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Here are songs from the “Horseback Hero” playlist!

Feel free to follow the playlist on Spotify to find more songs I felt related to the novel.

1. Nobody But You – Blake Shelton & Gwen Stefani (Country)

2.  Facts – H.E.R (R&B)

3.  Southern Girl – Incubus (Rock)

4.  Messy – Chase Rice (Country)

5.  Believe – Meek Mill ft Justin Timberlake (Rap)

6.  You And Tequila – Kenny Chesney ft Grace Potter (Country)

7.  Baby Hold on to Me – Eddie Money (Rock)

8.  Gots Ta Be (Pop/R&B)

9.  Not 20 Anymore – Bebe Rexha (R&B)

10.  Old Town Road (Remix) – Lil Nas X ft Billy Ray Cyrus (Country Rap)

More songs: https://spoti.fi/3d6iQ3f 
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I LIVE FOR REAL LIFE moments of artistic perfection.

Moments that seem like they were ripped out of a sketchbook or script or graphic novel.

Scenes that are so surreal you can hardly fathom their beauty because they belong on the pages of a highly rated comic book, not unfolding right in front of your eyes.

Being on South Haven Island, on one of the most beautiful beaches in the entire country, while watching God’s gorgeous gift to country music, Cooper Copeland, croon “Midnight Rain” at midnight while a rain shower covers us definitely fits into the category of too flawless not to have gone through multiple edits. 

My sister, Jazmyn, pulls her crotchet braids to one side of her face, drapes her long, espresso-shaded arm around my shoulder and sways us together, singing along off key as well as offbeat. The second the song ends, she shoots her other hand into the air and screams, “Woooo! We love you Cooper!”

I smirk to myself, thankful the other side of my sister has finally come out to play.

There are two versions of my older, anal-retentive sibling. The one that I hate to go out to dinner with due to the fact it almost always ends with a “May I Speak To Your Manager” incident, and the one I have to talk down off bar tops. While the latter doesn’t make nearly enough appearances, I’m never disappointed when she does. That side of my sister has helped me get through and over many break ups, which is why having her here for the tail end of this one was a must. As was pumping her full of margaritas.

Strawberry.

She resists the lime.

“Wooooo!” Dessi, my best friend, wraps a freshly tanned arm around my waist. “We wanna have your babies!!!”

My giggling at her drunkenness is immediate.

There are also two versions of my bestie. The one whose current breath could take down a polar bear, and the one who I had to physically drag away from her house to come on this vacation. Honestly, she needs this time away about as much as I do. Mother of five — who rarely gets a moment to herself to make coffee — should occasionally sneak away for some R&R. It’s not like the kids are going to burn the house down while she’s gone.

Eh.

Probably not.

The littlest one worries me.

You know...the older I get, the more I realize that there are often two versions of most people. A good hunk of people are no different than the comic book crusaders I love to spend hours reading about. They have their secret identity and masked persona. Which is which varies from person to person; however, it’s usually the same shit. Each half of themselves they are only comfortable displaying when certain people are watching. Very rarely do I, or have I, come across individuals who are the same no matter what audience is near them.

It’s okay, though.

I worked hard at being comfortable in my own skin, whether I was at a comic book convention or accepting a promotion at the company I work for. 

It took practice. 

Dedication. 

And constant punching the “give a damn” button until it eventually busted.

“This is the best break up gift ever,” Jazmyn gushes at the same time we join the crowd that has begun exiting. “All my exes ever left me with were, what felt like, an endless supply of unused condoms.”

Quite the confession from Obi-Wan Prude-obi. 

Just going to pretend that wasn’t the truth bomb we were looking for and secretly enjoy it.

Dessi hums in a contemplative manner. “If drunken memory does me justice-”

“Which it rarely does,” I mutter under my breath.

“-all my last ex left me with was a shit ton of paperwork to get his ass off of my fucking gym account.”

“Hey now, technically, it was my birthday gift.” My correction draws their stares. “He bought it long before we split, and then insisted I still go.”

He also took me to dinner two days before I left, pleaded that I take the time to truly relax my mind, and reconsider giving us a second shot when I returned.

That he was a changed person.

That he was more than the boring, work-obsessed man I believed him to be.

That he had hobbies and interests outside of watching his stocks spike.

Not gonna lie.

Haven’t actually made it around to thinking about him in that capacity.

Hell, if it wasn’t for Jazmyn bringing it up now, I still probably wouldn’t.

Dessi gives her damp, dirty blonde hair a ruffle. “Who cares what the fuck the occasion really was?! It’s still an amazing fucking gift!”

Alcohol-infused Dessi also drops as many cuss words as she possibly can. I credit this to the fact she has to overly censor herself when she’s sober. After she got a call from Destiny’s teacher, on her second day of Kindergarten, because her daughter shouted, “I don’t wanna leave the fucking playground yet!” she made an overly conscious effort to wash up the language she uses in front of them. That was three years ago. Figured it’d pass. It hasn’t. Makes some of my bonding time with my Godchildren a bit more difficult, especially when Daffy, the youngest, runs over my toe with her toy grocery cart on “accident”. 
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ACCIDENT MY ASS.

That little demon knows exactly what she’s doing all the damn time.

My attention shoots to the dark sky, surprised it’s already stopped raining, only to have it grabbed once more by Dessi’s drunken declaration, “I love this place so fucking much I may never go home.” 

“You have to go home.”

Her ivory nose scrunches in an argumentative fashion. “Do I, though?”

“Yes.”

“Do I really?”

“Yes.”

Dessi remains unconvinced. “Give me one good reason why.”

“I can give your ass five,” my mirth-filled voice chimes, “and their ages range from three to twelve.”

Her pouty feet stomping in the sand indicates just how truly trashed she is.

While I like to say I understand, the truth is I really don’t. Her whole life revolves around those girls. It begins and ends with them, followed closely by her husband. It’s a way of living I’ve never known. I don’t have kids. I don’t even have pets because they would need that much attention from me. Sometimes I think I’m just too selfish to ever have kids or be a good wife, but Dessi believes that I just haven’t found the person I want those things with. She rambles on and on sometimes, while snuggling Daffy, how my mind will completely change when I meet the love of my life. 

Too bad I met him.

Loved him.

And was unexpectedly dumped by him.

Those details are in my origin story.

Issue number three or five, depending which segment style I want to break my adolescent days into. 

“Come on, Mother Grey Goose.” I attempt to tug her along. “Let’s get you back to the room, sober you up a bit, and then put you to bed.”

“That sounds awful,” she whines. 

“You say waffles?” My sister pops into the conversation. “’Cause I could eat the fuck out of some waffles. And chicken. Ohmygod, chicken and waffles!”

“Yes!” Dessi excitedly squeaks. “You think they have fucking chicken and waffles here?!”  

“Probably like fancy fucking chicken and waffles.” Jazmyn enthusiastically nods, braids bouncing with so such zest they almost slap her in the face. “With like fancy syrup and shit.”

The glaring mistake of letting them get a little too wasted has me cringing at the conversation.

Not only do I not care for the pair of chicken and waffles, I forgot how much I hate being the most sober person in a party situation. 

I mean, I probably could’ve gotten drunk with them, but I’ve had business to take care of. Even on vacation, work still calls. Crises still occur. Deadlines remain definite. Doesn’t seem to matter that I’m not readily available, they still treat me like I am. Might help if I distanced myself or behaved like I was on actual vacation rather than just a long work from home weekend.

Maybe that should be tomorrow’s goal.

Or I guess today’s goal since it’s after midnight.

Just turn off my phone and get completely shit-faced. 

Forget about the huge project I was entrusted with.

Forget about the fact I still have no permanent place to live.

Forget about the engagement I abruptly ended in the middle of a bridal dress fitting.

God, that sounds like heaven.

“Lu?”

And so does that...

Wait.

No.

No, it doesn’t.

No, it hasn’t in almost fifteen years.

My face barely has time to turn his direction before his country-accented voice warmly states, “That is you...”

Am I drunk?

Did being surrounded by a bunch of drunk people somehow get me drunk?

Is there a booze osmosis process I don’t know about?

Or has my overworked brain finally reached the level of hallucination I promised Jazmyn I’d see a therapist about if it ever did?

Should I be booking an appointment?

The moment he arrives directly in front of my frozen body, my ability to breathe completely vanishes.

How the fuck is this fair?

He’s aged like the perfect bottle of vintage Dom Perignon. He’s got to be an inch taller than when I last saw him, putting him at 6’1, almost 6’2, and definitely a couple inches wider in the shoulders, biceps, and chest area. His hair is still the same shade of mood ring brown. It would get noticeably darker in the winter yet hold onto the faintest light highlights to remind you of its brighter color that hits during summer. Unlike when we were eighteen and his sweet face was slender with a very obvious inability to grow any facial hair, it’s filled in and is sharply cut with neatly groomed hair outlining the edges like a map leading you to the treasure that is still his lips. They’re thinner than some people like, but never was I ever disappointed by them. 

Or really him for that matter.

Except, of course, when he ended everything between us, leaving me emotionally shattered and uninterested in relationships for years to come.

Ugh.

Why couldn’t he have aged poorly like the shitty beer we used to drink back in the day?

Why is it he’s standing here in a white t-shirt that’s wet and clinging to the outline of his pecs like he just walked off a country music video set where they were pretending he was crying in the rain?

This is another one of those moments that is a little too flawless not to be fake.

Wonder where the artist behind this picture-perfect panel is hiding.  

His old nickname for me comes out of him a second time on somewhat of a whisper, “Lu...”

“Who the fuck is Lu?” Dessi venomously bites. “And who the fuck are you?”

There’s no pause for me to reply due to my sister squealing, “Ohmygod, Beau Wilson?!”

Dessi instantly gasps loud enough to knock us all backwards. “Like the Beau Wilson?!”

My mouth moves to chastise her for giving his name the extra emphasis.

It’s so not needed.

“You’re bigger than I remember,” Jazmyn callously comments. “Satan don’t come for my soul... you’re even fucking hotter too.”

The corner of his lip kicks upward at the same time he gives her a small nod. “Thanks?”

“Definitely fucking different than the pictures,” Dessi hums to herself, clearly taking mental inventory of the parts of him she likes. “If you would’ve looked like this back then, she’d probably still be riding that ass like a rodeo clown.”

Beau laughs loudly, and every fiber of my being completely melts at the sound.

God, when’s the last time I ever had a reaction to someone like this?

When’s the last time I heard someone make that noise and felt as though everything in the entire world was exactly as it should be?

My lips press firmly together at the same time the answer aches my chest.

Almost fifteen years ago.

The day before he walked out of my life.

“You know none of my high school exes aged this well,” Dessi tosses the statement to me. “They all look like they’d joined the same beer gut and balding club.”

“Lu was much more than my high school girlfriend.” Beau’s blue stare swings back to me. “She was my everything.”

The two of them swoon together, which prompts my eyes to soar to the sky in an annoyed fashion.

These heifers are not helping.

I already know he can say romantic shit.

That was never in short supply when we were together.

Neither were love notes, phone calls, or kisses that could make my toes curl.

My mouth twitches to shit on the end of his statement, more than ready to remind him that’s a lie because you don’t just up and leave “your everything” without a real warning or  context clues or a slight ominous change in your wardrobing, when my best friend suggests, “Why don’t you two catch up?!”

The narrowed look she’s immediately given by me is blatantly ignored.

“Good idea!” Jazmyn promptly agrees. “What a good idea! That idea is almost as good as chicken and waffles!”

Again!

Not a good idea!

“Yessssss!!!” Dessi drags the word out unnecessarily long. “You two catch up, and we’ll get some ketchup!”

“What do you need ketchup for?” Jazmyn sneers. 

“The chicken.”

“That’s blasphemy.”

“You’re blasphemy.”

This is blasphemy.

“We will continue this fucking argument thataway,” Dessi points to the path ahead, “and loser has to fucking buy the winner breakfast.”

“Deal!”

“It’s free,” my contribution is given in a mumble. “All expenses prepaid, remember?”

The two of them traipse their inebriated asses away without a second glance in my direction. 

Benedict bitches. 

This is the thanks I get for bringing them here?! They didn’t have to pay for their flight, the resort, or any of the damn add-ons so far, and they give thanks by abandoning me with my ex-boyfriend when they’re supposed to be helping me get drunk to forget my ex-fiancé? 

We’re absolutely having a come to Jesus talk the minute they sober the fuck up.

“The Beau Wilson, huh?” His voice is filled with levity. “Do I have the the attached ‘cause there’s been so many others with the same name in your life?”

“There’s only one Beau Wilson.” 

He beams bright enough to blind me. “And there’s only one Lu Foxx.”

Heat burns my latte-colored complexion so boldly I have to force my face downward in order to collect myself. 

For fuck’s sake, could I get any more starry-eyed and stupid?!

Shouldn’t I be over this phase in my life?

Isn’t there some sort of fine print that once you pass thirty you can’t be googly eyed and schoolgirl giggly over the opposite sex?

Swallowing my desire to swoon for a second time, I lift my light brown eyes back to his blues that are sparkling in the moonlight. 

Literally. 

Fucking. 

Sparkling.

Whoever added that effect needs to be removed and fired from this project currently titled “My Life”.

I clear my throat in a poor attempt to regain my composure. “It’s actually Laurel. No one calls me Lu.”

The correction seems to strike him as though it hurts to hear.

Yeah, well so did being dropped like he was quitting a smoking habit cold turkey.

Beau gives me a small nod. “Alright then. What do you say about comin’ back to my room for a drink, Laurel?”

His bitter over pronunciation of my name doesn’t go unnoticed.

“Do a little catchin’ up?”

No.

That should be the answer.

Super simple.

Super easy.

Super quick.

No.

And if he wants it in another language, there’s always Spanish, which is...no.

I can also give it to him in French, German, and Japanese, thanks to having to learn a little of each for business purposes.

“I um...” the words are somewhat jumbled along-side the action of gesturing to my red, floor-length, summer maxi dress, “wet. And um,” my finger points to the sky at the same time I scrunch my nose, “rain, you know?”

Beau’s brow creases in confusion.

Come on, Laurel! You can do this! You can complete a sentence like English is indeed your first damn language! This is a conversation, not a collection of exclamation marks and other symbols used to express frustration in a Deadpool comic book!  

I force myself to shut my eyes, take a long deep breath, and click my tongue ring against my teeth to help compile my scattered senses. Once they open and focus back on the chiseled creation I can’t believe I call my ex, I absentmindedly agree, “Sure.”

Beau’s beautiful smile returns causing my knees, yet again, to buckle. “Well, alright then. Follow me.”

His body turns back towards the route of the exit, and I’m given a perfect shot of his framed ass in a pair of jeans that fit oh so right. My teeth sink into my bottom lip pretending it’s the double dose of round vitamin C he’s packing instead. 

How on earth is his ass that plump and that firm?

Are those ass injections?

No...Can’t be.

Beau’s a man’s man, no Hollywood glam.

Probably doesn’t even own a tie, let alone a suit.

Talk about the complete opposite of Alessandro Iannucci, the man who has probably left me at least three text messages and a goodnight voicemail.

The man I want to set free...almost exactly like this one did to me.

Rather than let myself get caught fixating on the view or spiral into more complicated thoughts revolving around my ex-fiancé, I speed up my steps to be at his side. “You here with friends, too?”

“Buddy.” He nods as we move along with the last of the crowd. “Celebratin’.”

“Your birthday or something else?”

His eyes drop back down to mine. “You remember?”

“Of course, I remember,” I nonchalantly brush off. “You forget very little about your first love.”

“Ain’t that the truth...”

The sweet softness of his echoed agreement in combination with his pleading stare that seems to be pumping with hopes of forgiveness forces me to, yet again, shift my gaze elsewhere. 

It’s like staring into the goddamn sun.

You’re not supposed to do that.

Doctors tell you from the time you’re very little what a stupid idea that is.

Same warning should’ve been given about Beau.

Staring into his eyes may cause light headedness and loss of rational thinking abilities.

I pull my wavy, dark brown hair to one side of my face and thoughtlessly toy with the lavender tips. “Besides, your birthday is like impossible to forget. It’s one month to the day after mine. And every year you used to say that you were made for me, and that’s why you were born second.”

“Still believe that.”

My eyes can’t help themselves from rolling.

“How else do you explain us running into each other on my birthday of all days?”

The struggle for a good comeback falls extremely flat. “We didn’t exactly run into each other...You stomped your big brown cowpoke boots over to me and-”

“Cowpoke?” Beau chuckles at the same time he unexpectedly grabs my hand for a split second to pull me onto the proper path. I damn near pant at the contact. “Now, there’s an old nickname I haven’t heard in fifteen years.”

“Guess that makes us even then,” I playfully sass.

His boyish smile remains. “Guess it does.”

Why is he this happy?

And why does him being this happy, on instinct, make me this happy?

Why am I sketched out all wrong?

Why do I feel like someone erased my normal expression and replaced it with something twice the size for more of a special effect?  

Like I’m a stupid caricature rather than a normal cartoon drawing.

The remainder of our stroll to his room at The Rook’s Corner, which is about a five- or six-minute walk in the opposite direction of my building, is done in somewhat uncomfortable silence. Whether it’s from the fact that I can hardly stare at him for more than three seconds before I’m mentally becoming that goofy teenage girl again, or because every time one of us does open our mouth to speak we’re bumped into by a drunken moron, doesn’t really matter. 

It’s obvious this whole thing is a mistake.

A situation just waiting for the big pencil in the sky to come down and frantically erase.

I prepare to express those feelings in a slightly more articulate fashion when Beau questions, “You still like tequila?”

Following him down the hallway of the second floor, I casually tease, “Are you asking if it still makes my clothes come off?”

There’s an almost feral growl out of Beau that’s proceeded by a swift turn to completely face me. “Memory serves me right, Lu, all I had to do was ask. No liquor required.”

My pussy instantly throbs as if indicating that’s still the case.

Which it isn’t!

It damn sure better not be!

Every man after him has had to put in a shit ton of time, effort, and work to get between my Pilates-toned thighs, thank you very much. It’s going to take way more than a once magic word for Beau to get anywhere near me like that. 

He stops in front of his door to fish out his keycard from his back pocket, and the action accidentally results in the smallest flash of the abs hiding underneath his shirt. 

I’m incapable of stopping the whimper that springs free.

Maybe the magic word and a shot or two of that tequila.

Beau lets the corners of his mouth curl in arrogant fashion, and the burning I was displaying earlier on my face brazenly returns.

Where’s the thought bubble leading from my head that tells him to fuck off?

With one swipe, he grants us access to his room, making sure to hold the door open to allow me to enter first. Inside, I linger near the clearly untouched dresser. The TV remote is settled on top of the channel list paper in the same perfect presentation position it was in our room when we arrived yesterday, and the complimentary snack collection looks like it hasn’t even been considered for munching pleasure. My eyes continue their sweep around the area noting the open black suitcase on the floor with clothes packed neatly and tightly, the military style tucked in bed, and the nightstand that houses nothing other than the lamp it comes with and a phone charger.

Wow.

Is he on vacation or on assignment? 

Is he still in the military?

Shit, was he ever actually in the military or was that some bullshit my old friend, Joanne, made up to help me move on from him?

“You wanna change into my sweatshirt or somethin’?” Beau offers on his way to his suitcase. “Give your dress a chance to dry?”

“Sure.”

He squats down, reaches to the bottom of the stack on the right, and retrieves the suggestion. Afterwards he stretches it out for me to take, only to rip off his own t-shirt the second it’s in my clutches. Seeing him shirtless, even from the side, has whimpers seeping freely from me, again. 

What is the matter with me?!

You’d think I hadn’t seen a naked man since him.

There’s no need to mentally mention I haven’t seen better than this, but I definitely have seen other male specimen in the shirtless form and naked one.

“Mind if I don’t put a shirt back on?” Beau slyly questions me.

“It’s a free country.” My shrug is clumsy instead of casual. “Do whatevs.”

“Alright then.” He motions his head the direction of the door. “Bathroom’s over there.”

Quickly, I spin on my heels and retreat to the secluded room. 

Why am I overthinking this?

Why am I acting like this is the next issue of a beloved comic book fifteen years in the making? Like fans have been waiting for half of their lives for this next portion, so I better not fuck it up? 

This isn’t a project for me to polish before we can move forward.

This is merely two people who haven’t seen each other since high school catching up.

Maybe a little reminiscing.

I ditch my dress and bra and berate myself for the decision of skipping underwear, before sliding the thick, black sweatshirt over my head. The article stops a little high on the thighs, but fits like a dream everywhere else. Temptation to get lost in the comfort Beau has never failed to provide gets stronger as I hang my clothing from the robe hook. 

Nope.

Not going backwards.

Only forward.

Same shit I told myself about giving Alessandro another chance applies to Beau.

No repeats.

No redos.

No resketches.

The instant I exit the bathroom, Beau’s face flies over his shoulder from where he’s parked on the floor, back braced on the side of the mattress. Another smile slides onto his face causing one to slip onto mine.

Okay.

Maybe one repeat?

One redo?

One more time to sketch shit out?

His voice is low and raspy, “Talk about a familiar look...”

Tugging on the edge of the hoodie in an attempt to keep my lower half covered, I tease, “Uh...this doesn’t say varsity anything. You are obviously not as cool as you once were.”

Beau laughs as I make my way over to him. “You’re probably right.”

“I’m always right.” Less than gracefully, I stretch out beside him. “It’s my thing.”

“You always thought it was your thing.”

“Because it was.”

He lifts a hand and lets it wiggle side to side in disagreement.

“I was always right!”

“You were always too beautiful to argue with. Still are, but I’m a bit more stubborn now, so it’ll take a tad more effort for me to cave.” He continues to grin, gaze locked on mine. “Truth be told, I’d rather fake being wrong and enjoy that smile than be right seventeen ways ‘til Tuesday and have to see you scowl.” Beau lifts the red plastic cups in his grip. “Broke out the good stuff for ya.”

The words playfully leap from my tongue. “Really? The red cup special?”

He chuckles and holds one out for me. “You never used to complain about it.”

“We were in high school then. What we drank out of wasn’t important so much as the fact we got to drink at all.”

“And why can’t those rules still apply?”

“Because we’re in our thirties and getting booze is not nearly as fucking difficult as it was back then.”

Beau tilts his head at me sarcastically. “Was it really that hard back then?”

A faint smile touches my lips. “No...especially not with Pop around. That crazy old man loved the Sundays we would sit on his back porch with him and share a beer.”

Didn’t seem to matter to him that we were underage drinking.

All he cared about was that we were safe, and, of course, that he didn’t have to do it alone.

The memory has me quickly asking, “How is he by the way?”

Beau does his best to give me a soft smile. “He passed away right before my first deployment.”

My jaw tumbles downward in surprise. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

Guess I never really realized just how old his grandfather truly was. He was always so spry and full of life that it was hard to believe he was indeed the grandparent and not just an older father. Pop was all the family Beau had. Fuck, he was all the family Beau had ever known. His parents died when he was just two years old, leaving him to be raised by the sprightly spitfire like he was a real-life superhero determined to save and shelter his grandkid no matter the cost. I can’t imagine the ache that created. An ache he had to face alone.

Or, at least I’m assuming alone. 

Should know better than to assume anything.

I don’t allow that kind of shit in my work life. 

Gotta learn to not give it a pass in my personal one.

Communication is everything.

Beau simply nods at my sentiment and opens the tequila bottle. “What do you say to a game of catch up rather than jus’ the borin’ bullshit?”

Intrigued, I cross my ankles and announce, “I’m listening.”

“It’s an old game, I used to play with some of my merc buddies-”

“Merc?”

“Mercenary,” he swiftly clarifies.

“Wait, I thought you joined the military?”

He lifts a brow in curiosity.

“You said deployment like a second ago, plus it’s what someone told me when I came home my first weekend of college.” I toy with the jewelry inside my mouth. “It was the same weekend I went out and got my tongue pierced.”

Beau’s eyes helplessly focus on my lips, clearly waiting for another glimpse of the object to be given.

It was the first of many “Laurel” changes I made.  

Some I regretted, but this little accessory was never one of them. 

I oblige the silent request and extend the appendage that’s baring a neon purple ball.

Hunger immediately grows in his stare alongside the faintest growl.

Happy to have the horny tables obviously turned, I let the object briefly caress my top lip prior to asking, “Like it?”

His breath is heavy. “Don’t hate it.”

Wouldn’t matter if he did.

Or, at least I don’t think it would...

Beau clears his throat in a desperate attempt to drag the conversation back to its initial topic. “I was a Marine for four years. Merc after that.” 

Questions pile on top of questions; however, he denies the opportunity for them to be voiced.

“Game is simple. It’s called Truth or Shot. One person asks you a question, and you can either answer truthfully or take a shot instead.” A mischievous grin grows on his face. “You’re either honest or the alcohol quickly gets you that way.”

I grant him a giggle.

“You in?”

My tongue ring clinks in thought against my teeth.

This sounds like an even worse idea than just coming up here to begin with. I mean, absolutely the most irresponsible, stupid thing I could probably do.

Next to downing four glasses of champagne at the bridal boutique and tipsily dumping my fiancé during the dinner that followed just two days before Thanksgiving.

Huh.

Seems Beau has a point about alcohol and honesty I can’t dispute. 

“Come on, Lu,” he sweetly coos. “Play with me. It’s my birthday...”

And, just like that, I’m sixteen all over again, ready and willing to give him everything he asks for, damn the consequences.

My head bobs of its own volition. “I’m in.”

His tongue grazes his lips, forcing me to press my thighs tightly together. “Ladies, first.”

“You married?”

The question is out of me so fast I internally groan at the lack of creativity.

Jesus, Laurel. Sound more desperate.

“Single,” Beau informs, saving me from having to add the annoying follow up inquiries about a possible girlfriend or someone else he’s currently seeing. “What about you? You go by Laurel now, but what about Foxx? That still your last name?”

“It is.” 

Even if part of me right here, right now, wishes it was Wilson instead.

Beau’s blue stare lingers in mine, and the hope for more information is more than apparent.

“I’m single as well.”

A load instantly looks like it’s been removed off his broad shoulders. 

Guess I wasn’t the only one secretly wishing that maybe we’ll have a chance to relive a few “magical moments”.

Not saying we will.

Just saying with both of us being single, it’s definitely a door we can take.

My fingers tap the sides of the plastic cup. “Where do you live now?”

“Middlebrook, on acres and acres of land,” he replies with a smile. “It’s this little no nothin’ town, right outside of Highland. You know where that is?”

“Highland, yeah. I’m there probably six times a year for work. Middlebrook? That’s a big fat nope, but I will say your decision is far from surprising. If memory serves me correct, you always did love wide open spaces.”

“Was the Dixie Chicks reference intentional?”

“It was.” A playful smirk crosses my lips. “And that counts as your question. Technically, two.”

Beau’s jaw dips low. “Oh, that’s how we’re playin’, Lu?”

“That’s three.” Teasingly, I tisk, “Thought this was supposed to be a back and forth thing. Gonna hog the questions, the same way you hogged the football.”

“I never hogged the ball!”

My good-natured mocking sends us both into a fit of snickers.

“Alright then.” His hands fly into the air on a surrender prior to him motioning one towards me. “Ask away.”

Wanting to keep the mood light, yet less dull than the basics we were supposed to be avoiding, I ask, “Last place you vacationed?”

“Vegas.”

“Been there. Lost there. Ironically enough, did buy a t-shirt.”

Beau lightly laughs at my comment.

“Your turn.”

He shakes his head. “No, I asked three questions in a row, according to you, Miss Always Right, so you’re owed two more before my next.”

“Beau Wilson sticking to the rules...That seems...new.” My eyebrows playfully wiggle. “Is it?”

“Stick to ‘em ‘til I find it necessary to break ‘em.”

“Military teach you that?”

“Nope, being a merc did.” Beau shoots me a wink. “Now¸ we’re even.”

It’s my turn to motion a hand at him.

“When’s the last time you had sex?”

My jaw crashes to my lap on a loud squeak.

“Didn’t ask what sounds you make durin’ sex-”

I thoughtlessly repeat the noise again.

“Though, I’ll admit, I am wonderin’ if they’re the same that they used to be or if they’ve changed-”

More high-pitched scoffs are shoved out in place of words.

“-but my question was regardin’ the last time you actually had it.”

Nope.

Not gonna answer that.

He doesn’t need to know the answer to that.

It’s embarrassing enough to admit it to myself that me and my ex stopped sleeping together two months before I called shit off in November, which brings my unwanted celibacy to a whopping four months. No way in hell am I admitting that to another person. Especially not to another person who could use that information to their advantage. 

Should use that information to their advantage.

I’ve got an itch that hasn’t been properly scratched in over a year.

It’s like the minute Alessandro got that damn ring on my finger he felt like he didn’t have to try in that department anymore. Fifteen minutes and a chaste kiss on the cheek were sadly labeled as a “great night”.

I snatch up the tequila bottle stationed in the empty space between our legs, pour a small amount in the red cup, tip it towards him, and toss back the shot. 

Beau chortles and shakes his head. 

“You’re an asshole for that.”

“Somethin’ I am definitely called more than cowpoke.”

The reminder encourages me to ask, “When was the last time you were in Texas?”

At that, Beau transfers the bottle to his clutches and pours himself a shot.

Here I thought my question was less personal than his.

Once he’s finished, he counters, “When was the last time before today that you thought about me?”

Oh...no.

No. 

No.

No.

I reclaim the bottle and repeat my previous action. The sting of tequila doesn’t soothe any of my senses so much as set my unstable emotions on fire. “Did you ever look me up after you dumped me?”

His eyes twitch a noticeable glare. “Don’t do that, Lu. Don’t use that word.”

“The appropriate word? You want me to sugar coat that shit? Would that make you feel better?” Bitterness and resentment come spiraling at him like a category three hurricane. “Because, after all, your feelings have always mattered more than mine, right? What you want? What’s best for you.” I shake my head in disbelief at my realization. “Fuck, that’s the summary of my dating résumé. Somehow, I always manage to pick men who put themselves first, no matter the situation, which is i-fucking-ronic, considering the fact my father has always put me, my sister, and my mother first, proving the women in his life ultimately matter the most.” A heavy, flustered sigh escapes, and I prepare to stand up. “You know what, I’m gonna get my shit and go. This was obviously a mistake.”

Beau’s reaction time is startlingly quick. One moment he’s relaxed back against the mattress, the next his warm palm is gripping my thighs in a way that has my pussy wailing. “No, a mistake was lettin’ this long pass without seein’ you again.”

I helplessly wilt at the words.

“Yeah,” he quietly confesses, thumb caressing the patch of skin under its grasp. “I’ve looked you up, Lu. More than fuckin’ once.”

His proclamation fills me with excitement I hate myself for having.

What rational person gets excited that their high school sweetheart somewhat stalks them?

Wait, didn’t I read this in a graphic novel once?

Isn’t this how superheroes and supervillains get made?

His next question is spoken with a hint of desperation. “Why didn’t you go to our high school reunion?”

“I was working,” the answer comes out of me sweeter than anticipated. “Fuck, I wasn’t even in the country. I was actually in London, helping out on a project, trying to keep two groups that acted like rival football teams from canceling what ended up being a truly incredible, award-winning collaboration.” Surprise causes my head to slightly tilt. “You went?”

“Hopin’ to see you.”

“Why?”

“Hopin’ to have this moment at a swanky hotel ballroom table like Prom 2.0 instead of against a cheap beach resort bed.” He flashes another smile. “That was two questions, Lu.”

“Laurel.” 

“What was wrong with being called Lu?”

“Is that your question?” I jovially tease. “Remember, there are no freebies. And me asking you was that your question does not count as my question because it was used to clarify the situation simply so you wouldn’t waste your turn.”

Beau can’t help himself from chuckling. “Thoughtful.”

“Like a fucking saint.”

“And livin’ this long without you has been my biggest sin.” He bends his legs to rest his arms over his knees. “Yeah, that can be my question. Why don’t you go by Lu anymore?”

“It’s not professional,” I proudly state.

Beau presents me a small nod of understanding.

“Besides, I didn’t want, nor do I want, anything that reminds me of the weeping, whiney, weak girl I once was.”

His head slowly shakes. “You were never weak, Lu.”

“I was always weak when it came to you, Beau.” Emotions continue to crash into the poor choice of nighttime beverage. “Get the feeling I still am.”

Shit!

That was supposed to be a thought bubble not a conversation one!

Plowing past the slip, I blurt out, “Last time you had sex?”

“Two weeks ago. Was in Highland grabbin’ a drink with my buddy, Tank. She was the bartender.”

“Didn’t ask for details.”

To my surprise, Beau leans in a little closer, voice low, “Yeah, but we both know you wanted ‘em.”

I did.

And I hate myself for it.

Hating myself for a lot tonight.

Beau extends his arm along the bed space behind me. “You ever try to look me up?”

“Once.” 

His blue stare pierces deeper into mine until the actual truth springs forth.

“Fine, twice.”

An arrogant smile begins to boil on his face.

“The first time was towards the end of my freshman year in college on the anniversary of our split. I was somewhat curious if had you found my replacement-”

“No one could ever, and I fuckin’ mean ever, replace you, Lu.”

“And the next...” my voice searches for stability, “was um...years ago when Dessi and I were packing my shit to move me again, and we came across some old photo albums.” Despite feeling like I should hold back the rest of the story, I don’t. “We popped open a bottle of her favorite sparkling wine, flipped through the pictures, and I happily relived many great moments. Like our first kiss-”

“Freshman year, under the bleachers. Snuck away during practice. You had no idea it was comin’.”

I let myself smile wide. “None.” 

“You were so nervous, Lu. Shakin’ like a leaf in a windstorm.”

“I had no idea what I was doing!”

“Didn’t stop it from bein’ the best kiss of my entire life.” His body gravitates closer, leaning in even more, and the very few untainted thoughts I have left push me to object. To claim I need space. To confess how I’ve never been able to think clearly when he’s only a few breaths away. “Never felt anything like that kissin’ anyone else.”

I strain to steady my voice. “When um...when was the last time you had a girlfriend?”

“About fifteen years ago.”

The answer seems unlikely.

Illogical.

Irresponsible even.

Who doesn’t...date again after dumping their high school sweetheart? 

It’s not like I died. 

He wasn’t suddenly a widow after me who had to throw on all black clothing and stalk the nights to avenge my wrongful death.

There’s no reason he shouldn’t have moved on, especially considering it was him who cut me out of his life.

“You haven’t dated anyone in fifteen years?” A sarcastic stare cloaks my face. “You either think I’m stupid, which fuck you if that’s the case, or you’re lying to me, which extra fuck you because you said this game was about honesty. Either way, sounds like we’re done playing.”

Beau unexpectedly paralyzes my entire body with a single stroke of his thumb against my shoulder. “You asked the last time if I had a girlfriend. Not dated. There’s a major difference, Lu.”

I silently wait for an explanation.

“Your girlfriend is someone you make romantic dinners for. Someone you laugh with ‘til all odd hours of the night. Someone who hops into your old, beat-up truck and takes off with you in the middle of a Saturday afternoon with no plan other than to jus’ be together.” 

More memories instantly crash into me, and I find myself drifting the wrong direction. 

I should be getting my ass up.

Dressed.

Leaving.

Not bending my legs and shifting my body towards him.

Not tilting my face a centimeter closer.

Not fighting the urge to taste a pair of lips I haven’t tasted in a long time.

Too long.

“Your girlfriend is someone you wanna wake up to every mornin’ and hate havin’ to part with when you close your eyes at night. Your girlfriend is the one you hold too close ‘cause you’re afraid to lose her, but not too tight ‘cause the last thing you ever wanna do is truly hurt her.”

The air suddenly becomes too thick to move another muscle.

To breathe.

To think.

“Your girlfriend is someone you trust. Someone you love.” Beau’s thumb gives my shoulder another soft stroke. I rearrange my efforts to fight the instinct inside of me that’s whispering for me to shut my eyes and get lost in the sweet sensation. “That woman left my life fifteen years ago-”

“You left my life,” I argue in a faint whisper.

His mouth motions to disagree yet stops.

Because he can’t.

Because that is the indisputable truth.

He left me.

Beau Wilson, DGHS’s favorite shining star, broke my heart. Not the other way around. Never the other way around. 

The factuality successfully forces me to slightly retreat.

Beau immediately observes and does his best to counteract it. “You ever miss my touch?”

My lips press together in a refusal to reply at the same time I reach for the liquor bottle.

Fuck it, my liver can handle the shot.

I only had half a mimosa at brunch, thanks to a business call, and one Sex on The Beach during the concert. It’ll be fine. 

I’ll be fine. 

After all, getting sorority girl wasted was today’s top goal.

Once I toss back the swig of tequila
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