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TANNER NEWSOM

At forty, my track record with women wasn’t too crash hot.

My track record with long-term submissives was even worse, despite being part-owner of our local BDSM club, Obsidian.

My ex-sub, Crystal Barton, did the one thing I told her I wouldn’t tolerate.

She cheated on me.

Not with just anyone. With one of my ex-best friends, Carlo Irving.

Maxine Johnson, a sub from Obsidian, was there to scratch my itch with our standing weekly arrangement.

From the moment I saw the sexy woman inspect the house that overlooked mine, I knew I wanted her.

Seriously hot ... Check. Long legs ... Check. Thick long hair ... Check. Curves ... Check.

Enough tits to fill out her shirt nicely, so breasts ... Check.

Now ... if she’d just turn around, so I can take stock of her ass.

When she moved in, I came up with a plan to make her mine.

Will Crystal become a problem?

SIENNA HODGESON

I left Lucan McCallister, a hotshot Criminal Defense Attorney, almost two years ago with the aid of my best friend, Latisha Breaux, and husband, Christian.

For the past twelve months, I’d stopped looking over my shoulder.

Numerous times I’d had to call Police when my neighbor, Pixie Adamson, was beat up by her on-again-off-again husband, Clinton.

My home had become a safe haven for Pixie, and her daughter.

I loved their little six-year-old girl, Skye, to pieces.

I couldn’t take anymore, and arranged to view a house for lease in prestigious Willoughby Lakes Private Estate, one street back from the river.

The view of the river was beautiful.

The view of the hot guy who lived on the lower level behind was spectacular.

Broad shoulders. A wide muscled chest. Narrow hips. Powerful thighs.

And definitely a decent package hidden away in those track pants.

After I moved in, I couldn’t keep my eyes away from his house.

Not even when he had company.

Who knew I was a closet voyeur?
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SIENNA
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With a flick of my wrist, I looked down at my watch for the third time.

She’s fucking late.

One thing I hated with a passion was being made to wait for someone to arrive when they picked a specific time to meet with me. People could set their watches by me. If I said I’d be somewhere at a certain time, I’d be there exactly on time.

I bloody hated being made to wait.

Fuck this.

I walked around to see if I could see inside the property I wanted to lease while I waited. All the windows along the front had drawn blinds, and I couldn’t see a damned thing, not even through any cracks. So, I decided to go around the back.

God. Can the gates be any bloody higher? Ugh.

On tip toe, I reached over, and felt a string with the tips of my fingers. It better be attached to the latch. There’s really no other reason why a string would be tied here.

With a perilous grasp between thumb, and forefinger, I lifted it, and the gate sprung open. Thank God for that. I pushed it wide, and adjusted the strap of my handbag on my shoulder as I walked down some steps before I wandered out into the sprawling backyard.

This is pretty spacious. I laughed at myself. Why in the fuck does that matter? It’s not like I have any kids who are going to play outside, I snorted. But there’s Skye. There’s plenty of room for some swings, or something, if she comes to visit.

Hmm. You can see the beautiful river from here, too ... if you look over the tiled roof of the house behind. The disrupted view annoyed me a bit, but I turned around, and guessed which of the two large windows was the kitchen one. From the elevated position of the house there would be an excellent view of the river while dishes were washed in the sink.

While I stood in the back yard, an occupant of the house on the lower level came outside with his hand up to his ear. Must be on the phone, I mused. He had broad shoulders, a wide muscled chest, narrowed hips, and was only wearing a pair of black track bottoms that outlined powerful thighs.

What a nice bit of eye candy to look at while I wait. Wonder if he’s single? Pfft, I almost snorted. He’s probably got a wife, or girlfriend. All the good ones are usually someone else’s husband, or boyfriend.

I watched him pace up and down the length of his patio, knocking the black punching bag that hung from the beams, about half-way along, every time he walked past it. My eyes were glued to him as I drank in his muscular frame. It had been a while since I’d seen such a superb, strong male in prime condition.

He certainly takes care of himself. Gym junkie, maybe? My eyes drifted down to his groin. Someone who looked that good deserved to be inspected as closely as possible. He’s definitely got something decent inside those track pants.

I’d been so intent on paying him some well-deserved attention, I didn’t realize he’d stopped pacing. My eyes slowly lifted from an intimate inspection of his groin area, to his face. His eyes seemed to burn a hole through me as he stared straight back at me.

Fuck. Sprung.

My face burned with embarrassment.

Spinning around, I almost jogged back to the gate. Well, that was humiliating. Just as I came through, I heard a car pull to a stop in the driveway. About bloody time. After I pulled the gate shut, I headed over to introduce myself to the agent.

“Hi. You must be Sienna. I’m so sorry I’m late. I hope you haven’t been waiting long,” Melinda Moir, the real estate agent, got her folder out, locked her car, then proceeded to the front door of the property without waiting for my answer.

Gritting my teeth, I followed Melinda, and waited behind her. I tried hard not to show my impatience as the toe of one stiletto tapped on the paved pathway. She fiddled with a bunch of keys as she tried to find which one was going to open the front door.

Oh, for fucks’ sake. Is Melinda ever fucking organized? For a property manager, I expect at least some level of professionalism. Finally, she managed to use the right one.

“There you go,” she invited as she pushed the door wide open. “Feel free to look around, and ask if you have any questions.”

With a curt nod to show I’d heard her, and a forced smile, I went to investigate the inside of the house. I roamed through, and walked into each of the four bedrooms. All of them had walk-in-robes, which kind of impressed me, but the master also had a decent size ensuite. Hmm. A shower, and a bath. I envisioned myself laid back in the freestanding, claw-footed white tub with bubbles up to my chin, and a glass of wine held aloft. I groaned with envy just thinking about it.

Nice size laundry, second bathroom wasn’t as flash as the ensuite, but it was still nice, and a little larger. Half way down the hallway, I opened another door. A powder room, and a toilet in each of the bathrooms? Can’t say there aren’t enough toilets.

A sunken lounge was located at the front, with one step down from the front door, and one up to the dining area which led to the huge country-style kitchen. A fucking chef’s delight. Pity I’m no chef. As I lived alone, most of the time I often just nibbled, instead of preparing full meals. With the long hours I put in at work, I wasn’t home much, anyway. There was a door in between the pantry, and the small L shape of counter that led to the six-burner cook top. Guess that leads to the hallway on the other side.

I found the estate agent in the kitchen, looking out over the back yard. Looks like I’m not the only one checking out the neighbor. “Do you have an application form?”

She jumped a mile, and placed her hand over her chest. “God, you scared the hell out of me.”

“Sorry,” I grinned. “I could see you were totally enthralled with the view.”

The agent flushed crimson, and cleared her throat.

“Here you are,” she said, extending her hand. “Are you sure this place isn’t too big for you?”

“No, I like a lot of room.”

I pulled my bag off my shoulder, opened it, and extracted a pen to begin filling out the Application To Lease form. I just couldn’t help myself. “The view’s pretty spectacular, isn’t it?” I asked, looking up to meet her in the eye with a smirk.

“Yes,” she answered with one of her own, her face still glowing crimson. “I guess you could say the view is rather spectacular.”

I giggled, and continued to fill out the forms. Once I was done, I put the pen back in my bag, and pulled out some written references. “I’ve got some written references, but I know you still have to call who I’ve put down on the application.” She took the forms from me, and picked up her folder from the counter. “How long will it be before I know whether I can move in, or not?” I smiled, and raised one brow.

“By the end of the week,” she laughed, and shook her head. “Guess you really liked the view, too, huh?”

“What’s not to like?” I retorted with both brows raised.

I followed her back out the front door, and said good bye as I walked over to my car while she locked the house back up. With a final wave, I reversed out onto the road, and headed back to work.
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TANNER
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AFTER I GRABBED A GLASS from the cupboard beneath the counter top, I made my way over to the water cooler at the end. My eyes wandered while I filled it up. They were automatically drawn to the property that overlooked mine.

Hmm. What have we here? She’s seriously hot. I knew the house had gone back up for lease. Just like I also knew not to judge a book by its cover. Hope she’s better than the last lot of fucking tenants, I thought with a grimace. Bringing my full glass up to my lips, I took deep pulls of the cool water.

My eyes roamed her body while I drank ... a sort of gentle perusal. Long legs. Check. Long, thick hair. Check. Curves. Check. Enough tits to fill out her shirt quite nicely, so breasts, check. Now ... if she’d just turn around, so I can take stock of her ass.

My cell phone blared with the annoying ring tone I’d selected just for Crystal. With a sigh, I walked over to the table, and picked it up. Goddamn it. What does she fucking want, now? I was in two minds whether I was going to answer. On impulse, I swiped, and accepted the call, then put the phone up to my ear as I stepped outside.

“What do you want, Crystal?” I growled, and started to pace the length of my patio while I kept one eye on the sexy woman in the back yard above.

“For you to see reason,” she whined, and I cursed myself for answering.

“Nothing to see reason about, Crystal.”

“Tanner, please?” she pleaded.

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Crystal,” I seethed, and whacked the punching bag as I passed it. “You don’t get to cheat on me, then think I’m going to take you back. It isn’t happening.”

My eyes darted back up to the house behind. She was still standing there, but now she was focused on me. A smirk began to pull at my lips. Glad I didn’t put a shirt on. I wasn’t one of those pretty boys who had to flex every time I passed something reflective, and I wasn’t conceited at all, but I knew I looked good. It took a lot of effort, and hard fucking work.

“Tanner, I’m sorry, please ... can’t we work it out?”

I shook my head at the audacity of her, and began to pace again. “I told you in the beginning I wouldn’t tolerate cheating. Yet, that’s exactly what you did.”

“But, Tanner,” she blubbered through the phone, and I knew she was crying.

Not. My. Fault. I’m not the one who cheated.

“No buts, Crystal, it’s over. Finished. I’ll never allow you back in this house.”

“I still love you, Tanner,” she sniffled, and I laughed.

“No, you don’t. If you did, you wouldn’t have cheated on me. And with Carlo of all people,” I rolled my eyes, and emitted a loud sigh.

She couldn’t just pick anyone random. She had to pick one from my close circle of friends. Carlo certainly wasn’t in my close circle anymore. He was way out on the outer field. Where the snake belongs. He’d been lucky he was permitted entry back into the club. I didn’t even want him polluting my sight. Lounge lizard, scum bag.

“You know what, Crystal?” I questioned while I focused on the woman who was staring at me from over the back fence.

“What, Tanner?” she asked with a hope-filled tone.

“You’re going to be easily replaced,” I stated, then hung up.

I watched the beauty over the fence as she gawked at me. She hasn’t even realized I’m standing here, checking her out. Her head lifted a little as I loosely crossed my arms over my chest. Then, if I wasn’t mistaken, her face beamed red before she turned on her heel, and almost bolted up the side of the house.

With a chuckle, I made my way back inside, blocking Crystal’s number in my phone on my way through the door. Don’t know why I didn’t do that when I kicked her ass out. On my way passed the table, I dropped my cell down, and went to get the tape out of the bathroom.

On my way back, I wound the tape around my left hand, and wrist. Time to do a workout. I stood at the kitchen counter to finish off taping my other hand, and glanced up at the house behind.

With a grin, I saw the estate agent, Melinda Moir, looking my way. We’d met on a few occasions. The first was when I complained about the tenants two leases ago.

I’m actually surprised there was a house left after they got booted out. Not that the one’s they leased it to after them were much better. Oh, God, I groaned. I hope that sexy thing looking through doesn’t have any housemates moving in with her.

I’d been caught with the last lot. Beautiful woman who gave me the eye over the fence. Why not? I’d thought. Boy did I get my fingers burned with that one. I could have put up with her, but not the four guys she eventually moved into the house with her.

When I saw the moving van there on the way home one afternoon three months ago, I silently thanked God. Since then, there hadn’t been much interest in that house. I didn’t really understand why. The place had a killer view of the river across the road, and it was a really nice house on the inside.

While I thought back to my time spent with Tawny Mason, I realized that was around the time Crystal ramped up the “please take me back, I made a mistake fucking one of your friends” phone calls. Hmm. Did she know I was getting friendly with the beautiful Tawny before her housemates got in my face? Honestly, it wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d been stalking me, and saw I’d moved on with someone else on what appeared to be a permanent basis.

Maxine Johnson was available to satiate my needs during our standing weekly arrangement, or if I felt the urge in between. And she was good with coming to my house whenever I called her. She was the only one I would ever consider visiting my home. I rarely made it into the club these days.

As I made my way outside, I kept one eye on Melinda while I performed a few stretches. I noticed the sexy auburn-haired woman walk up to the opposite side of what I knew was the long L end of the kitchen counter that separated the kitchen from the dining room from my time in that house. A chuckle worked its way out of my throat when I witnessed how startled Melinda was when the sexy woman with auburn hair approached. She obviously hadn’t heard her.

Once I finished my stretches, I approached the bag. After a few left and right punches, I spun around, and threw in a kick so hard, the bag swung violently on the thick gauge chain I’d attached to it when I’d hung it up. When it swung back, I wrapped my arms around it, and held on to stop the sway.

Then, I heard a car start up.

My eyes lifted skyward, and I uttered a quick prayer that sexy woman was going to be moving in.

Alone.
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SIENNA
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Over the past twelve months, I’d finally relaxed, and had stopped looking over my shoulder with an expectation of Lucan making an appearance out of the shadows. If I’d liked the neighborhood I was currently living in, I would have put in an offer for the house I’d leased when the owners decided to put it on the market. The house itself was nice enough, but it just didn’t have any wow factor. 

The neighbors left a lot to be desired. Numerous times I’d had to call the Police when I’d heard Trixie Adamson being beaten up by her on-again-off-again husband, Clinton. Trixie surprised me in two ways. First, that she kept taking the prick back in the first place. Second, that she was still alive to make that decision. 

One day I’m going to hear about Trixie’s, or Skye’s, death on the news because I’m sure Clinton’s going to end up killing one of them.

And, as if on cue, they started, once again. I cringed when I heard something being smashed against the wall. Fucking hell. Do I have to call the cops, again? I stopped wrapping the glass I had in the newspaper, and listened. No raised voices, yet. As quiet as possible, so I could still hear what happened, I continued to wrap the glass up, then placed it in the half-full box on the table. 

Each night I packed two, or three boxes up, wrote a detailed description of what was in it, and piled them all up in the spare room at the other end of the house ready to move as soon as I had another lease secured. Something else hit the wall, and I jumped. Then, the yelling began. It just got louder, and louder. With a sigh of annoyance, I picked up my cell phone, and called the Police. 

“Police, fire or ambulance?” the female emergency call operator asked when she answered.

“Police,” I replied, then waited to be connected. 

Before anyone could answer my call, I heard what sounded suspiciously like Pixie being thrown against the wall, and my heart started to beat faster.

“Locksdale Police, this is Sergeant Stephens, how can I help you?”

“My name’s Sienna Hodgeson, I live at thirty-two Oceanside Drive, Locksdale, and there’s a domestic dispute happening next door, at number thirty-four. I really think Clinton, the husband, just threw Pixie, the wife, at the wall – at least, that’s what it sounded like to me.” 

Right as I finished my usual spiel to the Sergeant, an almighty smash echoed through my residence.

“I’ll get a unit around there as soon as I can.”

“Thank you.” 

I winced again when something else got thrown as I hung up. They better fucking hurry up. Even though the Police station was pretty close, it took them forever to arrive. I knew that from experience. The fighting next door escalated, and I heard Clinton screaming at Pixie that he was going to kill her. 

Fuck. Now what do I do? Jesus Christ. I hate getting involved. 

After I snatched up my cell phone, I opened my back glass sliding door, and walked out. Clinton was still screaming at Pixie, and I heard poor little Skye crying her eyes out. 

I really felt for the little girl. At six years old, she’d seen way too much domestic violence. Then, I heard something else smash; Pixie screamed out his name, and Skye’s bloodcurdling scream set my legs into motion. 

Before I knew what in the hell I was doing, I’d set off up the side of my place in a flat out run, threw the gate open, and raced around the end of the fence, my heart jumping into my throat as I reached their front door. 

Without thought for my own safety, I pounded on the door with a closed fist ... hard enough to almost break a few bones in my hand. I had nothing on me I could use as a weapon if I needed it. But I was ready when the door got wrenched open, and Clinton stood large as life, and as angry as a cut snake, in the doorway as he snarled at me.

“What the fuck do you want?” he growled, his icy blue eyes cold and hard as they pierced holes straight through my forehead. 

“Skye,” I called out completely ignoring the hostile man standing in front of me. “Pixie, get Skye, and come to the door,” I instructed, my eyes not leaving Clinton’s. 

I was ready for him if he chose to do something other than sneer at me. Without breaking eye contact with him, I saw Pixie limp to the door with Skye in her arms. The poor little mite was crying, and had her chubby little arms wrapped firmly around Pixie’s neck. Pixie’s steps faltered a little when she got close to Clinton.

“Get out of the way,” I gritted out through clenched teeth, but Clinton just laughed at me. 

He was very agitated, and couldn’t stand still. I have to get Skye out of there. I took one step back to put some distance between Clinton, and myself. Lifting my phone, I swiped the screen, and was ready to hit call. 

“Let them out, or I’m calling the emergency number for child protection. I’ve already called the police, they’re on their way.”

“You just can’t keep your nose out of other people’s fucking business, can you, Sienna?” he snarled, and I took one more step away from him. 

I hit call, and put the phone to my ear. Clinton lurched forward, and made a grab for my phone. If I hadn’t side-stepped in the direction of the neighbors on the other side, he would have snared me around my wrist. 

Come on, Pixie, get out the door. 

Just like she had a connection to my brain, she half-ran, half-limped through the door, and headed in the direction of the gate into my back yard. 

Clinton made another grab for the phone in my hand, and I bolted, with him hot on my heels. I heard the sirens, but didn’t stop. Once I got through the gate, I turned around, and slammed it shut. The Police sirens sounded louder, and louder the closer they got. 

Once it was latched, I picked up the stainless-steel pole I had for this very reason, and stuck it diagonally across the rear of the gate. With one end locked in, I slid the other end down the limestone brick wall until it found its little niche, and locked in tight. The only way Clinton was going to get in my back yard was to jump the damned fence. 

Pixie was waiting for me on the paved patio near my back door. I was breathing heavily after my little sprint, and Pixie was trying to catch her breath while she was crying. Skye was still glued around Pixie’s neck, and her grip was probably making it more difficult for Pixie to breathe. 

Sliding the glass door open, I put my hand in Pixie’s lower back to urge her through just as the siren’s earsplitting wail blanked out any other noise in our street before they were silenced. When we walked inside, all I saw were red and blue flashing through my front windows, like strobe lights through my house. 

My eyes flew up to the ceiling as I silently asked the big guy upstairs to give me a break.

Please, please let me hear from Melinda Moir before the end of the week.
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I PUSHED MY OFFICE chair back from my desk, and leaned forward until my forehead rested on top of it. OMG, I’m so tired. 

Pixie and Skye had spent the night at my house after the Police removed Clinton from their house next door. Even though the threat of him hurting them had been removed from the situation, Pixie didn’t think she could spend the night alone, so I’d relented, and let them stay in the end room that I had made up for guests. 

But poor little Skye had spent most of the night crying, and had kept me awake until the very early hours of this morning. They were still in my house, in an exhausted sleep, when I left for work. 

Lack of sleep had seriously interfered with my ability to work. All I wanted to do was close my eyes, and catch a quick nap. When I heard my cell phone ring, I groaned. Eventually, because it wasn’t going to stop, I lifted my head, and picked up the phone from the far edge of my desk.

“Hello?”

“Sienna Hodgeson?”

“Yes,” I answered cautiously, not recognizing the female voice on the other end.

“It’s Melinda Moir, from Portside Real Estate.” 

I sat up straight in my chair, suddenly more awake than I’d been a few seconds ago. Then I crossed my fingers. “Oh, yes, hi,” I stammered, then rolled my eyes. I sounded like an unprofessional idiot.

“I just phoned to let you know your Application To Lease has been approved.”

Oh, thank God! “That’s great news. When do you want me to come in to pay the bond, and collect the keys?”

“Any time you’d like,” she replied, and I almost fist pumped the air.

“Is this afternoon too soon?”

“Not if you want the keys that quick,” Melinda laughed on the other end. “I guess you want to move in as soon as possible to take in, um, the views the house has to offer?”

“Oh, no, I mean, the views are great,” I subconsciously referred to plural views, and rolled my eyes after the fact. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had much sleep, and I think it’s effecting my brain. There was a domestic disturbance next door to me last night.”

“Oh, sorry to hear that,” Melinda acknowledged. “No wonder you want the keys as soon as possible.”

“Yeah, it’s just been one long roller-coaster ride living next door to that for the past year.”

“Well, I’ll have all the lease documents ready for you to sign this afternoon if you want to come and collect the keys today.”

“Thank you so much, Melinda. I’ll see you in a few hours.” 

The phone call from Melinda had buoyed my energy levels. I walked straight down the corridor to Judson Edward’s office.

“Boss?” I knocked quickly on his door, then walked straight in.

“What is it, Sienna?”

“I need to leave half an hour earlier this afternoon.”

“Why?”

“I have to sign a new lease. I’m moving this weekend.”

“Sure,” Judson said, then leaned back in his chair with a smirk. “Just cut your lunch hour down by thirty minutes.”

“Fine,” I sighed in reluctant agreement before I returned to my own office. 

So much for all the times I don’t take my lunch break, I huffed.

I had never been a clock watcher, not really, other than if someone was late when I was on time. But that’s exactly what I found myself doing. I decided to call Pixie, and picked up my cell. After I located her name in my contact list, I touched my fingertip on the phone icon, and put it up to my ear. 

I hope she’s finally gone home. I waited for her to answer with my phone pressed to my ear. 

Why isn’t she answering? I got her voicemail, instead, so I had to leave a message for her to call me back to let me know she and Skye were okay. I loved that little girl to pieces. Pixie was a great mom, but allowing Clinton back all the time when she knew what he was like while taking ice, someone needed to shake the shit out of her to make her see what it was doing to poor little Skye. 

I guess that someone might be me.

I didn’t know how I managed it, but I almost got through a normal day’s workload. Right before I was about to log off for the day, and head over to Portside Real Estate to sign the new lease, my cell phone rang. 

Pixie? I rushed to answer. “Pix? You and Skye, okay?”

“Yes, Sienna, we’re okay. Thank you for being concerned. And thank you for letting us stay at your place last night. I just couldn’t deal with going back into that house.”

“That’s okay, Pix, I understand.” More than you’ll ever know.

“We’re back in our own home, now. So, I guess you could say your house guests have moved on.” I smiled as Pixie emitted a little giggle. “I’m so sorry Skye kept you up most of the night,” she apologized.

“That’s okay, Pix. You know how I feel about that little ray of sunshine,” I grinned affectionately just thinking about the cute little devil with blonde hair. “Listen, Pix, I, um, think you better do something about Clinton. He’s going to really hurt you, or Skye, one of these days.”

“I know, Sienna. It’s hard, though. He is Skye’s father.”

Oh, dear God. Does she not learn anything? “I’m not going to be around after this weekend, Pix.”

“Wh-what do you mean?” she asked as panic crept into her voice.

“I’m moving.”

“Wh-where are you moving to?” Pixie pleaded to know.

“Not close enough to be an emergency outlet.” I let that sink in for a few seconds. “Near the river – in Willoughby.”

“In Willoughby Private Estate?” she asked with a little envy in her tone.

“Yeah. I’ve actually got to go, now, Pix. I need to go pick up the keys for the new place.”

“Oh, yeah, okay. Well, I suppose I’ll see you?”

“I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye to you, or Skye, Pix,” I stated, and I swore I heard her sigh with relief.

“I’ll let Skye know ... let her down gently before you come over.” 

After I said goodbye to Pixie, I hung up, and pushed my chair back. Once I’d picked my bag up off from the floor beneath my desk, I dropped my cell phone in, and fished around inside it for my car keys on my way to the front door of the building. As I got to the heavy door, I pulled my keys out, and proceeded to my car. 

After talking with Pixie, I felt two emotions both at once. I was excited to be leaving, but I felt guilty for feeling like that, and leaving them in the lurch. Especially Skye. My house had become her safe zone. That little bundle of energy knew I’d do anything within my power to protect her. And now, I was ripping the rug out from underneath her feet.

*****
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WITH THE KEY EXTENDED, I opened up the door of my new rental property, and pushed it wide open. Echoes greeted me on my arrival as they bounced around inside the empty house. Finally, I was getting out of Locksdale. Willoughby Private Estate was definitely more appealing than Locksdale. 

Probably a lot safer, too, I conceded.

I walked into the kitchen, and placed my bag and keys down on the counter top before I retraced my steps back out to the car. Once I opened the driver’s door, I leaned in, and pulled the latch to pop the trunk open. After I threw the door shut, I walked to the back of my car to lift it up as high as it would go. I reached in, and pulled out the first of the boxes I’d stacked neatly inside. The label I’d attached indicated a list of cookware; sauce pans, crock pot, and so on, so I took it in, and placed it down on the counter top next to the stove. 

I traipsed backward and forward to retrieve one box after the other until the trunk was empty. After I opened the rear door of my car, I pulled the closest one out, and carried it into the house. The label listed all of my bathroom stuff – make-up, deodorant, perfume, and so on, so I took that one into the ensuite attached to the Master bedroom. It didn’t take long for me to unload them all. 

While I’m here I may as well put some of this stuff away. Beginning with the kitchen, I unpacked one box after the other, and put everything in cupboards to give all of my things a new home, then flattened the boxes to take back to Locksdale to refill. 

Once all my stuff was packed away, I carried the flattened boxes out to the car, popped the trunk, and dropped them all in. I jogged back to the house to retrieve my bag and car keys, and made sure I locked the front door on my way out.

On the way back to Locksdale, I noticed a small covered trailer available for hire in a gas station. On a spur-of-the-moment decision, I pulled in, and parked. My car had a tow hitch, and with a small trailer being towed, I could take a lot more stuff over.

“Hi,” I smiled at the attendant behind the counter. “I noticed you have that covered trailer for hire,” I twisted, and pointed at it, and the female clerk leaned forward a little, then nodded. 

“Yep, that one’s still available. Everything else out there has been booked for tomorrow, though.”

“That’s fine, I just want the small covered trailer. How much do you charge, and how long am I able to use it?”

“It’ll cost you sixty dollars, plus ten for insurance, and you can have it for twenty-four hours.”

“Great,” I grinned, and took my keycard out, ready to pay the seventy dollars. 

Twenty-four hours is plenty of time for me to get a heap of my stuff over to the new house. 

My colleague, Daisy Pinkerton, and her fiancé, Nolan Bowie, had kindly offered to help me move over the weekend. I had a suspicion that Daisy had offered for the both of them, but either way, I was thankful I was going to have a couple of extra hands on Saturday, at least. My best friend, Latisha Breaux, and her husband, Christian, had also offered to lend a hand. 

Between us, if I managed as many trips as I could with the covered in trailer I now towed behind my car, I should be all moved in by Sunday night.
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Chapter Three
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TANNER
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After work on Friday evening, I pulled up in my driveway, waited for the garage door to rise, then turned the key to kill the engine once I’d parked. With a large breath to fill my lungs, I activated the sectional door to close, then blew it out as I got out from behind the wheel. I looked forward to a drink after the week I’d had. I may have been able to block Crystal’s number in my phone, but that didn’t stop her from calling me, every fucking day, at the office. In the end, I had to instruct my secretary, Sophie, not to put her through. 

Next, she’s bound to just turn up. Fuck. I hope not. Personal confrontations get out of hand too quickly. Especially with Crystal.

Once I inserted the key, and unlocked the door into the house, I wandered in while I loosened my tie, and unbuttoned the first few buttons on my white button-down shirt. With a shrug of my shoulders, I shed my jacket, and hung it over the back of a recliner chair before I put my briefcase down on the seat. One at a time, I kicked off my dress shoes, and slid them in underneath the chair, then made my way to the kitchen to pour a much-needed drink.

After I put some ice in a glass, I poured two fingers of vodka. I turned my wrist, and glanced down at my watch. Fuck me. What the fuck am I doing? Maxine’s going to be arriving within the hour. I can’t drink this. I marched over to the sink, and tipped my glass up. The vodka went straight down the drain, and the blocks of ice clunked on the stainless-steel bottom. I have to shower, and get things ready for her arrival. While I rinsed the glass, my eyes lifted to look out across my yard. Movement caught my attention, and I raised them to look over the top of my back fence. 

Lights were on in the house behind, and I waited to catch a glimpse of her. A slow grin stretched across my lips. There she is. She’s moving in. Now all I had to do was wait to see if anyone moved in with her.

I put the rinsed glass in the drainer, and spun around to grab a bottle of water from the fridge. After I removed the lid, I drank half of the bottle, then screwed it back on, and put it back. On my way through the lounge, I snagged my jacket, and grabbed the handle of my briefcase to take them both with me down to my bedroom before I proceeded to shower.

All dry and warm from the hot water, I wrapped the towel around my waist, and entered my bedroom. I headed over to the robe on the other side, and flicked the light switch. The fluorescent light sprung to life, and I ran my hand along the row of pants. I selected a pair of dark blue jeans from the rail, turned and snagged a light blue, tight t-shirt, and a black leather belt from the other. 

Maxine had a thing for belts.

I wore nothing on my feet as I padded up to the back room. It had been my practice to have the thick curtains drawn for privacy. It hadn’t mattered one way or the other for the past few months, but seeing little Miss Sexy tonight, I decided to open them right up. I knew the view into my house from inside that one. I’d looked on more than one occasion when I visited with Tawny. With the curtains pulled open, everything would be on show. And what a show she’ll get if she’s there. 

Disappointment welled when I glanced up at the house, and saw it in darkness. Doesn’t look like she’s going to get a show tonight. There really was no need to close them, so I switched on the garden lights, and left them open. 

Not that Maxine was going to be able to appreciate the view for very long. 

Blindfolds were one of my things.

––––––––
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SIENNA
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AFTER I LIFTED THE tailgate of the covered trailer, I locked it up, locked my car, and went over to see Pixie and Skye. 

When Pixie opened the door, a red-eyed Skye ran up, and wrapped her chubby little arms around both of my upper thighs.

“Please don’t move,” she begged, almost breaking my heart. “Stay here.”

As I rubbed both of my palms up and down her little arms, I had to hold in my tears. “I can’t stay Skye, but you can visit me. I’m even going to get some swings you can play on for when you do.” 

She let go of her furious hold, leaned her head back, and looked up at me with swollen eyes.

“Really?” she asked, full of hope.

She’d been promised things by her father all the time, only to have her little heart broken when he failed to fulfill them, every single time.

I brought my left hand up, and used my forefinger to make an X over my heart. “Cross my heart,” I promised her with a smile.

“Mom, can we visit tomorrow?” Skye asked, and both Pixie and I gently laughed.

I held out my hand to her, and she put one of hers in for me to hold.

“Let me finish moving in first, Skye. Besides, I have to go buy a swing set before you can play on it.” 

I followed Pixie down the hallway to the kitchen, holding Skye’s hand the whole way. When I sat on one of the stools at the counter, she held her arms up. She already knew I was going to lift her up to sit on my lap while I talked with her mom. 

“Not expecting anyone, are you?” I asked Pixie in a way Skye wouldn’t guess what I was talking about.

“No,” Pixie assured me with a weak smile. 

She looked stressed, but there was nothing I could do for her.

“Enough is enough,” I said quietly while Pixie moved away from the counter to put the kettle on. 

I’m pretty sure she did that so I couldn’t see the tear that fell on her cheek. I didn’t mention I’d already seen it while Skye picked up a crayon, and began to color in a princess in the coloring book in front of me. She was probably doing that before I came over.

“I know,” she agreed softly with an absent nod of her head.

“I’m going to take a load over to the new place when I leave here, and I’ll probably be gone for a couple of hours, but I’ll be sleeping next door tonight.” 

I didn’t add just in case, but I think she knew why I’d told her because she turned to face me with a smile of gratitude. 

“Coffee?” she asked as she held up a mug, and I nodded, then picked up a crayon to help Skye color in.

When Pixie came over with the hot coffee, I put the crayon down, and shifted Skye onto her own seat, but brought her closer to me so our stools were touching, otherwise I knew she’d try to climb back
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