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        I kept my nose clean. Bad publicity was the last thing you wanted, and I’d had my share since my last breakup went public. We’d also just lost our last five games.

      

        

      
        The boys and I decided to head to the islands for a little R&R. I’d never been so happy for a break. That was where I saw her. She didn’t seem to recognize me, which made it better, so I made my move. We didn’t exchange names or numbers. We shared one carefree night, that was all I wanted and that was all it was supposed to be.

      

        

      
        A few months later, regret from that night had almost eaten away at me. I hadn’t been able to get her out of my mind. I wouldn’t say I fell in love with her, or maybe I did. All I knew was that night was the closest I’d ever come to insta-love and I wanted more but we’d had our fun. Yet, I was still mentally kicking myself for at least not getting her name.

      

        

      
        We're about to head into the playoffs when I return home and that is when the universe decides to bring us back together in one of the worst places ever. Only this time won’t be like the last, I decide I won’t let her slip through my fingers. This time, I’ve promised myself nothing, and all bets are off.
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      Aurora

      

      Since I was a little girl, I idolized my mother. To me, she always seemed to be free as a bird, something I wanted to be when I grew up. Nothing ever seemed to bother her. She never seemed to be stressed or anxious, unlike me. Over the years, she had her share of boyfriends. She’d also had her share of husbands—three in the last eight years. Each one of them ended on an unpleasant note, but she was resilient, and within weeks, my mother was usually back out there on the dating scene.

      When I’d ask her if we’d ever have a father that stayed around again, she’d smile and say, “Aurora, life is to be lived. To take chances, to have fun. That is what I am doing, having fun. You’ll understand one day.”

      Walker, my brother, and I often wondered if she had always been this way, especially when our father was alive. He passed away when I was only two, so I never really got to know him. Walker, who is a couple of years older than me, barely even remembered him. Mom told us stories about him, and it seemed like they’d had a rather normal marriage. In her recollection, she’d tell us he was down-to-earth, something she was not, but that he kept her grounded, which she admitted she desperately needed. From what she told us, he rarely took chances, especially once we were in the picture, which drove her crazy. She told us she loved him immensely, but she also craved the wild and spontaneous life, and once he was gone, that was what she sought, regardless of how it affected Walker or me.

      In some ways, I wanted that type of life for myself, to have fun and to take chances, yet I craved stability, probably because it was something I never had. My mother wasn’t around much, and when she was, she didn’t want to be known as Mom, but as Penelope. She said it made her feel younger. In some ways, I almost felt that we didn’t have a mother; we had a best friend instead.

      My friends would laugh when I’d tell them I wanted to be like my mother. When I’d ask why they were laughing, they’d tell me it was because I was the exact opposite of her, and they looked forward to the day that I actually took a chance on anything.

      I’ll admit, loosening up was hard for me. As much as I craved that same freedom my mother had, I craved structure as well. I took school seriously, focusing on passing every class I had with a high mark. I’d also dated the same guy for the past three years, and my life nearly ended when he broke it off with me. To be honest, I’d cried and moped around in bed for months afterward. Something I’d never seen my mother do. In fact, after her last breakup, she was onto the next man before the night had ended.

      My brother was exactly like her, or perhaps he was more like the men she brought home. He was a player, and he’d learned from the best, so you couldn’t fault him. He’d watched my mother, and he’d idolized most of the men she’d brought home, and he treated women exactly how these men had treated my mother and the way my mother treated men. When he got bored with his current fling, which never seemed to be longer than a week or two, if it even lasted that long, he’d drop them and move on to the next girl, who was in the shadows waiting.

      These differences and flaws had led us both to where we stood right now—the Vancouver airport, together with bags in hand, going on two very separate paths.

      “I’ll see you in a few months,” Walker said as he wrapped his arms around me one last time.

      I hugged him tight, wishing that he wasn’t leaving me for such a long time. “Just be careful. I need you to come home. I don’t think I can handle Mom all on my own,” I whispered, sniffling and wiping tears from my eyes.

      “What on earth are you crying for? I’ll be home before you know it. I’m not going off to war, you know, only to basic training,” Walker said as he picked his duffel bag up off the floor and flung it over his shoulder. He headed through the door to board his plane.

      Sniffling, I stood with my luggage, crying and waving as I watched him disappear. I blew my nose, wiped my eyes, and turned away, pulling my carry-on behind me, and headed toward my gate.

      It was sheer luck Walker was leaving the same day I was flying to Mexico with the girls. It had been an impromptu decision for him to join the army. An uncomfortable decision for me since we had grown so close over the years. The army wasn’t always his plan, but circumstances beyond his control had led him to this path, which conveniently happened right after we’d attended a year-end party at some schoolmate’s house.

      My best friend Lorelai had broken up with her boyfriend of five years. She was on a collision course to punish herself, and she went after Walker. I tried to persuade her not to, but she was insistent. My brother, being the asshole he is, took her upstairs and, in his words, screwed the ex-boyfriend right out of her head.

      Once it was over, they came downstairs and, if it was possible, he tore her already broken heart into a million more tiny pieces. He looked her up and down, chuckled to himself, shook his head, ran his hand over the stubble on his chin and said, “Darlin, thanks for the evening, but I’m not the type of guy for you.” Then he took his drink and disappeared into the crowd.

      Twenty minutes later, she was crying on my shoulder, and when I saw my brother, I let him have it. He took off with a group of friends and got arrested for drinking and driving a few hours later. I’d hated him for hurting her that way. Lorelai was my best friend, and even though she claimed she was only looking for a fun time and nothing permanent, she at least deserved a guy who’d treat her with some form of respect.

      The next couple of weeks, she moped around over my brother, but come the end of the summer, she finally agreed with me it had been a stupid idea to even entertain getting involved with him.

      For a long time, I could still see the hurt and disappointment on her face. The part that pissed me off most was that, for a bit, every time someone would mention his name, she’d fight back tears. She did not know how lucky she was that he’d spared her heart and acted like an asshole, even if at the time it hadn’t felt like it.

      The end of summer came. Boyfriend number twelve (I think) had just left my mother. Walker was still doing his community sentence, and that was when he announced he was changing his life and joining the army.

      I was still angry with him and trying to deal with how he’d treated my best friend when he told me. So, I did the most spontaneous thing I’d done in my life: forgave my brother instantly and agreed to be dragged away by my five best friends to an island for five nights. I had a goal in mind: to get over my breakup before I started my last semester of the sports therapy program, and to have one last get-together with my friends before we all went our separate ways.

      So, here I was wandering through the airport, pulling my suitcase behind me. It was so busy I doubted I’d ever find my gate or my girls. Looking down at my boarding pass, I checked the number once more.

      I let out a sigh, rounded a corner, and looked up, finally seeing a sign for my gate number up ahead. Shoving my pass into my passport, I picked up my pace, then heard my name being called. I looked over my shoulder to see Lorelai running to catch up with me.

      “Ready for fun in the sun?” I questioned, hoping that today she was in a better mood than she had been since the night of the party.

      She smiled and nodded, but I could tell it wasn’t her usual happiness. I knew she was still feeling crushed by my brother’s actions and the breakup with her boyfriend. At least, I hoped that was the problem.

      “Better put a smile on that face. You may meet the man of your dreams this week.” I winked.

      She groaned. “Look, I’m not looking for anything on this trip. After being dumped, then treated the way I was by your brother, I think I’ll stay single. I pity the guy who tries anything with me next.”

      “Oh, no,” I muttered, worried about my friend.

      “Seriously, am I that bad?” Lorelai cried, meeting my eyes, tears lining them. “Is there something about me that men find repulsive?”

      I’d been afraid that Walker’s behaviour would have this effect, especially after she was just dumped. I was almost positive Lorelai would push all men away from her. She would not get over everything overnight.

      “How many times do I need to tell you? It’s not you, it’s them. As for my brother, he’s a mess. Remember what his track record is,” I said, gently banging her shoulder.

      “I know, I just…can’t forget the look on his face as he said those words to me. It was the same look that Hugo gave me when he broke it off with me.”

      “Please don’t tell me you thought my brother would change because it was you?” I feared perhaps she had silently prayed for that. “Lorelai, I love you, but Walker has some serious growing up to do. He has had no male role model, aside from those disasters our mother has dated over the years. You’ve seen them. They aren’t exactly model men. I mean, look at the last guy…leaving our mother for a woman on the internet or something.”

      “You’re right. I don’t know why I’m letting his reactions play any role in how I feel,” she said, still looking defeated. “That night was nothing but a stupid mistake.”

      We walked in silence, then Lorelai turned to me.

      “Are you still sure you want to be as free as her?”

      I nodded. “I think that being like her would give me what I need to put my ex behind me.”

      “You do? You might end up like me. Whatever you do, just watch yourself, because that was what I thought. I don’t want to see you getting hurt before we head off to school.”

      “I’ll be careful. I know one thing: I will need a little courage to get there, to be as free as her.”

      Lorelai smirked. “Only a little? I’d say you’ll need a lot. You aren’t anything like her.”

      We both laughed, then she gave me a serious look.

      “You don’t need to do anything, you know. I think what would be best for you is just time. You were in a long relationship, and I know you well enough to know that you aren’t the type to get over someone that quick or in that way. It may just confuse you more, just like it’s done for me.”

      “I’m not confused,” I said, feeling defensive.

      “I beg to differ. The breakup came out of nowhere, and now you are seeking somewhere to divert your pain.”

      I nodded. “Yep, it came out of nowhere. It was like I walked into a wall. Pardon me if I just want to forget it all.”

      “Of course it did, and it doesn’t help that he never even gave you an explanation! At least Hugo had a reason.”

      I shook my head. “No, Greg had a reason. He said he couldn’t see us going any further.”

      “Poor excuse. I don’t call a job in another city a reason. Hasn’t he heard of long-distance relationships?”

      I grew quiet, remembering exactly how I felt the day that Greg announced he wanted to break things between us.

      Lorelai was quiet for a moment. Then she looked at me. “I’m sorry he hurt you.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal, really. It obviously was not meant to be. If we were, then, well, we wouldn’t be here discussing this, would we?”

      Lorelai shook her head. “I guess not.”

      “So, I’m reclaiming myself on this trip. I’m taking control of my life, just like my mother does. So, give me the courage to act like my mother. It works for her, so maybe, fingers crossed, it will work for me.”

      Lorelai let out a laugh. “You know what? You want courage? I’ll give you courage. The first guy who looks in your direction, I’m going to tell him just to invite you back to his room and make you his.”

      I let out a loud laugh, while Lorelai kept a straight face. People glanced in our direction as they passed by.

      “Okay, maybe not so forward.”

      “It’s the only way to go,” she said, looking at everyone.

      “What are you doing? Here?” I gasped.

      She nodded just as two guys about our age came walking toward us. Lorelai straightened up. “Hey, do either of you want to have one night of fun?” she asked them.

      “Oh my god, stop,” I whispered, pulling on her arm, but she shrugged me off.

      “Hell yah, baby. What you got?” the one said as the other made eye contact with me.

      “My friend here…” she said, grabbing my arm and trying to pull me in front of her.

      “Oh my god, stop,” I insisted, grabbing hold of Lorelai. “That’s enough. They are going to think we are street women.”

      “Street women?” Lorelai frowned, shaking her head. “I’m only following your instructions…giving you courage.” She giggled while the two guys stood there watching us.

      “What the hell are you two laughing at?” I heard a familiar voice ask.

      I looked to my left to see Hannah standing there smiling, clearly wondering what we were doing. Then I caught sight of Adalyn and Willow waving their arms in excitement at the gate. They all looked ready to party hard this weekend.

      “Sorry, guys.” Lorelai shrugged. “Our friends are waiting.”

      Both guys shook their heads and turned away from us as we ran toward the others.

      “Fill us in. What were you doing back there?” Willow questioned as we sat down.

      “Nothing,” I muttered first.

      “It was not nothing,” Lorelai added. “I was trying to help Miss. Uptight here loosen up. Wait, no, give her courage…wait what am I supposed to do?” Lorelai questioned, looking over at me.

      I shook my head. “Nevermind. This plan is a lost cause and probably going to be impossible,” I muttered.
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      Aurora - 4 Days Later

      

      “I can’t believe it’s one of our last nights,” Willow cried as we made our way to the lobby for drinks. The days had flown by, and I’d barely accomplished getting a tan, never mind what I had set out to do.

      “I’m starving and I’m in pain. I’m so sunburnt,” Lorelai cried, looking down at her arms.

      I glanced at her red skin on her shoulders and back. “I told you to wear the wetsuit,” I muttered. “We were on a catamaran and snorkeling in the scorching sun all day and you refused to take the sunscreen from the guys who offered.”

      “I told you, I didn’t want ‘their hand’ at putting it on me. Plus, I’m positive I knew the one from somewhere.”

      “So, you could have taken it and given it to me. I would have put it on you,” I bit out as I tried to apply a little more aloe as we walked.

      “Who doesn’t bring sunscreen?” Willow questioned.

      “Girls who wear wetsuits,” Hannah and Adalyn said in unison.

      Lorelai glanced over at them and scowled. Looking at her burnt skin, I was glad it was one of our last nights here. From the looks of her, she wouldn’t be taking part in much tomorrow.

      “You know what I can’t believe.”

      “What?” Willow asked.

      “I can’t believe that Aurora didn’t act like her mother and drop to her knees for the guy who was eyeing her all day. He just looked too familiar to me, but I will agree he was hot and had an amazing body to go with it,” Lorelai said, wincing in pain as we walked.

      “You mean the one whose friend offered you sunblock that you wouldn’t take?” I asked, looking at her.

      “Yes, that one,” she muttered.

      “Same here, because damn, he was fine,” Willow said, waving her hand in front of her face to cool herself. “I was actually looking forward to watching Aurora lose herself.”

      I’d be lying if I said Willow and Lorelai were lying. The guy was fine. Hell, he was more than fine, and so were the four guys he was with. However, I’d been too intimidated by him to even think about talking to him, never mind doing anything else.

      Lorelai held true to her promise by trying to encourage me the entire afternoon. That was until the sunblock incident. That was when she finally gave up. The girls teased me the rest of the afternoon, while the guy gave me major glances for the rest of the day.

      “How about a round of drinks?” Willow questioned as we approached a table in the lobby.

      We all nodded just as our regular server approached our table, already carrying a tray full of shots and drinks. He placed a full glass down in front of each of us, smiling because he’d remembered our orders from the previous nights.

      “Amazing!” Willow screamed, raising her hands above her head in excitement. “We have to get our friend here to loosen up so she can talk to the handsome man who’s been eying her all day,” she said, pointing to the four guys who’d been on our trip today.

      “Oh god! He’s here,” I said, gripping Lorelai’s arm, causing her to scream out in pain.

      I wanted to kill Willow as the bartender looked at the men she was pointing to and then looked my way. “Is that so…little shy, are you?” He chuckled.

      Hannah reached for her shot of tequila and raised her glass in the air. “Ladies, come on, get those drinks and toss them back. This should help her loosen the hell up, Aurora. At least enough to go over and say hello and apologize for being so damn uptight.”

      I glared at the girls, becoming annoyed.

      Adalyn and Willow picked theirs up and looked at Lorelai and me. We looked at one another and, feeling the pressure, picked ours up as well.

      “To being single and free,” Willow, Hannah, and Adalyn said in unison.

      “And living without abandon like Aurora’s mother!” Willow added, which she had done many nights this week.

      The five of us chugged our tequila and then stuffed the lemon slices into our mouths and sucked. As I put my glass down, I caught sight of the guy who had been on the tour with us. Once again, he was staring back at me with those brilliant blue eyes of his against his tan skin as he ran his forefinger around the rim of his glass, brought his finger to his mouth, and sucked the salt off. I shyly smiled, which, of course, attracted all my friends’ attention.

      “Who are you smiling at?” Willow asked, looking over her shoulder toward the bar.

      “No one,” I mumbled, turning my attention back to what Hannah had been saying. There was no use. All eyes were on me.

      “It’s that guy,” Adalyn said, turning back to me.

      “And I said, it’s no one. Now, continue with your story,” I said, waiting for Hannah. Finally, she started talking again, keeping them all occupied.

      “Another round of shots?” Willow yelled as soon as Hannah finished speaking.

      I looked over at the bar once again while Willow tried to get the server’s attention. The guy was still there, still staring at me. Once again, I shyly smiled in his direction. That was when he leaned over and whispered something to his friend, still not taking his eyes off me.

      “No, no more for me,” Lorelai replied, gripping my arm. “I’m done. I actually feel like I’m going to be sick.”

      “Yeah, Willow, any more and I think I’m going to be sick as well,” Hannah cried, helping Lorelai up.

      “Adalyn, Aurora?” Willow asked with a huff, waiting for us to answer.

      Adalyn shook her head. “Willow, I’m going to have to detox my liver when I get home. I just can’t.” She placed her hand on her flat stomach.

      Willow let out a laugh and turned to me. “Aurora?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, I think it’s time we all turn in. It’s been a long day. We’ve all been out in the sun, and I’m exhausted.”

      Lorelai, Adalyn, and Hannah all gathered their things as Willow turned to me. “You can’t abandon me too. What about the fact you are supposed to be reclaiming your life?”

      I glanced over to the bar to see the guy still staring. This time, a chill ran through me as I watched his eyes make their way down my body, drinking me in. I couldn’t remember a single time in my life I’d seen a guy look at me that way. Then one of his friends handed him a drink and then leaned in and whispered something in his ear. He fist bumped the other two guys who were with them and they wandered off.

      “Earth to Aurora?” Willow said, snapping her fingers in front of my face.

      “No worries. I’ll stay for one more drink, okay?”

      “Yes!!!!!” Willow said as she took off toward the bar, leaving me at the table to say good night to the rest of the girls and watch them leave.

      I turned and sat down while waiting for Willow to return when a server approached our table and set two shots along with two drinks on the table.

      “Sorry, you must have the wrong table. My friend is at the bar getting our drinks.”

      The server smiled. “No, miss, this is the right table.” He nodded toward the bar.

      I looked up and over to see the guy who’d been staring at me for the past little while with one of his friends. They both raised their glasses to me and smiled just as Willow came back to the table and glanced over her shoulder.

      She looked back at me and raised her eyebrows in jest. “Ohhh, this is it. This is where you lose all control and be like your idol,” Willow said, her voice full of excitement.

      I felt my cheeks heat and shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, come on, live a little!” Willow cried. “He is fucking hot. Look at him, look at those broad shoulders, those amazing glass-blue eyes against that black hair, his fucking legs… Jesus even I’m getting wet at the thought of having him.”

      Was this really something my mother would do? Pick up a complete stranger at a bar and let the night take her where it may? Absolutely! However, my luck, I’d come home with some disease or worse, pregnant. I didn’t have a care about what this guy wanted. Nor was I interested.

      “I think my mission to reclaim myself is over,” I muttered, shaking my head. “It was a stupid idea.”

      “At least drink the shot.” She gently bumped me.

      I gave her a look as we both picked up the shot and drank it back. The alcohol burned as it went down, bringing tears to my eyes, which I quickly blinked away. We placed the glasses down on the table and sat back down just as we heard a man clear his throat.

      “Care to dance?”

      We both looked up to see one of the guys who’d been with my admirer.

      Willow gave a smile and looked at me as if I needed to decide for her, but I just shrugged.

      “Well now, let’s let this party begin, shall we?” She threw her head back and laughed, then followed the tall, muscular, dark-haired man to the dance floor.

      I sat there shaking my head and laughing as I watched her dance with the guy. Willow always was a free spirit. If I’d not known, I’d say she was my mother’s daughter and I’d been adopted. She was crazy. Once the second dance started, she came running over to me. “You may as well go to bed. I have a feeling it’s going to be a late night.” She giggled, hugged me, and ran back to continue dancing.

      I sat there for a bit, watching them before getting up and gathering my things. I took one last look at my friend on the dance floor before walking away. She looked comfortable wrapped in his arms, and the second I saw them kiss, I knew she was fine. She appeared to be having a good time, and there were still many people around, so I made my way out of the lobby. Just as I reached the end of the walkway, I heard a throat clear. The guy from the bar stepped out from behind a pillar to my left, his blue eyes bright and twinkling.

      “Your friend is out of control there.” He chuckled, nodding in their direction.

      “Yeah, well, what can I say? She’s always up for a party,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to see her grinding herself against the guy she was with.

      “I see that.” He chuckled, looking over at them. “And what about her friend?”

      I softly smiled. “I’m not really that crazy.”

      “That’s too bad. I could use some company tonight.”

      I felt my cheeks heat as I thought for a moment. I looked over at Willow to see she was still dancing with the guy.

      “Well?” his deep voice asked.

      A moment of unease passed through me, then I cleared my throat. “Sure, I’m⁠—”

      He held out his hand, stopping me from saying any more. “No names. Let’s just have a night of fun.”

      Since I’d just broken up with Greg, and I really wasn’t in any place to be looking for anything, I reminded myself that this was exactly something my mother would want, so I went with it.

      “Okay, no names.” I smiled.

      He pushed himself off the railing he’d been leaning against and took my hand in his as we began walking.

      “How did you enjoy today?” he questioned.

      “Oh snorkeling? It was fun. What about you?”

      “Not too bad. I’m not a huge fan of the ocean. I went more to appease my friends.”

      I smiled. “Same here.”

      “How long are you here for?”

      “Five days, but we leave the day after tomorrow. It was a quick girls’ trip before school starts. What about you?”

      “We leave tomorrow morning.”

      “Ah, back to reality.”

      “Guess you could say that.”

      We stepped onto the beach, and I quickly slipped my shoes off. We continued to walk toward the water’s edge, the cool sand beneath my feet. The water glistened as the moonlight danced over the gentle waves.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, stopping to stare.

      “That it is,” he whispered, bringing us to a stop.

      When I finally looked at him, I noticed his heady eyes staring at me–a look that my ex rarely ever gave to me. He grabbed hold of both of my hands and gently pulled me forward until my body rested against his, then he slid his hands around my waist.

      I swallowed hard as my body heated. He smelled good, a mixture of cologne, sweat, and sea air. His one hand locked on my waist, the other drifted slowly up to my cheek and slid into my hair. Our eyes met, and he leaned in, his lips gently grazing mine.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that all day,” he said in a throaty whisper.

      I was so shocked I said nothing, and before I knew it, his lips met mine again.
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      Aurora

      

      My body became weak as his lips moved from mine to my ear, then to my neck and down to my bare shoulder while his hands explored my body. I could feel him straining through his pants as he pulled me closer. His hand lifted the edge of my skirt and his fingers danced up the back of my thigh and along my panty line.

      As fire ran through my body, I placed my hands on his chest, pushing against him. I needed a second to breathe, anything other than physical contact because every nerve of my body was on fire, something I’d never experienced quite as intensely with anyone before.

      I couldn’t remember ever kissing someone who actually kissed the way he did. Greg never kissed me this way, and he’d never caused this much arousal in me, and here I’d thought he was going to be my forever.

      “Something wrong?” he whispered in my ear, his breath tickling me, sending more waves through me.

      “Give me a moment, just a second, to calm down,” I said, breathing hard. My panties were soaked, my centre was throbbing, and I knew that if he slid my panties to the side and ran his fingers through my centre, I’d combust.

      He chuckled, brought his hand to my cheek, and resumed kissing my neck, sucking my earlobe into his mouth and gently biting it between his teeth, not giving me even the smallest moment to calm down.

      “How about we go back to your room,” he whispered, his breath once again causing a shiver to go through my body. “We can get to know one another a little better,” he whispered, sucking my earlobe between his lips.

      A chill ran through me at the thought. I already knew that was exactly what I wanted, and then I remembered Lorelai.

      “Um…my roommate…she is sleeping,” I said, closing my eyes and attempting to think of anything other than what he was doing so I could breathe.

      “Come back to mine then,” he said, his voice low and throaty while he pulled me gently toward the room buildings.

      I closed my eyes. My heart was in my throat and my chest felt tight. My mouth was dry. I so wanted this…but this wasn’t me. I swallowed hard. Could I do this for one night? Could I actually have a one-night stand with a guy I knew nothing about? I guess I could do this, get this urge to be spontaneous out of my system. Yes, I could be like my mother for only one night.

      Minutes later, we were standing outside of his room. He fiddled with his keycard while I was pressed against the door as we kissed.

      Finally, I heard the click of the lock and felt the door give way. He pinned me against the wall inside and shut the door. His hands ran over my body, down to the hem of my skirt. His rough fingers slid up the backs of my legs, finding my ass. He gripped me tight as he kissed me, his fingers finding their way into my panties and expertly sliding through my centre twice before he began tapping my clit, his lips still on mine, silencing my cries.

      I gripped his shirt. I could feel myself losing control. “You’ve got to stop,” I murmured breathlessly.

      “Why?” he whispered, pulling his lips from mine and looking down into my eyes.

      “Because…I’m going to…come,” I whispered shyly.

      “Come for me then,” he whispered back, applying a little more pressure, now circling my clit over and over.

      He held me tight in his arms as I felt my legs shake. In that moment, something came over me, and I brought my hands to his waist, pulling at the button on his pants, opening them.

      “Fuck me,” he hissed as I gripped his cock firmly and began stroking him.

      His mouth crashed into mine hard as he pulled his hand from my panties, providing me with relief. Then he pulled my hand from his boxers, picked me up, and carried me over to the bed.

      Dropping me onto the mattress, he reached behind his head and pulled his shirt off. My eyes travelled down his muscular chest to his eight-pack. I couldn’t help but stare for a moment. I’d never been with a guy in such shape. When he met my eyes, I pulled my shirt off and dropped it to the floor as well. Then he dropped his pants and boxers, his cock springing free. I bit my bottom lip. Even his cock was amazing.

      “Lift,” he demanded as he took hold of my skirt and panties.

      Excitement filled me. I swallowed hard as I did as I was told, and he pulled them off me, dropping them to the floor. Pushing me down on the bed, he knelt on the mattress and spread me open before him.

      Moonlight poured through the sliding glass door enough that I could see his eyes wash over me. My stomach swirled with nerves, and as I watched his eyes roam my body, I was suddenly thankful the lights weren’t on.

      He took a moment to run his thumb through my wetness, then bent down to kiss me hard. He then leaned over, pulling a box off the night-table, and ripped open a condom wrapper, slid it on himself, and then lined himself up at my opening.

      I could feel the intrusion starting and closed my eyes as I let out a small moan.

      “Just relax,” he said, inching his way a little more, practically torturing me as I felt the stretch.

      I bit my bottom lip. I wanted to feel him. I wanted him to remove every memory of my ex from my brain.

      “Relax,” he soothed, bringing his thumb to my clit, rubbing me as he continued to slowly work his way inside me.

      “That’s it,” he said breathlessly when I let out a loud moan as he gave me my wish, fully seating himself inside of me.

      I closed my eyes as he started pumping into me. Slow at first, then a little faster, a little harder. I could feel my orgasm building once again, and he reached down between us, his thumb finding my clit once again.

      “I want you to come before me,” he panted. “Girls always get to come before me.”

      I didn’t know what it was about his voice saying those words that turned me on so much, but I felt my climax building fast. I gripped the sheets and went to place my hand on his to stop him from rubbing that sensitive bundle, but he took hold of my hands and held them above my head, pinning me to the mattress.

      “Don’t even think about it.” He groaned. “You come before me, got it?”

      Somewhere inside of me, I liked he was taking control and telling me how it was going to be. That differed from anything I’d ever experienced, so I did what he wanted.

      I could feel the heat at the base of my spine build, and I tried to pull my hands from his one-handed grip, but it was useless. My legs went numb as my orgasm ripped through me, causing me to cry out. He let go of my hands and pumped hard into me, going deeper than before. His breathing changed, his muscles flexed, and he held me tight as he let go, eventually collapsing on me, breathing hard into the mattress.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. I didn’t know how long I’d been asleep because I didn’t remember coming back to my room. I didn’t remember having that much to drink that I’d black out on my way back to my room, either. Regardless, I stretched and let out a breath, wondering what on earth had prompted that kind of dream. It had been so real, so vivid, it was as if it had actually happened. It was then I felt the bed move and someone let out a snore. Afraid to move, I glanced at the clock. A little after three. I quickly sat up, my body aching in spots it hadn’t in a while, reminding me that the dream I’d had wasn’t a dream but had really happened.

      Panic filled my chest. Had I really had a one-night stand with a guy whose name I didn’t know? Had I really acted just like my mother? Tears escaped my eyes. It was tequila, way too much tequila. That was what had happened, and Willow. She’d left me alone to be with that guy. If I knew her well, which I did, she’d probably set the entire thing up. The guy who distracted her and had sent me heading back to my room instead of sitting alone at a table was the entire reason I was in this mess. I tried to gather my thoughts as the man sleeping beside me let out a huge snore and rolled onto his stomach.

      I had to get out of here before he woke. There was no way I could handle another round with him. I wasn’t sure I wanted to either. He’d literally just blown my mind.

      I slid from the bed, careful not to make any noise. I walked around the bed, bent down and grabbed my skirt, then my T-shirt. Stepping into the skirt, I threw my T-shirt over my head before realizing I didn’t have my bra or my panties. I glanced around the room and spotted my bra slung over the TV, but my panties were nowhere to be found. Looking around the room again, I tried to think about when he’d taken them off but drew a blank as he shifted on the bed and stopped snoring. I needed to get out of here before he woke up.

      As I made my way to the door, I began thinking of Lorelai. If she woke up and didn’t find me in our room, she’d panic and probably call hotel security. I could just imagine her waking the others. It would be an embarrassing disaster that I hoped wouldn’t happen.

      I glanced at the door and held my breath as I waited for him to snore again. Surely, if I opened the door we’d come in, he’d wake. I glanced over to the large sliding door at the opposite end of the room and knew that was going to be my only chance.

      As soon as he started snoring again, I grabbed my shoes, tiptoed to the other door, grabbing my bra on the way and slid the door open, slipping outside. I took one glance back to see if I could see my panties on the floor, but there was nothing. Then I looked over to make sure he was still asleep. He was, so I carefully and quietly shut the door.

      The second the cool night air hit me, I started shaking. I walked as fast as I could to warm up, but I was frozen. Perhaps I wasn’t cold and it was just anxiety. I couldn’t believe what had happened, and as I made my way back to my room, I felt dirty. I wondered if this was what my mother felt like because if it was, it wasn’t worth it.

      My stomach turned more and more the closer I got to my room, and before I made it, I found myself bent over, throwing up in the bushes. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. What had I just done? This definitely wasn’t something I’d ever do again, I thought to myself as I approached the door to my room, throwing up one more time in the bushes.

      I tapped my keycard, stepped inside, slipped my shoes off, and tiptoed to my bed, quickly shedding my skirt. I crawled into bed, lay on my back and stared up at the ceiling, swallowing down the never-ending feeling of regret that was already settling in and vowed to myself never to mention the events of this night to anyone.
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        * * *

      

      One thing I knew my mother never did was lose sleep over these types of things, which proved to me I’d probably made the worst mistake ever. I’d tossed and turned most of the night, the entire evening replaying over in my mind. I’d even thrown up one more time before the sun rose. When I decided I’d tortured myself enough, I got up early, took a hot shower, popped a motion sickness pill, and made my way down to the lobby bar to get a coffee before breakfast. I needed to clear my mind before the girls got to me, and the only way for me to do that was to be alone.

      I sat at a table that seated five and sipped on my black coffee, a plate full of food in front of me. I’d already taken a walk on the beach, looking for little shells to divert my attention to anything but last night. Once the buffet opened, I wandered up and filled a plate full of fresh fruit and returned to the table, and now I sat looking out over the water. I was about to shove a piece of papaya into my mouth when I saw my friends approaching. Everyone looked well-rested, except Willow. She looked rough.

      The four of them wandered over to the table and sat down.

      “Didn’t hear you come in last night. Or leave this morning,” Lorelai said, shoving her beach bag under her chair before sitting down.

      “Yeah, I was super quiet, didn’t want to wake you,” I lied, not wanting to give any hints to what had happened last night after I’d left Willow. However, she lowered her sunglasses and gave me a questioning look.

      “Willow didn’t come in until the wee hours of the morning.” Adalyn giggled.

      “Must have been a good night.” Hannah laughed.

      I looked at Willow, practically begging her not to say anything about me, only it did little good.

      “It was, but I think you should all ask Aurora how her night was.” She giggled, dropping her glasses back down to cover her bloodshot eyes.

      All three girls looked at me, wondering what it was Willow was talking about. I looked at Willow, trying to hide the fact that I wanted to kill her for saying anything at all, then I turned to look at the girls.

      “Well, come on, don’t keep this a secret. We want all the details,” Lorelai cried.

      “Yeah, spill it.” Hannah laughed. “It’s probably way too good to keep to yourself.”

      “Was he tall, dark, and handsome? Did he slip you the tongue, or better yet…something else?” Adalyn questioned, resting her chin on her hand, her eyes full of curiosity.

      I felt my cheeks flush at her suggestion because that was exactly what had happened, in exactly that order. I didn't want to tell them anything. The first thing they’d wonder was his name, and I didn’t—huge tramp that I was—even know it. I mean, who the hell agrees to not exchange names? My stomach turned at the thought that I’d slept with a guy I knew nothing about. He could have had anything, I thought, beginning to panic only to remember he had worn a condom.

      As I glanced around the table at my friends, I could see the questions in their eyes while I looked over at Willow, seriously ready to hurt her. How had she even seen me leave with him?

      “Ask her what time she got in?” Willow giggled, knowing full well she was getting under my skin.

      The three of them looked at me. “What time?” Lorelai asked, mild concern beginning to line her face.

      Once again, I said nothing. I just glared at Willow, who sat there looking back at me, looking proud of herself, which made me wonder if she really hadn’t orchestrated the entire thing.

      “What is going on, Aurora?” Lorelai questioned. “Are you alright?”

      Everyone was quiet as they waited for me to respond. Then Willow cleared her throat and leaned forward.

      “I saw her pinned up against the wall outside that guy’s room as he sucked on her neck around one in the morning.” Willow laughed, looking at me over the frame of her sunglasses.

      “You didn’t!” Lorelai cried with excitement.

      “Oh my god, you reclaimed yourself!” Adalyn cried as Hannah shook me with excitement.

      “Tell us all about it!” Hannah exclaimed, while Lorelai looked at me with shock.

      I buried my head in my hands, wishing I could hide from their eyes, but I couldn’t. I was so ashamed and knew that this was why I didn’t want to tell my friends. I couldn’t imagine how my mother ever felt good about doing stuff like this.

      “Girls, give her a moment to digest what has happened. Go get some food, you’ll need it, because I have a feeling this story is going to be explosive!” Willow said, digging into her beach bag and pulling out some headache pills.

      “You better introduce us to him later on,” Adalyn said before standing up. “Ladies, shall we eat?”

      “We need all the details,” Lorelai added. “Leave nothing out.”

      “And she means nothing out.” Hannah winked.

      The three of them stood, but Willow stayed. “Go ahead,” she said, dropping her glasses to cover her eyes once again. “I’m not hungry just yet.”

      We watched them walk away. I looked off toward the water. I had nothing to say to Willow. I was angry she’d do something like this to me. As soon as the others were out of earshot, Willow cleared her throat and put her hand on my arm.

      “What?” I muttered, not turning to look at her.

      “Aurora, there is no reason to be embarrassed at the fact you didn’t get his name.”

      “How on earth do you know I didn’t get his name?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t, but I sense something is different with you.”

      I looked over at her, wondering if she was just throwing things out there to see what would stick, or if she really did sense something different about me.

      “Also, there isn’t any shame in a one-night stand. Some of the best sex I’ve had in my brief life has been with one-night stands. I recommend everyone have at least one or two of them in their lifetime. The reason being is that there is no pressure if you don’t know the person, nor any pressure because you never have to see them again if you don’t want to. Makes for epic sex.”

      I felt my cheeks heat at the memory of last night. I didn’t recall ever coming as hard as I did last night.

      “See what I mean?” Willow whispered before she stood up and took off toward the other girls. Halfway across the room, she stopped and turned around, making her way back over to me. “Oh, and don’t worry. I’m sorry if I put you on the spot. I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. From now on, I promise I won’t say anything about it to anyone. Now stop the blushing, own what happened, and eat your fruit.”
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      Aurora - 9 Months Later

      
      I waited impatiently, standing just outside the airport’s departure area, watching people exit as I waited for my brother. His plane had come in late, which was making us late for our next stop, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t really all that excited about the next stop anyway. I let out a huff, sat down, and checked the time on my watch. When I looked up, I finally spotted Walker, his large green duffel bag flung over his shoulder, looking over the crowd for me.

      I stood up, waving my hand in the air and smiling. This was the longest we’d ever been apart, and I’d missed him a lot. I’d struggled a lot this year after returning from Mexico. It wasn’t just the actions on the trip, either; it was school. This last semester had been hard, and losing my friendship with Willow, Adalyn, and Hannah hadn’t helped matters. I hadn’t even been able to call my brother while he’d been away, so to have him home for a weekend meant a lot.

      “Walker! Over here!” I shouted.

      He glanced in my direction, waved, and made his way through the crowd to me.

      “Hey, sis,” he said, throwing his arms around me.

      “Walker!” I cried, hugging him back. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You too. You look good. Thanks for coming to pick me up. I figured Mom would have wanted to be here as well,” he said, looking around as if he were hoping she was going to jump out of some undisclosed location.

      “Ah, yes, our mother. I offered to pick her up, but since Mr. Romance appeared, she’s been… preoccupied.”

      “Ah, yes, Mr. Romance. Have you met him yet?” Walker asked as he held the door open for me.

      I shook my head. “No, not yet. Not sure I really want to, given her track record. We’ll just get used to him and he’ll be gone, just like all the others.”

      “Can’t say I blame you there… I feel the same way, although she told me in her last email that this one was different,” Walker replied, giving me a funny look.

      I let out a laugh. “Oh yes, different. I think we have heard that before, haven’t we?”

      Walker nodded. “We have. I think it was guy two, five, and eight, or maybe it was five, seven, and twelve.”

      “No, I know it wasn’t number eight. He was the one with that crazy laugh that she couldn’t stand.”

      “No, that was seven. Number eight was the fire investigator that she met the night of the bar fire, remember?”

      “Oh god, yes. How did I forget that? She was sure he was going to be the love of her life, and yet here we are, a new one again.”

      Walker laughed. “Do you know anything about him?”

      I shook my head. “Not much. She’s been unusually tight-lipped about him, but she did let it slip that this one comes with a new stepbrother. Apparently, he’s about your age.”

      Walker looked at me with the same curious, annoyed look that I was sure had crossed my face the first time I’d heard about this man and had told Lorelai. It was just like Mom to drop this announcement on us. After all, she hadn’t lost her freedom, and even though I’d always wanted to be like her, after the events of our girls’ trip, I’d changed my mind. The shame from that night had been enough to stop me from dating since. I’d decided I was happy being boring old Aurora.

      I popped the trunk on my car while Walker threw his duffel bag in, and then we climbed in. We were going to meet our new stepfather today. Apparently, Penelope had met him four months after I returned from Cozumel and had accepted his proposal a few weeks later. It was fast. She’d surprised me with a call only a couple of weeks ago and dropped the news that they had gotten married while on a trip to Vegas.

      When I’d found out Walker would come home during my spring break, I made sure to be available to be here. It was the perfect opportunity for us to meet this man, and I was happy to not have to do it alone.

      “So do you know much about the stepbrother?” Walker questioned.

      I shook my head as I pulled off the highway. “Nothing really. Mom said he isn’t around much. He travels a lot. Other than that, she has said nothing to me about him. I’d almost hedge a guess she’s probably never met him herself, given the rush of the entire relationship.”

      “That figures.” Walker shook his head.

      “Can you check the address on that piece of paper in the middle console?”

      Walker picked up the paper. “69 Fletcher Cresent.”

      “Okay. I was sure that was what it was.” I said, turning into one of the wealthiest areas of Vancouver.

      As we drove through the neighbourhood filled with houses as big as we’d ever seen, Walker let out a whistle.

      “Looks like Mom finally did something right.” He chuckled. “This neighbourhood is filled with a lot of doctors, lawyers, and I’ve heard the occasional sports stars.”

      I giggled. “Maybe it’s her divorce lawyer from husband number four.”

      “Ha, that wouldn’t be funny. That guy hated me.” Walker chuckled.

      “Well, you’re different now. You’ve cleaned up your life.”

      We both looked at one another and laughed. I turned onto Fletcher Cresent, and within seconds we spotted number 69. I slowed my old beater of a car down and pulled into the driveway.

      I’d just cut the engine when I saw Mom wave from the front door. Then she pushed it open and ran out into the driveway. She looked radiant in a white dress, especially with her dark tan.

      “You ready?” Walker questioned.

      “Not really, but there is no turning back now. She’s already spotted us.”

      Walker chuckled and pushed his door open at the same time I did, and we both climbed out of the car and walked around to the front of it where we met Mother. She immediately threw her arms around both of us, pulling us in for a hug.

      “Gosh, you two look great. I’ve missed you both so much,” she said, now hugging us individually. “I’m so glad you are both here.”

      When she grabbed me, she pulled me against her. “Come on, come inside and meet Joe,” she said, pulling us toward the door.

      She hadn’t even asked Walker how his first nine months had been. She hadn’t asked me how school was going, if I was passing or failing, or worse, had dropped out. It shouldn’t have surprised me. It was just like her; nothing had changed. She was and always would be solely focused on herself.

      We stepped inside the house. I slipped my shoes off and then followed Walker, who followed Mom. I could tell he was just as uncomfortable in this house as I was. As Mom entered the kitchen, Walker glanced over his shoulder at me.

      “Are you as stumped as I am?” he whispered.

      I gave him a crooked smile. “Sure am. This is effed-up,” I said through clenched teeth.

      We stepped into the kitchen. “Aurora, Walker, this is Joe,” Mom said, introducing him as Walker came to stand beside me. He was a very attractive, well-built older man, and it surprised me to see him at the counter making a tray of drinks. It was usually my mother doing those things.

      “Walker,” he said, shaking my brother’s hand, “nice to meet you.”

      Then he turned to me. “Aurora, nice to meet you as well. Your mother has told me lots about both of you, and I look forward to getting to know each of you better. I also look forward to being your stepfather,” he said, coming over and hugging me.

      He smiled at me and then went back over to finish making the drinks while Mom started going on about how proud she was of both of us. We looked at one another as we listened to her go on like she was the one responsible for our schooling and career decisions, when the truth was, if you asked her, she’d barely even know what I was in school for.

      “My dear, how about the four of us retire out back by the pool?” Joe said. “Dylan will be here shortly, I’m sure. Then I’ll get some food on the barbeque. I know he’s looking forward to meeting you both,” Joe said, putting his hand on Mom’s lower back and guiding her toward the back door.

      Mom grabbed the tray of drinks and carried them outside while we followed. The backyard was amazing. A huge in-ground pool sat in the centre of a very well landscaped backyard. Walker and I took a seat at the table and helped ourselves to a drink.

      “Oh, I know the two of you are going to love Dylan. He’s been looking forward to meeting you both as well,” Mom said, giggling as Joe tapped her behind.

      I glanced at my brother, who gave me a look of disbelief before taking a drink.

      “We are looking forward to meeting him. What does he do?” Walker asked.

      “Dylan is the centre for the Vancouver Dominators,” Joe announced.

      “Holy hell. Seriously?” Walker asked. “Now I’ll know two of them.”

      I shook my head. It looked like Walker was going to be pulled to the dark side with our mother, leaving me to fend for myself in this nightmare. Lorelai’s brother played for the Dominators as well, and since they were and had always been Walker’s favourite team, I could only imagine how excited he was.

      “Yep.” Joe smiled. “Who else do you know?” he questioned.

      I cleared my throat. “Phil Anderson is my best friend’s brother. He plays for them as well.”

      “Ah, yes, he plays right defense. He’s an excellent player,” Joe said.

      Instantly, my brother began asking him questions, and his eyes lit up at every answer. He was beaming by the time Joe invited him inside to show him some things, leaving me alone outside with Mom.

      I stood there looking around the backyard, tension building between us. She’d been on me for the past few months about dating. I let out a sigh as I looked at the gardens, praying for Walker to return, when she cleared her throat.

      “So, have you met anyone at school?” she asked, pouring me another drink.

      I shook my head.

      “You know, you really should take some time to get to know some guys in your classes.”

      “I’m just trying to focus on getting good grades, Penelope.”

      “I ran into Willow the other day. She asked how you were doing. She says you’ve been distant since Cozumel.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was just like my mother to try and pull information out of me. She’d never even asked me how that trip had gone. It didn’t matter anyway because she was the last person I’d tell anything about that trip.

      “Is that so? Did she say anything else?” I said, fishing to find out if she’d told my mother about my lack of judgment on that trip.

      “Nothing,” she answered, looking at me. “Did something happen on that trip between the two of you that you’d like to talk about?”

      I almost choked on the lemonade as those words fell from her mouth. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact she asked or the fact that she actually thought I’d talk to her about it. Regardless, I grabbed a napkin, wiped the lemonade from my chin, and shook my head.

      “No, Mom. All is fine. We’re just on different paths. So why don’t you tell me where you met Joe?”

      I sat there listening to her every once in a while, zoning out as I thought about my friends. Since we’d returned, I’d only kept in touch with Lorelai, but then we were the only ones who were finishing up our classes at the University of Victoria. The others had gone to the University of Toronto, but I’d heard through the grapevine Willow had dropped out of her program because of family issues and had returned to Vancouver.

      “So that is why you are here,” my mother said loud enough to pull me away from my thoughts.

      I hadn’t heard a word she said, but judging from her smile, I was sure I’d find out without having to ask again.

      “I see.”

      The sliding door to the patio opened and out walked Joe and Walker, both talking up a storm. Mom smiled while I shifted in my seat. Walker looked like he was walking on cloud nine.

      “God, I can’t believe I’m actually going to meet him,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Thanks for showing me all that stuff. What a rush,” Walker said, coming and sitting down beside me.

      “He should be here any minute,” Joe said, glancing at his watch.

      “Excuse me, but I need to use the washroom,” I said, standing up.

      “Sure thing. Just make a left down the hall from the kitchen door. It’s the first door on your right.” Joe smiled, opening the door for me.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled my phone from my pocket once I had locked the door to the bathroom and quickly texted Lorelai. I’d told her I’d let her know what was up the moment I found out.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: So, Penelope’s big surprise…she’s married to a man whose son is a Dominator

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: WHAT???? Aurora, what are you talking about?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: My mother married a man who’s the father to one of the Vancouver Dominators

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Oh god. Your brother must be beside himself. Have you met him yet? Who is it? I’ll have to tell Phil.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: Nope, have not met him yet. He is apparently on his way over.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: What’s your new surprise stepfather like?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: Little different from the others. He lives over in the ritzy part of Vancouver. My car looks like a sore thumb in the driveway. Oh, and he actually wears full shirts, not wife beaters. Penelope has officially stepped up. He made drinks for everyone instead of standing over Penelope and demanding she do it. It’s like an alternate reality.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Sounds like a complete 360.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: You think? Something has got to be wrong with the entire picture.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Maybe she has changed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: Do you remember Penelope? LOL

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Your mom, despite her faults, all of her faults, deserves to be with a decent guy, you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      
      I tapped the side of my phone as I recounted the steps of the events so far tonight. I hadn’t been able to remember anything being out of place in this picture, except for my mother.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: I’m sure the whole thing will blow up once this guy doesn’t treat my mother like trash.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Maybe she is looking for a change.

      

      

      

      

      

      
      I heard some footsteps in the hallway and a murmur of voices. I bet my new stepbrother was here.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: Got to go. I think the stepbrother is here. I’m hiding in the bathroom, and before they get suspicious, I need to make an appearance.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Text me later. I want to know who it is, and I want to hear all about the evening. I don’t think I can wait until you get home.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurora: Okay, I’ll let you know the instant I find out. Then you can ask your brother about him and let me know if he is a decent guy.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorelai: Will do. Have fun.

      

      

      

      

      

      
      I pocketed my phone, flushed the toilet, and opened the door a crack to see the hallway empty. I shut the light off and made my way into the kitchen where I could see my mother standing beside Joe and Walker, talking with someone I
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