she kisses me roughly, biting my lip. I groan as I start to harden underneath
         her. She feels it and grinds herself into me. My hands make their way to the zipper
         on the back of her dress and slide it down. Dragging them back up, I slowly pull the
         top of the dress off her shoulders and kiss her collarbone.
      

      
      I let the dress fall the rest of the way to bare her breasts. I’m not sure I’ll ever
         get used to her not wearing a bra or panties. It’s so fucking hot, and my dick agrees
         as it struggles to escape my jeans. Leaning forward, I suck a nipple into my mouth.
         She moans and grips my hair tighter. One of my hands slides across her belly and I
         feel the ridges of her scars. It reminds me of the woman who hurt her. That, tonight,
         I hurt her. The guilt consumes me, and I pull away to study her.
      

      
      She looks gorgeous in the throes of passion. When she realizes that I’ve stopped,
         she gazes down at me, confused.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?” she asks, out of breath.

      
      “Sidney. I’m so fucking sorry for slapping you. I—”

      
      Before I can finish, she slaps me hard across the cheek. So hard that my cheek stings
         from the slap—much harder than I slapped her.
      

      
      “There. We’re even,” she huffs before capturing my lips with hers.

      
      For some reason, her hitting me has me wanting to be inside her. Now. Slipping my
         hand under her dress while we kiss, I locate her swollen clit and massage it with
         my fingers. She groans into my mouth as I stroke her. It doesn’t take long before
         she’s screaming out my name and ripping more hair from my head.
      

      
      “Take off your pants,” she orders breathlessly as she sits up on her knees.

      
      Not one to argue, I fiddle with the button and zipper a minute before I jerk my jeans
         and boxers to my knees. As soon as I have them down, she grabs my cock and holds it
         in place so she can slide down over it.
      

      
      “Shit,” I growl into her neck, nipping the flesh.

      
      I grasp her ass with each hand and guide her at the pace I want her to ride me. She
         willingly lets me control her speed. When I feel like I’m going to come soon, I find
         her clit again with my thumb and press into it, creating circular patterns. Her breaths
         are becoming ragged, so I nip at her neck once more and she comes hard around my cock.
      

      
      Her pussy deliciously milks my dick as I spurt inside her. It feels amazing until
         I realize I just fucked her sans condom. Again. This time, I sent my entire load inside
         her. But when she relaxes and nuzzles my neck, I suddenly don’t care. I want to be
         with this woman. I’m not leaving her. And if we just accidentally made a baby, then
         fuck it. We’ll figure it out.
      

      
      “Why did we even buy fucking condoms?” I ask, feigning annoyance.

      
      She jerks her head away from my neck to look at me. When she sees me smiling, she
         grins back. “Oops.”
      

      
      “Yeah, oops.”
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      My phone beeps, and shocker, I suddenly have service. Two hours later, the truck has
         been towed and we’ve been dropped off at the apartment complex. It’s getting into
         the wee hours of the night now. With my arm over her shoulder, we walk up the dark
         stairwell to the second floor. Every time we’re in the creepy-as-fuck stairwell together,
         I can sense Sidney’s anxiety levels going up.
      

      
      “I had a nice time,” she tells me when we get to her apartment.

      
      “That sounds dismissive. Sidney, I’m exhausted, but there’s no way I’m leaving you
         tonight. I want your naked body against mine. Every night.”
      

      
      She blushes but lets me in. This time, we remember the condoms.
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      It was hard leaving Sidney this morning, but she needed to get to work and I wanted
         to get some graphic design jobs laid out. My friends turn out to be supportive and
         in actual need of my help, so it ends up being a winning situation. On the way home,
         I pick up some dinner and wine. I feel like a celebration is in order.
      

      
      When I open the door to the second floor, my hackles rise. I can’t pinpoint what has
         my nerves on edge until I see Sidney’s apartment door left ajar. Immediately, I sense
         that something is wrong. I cautiously approach the door and peek my head in. There
         are no sounds and I can’t see her anywhere. Heading toward her bedroom, I catch sight
         of her sprawled across the floor, seemingly passed out.
      

      
      Dropping the bag of food and wine, I rush over and kneel beside her. “Sidney, are
         you ok—” I start to say before something hits my head hard enough for me to see stars
         and black out.
      

      
      When I come to, I’m bound to what I’m assuming is a dining room chair that’s been
         dragged into her bedroom. Sidney is still out of it, but this time, she’s lying on
         the bed, yet still clothed thankfully. Anger flares viciously in my chest at the fact
         that someone touched her against her will to move her to the bed.
      

      
      Looking around, I still don’t see anyone, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that
         it’s the asshole from the third floor. He’d laid low for so long that we stupidly
         dismissed that he was a threat. Fuck! Assessing my situation, I realize that I’ve
         been fucking duct taped to the chair. My head is pounding hard due to whatever I was
         hit with earlier.
      

      
      Sidney softly moans from the bed but doesn’t come to yet. My heart races with fury
         as I wonder if he’s touched her sexually or not. I’m pretty sure he just touched her
         in general, which probably caused her to faint in shock. When she awakens, she’s going
         to fucking flip out. I swear to God, if he hurts her…
      

      
      The front door to the apartment slams shut and heavy footsteps make their way into
         the bedroom. Straining to look toward the doorway, my suspicions are confirmed when
         I see the fucker in the doorway. He’s a big-ass dude, but as angry as I am right now,
         I could fucking tear his head off.
      

      
      His dark chuckle rumbles in his chest, only pissing me off more.

      
      “Don’t fucking touch her or I will kill you,” I growl as I try to make eye contact
         with him over my shoulder.
      

      
      Saving me the strain, he walks farther into the room and sits on the bed near Sidney’s
         feet. “Boy, you’re an idiot. How can you threaten me when you’re taped to the fucking
         chair? That’s rich.” He laughs again with absolutely no humor.
      

      
      I squirm to no avail. He’s got me restrained so that I’m not going anywhere unless
         he allows it.
      

      
      “Fuck!” I spit out at him.

      
      In a one swift movement, he goes from sitting on the bed to standing before me with
         a hand on my throat. I thrash from side to side as much as I can, but he just grips
         it tighter.
      

      
      “I would enjoy killing you now, but I want you to watch me while I fuck your girlfriend.
         I’ll decide later who gets to watch who be killed.”
      

      
      His eyes are wild, and in this moment, I know that I’m dealing with a mentally unstable
         person. Thankfully he releases my neck and glares down at me.
      

      
      “Dude, why the fuck are you doing this?” I choke out in a raspy voice, trying a different
         approach. One that isn’t as harsh.
      

      
      Once again, his eyes flare with fury, but he doesn’t attempt to choke me again. Instead,
         he stalks back over to Sidney.
      

      
      “Don’t touch her!” I yell, no longer interested in talking to him calmly.

      
      He snaps his head back at me. “I’ll do as I fucking please,” he snarls back. His lip
         is curled up and he looks like a rabid dog about to bite. Looking back down at her,
         he places a finger at her ankle and slowly drags it all the way up her leg. When he
         gets to her thigh, he goes slower and I swear my vision turns red.
      

      
      “Stop it, motherfucker!” I snap, attempting to distract him from his task.

      
      I expect him to have another nasty comeback, but he just grins over at me. With his
         eyes on me, he continues his exploration up her thigh and settles his hand between
         her legs. When she whimpers, thankfully still mostly out of it, I know that he’s violated
         her.
      

      
      Swaying my weight as much as I can to get his attention, I finally rock hard enough
         to one side that I send myself flying to the floor. I’m nearly knocked out again as
         the side of my head hits the floor with a loud thud. It’s distracted him though, because
         he grunts and stomps over to me. Since he’s a fucking giant, he easily lifts the chair
         again and sets it right.
      

      
      “Don’t fucking do that again or I’ll just slit your throat. You’re pissing me off,”
         he threatens.
      

      
      Lifting his bulky hand to my face, he swipes his finger under my nose. When I get
         a whiff of my sweet girl, I’m horrified. A string of curse words leave my lips as
         he stalks out of the room. I’m still cussing like a sailor when he covers my mouth
         with a piece of duct tape.
      

      
      “There,” he says simply. Proud of himself. Fucker.

      
      Now, I am stuck watching whatever horrors he plans on doing to Sidney. A growl rumbles
         in my chest.
      

      
      “Now, where was I?” he asks as he walks back over to her. “Ah, yes. I remember—I had
         my finger in her pussy.”
      

      
      A slamming noise in the kitchen grabs our attention. Pulling away from her, he slowly
         walks into the other room to investigate the noise. I see Sidney’s eyes suddenly fly
         open. She surveys the room and they widen when she sees me strapped to the chair.
         Popping up from the bed, she hurries over to me and tries to undo my hands. When she
         kneels down, her hot breath tickles my hands as I feel her trying to tear at the tape
         with her teeth.
      

      
      “I can’t get it,” she hisses, standing quickly and bringing her face to mine. Swiftly,
         she pulls the tape off and balls it up. Bringing her lips to mine, she chastely kisses
         my stinging lips.
      

      
      “Sidney, go lock yourself in the bathroom. You have to get away from him,” I whisper
         urgently to her.
      

      
      She just shakes her head and kneels back down, attempting to release my hands, resorting
         to try to loosen the tape by pulling it instead of tearing it. I feel that it’s giving
         a bit but not enough. When footsteps stomp back into the room, she shrinks away from
         the bastard and puts herself on the side of the bed that’s farthest away from him.
      

      
      “Oh, the precious little girl has woken up. Perfect. I wanted to see your eyes while
         I do the list of things I’ve been planning to do to you. I’ve only wanted this time
         ever since the moment I laid eyes on you. You keep fucking passing out every time
         I touch you though, which has been a problem. What the fuck is that all about, little
         girl?”
      

      
      I decide to distract him so she can try and escape. She meets my eyes and I try desperately
         to convey a silent message to her. A message to run when she gets the chance.
      

      
      “Leave her alone, fucker. I don’t know what kind of sick, perverted person you are,
         but you need to leave,” I spit out at him menacingly.
      

      
      He glares at me and makes his way over to where I am still strapped down. From the
         corner of my eye, I see her crawl up onto the bed. I just need to distract him long
         enough for her to escape.
      

      
      “You’re such a sick bastard that you can’t even get a woman on your own. You have
         to accost them. Nothing but a fucking loser,” I taunt. It works because he lunges
         at me with both hands.
      

      
      Thick hands wrap around my throat once again, and my vision quickly begins to turn
         black around the edges. Hopefully it’s enough of a distraction that Sidney can make
         it out.
      

      
      “Get your hands off of him!” she shrieks.

      
      Fuck!

      
      She leaps off of the bed and jumps onto his back. Her adrenaline must be pumping because
         she isn’t worried about touching anyone. She’s just trying her damnedest to protect
         me. I get a glimpse of her icy-blue eyes, and they blaze furiously as she tries to
         attack her much larger opponent. Her arms lock around his neck, as do her legs around
         her waist.
      

      
      He releases me and stumbles backward, falling onto the bed. She’s trapped under his
         back, grunting under his weight. Somehow, he quickly overpowers her, twisting so that
         he pins her underneath him, chest to chest.
      

      
      “You’re a feisty little one. I’m going to enjoy this,” he grumbles and licks her cheek.

      
      All fight instantly dissipates from her and her body goes rigid. She’s struggling
         to free her wrists from his grasp, but this time I know it’s because she wants to
         claw the hell out of her face where he licked her. Her eyes went from determined and
         protective to wild and frantic.
      

      
      The bedroom door suddenly slams shut and we all jerk our heads toward the sound. Nobody
         comes into the room, but the temperature suddenly feels much cooler.
      

      
      “Liam,” Sidney whispers and smiles despite the precarious position she is in.

      
      The asshole and I look around, but neither of us seems to see him.

      
      “What the fuck is wrong with you, lady? There’s no one there,” he spits but quickly
         gets to his feet anyway. Making his way to me, he rips off another strip of tape and
         slaps it over my mouth before I can even struggle because I’m too busy looking at
         Sidney.
      

      
      She looks so fucking happy, and my heart clenches painfully. Can she really see him?
         My brother?
      

      
      When the jerk realizes that there is no threat in the room, he turns back to Sidney.
         The look of resolution in his eyes scares me to death. Whatever he plans to do is
         happening now. Shit! I start screaming through the tape and work at the semi-loose
         tape that has my hands bound. She’s still smiling over at nothing when the creep licks
         his lips at her.
      

      
      Everything suddenly is a blur. The bedside lamp sails through the air and slams him
         in the side of the head, showering glass over me. What in the fuck? Liam has to be
         here. My heart thumps happily that my brother—in some form—is here.
      

      
      The giant falls to the ground on his back. Sidney is on her knees at the edge of the
         bed, watching the scene unfold in awe. The asshole seems to have passed out. It’s
         as though she forgets that I’m sitting strapped to the chair because I watch her eyes
         follow empty air across the room. Her smile is breathtaking.
      

      
      “Liam, you came back,” she whispers hopefully.

      
      My heart sinks. The look on her face is so sweet. She loves my brother—it’s written
         clear as day over her features. Is it possible to be jealous of my dead brother? Yes,
         I think I am.
      

      
      “Where did you go?” she asks sadly as tears fill her eyes. Her bottom lip is quivering
         until she bites it to stop it. She shakes her head as if to argue. “But why can’t
         you stay with us? I miss you. Lane misses you,” she murmurs. 
      

      
      She turns to me and looks very close to breaking down. “Lane, please tell him to stay
         with us. Please!” Tears fall guiltily down her face when she realizes that I still
         have tape covering my mouth. She hops off the bed and rips it from my lips. I wince
         in pain but turn my gaze to where she is looking.
      

      
      I’m uncomfortable talking to the air, but I know she wants me to. Plus, I feel his
         presence here. No fucking denying that.
      

      
      “Liam, I miss you buddy,” I begin. A cool, soft wind ruffles my hair and tears fill
         my eyes. “I miss you so much, brother, but you need to move on. You’ll find peace
         where you’re going. You’ll see Mom and Dad. Tell them I love them.”
      

      
      Sidney begins to sob from beside me, still making no moves to undo the tape around
         my hands or feet. “Lane, I don’t want him to leave. Liam, please don’t go!”
      

      
      The cool, comforting presence leaves me, and I see her follow him again with her eyes
         until he must be right in front of her. Without seeing anything, I know he is reaching
         for her because I see her flinch—almost imperceptibly, but it’s there. My heart beats
         wildly because I’m still the one who can touch her without her having anxiety or fear.
         Liam must have acknowledged it too because she starts sobbing louder.
      

      
      “No, Liam, please! I’m getting better. Please try again. Don’t go!”

      
      Her eyes flutter closed, and my heart clenches as I wonder if he’s kissing her. But
         instead, the hair that’s fallen over her chest is suddenly swept back over her shoulder.
         It is eerie to witness, but the look on her face is so beautiful—one of pure peace.
      

      
      The spell is broken when a groan comes from the floor and the giant begins getting
         to his feet. He’s plastered his menacing look back on his face, but he quickly replaces
         it with one of horror as all hell breaks loose. At the same time, doors start opening
         and slamming, shoes are flying through the air, and mirrors and light bulbs are bursting.
         The noise all at once creates an unearthly roar that chills me to the bone.
      

      
      The giant turns pasty white as he stumbles to exit the room as quickly as possible.
         He is seemingly terrified as he fumbles to get the door open and bolts out. The moment
         he leaves, all chaos stops and the silence is deafening. I can hear my heavy breathing
         as I struggle to come to terms with what just happened.
      

      
      As if remembering that I am bound to the chair, Sidney reluctantly turns away from
         where she was staring and shakily comes over to me, working at the tape on my wrists.
         Eventually, she gives up and hurries out of the room.
      

      
      “Sidney, don’t go in there!” I shout. I’m afraid that the man might be waiting for
         her.
      

      
      My fears subside when she comes back in with a pair of scissors and kneels so she
         can better access the tape. Seconds later, my hands are free and I am rubbing the
         soreness out of them. She cuts the tape at my feet and stands up.
      

      
      I stand quickly and pull her into my arms. “God, baby, you’re safe. I was so worried
         about you. I guess we can thank Liam," I say and look around.
      

      
      She pulls away and zeros in on where he must be standing. “Lane, he wants me to tell
         you something,” she says and turns to smile at me.
      

      
      I walk with her over to the bed and drag her into my lap. “Liam, just so you know,
         this is really fucking weird as hell talking to the air, but I can sense that you
         are here. I don’t understand how or why, but I know you are,” I tell him.
      

      
      She turns her head to look at me and pecks me on the cheek, effectively making my
         heart pound. “He says that he loves you and misses you like crazy. He also wants you
         to know that he’s sorry. Sorry that he let you down—over and over again,” she whispers
         with tears in her eyes.
      

      
      I shake my head and squeeze her to me as I deliver my next words. “Man, you never
         let me down. I loved…still love you so damn much. You hurt me with your choices and
         you gutted me when you took your life, but you’ll always be my brother. Nothing will
         change that. I love you, Liam.”
      

      
      She turns back to him as she listens intently. “He loves you too and he says—Wait!
         No, Liam, I’m not telling him that!” she giggles at him.
      

      
      “Tell me what?”

      
      “That you better treat me right or he’ll find a way to come back and haunt you.”

      
      “Liam, I love her. I’ll take great care of her and won’t let you down. She means everything
         to me,” I promise seriously.
      

      
      Sidney suddenly goes from smiling to wailing. “No, don’t go!” she sobs and tries to
         get up, but I snake my arms around her waist, holding her in place. She has to let
         him go, and I’ll try my hardest to help her.
      

      
      “Shhh, babe. It’s okay. Let him leave. I’m here for you,” I assure her.

      
      Within moments, I know that he is gone. I can sense it. Her sobs are loud and all
         consuming. Scooping her up, I take her to the bed and lay her down.
      

      
      “Stay here. I need to go make sure that dickhead isn’t still lurking and call the
         police,” I tell her. She nods and pulls the pillow over her face.
      

      
      Hurrying out of the apartment, I head towards the stairwell. There’s a flurry of voices
         at the bottom. When I come bounding down the stairs, I’m met with EMTs and several
         other people from the building. The EMTs are putting the asshole giant on a stretcher
         and covering him with a sheet.
      

      
      “What happened?” I ask them.

      
      “He took a hard fall down the stairs. He broke his neck. Did you know the victim?”
         the guy asks me.
      

      
      “Fuck no! That guy was a predator against women. He attempted to kill my girlfriend
         and me! I was just about to call the police,” I growl.
      

      
      My statement shocks the man, but he seems to believe me.

      
      “Sidney?” he asks in shock.

      
      How in the fuck does this guy know my girlfriend?

      
      “Yes. How do you know her?” I demand. My adrenaline is pumping like crazy.

      
      “That’s my girlfriend’s best friend. I’m glad she’s okay and that this guy clearly
         got what he deserved,” he growls.
      

      
      I instantly like him. He seems fiercely protective over Sidney, which makes him okay
         in my book.
      

      
      After nodding at him, I climb the stairs to go check on my girl. I hear the shower
         going, and my heart sinks. That fucker may have made her regress, and I fear for her.
         She’s come so far.
      

      
      Walking into the bathroom, I call out to her. “You okay, Sidney?”

      
      She pulls the curtain aside and smiles at me. “Yeah, I feel much better. Did you call
         the police?” she asks.
      

      
      My gaze skitters over her wet breasts, which are visible now. She’s so fucking beautiful.
         Fuck it, I’m going to have to get used to cold fucking showers. Yanking my clothes
         of in record speed, I advance toward the ice chamber.
      

      
      “Babe, he took a tumble down the stairs and broke his neck. We don’t have to worry
         about him anymore,” I tell her.
      

      
      When she frowns at me, I stop in front of her before getting in.

      
      “Do you think Liam did that?” she asks sadly.

      
      I shake my head at her. “No, that dumbass fell on his own. Liam was with us. Plus,
         he would never hurt anyone like that.”
      

      
      She smiles happily and grabs my hand to pull me into the shower. I wince as I prepare
         myself for the icy assault but jerk my head towards her once I feel the warm spray.
         Not hot, but warm. Shit, I’ll take it.
      

      
      “You were right,” she grins at me once I join her and wrap my arms around her waist.

      
      “About what?” I ask as I kiss her forehead. Being with her like this is perfect.

      
      “With you, I feel things. Not just in my heart but with my body. You’ve healed me,”
         she whispers as her fingers delicately trace my shoulder blades.
      

      
      “We’ve healed each other. I think fate has a funny way of bringing two people together.
         Two people who need each other and are the only ones in the world who can fill the
         void in that other person. And I think Liam helped a little too,” I chuckle before
         capturing her lips with mine.
      

      
      “I love you, Lane Braxton.”

      
      “I love you too, Sidney Hunter.”
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      TWO YEARS LATER…

      
       

      
      Flipping to the first page, I scrawl out my signature plus a personalized message
         to my fan. Fan. That word still seems weird to me.
      

      
      Heather,

      
      Thanks for being my biggest fan. Your support means the world to me!

      
      XOXO Sidney Braxton

      
      I’m just closing the book and stuffing it in the envelope when Lane walks in. He still
         steals my breath. I love him with every ounce of my being. Without him, I wouldn’t
         be a normal woman. He healed me in ways no other person ever could. I also wouldn’t
         be a successful romance author without a little push from him. He bought me a laptop
         nearly two years ago and encouraged me every step of the way.
      

      
      “Hey, beautiful,” he says in greeting.

      
      My eyes fall to our little joy in his arms. These two are my entire world. Sweet brown
         eyes light up when they see me.
      

      
      “Momma,” he says happily as drool dribbles down his chin. He’s quite possibly the
         cutest thing I’ve ever seen. When he reaches for me, my heart melts. Standing from
         my desk, I walk over to him and Lane.
      

      
      “Come here, Liam. Did you have a good nap?” I coo as I pull him into my arms. His
         sweet little arms latch on to me, and he kisses me sloppily. I love his sloppy kisses.
      

      
      “You’re lucky,” Lane chuckles as he kisses my cheek. “Liam had a fucking nightmare
         diaper explosion after his nap. But Daddy took care of that, huh?”
      

      
      Liam turns to his daddy and grins. How can you not melt when he does that? Lane is
         not immune to Liam’s charms.
      

      
      “Language,” I teasingly scold Lane.

      
      “You can punish me later,” he growls as he moves behind me, pressing his erection
         to me as he wraps his arms around us.
      

      
      I giggle and relish this happy moment.

      
      “How’s my baby girl?” he asks as his hands lovingly make their way to my swollen belly.
         As if on cue, she rolls around, making us both laugh. It won’t be long until we welcome
         our second child into the world.
      

      
      “Baby!” Liam babbles. He’s still learning to talk, and we love hearing new words from
         him. This is a first.
      

      
      “Yes, Liam, that’s your baby sister moving around in Mommy’s tummy. She’s excited
         to meet you!” I tell him and kiss his dark curls on his head.
      

      
      My life is complete.

      
      Never could I have imagined several years ago that I would have a happy ending. When
         I was caught up in despair, I wish I had known about the future that was in store
         for me. A life with an incredibly sexy and loving husband who would do anything to
         protect his family. A dream career writing romance novels. Children I would fiercely
         protect.
      

      
      It is more than anything I could have ever imagined.

      
      My life is perfect.
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      I can’t look away. They’re all I know—all I think about. My heart swells every time
            I hear them call my nephew Liam. Sidney is still as beautiful as the day I met her.
            She glows with such radiance that it’s hard to look away from her. I’m stuck—just
            following them around, basking in their happiness. I don’t want to be anywhere else
            though. This is my home.

      
      My brother is so happy. I miss him so much. I’m fulfilled knowing that he was the
            one who helped Sidney heal. I always knew it would be him.

      
      “Liam,” a voice calls out to me.

      
      I always ignore the voices that call to me—always trying to get me to go into the
            beautiful light. It beckons me continually, but I ignore it. I can’t look away from
            my family.

      
      “Liam,” the voice calls again. It sounds familiar. For some reason, I can’t ignore
            the pull on my heart, and against my wishes I turn toward the sound.

      
      “Mom?” I ask. I haven’t seen her since that night she passed on. The night of the
            accident. My heart clenches painfully and tears fill my eyes.

      
      “It’s time, son,” she whispers and reaches for me. I want so badly to embrace her,
            but I just can’t. My life is here. Ignoring her, I turn back to the scene before me.

      
      “Liam,” a different voice calls to me. This one I know as well. Once again, I turn
            unwillingly to it.

      
      “Dad?” I ask. I try not to get choked up, but it’s hard. I’ve missed him terribly
            and feel so guilty about their deaths. We were torn from each other so suddenly and
            on such horrible terms.

      
      “Liam, we miss you,” he says.

      
      For some reason, my heart breaks at his words. How could he miss me? After the horror
            I caused the both of them?

      
      “You do?” I ask tearfully, my voice full of disbelief.

      
      “Of course we do, son. We love you,” he says. Mom nods from beside him.

      
      The pull to go to them is strong. But the pull to watch over Sidney and Lane is strong
            as well. I start to turn back toward them when Dad’s voice halts me once again.

      
      “Liam, don’t. It’s time. This has gone on long enough. It’s time to come with us.
            You’ll like it where we’re going. I promise. Come, son. It’s time.”

      
      My heart knows that it’s time. I’ve missed them with my entire being, and I’m so tired.
            Nodding, I step forward and accept the hug they envelop me in. It’s home. I’m home.

      
      Mom grabs my hand and Dad puts his arm over my shoulder as we walk together toward
            the warm light that has always called for me. With one last glance over my shoulder,
            I feel whole knowing that they are happy. That’s my last thought as I find peace.
            At last.

      
      THE END.
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      My journey has been made possible because I have amazing support. I’ve got the support
         of friends, family, and now an online community of fabulous people. When people cheer
         you on each day, it is easy to stay fueled and excited. I’m absolutely grateful for
         the people in my life that push me to be the best that I can be.
      

      
      I want to thank my beta readers, whom are also my friends. Leann Jester, Mandy Abel,
         Star Price, Holly Sparks, Wendy Colby, Heather Dahlgren, Alexander Godfrey, Nikki
         McCrae, and Erica Thompson, you guys provided AMAZING support. Pointing out areas
         that didn’t work and gushing over parts you loved, you helped boost the confidence
         I needed to finish what I’d started. I can’t thank you enough and look forward to
         sending you more of my stories in the future.
      

      
      I’m especially thankful for the Breaking the Rules Babes. We have a blast sharing
         sexy man candy photos and our sucks/sweets of the day. Without the daily support of
         my sisters in there, I’d be pretty lost. You girls rock my world!
      

      
      Mickey, my fabulous editor from I’m a Book Shark, thank you for being amazing. I love
         your edits because they strengthen my story but you let me keep my voice. With each
         comment about my overuse of words, you soften it with a smiley face. You know how
         to make me smile!  Thank you Stacey Blake for turning my boring words into a beautiful
         work of art. You are the best in the biz and I am so lucky to have you helping me!
      

      
      A huge thanks goes out to my wonderful husband, Matt. Without you, I wouldn’t have
         been able to make this dream possible as it took a lot of time and money. Not only
         did you write check after check when I “needed” something else for my book, but you
         also kept the children fed and bathed. Tighten those apron straps because I don’t
         have plans of stopping any time soon!
      

      
      Lastly but certainly not least of all, thank you to all of the wonderful readers out
         there that are willing to hear my story and enjoy my characters like I do. It means
         the world to me!
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      I’m a thirty three year old self-proclaimed book nerd. Married to my husband for eleven
         years, we enjoy spending time with our two lovely children. Writing is a newly acquired
         fun hobby for me that has now turned into a livelihood. In the past, I’ve enjoyed
         the role as a reader. However, recently, I have learned I absolutely love taking on
         the creative role as the writer. Something about determining how the story will play
         out intrigues me to no end. My husband claims that it’s because I like to control
         things—in a way he’s right!
      

      
      By day, I run around from appointment to appointment wearing many hats including,
         mom, wife, part-time graphic designer, blogger, networker, social media stalker, student,
         business owner, and book boyfriend hunter (It’s actually a thing—complete with pink
         camo. I lurk around the internet “researching” pictures of hot guys that fit the profile
         of whatever book boyfriend I’m reading or writing about).
      

      
      I guess you can blame my obsession with books on my lovely grandmother whom is quite
         possibly my favorite person on the planet. At an early age, she took me to the Half-Priced
         bookstore each weekend and allowed me to choose a book. Every single time, she caved
         when I begged for two. Without her encouragement, I wouldn’t have been able to cope
         during some hard times without my beloved books.
      

      
      Currently, I am finishing up my college degree that has taken me forever to complete.
         It’s just on the list of my many “bucket-list” goals that I subject myself to.
      

      
      Most days, you can find me firmly planted in front of my computer. It’s my life. If
         the world ever loses power, I’d be one of the first to die—of boredom! But, I guess
         as long as I have books and a light, I might just survive.
      

      
      Looking forward, you can expect to see two more novels in the Breaking the Rules Series.
         I’m nearly finished with the third. Also, I have a standalone novel that will be released
         soon as well.
      

      
      This writing experience has been a blast and I’ve met some really fabulous people
         along the way. I hope my readers enjoy reading my stories as much as I do writing
         them. I look forward to connecting with you all!
      

      
       

      
      Facebook

      
      Blog

      
      Twitter

      
      Email

      
      Goodreads

      
      Instagram

      
       

      
       

      
      A little more from K Webster……..
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      Now Available!
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      5 months earlier…

      
       

      
      We were dead. Not a soul had walked into the café for the last two hours, which was completely
         insane for New York City. The Taylor Swift concert in Central Park had completely
         stolen away all of our patrons. Bored to tears, I scrolled through my phone, looking
         at pictures of me and Brayden.
      

      
      Brayden was the love of my life. We met our first year at Columbia in Freshman Comp.
         His messy blond hair and crystal blue eyes had captivated me from the moment he sat
         down beside me. We had started out as friends but quickly morphed into lovers. He
         stole my breath every time I saw him. Even to this day.

      
      Bray was at Columbia on a baseball scholarship, studying Architecture like me. Now
         that graduation was just two weeks away, we’d be able to start focusing on the rest
         of our lives. A few months ago, on Valentine’s Day, he proposed to me in Central Park.
         It was terribly cliché and romantic. Of course now, instead of focusing on finals,
         I could only think of my upcoming wedding and becoming the future Mrs. Brayden Greene.
      

      
      I stopped on a recent picture of us after a baseball game. We were so happy, smiling
         back in the photo. The All-American couple. I thought this picture would be the perfect one for our engagement announcement that
         was going to go in the newspaper soon.
      

      
      Dragging me out of my daydreaming, my boss Jeanie hollered at me. “Honey, you might
         as well go home. I can’t afford for us to be this slow and pay you to drool over your
         fiancé. Think of it as your engagement present. Your one and only day to ever get
         out early. You can thank Taylor Swift.”
      

      
      Completely excited over the news because I never got to leave early, I ran over and
         pulled the gruff woman into a hug. “Thank you, Jeanie!” I exclaimed. Pushing me away
         with a grunt, she said, “Well, go before I change my mind, little lady. And don’t
         get any ideas about this happening again.” Thank you, Taylor Swift.

      
      Bray and I hardly ever got to spend evenings together because of my job at the café
         and his playing baseball. This evening I was going to surprise him. Give him a taste
         of what a good wife I could be. He was going to love what I planned on doing to him
         once I got hold of his sexy body.
      

      
      Practically skipping the two blocks to my dorm, I rushed into my room and changed
         out of my uniform. I put on my new black lingerie that I’d been dying to show him
         and stopped to admire myself in the mirror. Heels. I needed heels to complete the look. Just as I slipped them on, the door flung open,
         revealing my roommate Pepper.
      

      
      “What the hell, Andi!” she screeched covering her eyes as she made a beeline to her
         desk.
      

      
      “I got out of work early and I’m going to surprise Bray,” I told her, smiling. Even
         with her back to me, I could tell she was rolling her eyes. Pepper was an adorable
         girl, but she hid behind her glasses, Columbia sweatshirts, and messy buns. She was
         one of the most intelligent people I had ever met.
      

      
      Having been placed together as dorm mates, we instantly became the best of friends.
         I was the sweet, innocent girl in love with a baseball player. She was the Victoria’s
         Secret model dressed as a nerd with a little—okay, a lot—of attitude. We came from different worlds and liked different things but meshed incredibly
         well.
      

      
      “Are you going to prance on over to his room dressed like a hooker?” she asked in
         her sardonic tone.
      

      
      Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “No way! I’m going to wear my coat. He won’t know
         what hit him,” I laughed. She tried to sound annoyed with me, but Pepper was in no
         way immune to my happy-girl charms and let out a chuckle.
      

      
      Wrapping up in my jacket, I blew her a kiss as I walked out the door. Bray wouldn’t
         be expecting me for few more hours so he was going to be shocked when he saw me. He
         told me he’d be studying for finals in his room while I was working, so I knew he’d
         be there. And if his roommate Josh was there, I was going to tell him to get lost.
         I missed Bray and I wanted to have some hot sex with my fiancé. Fiancé. I still couldn’t get used to the idea.
      

      
      When I got to his room, I quietly opened it, wanting to surprise him. Realizing that
         the lights were off and that he might be napping, I decided I was going to hop into
         bed with him and really surprise my man. That was until I heard the moan. What in the world is he doing over there?

      
      Hesitantly, I fumbled for the switch. My eyes froze in horror at the scene before
         me. A naked girl—with really big boobs—was bouncing on MY naked Brayden. What? I was having trouble processing how a naked girl was with MY fiancé.
      

      
      Everything went in slow motion at that point. The girl jumped up, scrambling for clothes.
         Brayden asked me what I was doing there while covering himself with the blanket. I
         was backing out of the room, tears wickedly streaming. He called after me as I ran
         away. The man had effectively smashed my heart to pieces.
      

      
      The trip back to my room was a blur. Once I burst through our door, I met Pepper’s
         eyes. She instantly held her arms open to me, and I ran into them.
      

      
      “Brayden is a bastard,” she whispered, stroking my hair, knowing without words what
         had happened. My life was ruined. This happy girl would no longer ever be happy.
      

      
   
      
      

      
      A dark two weeks…

      
      I can’t breathe. My heart actually physically hurts. How is this even possible? I
            thought they were joking when they talked about broken hearts.

      
      But they weren’t lying. This shit hurt! How will I make it without him? I love him.
            But he ruined everything when he slept with that bitch. God, I hate him. I miss him.

      
      For two days now, I just lie here, thinking about what would have happened had I not
            walked in. Would we still be getting married? Nothing can bring me out of this terrible
            place. Pepper tries, but she can’t even begin to even touch the depths of where I
            am now.

      
      School doesn’t matter. Food sucks. Hygiene? What’s that? She keeps threatening to
            call my mom but all I hear is “blah, blah, blah”. Whatever.

      
      He keeps texting me, but how can I begin to ever even talk to him? I’m afraid if I
            see him that I’ll just run right to his arms, hoping he’ll make it all better. But
            I know deep down that isn’t right. If he did it once, he’ll probably do it again.
            God, my heart hurts so fucking bad!

      
      I guess I’ll just cry myself to sleep…again.
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      Present

      
       

      
      “Come on, Andi! I don’t have all day. Some of us have been ready for hours,” Pepper
         called to me from the living room. Of course she’d been ready for hours. She was wearing
         jeans and a sweater for crying out loud, and it probably took two minutes to readjust
         her bun.
      

      
      “Perfection takes time,” I told Olive, who was sitting on my bed while I applied the
         last of my makeup. “You sure you don’t want to go with us, hon?” I asked, turning
         to look at her. Olive was our new friend. She was a gorgeous black girl with legs
         that went on for miles. Her hair was smooth as silk and her eyes were the palest orbs
         that contrasted vividly against her chocolate skin.
      

      
      Olive moved in with us about a month ago. She somehow managed to escape an extremely
         abusive relationship but had nowhere to go. When I found her crying at the café one
         day, I took her under my wing, praying Pepper would be okay with it. Of course Pepper
         fell in love with the leggy chocolate goddess as well, and she’d been living with
         us ever since.
      

      
      Olive got modeling gigs left and right because she was perfection personified. But
         her fears of her ex sometimes cripple her socially. A lot of times. Like tonight, she was adamantly shaking her head to my offer. She had a fear that
         she might run into Drake and he’d drag her away from us, never to be seen again. It
         always gave me the shivers to think about what he must have done to her to make her
         so afraid. And the fact that she refused to ever let us see her without being fully
         clothed made me wonder if he’d done something to her body. Just the thought made me
         sick to my stomach.
      

      
      The modeling jobs she took were mostly for magazines. She absolutely refused to do
         any live modeling at shows even though that would have been the best way for her to
         get noticed by more well-known agents. Olive gave us money when she got paid on these
         jobs, but we never asked her for any. We just wanted our girl safe with us.
      

      
      I didn’t make much money at the café so Pepper was our breadwinner. Well, if you call
         having a monthly trust fund “breadwinning” then she was definitely it. Her dad was
         a high-powered attorney there in the city and didn’t want his little girl to hurt
         for anything. We lived in a sweet little apartment and didn’t hurt for much either
         thanks to Pepper being “Daddy’s Little Girl.” Oh, and she played the part so well.
         The girl could be downright bitchy, but when—Daddy—was around, her voice was as sweet
         as sugar.
      

      
      Thankfully, I was going to start my new job on Monday and would be able to help Pepper
         out more than just buying the groceries. Even though her dad took care of a lot for
         us, I still felt guilty about being a total freeloader. Today was my last day at the
         café and now we were going to celebrate. It took several months after college of applying
         all over the city to finally land a job at Compton Enterprises. The job I really wanted
         was to be an architect, but working as an assistant at an architectural firm was a
         good foot in the door. Everyone has to start somewhere.
      

      
      “One day I’ll go with you guys. But it’s just too soon. Please have fun for me. I
         have a date with American Idol,” she smiled at me.
      

      
      “Okay, fine. But I’m holding you to it. Now, how do I look?” I asked her, flipping
         my hair over my shoulder.
      

      
      Ever since the day I found Brayden cheating on me, something in me snapped. Gone was
         the blond-haired innocent. Gone was my optimism. My outlook on life and love had been
         ruined the moment I saw that girl’s big tits bouncing as she rode my man. He had stolen
         it all away from me when he decided to sleep with some bimbo after almost four years
         of dating.
      

      
      Now, I was this hard, jaded woman. Away had gone my conservative ways and I had welcomed
         my inner skank. I glanced at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the wall.
         My platinum-blond hair was flat-ironed perfectly straight halfway down my back. I
         had carefully made up my face, complete with smoky eyes and plump red lips. The dress
         I chose to wear was black, tight, and short. Just the way I liked it. The plunging
         neckline revealed my adequate cleavage. My red pumps put me up three inches higher
         than my five foot seven frame.
      

      
      “You look beautiful as always, Andi,” Olive genuinely assured, making me smile at
         her.
      

      
      I was in “Man-Killer Mode” as Pepper called it. I’d have them falling at my feet tonight.
         One of them would get lucky too. I was on the prowl, and even Pepper wouldn’t be able
         to tame me. This Friday night was about to get crazy.
      

      
      “Thanks, babe. See you in the morning,” I waved to her as I grabbed my clutch and
         walked out my bedroom door. Pepper was curled up in the recliner reading a book. “Let’s
         go, bitch,” I told her as I shrugged into my coat.
      

      
      “About time, bitch,” she shot at me, picking up hers from the back of the chair as
         she stood up. Man-Killer Mode: Activated.
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      “Bobby!” she screeched, running from me. The poor girl was terrified of bugs, which
         only made me want to terrorize her more. Her blond pigtails bounced as she tore off
         down the dirt road, kicking up a cloud of dust behind her. I would catch her because
         I always did. Being two years older and a boy, I could always beat her at everything.
         She hated every second of it.
      

      
      “I told ya not to run, June Bug! You know you ain’t faster than me,” I hollered as
         I got closer. When she took a sharp turn off the dirt road and pumped her way into
         the field, I momentarily lost the gain I had on her.
      

      
      “Leave me alone, ya big meanie!” She was slowing, spent from the chase, so I picked
         up my speed.
      

      
      Now, I knew it wasn’t right to hurt a girl, but June ain’t a regular girl. June was
         my best friend. We’d been close ever since she and her momma had moved into the trailer
         on the edge of our land when she was just six and I was eight. My momma and daddy
         had rented it out to make extra money. Four years later and she still hadn’t learned
         that she couldn’t outrun me. I was Bobby Acer, fastest boy in school.
      

      
      “I’m gonna catch you, June, and when I do, I’m gonna shove this bug in your pants
         and watch ya scream!” I taunted as I closed in on her.
      

      
      She was within my reach and I tackled her hard to the ground. Fighting me off wildly,
         she scratched and screamed to no avail while I pushed the beetle down into the waistband
         of her shorts.
      

      
      “I hate you, Bobby! Don’t you ever talk to me again!” She was crying now, which had
         me feeling a little guilty. Not guilty enough though.
      

      
      I held her hands down and straddled her so the bug could crawl around and she would
         be helpless. Once her tears died down, I realized the fun was over. Looking down at
         her, I noticed for the first time that her eyes were as green as the grass underneath
         her. Her lips were still quivering and I suddenly had an urge to plant a kiss on them.
         The thought of kissing her gave me a boner. What the heck?

      
      Jumping up from her as fast as I could to hide my erection, I turned and walked back
         toward the road, leaving her in the grass behind me.
      

      
      The entire way back to our houses, she deliberately walked several feet behind me
         and refused to say a word to me. June was strange these days. God, she’d better not
         get her period. Gross.
      

      
      When we made it up to my driveway, we heard shouting come from my house. I could see
         Daddy up on the porch, and he was screaming at Momma.
      

      
      “You ain’t nothing but a whore, Mona. They all call ya Moan-a behind yer back! Get
         the fuck out of my life. I’m divorcing your ass!”
      

      
      Momma was crying and calling him a slew of names. When she shoved him, he slapped
         her across her face hard enough to knock her on the floor. I was tearing up the driveway,
         June calling after me, before I even knew what I was doing. Pounding up the steps,
         I reached Daddy as Momma started to stand back up. I tackled him with as much strength
         as a twelve-year-old boy could possess.
      

      
      “Don’t ya touch my momma!” I screamed and attempted to punch him with my small fists.
         Daddy just grunted and swatted me off him. I was no match for his nearly six-foot
         frame.
      

      
      “Boy, ya better not do that again or I’m taking my belt to yer bare ass!” he growled
         and started unbuckling his belt.
      

      
      Momma stormed into the house, letting the old screen door slam behind her. I glanced
         over to June, who was standing in the yard, tiny hands covering her mouth. She looked
         horrified. Daddy and I had a silent standoff for what seemed like several minutes
         before he stomped back into the house.
      

      
      Defeated, I slammed myself down on the porch swing and gritted my teeth. June slowly
         approached me, sitting beside me. Her petite hand reached over and covered my clenched
         fist, immediately causing some of the tension to fade. My heart was still racing from
         the altercation moments before.
      

      
      “I’m sorry yer momma and daddy were fightin’,” June said sadly.

      
      I looked over at her and studied her soft features. She was beginning to look pretty
         to me. Meeting my eyes, she smiled. For some reason, I had an overwhelming urge to
         kiss her pouty lips. What is wrong with me these days? I could feel another boner start and I adjusted my jeans, hoping she wouldn’t notice.
         All attempts of subduing my hard-on were thrown out the window when she leaned over
         and pecked my lips. Before we could even assess what happened, Momma burst back out
         of the house.
      

      
      “Come on, Bobby. We’re leaving,” she ordered as she stomped to her truck. My heart
         sank when I realized she had two suitcases in tow.
      

      
      “Where are we goin’, Momma?” I shouted after her.

      
      She tossed them into the bed of the truck and turned to me. “Me and yer daddy are
         gettin’ a divorce. We’re goin’ to stay with your Aunt Martha. Now get in the truck.”
      

      
      I turned to look over at June and her eyes were filled with tears. My stomach felt
         uneasy, like I could be sick at any moment. Latching on to her hand with mine, I stood
         up from the swing and she followed suit. Ducking my head, I pecked her on the lips
         once more before backing away from her and releasing her hand. The last image I had
         of her was one that haunted me for years to come.
      

      
      I love you, June Bug.

      
   
      
      

      
      [image: ]

      
       

      
       

      
      Bobby (Present)

      
       

      
      “Dude, that chick from last night was fucking hot. She looks like she takes it in
         the ass. Tell me, did you put it in her ass?” Chaz questioned, wagging his eyes at
         me.
      

      
      Ignoring my best friend, I picked up my Gibson acoustic and strummed a few chords.
         We had the last show of our tour tonight at The Joint in The Hard Rock Hotel, and
         I was trying to flesh out a new song I wanted to play. Chaz’s stupid ass was distracting
         as hell.
      

      
      “Come on, Bobby. You know I live vicariously through you, and I’m sorry but Neve won’t
         let me get near that hole. The only reason I’m marrying that girl is because she gives
         good head. So give a brother something to dream about,” he pleaded.
      

      
      I looked up at him to tell him to fuck off but started chuckling when I realized that
         he looked like a fucking chick perched on the arm of the sofa. Neve wore the pants
         in their relationship, and I felt bad for my best friend.
      

      
      “Fine, Chaz. I fucked her in every hole she begged me to put it in. This man aims to please,” I bragged, pointing at my chest.
      

      
      He grinned and slapped me on the shoulder. “Now I’m going to go fuck my fiancée and
         imagine that chick from last night taking it from behind,” he joked and sauntered
         off to find Neve.
      

      
      I continued strumming my guitar as I thought about exactly how I wanted the solo to
         go. Tonight was a big fucking show and I wanted to wow the crowd with a new piece.
         The chicks usually went wild when we took it down from the hard rock to an acoustic
         set. That’s when the panties would start flying across the stage.
      

      
      Donnie, our drummer, always made it a part of the show to run across the stage scooping
         up as many as he could and stuffing them down the front of his low-slung jeans. The
         women would go insane during that part. He was a typical badass drummer with his tattoos,
         lean body, and outrageous behavior. Our bass player, Manny, was the quiet one of the
         group. And even though he tried to ignore the attention, his Puerto Rican good looks
         prohibited that from happening. Chaz was the only one of us officially off the market,
         but that didn’t stop the outpouring of love toward him from our fans. Part of the
         rise of our success had been that we were comprised of four good-looking bad boys,
         but we could back it up with our badass music.
      

      
      My phone chimed, so I set down my guitar to see who’d texted me. Mom was begging me
         to come visit this weekend. Since the tour had begun in January, I hadn’t seen her
         once. I knew she was pissed, but this was my career. Typing out a promise to visit,
         I glanced down at my bare chest. I wanted another tattoo but was beginning to run
         out of places to put them. Thinking about my favorite one, I looked down at my thumb
         on my right hand.
      

      
      The tiny, simple black beetle was situated between my two joints there. It was my
         first tattoo and a daily reminder of her. When Mom took us away from there a little
         over fifteen years ago, I’d thought about her every day. Hell, half my songs were
         in some way about her. I hated my dad for ruining our family, so I’d never desired
         to go back to that shitty-ass town. Hopping up, I headed for the shower to get ready
         for our last show.
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      June

      
       

      
      “Dammit, woman! I told ya to have dinner on the fuckin’ table when I got home,” Markwayne
         spat when he walked into our kitchen after work.
      

      
      I flinched at his tone, which indicated that he’d been drinking with the boys after
         work. Most days, he was such an asshole and I hated him. I should have left his ass
         long ago. Every day, I found more reason to leave him.
      

      
      “Babe, I just got home from work. We had a late rush at the diner and one of the other
         servers quit. I couldn’t leave Larry shorthanded. Let me change out of my uniform
         and I’ll make you some supper.”
      

      
      He was swaying a bit while give me the stare down, making me shift uncomfortably.

      
      Before I knew what was happening, he was on me, sucking my neck hard and pinching
         my nipple through my uniform. My back was pressed against the knobs of the stove.
         His erection pushed into me, indicating his desire. It was the same song and dance
         with him. Lifting my dress up, he reached under and yanked my panties down my thighs.
         Markwayne was never one for foreplay, so our sex life sucked.
      

      
      Spinning me around, he pushed me over the stove and entered me from behind. My pussy
         was dry like usual, and it stung when he entered me. I clutched the grates of the
         stove to hold myself steady while he had his way with me.
      

      
      Markwayne hadn’t always been an asshole. Back in high school, he’d wooed me hard.
         I’d fallen for him pretty quickly and we’d ended up married when I turned eighteen.
         Our marriage had hit the seven-year itch, and I was itching to leave him. Maybe I
         would bring that up to him tonight. He hadn’t seemed any happier than I had the last
         few years.
      

      
      He pulled out of me and snatched the hand towel from the counter to clean himself
         up. When he finished, he tossed it to me. Wiping quickly, I snatched my panties back
         up my legs and started to head toward the bedroom to take a quick shower. He disgusted
         me these days, and I just wanted to wash away him and the greasy smell away.
      

      
      “Where do ya think yer goin’?” he demanded, roughly grabbing my upper arm. He squeezed
         until I yelped in pain. Markwayne liked getting rough every now and again, but he’d
         yet to hit me.
      

      
      “Markwayne, I’m goin’ to shower. Let me go,” I seethed. My disgust towards him must
         have shown loud and clear. The back of his hand connected across my cheekbone before
         I even knew what hit me. Gasping, I held my hand to my stinging face.
      

      
      “Ju Ju, I’m sick and fuckin’ tired of you sassin’ me all the time. Now cook me some
         damn dinner or I’ll do it again.” His threats didn’t scare me like they should have.
      

      
      Shoving him away from me, I bolted for the bathroom to take my damn shower. The thunderous
         pounding of his footsteps coming after me echoed through our dilapidated trailer,
         making my heart quicken. He’d never hit me before today, but now I wasn’t so sure
         if it wouldn’t happen again.
      

      
      Darting around the bathroom door, I slammed it shut behind me and engaged the lock.
         His giant body banged against it, nearly knocking it off its hinges. A cold shiver
         crept up my spine as I wondered if I’d pushed him too far today. My question was answered
         when he smashed against the bathroom door again, this time splintering the wood. I
         shrank away from his massive fists that were punching through the wood. Yanking the
         plunger up from beside the toilet, I held it out in front of me in a defensive position.
      

      
      “Get the fuck away from me, Markwayne!” I screeched as he forced himself all the way
         through the door. My attempts to stab him with the wooden end of the plunger were
         thwarted as he swatted it easily to the floor. One of his hands found my throat and
         squeezed, instantly making me see stars.
      

      
      Thankfully, he released my neck but grabbed my hair instead and yanked me back through
         the destroyed bathroom door toward our bedroom. Tears were streaming down my face
         as he dragged me down the hallway and shoved me to the floor once we were inside our
         room.
      

      
      Free of his grasp, I scrambled to my feet and searched wildly for something to defend
         myself with. Markwayne had never taken it this far, and I wanted nothing more than
         to get away from his violent behavior. Eyeing the lamp and its metal base on the bedside
         table, I lunged for it. Before I could reach it, he rammed me into it, causing both
         me and the lamp to crash to the floor. Shards of glass from the light bulb sliced
         my palms as I tried to stand up.
      

      
      A hard kick to my ribs sent me sailing into the wall and an instant fiery burn tore
         through my side. I gasped, attempting to suck in air between the sharp pains. He pounced
         on me again, jerking me up to my feet by my hair and spinning me to face him.
      

      
      “You will fuckin’ learn, woman, that I’m tired of your sassin’!” The last thing I
         remembered before being knocked completely out was his massive fist connecting with
         my face.
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