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Prelude

~Fall 2014~

Laying in bed, Hailey Kirkland stared at the ceiling of the hotel suite.  She allowed her thoughts to wander aimlessly as she tried to make shapes and faces out of the textured pattern of the ceiling above her.  If she squinted hard enough, that one blotch looked a bit like Garfield.  Another one directly over her head looked like a dragon.  There was a word for this right?  What was it called?  Para-something.

From outside, the rain pelted against the massive window, providing soft relaxing sounds that lulled her into a drowsy state.  She had no idea what the hour was and this was okay.  Outside was pitch black and she could only assume it was somewhere around two-ish, maybe even closer to three.  Difficult to say, especially since they were officially kicking off the fall season.  Dark by seven in the evening, no light until about seven in the morning.  Hailey frowned and reached over to the small nightstand, grabbing her phone.  Screen lit up, telling her it was actually just going onto two in the morning.  Okay, still late but not as late as she’d thought.  Still enough time to get a bit more shut-eye, right?

Movement from beside her dragged her away from her thoughts, the quiet interrupted with the sounds of soft snoring.  Rolling slowly, she turned to face her bed-mate, taking in his content and peaceful expression as he slept.  Hard to believe just hours before they’d been practically tearing each other apart, making use of any furniture in the suite that could hold their combined weight.  It had been a rather blurry and lust filled few weeks and she was now facing the reality that she’d soon have to let this go.  

This realization made her frown in the dimly lit room, unprepared for the weird thoughts and feelings that plagued her.  Why the hell was she struggling with this?  She knew his time in the city would be short lived.  It was why they’d made the best of their time together.  Besides, dude was originally supposed to be a bar hook-up and nothing more.  Hook-ups didn’t last twelve days, she reminded herself.  Okay, so maybe fling was the better term now.  A fling.  And a fucking fun one at that!  Funny to think she’d almost passed this up when he had first approached her, unsure of what to make of the stranger in her local drinking hole.  Even with her practically ignoring his blatant flirting, he'd been persistent.  There had been plenty of other women in the bar he could have had a better chance with, yet he had zeroed in on her and refused to back down.

She hadn’t been terribly interested at first.  The bar itself was filled with regulars and the man had clearly an outsider.  Someone who’d stumbled into their little hole in the wall bar by pure accident.  Couldn’t deny that she’d found him attractive enough.  Brown hair that was greying at his temples and swept back to reveal the start of receding hairline.  Nicely squared face with sharp features and a rather charming smile that exposed a few twisted teeth.  What had truly gotten her attention were his eyes, which were a gorgeous shade of greyish blue.  The eyes were what had stood out the most, striking against his dark hair.  Though it had been hard to tell in the dark bar, she assumed a little older than her.  Late thirties, maybe early forties.  Bit old to be out hopping bars for some tail, but what did that say about her?  Thirty three years old and still screwing around in the bar scene like she was still in college.  Whatever, dude was hot.  Couldn’t let him know she was interested at that point, though.  Especially after rebuffing his advances for the past ten minutes, even as she sucked off the straw of the drink he’d had the bartender make for her.  Didn’t take long to finally relent and they soon found themselves sitting side by side at the bar counter while he whispered deliciously filthy things in her ear.  Things that made heat flare in her cheeks and goosebumps break out across her skin.  Fucking hell, he smelled good, knew all the right buttons to push and had impressed her with how far he managed to take it before they'd finally retreated to his hotel suite down the road.  

He'd asked for her number the following morning, just as she'd been gathering her belongings.  She hadn’t expected him to call, but gave her number anyway, figuring he'd hold onto it for a few days before disposing of it.  She'd encountered similar situations before and almost always never heard from them again afterward.  If anything, she was thanking her lucky stars that the man had been able to keep up with her and the things she liked.  Wasn’t often you could find one like that in the wild.  She’d scared off plenty of bed warmers through the years so imagine her surprise when they were finally tangled together on his bed and he started growling in her ear the things he wanted to do to her.  Might as well had turned on a sign over her saying Open All Hours.  Hailey smiled in the dimly lit room, thinking about everything that had taken place.  He'd made contact again the very next day, requesting her presence for dinner later that evening at the little eatery across from his hotel.  A whirlwind twelve days of fucking like animals with quiet dinners and even a movie night sprinkled through out.  The more she got to know about him, the more intrigued she'd been.  

Quintin Blake was a visitor in her country.  He worked as some kind of financial specialist at a bank back home in England, living outside of London.  Hardly wealthy, but after working his ass off for years, had made a comfortable life for himself.  He flew over to the states occasionally to visit a younger sister that lived in Olympia and had actually been in town this time around to meet his brand new newborn niece.  Of course, with Quin’s sister just recently giving birth and now home with a newborn, he was trying to give her space and kept his visits with her brief.  With more free time than he expected, he was more than happy to spend it with Hailey.  Though Hailey did feel a little guilty that she appeared to be monopolizing his time, he had assured her that his brother-in-law and sister were more than okay with him not visiting as much, especially considering their lack of sleep and exhaustion with the new baby.

Everyone seemed to be settling down and having kids.  Hailey had a few acquaintances that had settled down and started families.  One had jokingly told her that her own biological clock would be ticking eventually.  Even her father had commented on her still-single status, pointing out that at thirty-three, she should have settled her ass down by now.  She didn’t feel any kind of pull.  She didn’t even want to bother with any of that, not right away anyway.  Biological clock?  She didn’t buy it.  If that were the case, wouldn’t she have already felt it by now?  She enjoyed her existence as it was.  No real responsibilities outside of her career and the apartment she shared with her best friend, Cheri.  Quin said he wasn’t married or involved with anyone and was more or less content with his eternal bachelorhood, as he called it.  Of course, he could have easily been lying to her.  She had yet to encounter a man his age that wasn’t already feeling the pull of biology, but she kept those doubts to herself.  For all she knew, he did have a wife and kids back home.  That was just the risk you took when hooking up with someone.  Sure, he seemed sincere and she’d seen no indication of a ring on his finger, but it was still a possibility.  Whatever, it wasn’t her problem now was it?  Jump in with both feet and have a blast while it lasts.  Good times had by all, right?  

Erupting into a massive yawn, she rolled to her side, staring at the sleeping man beside her.  She hated to admit that she had enjoyed their time together and was not looking forward to his departure.  They’d had such a wonderful time together and it was now almost over.  Getting to know him a little better over the course of the days.  Finding out he was a middle child of five, the state-side sister being the baby of the brood.  His father had bailed when he was around five or six and his mother had moved them from one flat to another on top of having a revolving door of men who made it clear that Quin and his siblings were a burden.  More than a few of those men had turned their anger onto him or one of his siblings while his mother just sat idly by and watched.  

He didn’t have to provide any details or elaborate further because Hailey was familiar with homes like this, having spent a chunk of her childhood in and out foster care.  She’d had her own fair share of overzealous authority figures and even a few that saw her as an easy target for other things.  Maybe it was just the era, but it seemed that so many knew what was happening to them and yet not a single fucking person tried to step in or intervene.  Quin had suffered a mother who was indifferent to her children being beaten and abused by her flavor of the week and Hailey had dealt with foster families that were either turning a blind eye to what was happening to her by someone in the household or beatings by one or both – and this was on top of being returned to her inept father’s custody in between it all!  Quin and his sister had escaped the first chance they had, leaving straight for University.  Hailey had more or less done the same, heading to college straight out of high school, graduating with a bachelors and eventually landing her job at the advertisement agency.  

She just had to admit that she really enjoyed his company.  The physical aspects of it all aside, they'd found some common interests and beliefs.  Conversation was easy between them.  They had no illusions about their odd arrangement, both on the same page in regards to their little meetings.  But it was becoming more and more clear that it was no longer just the sex alone.  They’d had dinners together, even meeting for lunch at one point.  There’d been a few nights where they just camped out in his hotel suite to watch movies, drinking and talking the night away.  Reason said most women would be put off by a forty-three year old man who was still enjoying his single’s life.  She reasoned most men would be put off by her seeing she was still enjoying her singles life.  How hard was it for people to get that not everyone immediately wanted the responsibility of marriage and parenthood?  Sure, she was open to the concept eventually but was currently in no big hurry.  

Her thoughts were interrupted when the man beside her started to move, his eyes flickering open and seeing her stare back.  Christ, the man’s eyes were gorgeous.  Full of warmth and framed by thick dark lashes, faint age lines at the corners.  He flashed a sleepy smile at her, his hand coming out from beneath the blankets to smooth her hair back.  “What time is it?” he asked in a husky whisper.

“Late,” she murmured with a yawn.  “About two in the morning, I think.”  His hand was blazing hot against her skin, moving slowly through her hair.  This felt good.  She was warm and drowsy now, her thoughts trailing as he closed the space between them, his lips brushing against her cheek briefly before pressing hard against her mouth.  He pressed himself closer, rolling her to her back as he climbed over her, hands moving from her hair to her body.  Breaking away from her mouth, he peered down at her, smirking playfully as he pressed his hips hard into hers.  Unable to help herself, she broke into a snorting laugh.  “Christ, Quin, is that thing battery operated or what?”

Quin cocked an eyebrow, finally caving to his own laughter.  Still laughing, he circled his arms around her, nestling his head into the crook of her shoulder.  “You killed it,” he snickered.  “Blast it, woman, you killed it.”  

Hailey cracked a toothy smile, pressing her face into his hair.  It was things like this she would miss, no doubt about it.  How easily they could joke and have fun.  This would definitely be missed.  She took a breath, feeling him relax against her.  When her hands brushed against the odd scars that marred his back, only a dull noise escaped from him.  He'd received the scars as a child, something to do with one of his mother's many partners who took their anger out on him and his siblings.  What had surprised her was him admitting that he was a bit self conscious about them.  He never elaborated beyond this but hinted that more than a few past partners had expressed shock and even disgust at the sight of them.  Some folks treated you very differently when they discovered you were, more or less, damaged goods.  She could count on both hands how often she’d encountered those who generally meant well, but were more often than not super patronizing.  Couldn’t necessarily fault people for it, especially those whose life experiences differed from people like her and Quin.

“Fuck it, I'm too bloody tired anyway,” he muttered against her neck and dragging her from her thoughts.  “Would have been nice to have another go at it, though.  Flight leaves tomorrow night and I'm going to be busy most of the day.”

“We still have tomorrow morning,” she said softly, smoothing his hair from his face.  “Save up your energy.”  They had to face the inevitable, right?  He was scheduled to fly back home late tomorrow.  It had been easy enough to not think about this through all the times they'd gotten together, but now it loomed over them like a shadow.  They had mere hours left before parting ways for good and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.  She frowned, chewing against her lower lip.  It seemed silly to really sit and sulk about all of this now.  She knew all of this upon meeting him.  None of it was a surprise of any kind.  But rather hard to not be sad over it.  He seemed like a decent guy, which was a rare thing nowadays.  

Christ, who was she kidding here?  She really was dreading the hours leading up to his departure.  It was like the universe had played some kind of cruel joke on them.  Sharing similar backgrounds, similar interests and seemingly to mesh well to the point they’d spent damned near every day together during his visit.  She knew saying something would just cause more aggravation than necessary.  It was also possible that he didn't share her feelings and would think her just another flaky female.  And if he did have similar feelings?  Well, it would just make his departure all the more frustrating for them both.  

It took her a moment to realize he had fallen asleep.  Still tangled around her, his head pressed into her neck, snoring softly.  He would either wake her when he awoke later in the morning or allow her to sleep an extra hour or two longer as he got himself ready to check out.  From there, she'd return home to the apartment she shared with Cheri and life would go on.  

Her brow furrowed when she thought about her friend.  Cheri would be glad when Quin left.  That woman had been counting down the days since Hailey and him had met.  Determined to dislike the man regardless of how Hailey felt about the situation.  Cheri had meant well, protecting her friend from the odd foreign guy who seemed oblivious to Hailey’s initial attempts to dismiss him.  Cheri had zoned right in and injected herself between them.  “Did you not hear her, man?  Take your snaggle-tooth ass somewhere else.”

Quin’s crooked smile had collapsed, his attention turning to Cheri's boyfriend, Jason.  “Oi, mate, Mordor called and they said they needed their She-Beast back.”  And it had pretty much gone straight down-fucking-hill from there.  Cheri didn't like Quin and Quin didn't like Cheri.  For the most part, they seemed to keep it mostly between them, but there’d been more than a few moments where their animosity reached a head and comments were hurled at one another.  It made for some awkward moments here and there when he’d show up at the apartment to see Hailey.  About the only part of Quin’s departure she looked forward to was knowing that there’d be no more having to listen to the both of them shoot barbs at one another.   

His snoring had become louder, the sound right in her ear as her own eyes started to droop.  Snapping awake, she craned her neck to peer down at him.  His face was buried in her neck and mouth slack against her shoulder.  Moving without thinking, her hand moved from his hair and traced along the angles of his face, wanting only to burn it into her memory the best she could.  Drifting around his ears and the marks on the lobes that said he’d had them pierced at one time.  Pausing at the little hitch in the bridge of his nose, most likely broken at some point in this life.  Tracing the lines that had settled at the corners of his eyes and even the extra lines around his mouth.  She finally stopped when she reached the scar just under his jaw, its origin unknown to her.  Yeah, she really was struggling with the realization that they were now on borrowed time.  This definitely was the universe playing a cruel joke.  Frowning, she relaxed into the pillows, feeling him tighten his hold around her.  Well, it was fun while it lasted.  Shame it had to end like this, especially with the realization that it felt good and right, but good things never lasted long, did they?

**********
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YAWNING, QUIN STRETCHED his legs the best he could in the narrow window seat.  Outside the airplane, all he could see was clouds and miles of black ocean.  He still hours to go until the plane landed in Heathrow.  The whole cabin was dimmed and quiet, most of the other passengers sleeping away their flight.  He'd dozed a little here or there, but had spent the majority of the flight mostly wide awake.  Sleeping on a plane had never come easy for him.  Did he really want to be fuzzy headed and semi conscious if something catastrophic was about to go down?  Absolutely not!  But it wasn’t really a fear of the plane going down that kept him awake.  It was also the worry that someone would nick his things.  He’d had belongings stolen in the past and was in no mood to revisit that any time soon.  Easier to doze a little here or there and keep an eye out just in case.  Probably overly paranoid about it seeing it had only happened once during a flight, but once had certainly been enough and he was not going to take a chance again and let his guard down.  Not when he had his laptop bag tucked beneath his seat.

He’d had a great two weeks being state side.  Getting to visit his sister, brother in law and their newborn daughter and checking out some of the more interesting things that the Evergreen State had to offer.  And of course, meeting Hailey.  Aside from visiting with his sister and her family, he'd spent a great deal of time with Hailey as well.  Probably more than he should have but she’d provided a pleasant presence and pleasant physical distraction.  At least, those were his thoughts at first.  

He had zeroed in on her when he’d popped into that little corner pub downtown.  A one night stand and nothing more.  No strings attached.  Sure, there'd been others there who would have made much easier targets, but they all seemed over done.  Squeezed into horrendously tight clothes, faces spackled with war-paint and some of them looking so young, he could easily be the same age as their fathers.  He had spied her at the end of the bar, chatting away candidly with the bartender.  Dressed casually in a plain cotton blouse and jeans, her dark hair pulled into a loose ponytail.  Little younger than him, but not by much.  A decade or less, if anything.  He'd seated himself a few stools down, watching as she continued her animated discussion with the bartender, her hands moving with her words.  Gauging his moment, he gestured for the bartender and ordered a drink for himself followed by instructing the man to make her whatever her drink of choice was.  The bartender had given him a bit of a look when he realized Quin was referring to the dark haired woman at the end of the bar, but shrugged and made some bright reddish orange drink.  The woman had stared at the drink set before her and then peered down at Quin, revealing a rather round face with little make-up, a pleasant smile and somewhat wary green eyes.  She'd merely smirked at him before downing half the drink and setting the glass aside, almost daring him to make his move.

He cast a glance out the window, following the cottony clouds and numerous stars in the dark sky.  She'd started out rather stand-offish, all but saying she wasn't that interested when he'd first approached her.  Normally, he would have simply backed off and gone on his way, but something nagged at him to push a bit more.  And push he did, even after the She-Beast she called a mate had interjected.  The friend had been an intimidating woman, even if only an inch or two taller than Hailey.  Slimmer than Hailey with loose, strawberry blonde curls, dark blue eyes and a rack that could put a porn star to shame.  Good lord, that woman had a set.  She was certainly nice on the eyes, but the moment she'd opened her mouth and called him snaggle tooth, the gloves were off.  No need to point out what he already fucking knew!  He’d shot back a few insults of his own and this seemed to be what broke the ice between him and the dark haired woman at the bar counter.  “Kind enough to buy me an expensive drink and go toe to toe with Cheri.....you're worth my time, man.  Have a seat.”

Their conversation had been light and generic at first, as if both were testing the waters.  Little things he took notice of as she talked, things he’d found quaint and even charming in a way.  The way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled, the way she would gesture with her hands as she spoke and even the way she smiled.  She also wasn’t naive to his motives and knew exactly what he was looking for, and by all accounts, was looking for the same thing.  A night of fun.  A fuck and nothing more.  And when she’d brought up some of the things she liked, he had damned near dragged her out by her hair.  He’d made it no secret that he liked some of the rougher aspects of human sexuality and it had soon become clear that she was into it as well.  After spending a solid hour firing one another up, he’d finally suggested they head back to his hotel room.  Didn’t have to ask twice, she was soon gone, off to tell her friends she would be leaving.  

He cracked a smile, thinking about that first night.  It had been so heated and intense that afterward neither one of them could barely move.  He could still feel the phantom sensations of her nails and teeth.  Still hear that hoarse and winded voice encourage him further as he yanked at her hair for leverage, driving into her with such force, he could hear her cries from within the pillow.  Still feel the throb of her pulse as he gripped her neck, slamming her back into the bed.  They’d made use of damned near every piece of furniture in the suite and probably had disturbed his neighbors.  They’d finished loudly and excitedly before collapsing onto the bed, beyond spent and feeling the fuzzy edges of sleep start to invade.  He'd decided in those moments before drifting off that he needed to keep her around while he was in town and had been quick in getting her number the following morning before she’d tried to sneak off.  

Man, they’d had a time.  They’d gotten together every evening and even a few sporadic times during the day.  His sister had no qualms about him breaking up his visits to spend time with the Hailey woman, mostly amused that he’d latched onto the woman when it should have more or less ended that first night they’d hooked up.  Couldn’t deny that he’d enjoyed spending time with her.  Dinner at the hotel restaurant, a night of movies back at his hotel suite or even her little flat she shared with the She-Beast, and sometimes just walking around through the downtown area and taking in some of the sights.  

The more he learned about her, the more he truly liked her.  Like him, she’d had a bit of a rocky childhood, but hadn't let it hold her back, using it to fuel her drive to succeed.  Her quirks were equally as charming, discovering that she was an avid collector of random action figures, figurines and comic books.  Her prized possessions being a collection of horror franchise comics that she’d owned since high school, managing to obtain them shortly before the publishing company had gone under.  Though at the surface, it seemed a bit childish, he realized that these things meant a great deal to her.  Denied through most of her childhood, once she was earning her own money, she bought what she wanted and liked collecting fandom merchandise.  He reasoned he had equally odd collection habits, generally collecting whatever struck his fancy at that moment, whether it was a beer stein from Germany, an autographed vinyl of a favored band or even his cherry red Gibson, which he’d purchased on impulse while in Uni.  He played it on occasion, sometimes even joining a mate’s garage band when they played a few pub gigs.  Not hard to admit his own purchasing habits were probably similar to hers.  He did it because now he could.  Couldn’t get it as a kid so might as well enjoy it now as an adult.  

What it all amounted to in the end was him realizing he was going to actually fucking miss her when he left.  She offered both lust and softness.  Each night spent with her became less and less about the sex it would lead to.  It was a perk, sure, but no longer the primary objective of their time together.  And this realization made it more and more difficult to part ways with her the following morning.  She was feeling it too, that much he was certain of.  The way she'd stare at him when she thought he wasn't paying attention.  The way her hands moved across his back, fingers moving over the scars he often refused to let other see, let alone touch.  The way she'd hold him afterward, her affections louder than any words.  Part of him started to seriously entertain the idea of asking her to join him back home or even considering staying in the states, but he couldn't bring himself to ask aloud.  It was beyond mad to even suggest such a thing.  They hadn’t even known each other two weeks.  He couldn’t ask that of her anymore than he could seriously consider staying there in the states.  They both had lives and careers.  These were things you couldn’t just drop like a hot potato so you could chase a good piece of arse.

The man sitting in the center seat let out a rattling snore, pulling Quin from his thoughts.  The poor old bastard beside him sounded like he would drown in his sleep.  Could even see the shiny trail of drool on the man’s chin.  Quin wrinkled his nose, returning his gaze to the window and the miles of darkness before him.  He was fucking knackered.  Made him thankful that he still would have a few days to recuperate before returning to work.  Catch up on some much needed sleep, maybe ring up his Mum and see what the hell she’d wanted.  She had left several messages in his voice mail even though he’d made a point to ignore her calls and numerous messages.  Knowing her, whatever topic of conversation they started would lead to her eventually asking for a few pounds for her or one of his brothers.  Par for the course when it came to communicating with his Mum and other siblings.  It was part of the reason Vanessa had remained in the states.  Easier to elude their begging.

He sighed loudly, shaking his head as he reached down towards his carry on bag, pulling out his cell phone.  No messages of any kind from his sister Vanessa or even Hailey.  He didn't expect any.  He'd already taken the time to say his good-byes to Vanessa, her husband Chris and their newborn daughter Tessie.  And just before that, he and Hailey had shared one final moment together before parting ways for good.  He cracked a smile as he browsed through the pictures on the phone.  Numerous snaps he'd taken during his little stay.  He and his sister making faces, a few of his brother-in-law Chris, others of Vanessa or Chris holding their new baby.  There were also pictures of some of the more interesting things he'd seen around the city and several others that were of him and Hailey.  The first one he'd taken of them had been when he'd first met her, both of them leaning in close for the shot.  She'd been laughing about something that escaped him now.  Some joke one of them had made.  The rest were simply candid shots he'd snapped while visiting with her.

Quin chewed his lower lip, a dull noise escaping from him.  Was it stupid to hold onto these pictures?  All they did was make him acutely aware of how she’d made him feel.  He didn't need that frustration.  It was no secret that long distance things rarely ever worked out.  And given the fact they were separated by half a planet and five or six different time zones, it made it less likely to work out in a way that would satisfy them.  The best approach at this point was to sever any and all means of contact.  Break away and move on.  She'd offered the companionship he wanted and needed, but it was short lived and would remain as such.

Staring at one of the last snaps, his fingers hesitated over the delete button.  Taking a deep breath, he slowly deleted the pictures he’d taken of him and Hailey, finally pausing over the first pic he’d taken, the one of them in the bar.  Maybe keep that one?  No, get rid of it.  Eradicate everything and make it as clean as possible.  He didn't need his own feelings toyed with anymore than she did.  Attempting to hold onto things or maintain contact would cause nothing but heart-ache for them both.  Huffing loudly, he deleted the last picture and then moved to his contact list, removing her number.  There, it was done.  Now it was time to carry on.  Resume his life once he returned home.  Back to his job and back to the mother and three other siblings who constantly tried to use him as a walking cash machine.  Life went on, as it always did.

**********
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HAILEY SMOKED HER CIGARETTE in silence on the narrow little balcony of her apartment.  From inside, she could hear Cheri cleaning up the kitchen.  They'd had a relatively quiet dinner, rarely talking much with one another.  Though Cheri did nothing to hide her dislike of Quin, she seemed conscious of Hailey's feelings over the matter and said nothing negative as Hailey recounted some of the things they'd done while he had been in town.  For the most part, it appeared that Cheri was giving Hailey some space, and for that she was grateful.  She hated feeling as she did.  This wasn't her.  She rarely ever allowed her emotions to cloud her judgment and feelings when it came to men.  Quin should have been just another face and name catalogued in the recesses of her memory.  She’d dated through the years, but generally avoided the baggage and headache of getting emotionally involved with someone.  There had only been one or two that she’d grown to have affections for and they’d ended in disaster.  It just became easier to keep most of them at arms' length.  

So why was she feeling this conflicted over what amounted to a short term fling?  It wasn't like they'd spent months together and then parted ways.  Quin had only been in the city for a few weeks and they'd made the best of the time they’d had together.  But when it got down to brass tacks, she barely knew him.  For all she knew, the image he’d presented had been a fraud.  Maybe his sister banked his trip.  Maybe he was just a womanizer.  There were so many what-if's and maybes.  Hailey frowned in the darkness, her gaze falling to the cherry of her cigarette.  Even as she tried to reason with herself, she realized that none of it fit.  The man she'd gotten to know had been genuine.  Sure, he had his game when it came to landing some tail for the night, but once you got beyond all that, she'd discovered a pretty down to earth guy and nothing about him had set off any internal warnings.  A little goofy, but everything about him had seemed sincere.

She took a long drag from her cigarette, exhaling smoke into the dark.  It was a lot colder outside than she anticipated, hugging the light jacket tighter against her.  September in Washington was such a fucking crap-shoot.  Some years were dry and warm while other years were wet and cold.  Worse yet, you never knew what you were going to get until it happened and it appeared that this year was going to be a fucking dreary one.

From behind her, she heard Cheri open the sliding door and step out with her own cigarette in hand.  The woman merely gave a nod of her head as she lit the cigarette and stared out at the city lights before them.  “I'm not sure I like this side of you,” she muttered finally, glancing over at Hailey.  “He must have been a fucking rock star in bed.”  A short laugh erupted from her as she gave Hailey’s leg a pat.  “Sorry dude...just a bit weird seeing you like this.”

Hailey made a noise, nodding her head.  “I'm not really sure what I feel but I know I liked him.  Kind of feels like a cruel joke, you know?  Meet someone you mesh well with only for them to be a visitor who lives half a planet away.  You don't come across that very often.”  She stubbed her cigarette out, looking over at Cheri.  “What are the fucking odds, right?”

Cheri cracked a sympathetic smile, peering over at Hailey.  “Astronomical,” she said through a short laugh.  “One in a million, I bet.”

“Yeah, one in a million,” Hailey repeated softly.  She hated how this was making her feel.  It was so fucking stupid.  Dude was only in town for a short period of time and she knew damned well he would be leaving.  So why was she doing her head in trying to make sense of these dumb ass emotions that continued to plague her?  Okay, he had similar childhood experiences and liked some of the weird rough shit that she was into, but she’d only known him for a few weeks.  What nagged at her the most was the fact that she’d found someone who not only understood where she’d come from, but had experienced it himself and had also managed to rise above it.

“Probably for the best,” Cheri muttered.  “If things were like you mentioned, probably only a matter of time before shit imploded.  Dude probably had a ton of baggage.”

“No more than me,” Hailey shot back defensively, hackles up.

Uttering a sigh, Cheri shook her head.  “All the more reason to avoid someone like that.  Just one big recipe for disaster.”

Hailey didn’t respond, allowing a lengthy and awkward silence to fall between them.  No point trying to argue further.  Though Cheri meant well, she could never understand just how different their upbringings were.  The worlds she and Quin had grown up in were a far cry from where Cheri had come from.  Hailey had long ago given up trying to explain how it had colored her perspective of things because Cheri just couldn’t seem to grasp it.  To her, the solution was as easy as just going to a few rounds of therapy, hiding all the bad stuff away and moving forward with life as if it never happened.  There’d been times they had even clashed because she couldn’t understand why Hailey refused to do that.  It just wasn’t that simple.  

Hailey no longer took it personally because she knew Cheri truly did mean well.  She had a good heart that was usually in the right place.  Her views colored by too many feel good movies or some random slice of life article in a lifestyle magazine.  Naive to the reality of it all but unwilling to admit it.  Exhaling loudly, Hailey lit herself a fresh cigarette and leaned back into the patio chair.  “Might have been, might have not,” she said finally.  “He’s gone so no point dwelling on whether or not it would have gone to shit.”

“Like I said, for the best,” Cheri added.  “It’s great that you’d found someone who understood you, but it was pretty clear that dude was not relationship material.  Over forty and still prowling the bar scene looking for a piece of ass?  It’s not normal.”

“We’re over thirty and still in the bar scene,” Hailey pointed out.

“Well that’s different,” she retorted.  “We’re still young.  At his age, he should have been settled down already with a family or at least starting one.”

“Not everyone wants to settle down and spit out kids.”

“Of course they do!  It’s just the natural flow of things, Hailey.”  Cheri stood up from her seat and leaned into the rail.  “It’s just how life goes.”

Hailey shot the other woman a glare.  “Just because that’s what you want doesn’t mean that’s what everyone wants.”  

“Everyone wants normal.  That’s just a fact.”  Cheri huffed loudly into the night air, flicking her ash towards the sidewalk below them.  “So, back to the whole Quin thing...do you plan to keep in touch with him at all?”

“No,” Hailey said flatly with a shake of her head.  “We tossed around the idea of staying in touch, but after thinking on it a bit, decided it was best to make a clean break.”  There were those pesky little emotions coming to the surface again.  Fuck, why was this so goddamned difficult?  She was being dumb about it and needed to pull her head from her ass.  “I already deleted his number from my cell.”

Cheri cracked a toothy smile.  “I know it sucks right now but I bet in a month or so, you won’t even remember his name.”

“Ouch, you bitch,” Hailey whispered through a short and stiff laugh.  

“Wow, he really got under your skin then?”  Cheri stared at Hailey with wide eyes, clearly not wanting to believe it.  She took another drag from her cigarette, still staring at the dark haired woman.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this mopey over a dude before.  It’s weird.”

“Yeah, weird...totally abnormal for me, right?”  Hailey sighed, feeling both tired and defeated.  With everything still feeling so fresh, she needed some time to sort her thoughts out.  Away from Cheri and her good intentions.  Away from everyone else who expected her to just move on to a new bed-warmer.  What’s that saying?  Best way to get over a man is to get under a new one?  Well, as enticing as that was, she really only wanted to hide in the darkness of her room with that half a cheesecake she’d spotted in the fridge.  With a grunt, she flicked her cigarette butt off the balcony and turned towards the slider door.  “I'm going to bed.  Busy day tomorrow at work.”  

She could hear Cheri behind her, half sputtering an apology as she disposed of her own cigarette.  “I’m sorry....I know I keep putting my foot in my mouth.  I guess it was just a bit of a culture shock to see you two together and then to see you like this.”  She peered up at Hailey, flashing a small smile.  “You're human after all, woman.”

Hailey uttered a short laugh.  “Well, being human feels shitty.”  Though they both laughed at the remark, the strain was still there.  She didn't want anymore strain between her and Cheri.  It had already been a rather awkward few weeks for them.  Now it was done and time for Hailey to get her head together and move on.  This was how things worked in her life.  Give her something good that she didn’t even know she needed and then take it away once she recognized it.  A taste, a tease and then rip it from her grasp before she even knew what to do with it.  Just the hand she’d been dealt.  She certainly didn’t think she would be forever alone, but was realistic about it all.  She’d had a rough life.  It had affected her in ways only a few would understand.  She’d been in therapy since she was in grade school and on anxiety meds since college.  Not many folks wanted to deal with that kind of baggage.  And this was why the time with Quin had meant so much.  Even if he didn’t share her feelings, he at least understood where she had come from.  

The cheesecake was still there on the top shelf.  Score!  Grabbing the box, Hailey turned to grab a soft drink from the door before kicking it shut behind her.  Camp out on her bed, eat some cheesecake, mix a drink and maybe fire up some music.  Probably would regret it come morning but she’d cross that bridge when she got there.  Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Cheri staring at her as she juggled her sugary contraband around the small kitchen island.  She knew Cheri was merely trying to referee the situation in an effort to help her.   

Cheri appeared at her side suddenly, grabbing her own soft drink from the fridge door.  “Well, maybe it's a good thing he's gone.  I get that you clicked but let’s not forget how much he pushed after you told him to get lost.  Total creeper.”

Hailey perked her head up.  “Okay, and?  I had it under control.”

Cheri frowned, staring at her glass.  “He kept bugging you when you told him to leave you alone.”

“Not to split hairs, but I told him I wasn't really that interested at the moment,” Hailey corrected.  “Bit of a difference.  I would have either accepted his company or he would have left with a bloodied nose.  I decided I was in a friendly mood.”

Cheri smirked, chuckling into her drink.  “You just wanted dick.”

“Okay, so I wanted dick,” Hailey laughed.  “That requires being friendly, right?”
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Eight Years Later

Standing on the sidewalk outside her house, Hailey smoked her cigarette in silence with her gaze on the school across the street.  As the minutes ticked by, she spied few other parents lingering and gathering outside the school, many more starting to form groups out on the sidewalks.  Some were even shooting Hailey their usual glares.  She always found it amusing when they shot daggers at her.  Smoking had become such a taboo thing nowadays.  Everyone vaped now.  Even the high-schoolers at the alternative high school two blocks away vaped.  She had tried it a few times.  Couldn’t deny that she enjoyed the flavors but as far as nicotine intake went, she just preferred the classic way.  It definitely attracted the ire of some of the neighborhood busy-bodies but all Hailey could do was chuckle at the hypocrisy of it all.  Give her shit over a cigarette while they puffed out great clouds with their two hundred dollar vape pens?  Yeah, okay Karen, knock yourself out.  

More and more groups of parents were arriving, some now parked up and down Legion Avenue with others mostly congregating to individual groups on the sidewalk just outside the school’s main entrance.  Hailey remained on the sidewalk outside the house, scanning over some of the groups and recognizing several people that she spoke with on occasion while walking the neighborhood.  The majority of the groups gathering were mostly the uptight soccer moms and some stay-at-home dads.  She’d tried only once to talk to them and had been mostly ignored.  One neighbor pointed out that the soccer bitches were part of the neighborhood up on the hill.  Hailey was familiar with it.  The neighborhood boasted insanely huge historical homes and probably the strictest HOA on the planet.  If you didn’t live there, everyone watched your every move.  She had even heard horror stories of teenagers being tailed by police for merely driving through the neighborhood.  

It was a warm and pleasant day, the summer weather still lingering well into what should have finally been fall.  Hailey wasn’t complaining one bit.  Washington weather was unpredictable on a good day, so having a gorgeous seventy degree day in the middle of September was a blessing.  Able to shed the hoodie and long pants in favor of some lightweight capris and tank top with sunglasses perched on her nose.  From just outside her field of vision, she caught movement and perked her head up.  The next door neighbor – a woman whose name now escaped her – spotted her standing on the sidewalk and gave a friendly wave.  Hailey waved back, flashing a smile.  All she could do was hope the woman wouldn’t approach her.  It used to be just small talk over the fence that separated their back yards, but the woman had gotten sucked into some sort of MLM scam and the small talk evolved into trying to convince Hailey to join her team.  Fortunately for Hailey, the woman returned her attention to the school building across from their homes, waiting patiently.  There would be no talk of buying hundreds of dollars worth of some gross shake powder or whatever it was the woman was trying to sell.

From the school came the sound of the bell, echoing loudly through the neighborhood.  Moments later, the doors burst opened as it released its unruly captives into the world.  A sea of laughter and screams as all the children filled the near-barren sports field.  Some trickled towards the waiting buses at the back side of the school while others started the tedious walks towards their idling vehicles and groups of gathered parents.  A few were walking towards the row of homes that flanked the school, towards Hailey and the few others that were gathered on the weathered sidewalk.  She cast a glance at the group gathered on the corner, smiling grimly at the less than happy looking children who approached them.  She imagined those kids probably dreaded the end of their school day.  Instead of sweet and delicious freedom, their afternoons were most likely crammed with numerous extracurricular activities that left little to no free time for socialization with friends.  And their idiotic parents would have it no other way.  It just seemed like they were trying to live vicariously through their children.  High performing children meant they were the top of the heap in their parents groups.  Queens and rulers over their tight little clique, presenting themselves as the perfect embodiment of parenthood all while taking Junior’s Adderall prescription on the side just to keep the house clean.  

The small group of children trickling towards them broke apart, one boy now darting across the field towards Hailey, a massive grin on his face.  “Mom!” he panted, almost stumbling as he jogged towards her.  “I got an A on my spelling test!”  The sheet of paper that she could only assume was the spelling test was clutched in his hand, now flapping as he jogged the rest of the way, scrambling up a short incline to street.  “I even got the challenge words!”  After a quick look down both ends of the street, he bolted across, crashing into Hailey as he threw his arms around her waist.  “Can we walk down to McDonald’s?”  He peered up at her with an almost pleading expression.  “You promised I could get a Happy Meal if I got an A.”  

Hailey smoothed some of his hair from his face, smiling down at him.  “Well, if you still want those chicken nuggets, I suggest you put your bag and school things in the house.”  He broke away from her with a squeal, tearing up the walkway to the front door, disappearing for a split second before emerging again without the bag and paperwork.  She couldn't help but laugh at his enthusiasm.  Made her sometimes wish all she had to worry about in life was school, sleep, who'd brush her hair and buy her chicken nuggets.  

Ethan was a good kid.  He had his moments as most kids did, but otherwise he was just a happy and eager to please seven year old.  He'd earned his Happy Meal with flying colors and he planned on making sure she upheld her end of the bargain.  He was already bounding down the walkway, dark hair flaring around him, his massive smile revealing the two missing front teeth in the bottom row.  She was sometimes amazed at how little he looked like her.  Sure, there were little things like the shape of his ears or even his nose, but the older he got, the more and more the differences were starting to show.  Some of the clerks at the market up the street always commented on his blue eyes.  That odd shade of pale grey-blue you normally didn't see on those with dark hair.  Almost everyone commented on them.  

It made her take pause at times, watching him as he went about his day, whether it be playing with his Transformers or watching some random comic book hero movie.  Stuck dumb by even an expression on his face, feeling herself catapulted back to that rainy fall eight years ago.  Remembering that same expression on another face in another time.  She generally tried not to think about it anymore, long ago deciding against intruding.  Whether it was a smart move or not, that was yet to be known.  She’d already fielded the more intrusive questions back when Ethan was still a baby and figured out quickly it was best to skirt around them unless answering was absolutely necessary.  Besides, it just wasn’t anyone else’s business.  

Ethan had been an accident, there was no way around sugar coating that.  Completely unplanned and even unwanted at first.  Within days of the positive pregnancy test, she'd sought out Quin’s social media but couldn’t bring herself to let him know what he’d left behind.  After taking a few days to think about it, she scheduled an abortion.  She’d actually been in the waiting room waiting her turn when she had decided she couldn’t go through with it and simply left.  Though part of her pointed out that this would be the best approach, she couldn’t bring herself to reschedule.  Cheri, much to Hailey’s shock, had actually told her that she would support whatever decision made, but admitted months later that she’d been giddy at the idea of becoming an Auntie.  Hailey had taken the time to think long and hard over what she wanted to do.  Terminate and carry on as if nothing happened or carry to term and take a shot at this whole parenthood thing.  She knew it would be hard, especially knowing it would be a permanent reminder of one of the best two weeks of her life.  She could either run or be willing to face it.  Hell, she’d gotten through some dark shit in her life so this would probably be a fucking cake-walk by comparison.

Though there had been some questions during her pregnancy over Ethan’s paternity and a few who made some outright assumptions, she’d handled it the best she could.  His birth certificate was even marked not known where the father's name usually went.  This initially had bothered her when she'd read that and had even called vital statistics to see about getting it changed to something like not named.  Only two options were allowed: not known or an actual name and they'd only put a name down if a father came forward.  She hated that it bothered her, but mostly because of the fact that she knew damned well who Ethan’s father was and the birth record stating not known implied otherwise.  There were naysayers, of course.  Those within her small social circles that whispered behind her back, assuming she’d truly had no idea who Ethan’s father was.  Couldn’t deny that it bothered her, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

The one thing she appreciated was the fact that life had slowed down after Ethan.  Not that she really partied it up much before but it was still a bit of a culture shock to go from bar hopping every other weekend to staying home with an infant.  Both her and her son remained in the apartment shared with Cheri for a while.  Hailey's social life had diminished considerably and while she'd been okay with this for the most part, she soon realized just how lonely it was.  She had no desire to resume her old habits when it came to men, but there had been those moments when she'd missed it.  Even if just for one night, another warm body in her bed would have made her day.  When people had told her about all the cons of single parenthood, nobody had mentioned this!  Cheri had even made a few half-hearted attempts to set up blind dates and while Hailey had humored her at first, she eventually had to ask her to stop.  Cheri meant well, but often picked men based off her own personal qualifications and this usually meant they wouldn't be Hailey's type at all.  And the few she’d met up with often had no desire to date a woman with a small child.  Especially a woman with a child whose father wasn’t in the picture.  She didn’t blame them, really.  After all, she’d had similar standards prior to having Ethan.  Not everyone wanted a person with kids.   

It had been almost a fluke that Hailey had met Xander Frank.  She’d been in line for the meat booth at the Farmer’s Market and he’d been standing behind her.  Ethan had been with Cheri that afternoon so she could get the shopping done without interference.  Xander had coaxed her into friendly conversation as the line slugged along, a seemingly nervous and anxious man who sometimes looked at his feet with his hands in his pockets.  He was a somewhat large man, standing almost a full foot taller than her with a mop of curly black hair, warm hazel eyes and a neatly trimmed beard.  By the time they’d both gotten their meat orders, they had exchanged phone numbers and made plans to meet up for dinner that weekend.  Eight years older, already married one other time with the marriage ending mutually and no children.  She was certainly in no hurry, but was willing to see where it could go.  Cheri had liked him and even Ethan appeared to take to him.  As with the natural progression of things, when he proposed barely six months later, she’d accepted.  A year after that, they were married with a three year old Ethan as the ring bearer.

There’d been some obstacles through the relationship.  The aging relics Xander called parents being one of them.  They’d disapproved of Xander dating her, finding an obscene amount of joy in pointing out just how much of an awful person she was because she was a single parent who had never married.  And they’d made their disapproval very vocal when Xander had brought up marriage.  As much as Hailey tried, nothing seemed to put her in their good graces so she more or less gave up.  She’d done nothing to them to deserve the hate and their dislike of her appeared to stem mainly from the fact that her beliefs and lifestyle differed greatly from their own.  Hailey had been so fucking confused by this.  Why did it matter that she didn’t share their beliefs?  Why did it matter that she wasn’t married when she’d had Ethan?  What century were they living in again?   

The neighborhood they lived in was only a short walking distance from Downtown Olympia, which made random outings less stressful because it meant they didn't need to worry about taking her car.  The majority of the homes in her area dated back to the nineteen-thirties with a handful that were much older.  Their home had originally been built in the late thirties or very early forties.  Xander had purchased the house shortly before they’d gotten married and had most of the interior renovated.  Though they’d maintained the sloped ceilings and mouldings, some areas had required new drywall and Xander had hired someone to rewire the entire house’s electrical system.  It had been a lot of work and had cost a lot of money but in the end, the house had looked amazing by the time Hailey and Ethan had moved in.  Whatever apprehension Hailey had felt upon moving in with Xander fell wayside as the neighborhood around them welcomed her and her son into their little community.  A short-lived welcome, but a welcome all the same.  Only a few talked to her beyond generic small talk and the only neighbor she chatted with on the regular lived behind her house.  If anything, the ones who stuck around for the small talk mainly enjoyed watching her spar with Xander’s parents, who visited way too damned often for her comfort.  There’d been more than a few incidents where she’d been out in the front yard shooting her mouth off at them, no longer interested in playing nice.  

Hailey and Ethan made the casual walk down the sidewalk, Ethan chattering happily about some new projects they had planned in art class and even something to do with baking soda powered rockets for science class.  He was excited and eager to work on the rocket thing.  Hailey listened to all of this, finding it difficult to hold back the smile.  He loved this kind of stuff.  He had showed potential when it came to pottery, the art teacher practically gushing about some of the things he'd made and his teacher loved his enthusiasm when it came to the various science projects they worked on as a class.  Yeah, he was young, but drive like this often led to great things when they became adults.  Her gaze fell to the boy as they stopped at the corner, triggering the walk signal.  He bounced where he stood, his eyes now on the fast food restaurant which was now visible from the street and only about a block away.  Crossing the street quickly, Ethan couldn't contain himself, all but begging Hailey to allow him to run the rest of the way.  “No.”  She shook her head.  “I don't think so, little man.”

“I'm big enough!” he protested, screwing his face up in his agitation.  “I'm not a baby anymore, Mom!”

“Don't care,” she said, still shaking her head.  “It's a busy road and you are only seven years old last time I checked.”

“It's only Plum Street,” he snapped, glowering at the sidewalk as he walked stiffly at her side.  “Nobody goes fast here.”

“You’re right, nobody goes fast, but they still drive like idiots,” she said in a matter of fact tone.  “The last thing we need is some idiot hitting you or coming close to hitting you.  You'd be hurt and Mom would be in jail for kicking their ass.”  A small snicker escaped from him as he walked beside her.  Glad he could find humor in it, but it was the truth.  Even she’d been shocked at how viciously she guarded his well-being.  It wasn’t insane over-protectiveness, but it was still quite the culture shock to discover she had no qualms about doing some damage to whoever harmed a hair on his head.  

Other than her aging and estranged addict father, Ethan was her only blood family.  Ethan was hers.  Nobody could take that away.  She’d spent her entire pregnancy being told by others that it would be better off if she gave him to a nice family.  The idea of handing him over to anonymous strangers had triggered something inside that had nearly broke her.  How could anyone suggest such a thing?  She’d lost enough in her life as it was and the one time she had something good that was all hers, they wanted her to give him away to someone the world had deemed better?  

Of course, it all boiled down to her childhood in and out of foster care and the fact that her only known living blood family was a seventy-five year old man who was still smoking meth behind the dumpsters at the convenience store by the mall.  Her regular GP, a doctor she’d been seeing for nearly a decade, had encouraged adoption during every visit during the course of her pregnancy.  By her third or forth visit, she’d more or less told him to fuck off and got a new doctor.  Unwilling to give up, the asshole had reported her to children’s services.  The silver lining being that her own former case worker – who was now a supervisor – refused to allow the agency to get involved.  Upon receiving the report, she had actually called Hailey herself to find out what was going on.  

Great thing they’d kept in touch through the years, eh?  

The woman had always been proud of Hailey's progress.  With so many falling through the cracks after aging out of the system, Hailey had managed to keep herself mostly out of trouble.  Given some of the things she'd faced in her life, she'd come a long way.  She dealt with some anxiety and – in more rare instances – panic attacks, but nothing at all like most of the others who'd grown up in care.  Broken children growing to broken adults who'd become so damaged they couldn't function in society.  At one point, Hailey had been certain she’d be right there with them, but unlike the others, found ways to maintain regular therapy and how to address the anxiety and panic attacks.  She’d long ago learned to recognize when the attacks would hit and had even learned ways to successfully keep them reined in at times, a prescription of high octane pills provided as a last ditch effort should her breathing exercises and noise canceling headphones fail.

Once inside the fast food place, Hailey took her place in line to order their food.  Ethan wasted no time and darted off to the play structure, joining a half dozen or so children of varying age as they crawled around the germ-laden plastic ladders and slides.  She wasn't necessarily hungry, but the smells seemed to be giving her stomach other ideas.  She ordered their meals, smiling kindly at the pimply faced teenage girl who apparently was just learning their cash register.  “I'm sorry, ma'am,” she stammered.  “I'm still learning.”

“Take your time, hon,” Hailey said, glancing over her shoulder and seeing Ethan scrambling up the mesh tower to the top of the slide.  With the order completed after a few hits and missed, she grabbed her receipt and moved aside to wait for their food.  The wait wasn't long, her number being called after a moment or so.  She hummed to herself as she took the tray into the play area, laying claim to a large table in the corner.  Ethan either had a great nose or had spotted her because within a few moments of her taking her seat, he was at the table and digging into his meal carton.  

She ate in silence, listening as Ethan rattled away about the toy included in his meal and how great the nuggets were.  From within her purse came the low vibrations of her cell phone.  Ethan perked his head up as she pulled the phone out and checked the screen, her smile collapsing.  “What's wrong, Mom?” he asked through a mouth full of french fries.

A dull noise came from her as she tapped at the screen, feeling her anxiety rise.  “Beth and Grant are coming for dinner tonight.”  Fucking wonderful, she thought dismally.  Way to ruin her good mood.  Just how she wanted to spend her afternoon – stuck in the house with Xander’s ancient fucking parents while they picked apart every little thing they disliked about the home, her, her son or whatever else they decided to have a hate boner for. She’d actually hoped that maybe at some point they’d get a clue and just stop.  Every visit with Grant and Beth Frank usually ended with Hailey and Grant exchanging a fair amount of unkind words with one another.  

Hailey wasn’t stupid.  She knew it was all power moves.  Xander's parents were extremely religious and expected everyone around them to conform to their views.  Though she wasn’t a hundred percent sure what denomination, she was fairly certain it was some type of evangelical.  And most definitely a fringe sect, something not really recognized by mainstream evangelicals.  Strict and unmovable beliefs regarding women and their role in the home.  Rigid gender roles ruled.  And as far as Grant was concerned, Hailey stood for everything they thought was wrong with the world.  She'd been an unwed single mother, independent, sort of successful and ran by her own moral code.  There were always passive aggressive jabs from them about how wonderful their precious son was to take on a woman of such questionable character and raise her bastard son as his own.  

Just thinking about the impending visit put her on edge, teeth grinding as she tried to plaster on a smile as Ethan ate his afternoon treat.  She’d long ago given up trying to shield him from the verbal spars that erupted between her and the Franks.  This mostly had to do with the fact that Grant and Beth had attempted to include Ethan in their tear down of his mother.  Asking him how he felt knowing his mother was a harlot who was destined to hell and whatever other sewage they spewed from their meat-holes.  When Ethan had tried to speak up, Grant went on a screaming tirade about respecting his elders and how good little boys just shut up and did what they were told.  Hailey had practically man-handled them out of the house, hurling threats of bodily harm if they ever went after Ethan like that again.

They didn't like her and she sure as shit didn't like them.  Xander had no backbone when it came to his father and this had led to more than one argument between her and her husband.  Grant and Beth were used to wielding control over everyone in their family and turned their ire onto Xander every time there was a spat between them and Hailey.  Never mind that the man was almost forty-nine years old and could easily just tell them to pound pavement.  Grant barked and Xander was right there, awaiting his next command.  What was worse was the fact that no matter what he did, he could never meet the rotten fucker's standards.  Grant ruled the roost and you’d better bow down before him.  

Hailey could admit there were times in the early months of their marriage that she found great pleasure in setting him off.  Poke the bear, as they say.  The mere idea of a woman standing up to him and calling him on his bullshit made Grant froth at the mouth, much to Hailey’s delight.  But entertaining as it was in her more malleable moods, it had soon become just mentally draining.  How could it
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