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You know who you are Mr. Big. 
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Prologue

A year and a half ago  
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“C’mon. Time to go,” a baritone voice whispers, as someone jostles my shoulder. 

What the fuck? My eyes flutter open. Tiffany and I are a naked mess of tangled arms and legs. How did that happen? The smell of sex hangs heavy in the air. 

“You know the rules. You fuck her and leave. You don’t get cuddle time afterwards. And you sure as hell don’t spend the night.” 

I nod and work to disentangle our bodies without waking her. If she comes to, she might want to go another round. While I’d love nothing more, the anger brimming in her husband’s eyes tells me that’s the last thing he wants. 

I pull myself up to sit on the side of the bed and take a moment to wake up for the drive home. I freeze as Tiffany moans and reaches her arm over to where I lay up until half a minute ago. Leaving is definitely the right move.

I hope she stays asleep. I don’t want to explain that sneaking out on her is her piece of shit husband’s idea. He made it clear I’m not welcome. After her breaths lengthen again, I get to my feet, confident she won’t stir. 

“Do you mind if I take a quick shower?” I whisper to her pissed off husband. He shoves a crumpled pile of my discarded clothes into my chest. Guess that’s a no. I take it and follow him out the bedroom door.  

I stop and glance behind me at Tiffany’s still form. She looks beautiful. Peaceful. That’s how women are supposed to look after they’ve been thoroughly fucked. Being with two or more people at a time will do that. It’s a shame the night’s ending like this. What’s worse is I get the feeling Tiffany’s husband doesn’t like me, and he isn’t going to allow this to happen again. 

It’s been fun.

I head to the half bath downstairs and dress quickly. He waits outside the door so I don’t get any ideas about going back into the living area. He ushers me out as if I’m wearing a vest full of explosives that are about to detonate. 

I start my car and wait for the engine to warm up. Something explodes in my chest as I realize this is it. As good as it gets. Fuck and run is the lifestyle I choose to live. The lifestyle I fell ass backwards into. 

Even when I spend the night with a woman, there’s no emotional closeness. No real intimacy. Nothing past our last orgasm. It doesn’t matter if I’m with one woman or part of an orgy. It all ends the same way. We cum, we recover, we move on.

I need to get a fucking life. 
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Chapter 1

Present
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I stand on the porch outside of the party room, and look at expanse of blackness above me. Stars dot the inky sky. I think about making a wish. I’m so fucking torn, I don’t even know what to wish for; forgiveness or to forget her? All I know is I feel as dark and unreachable as the night sky.

I down the rest of the liquid in my glass. It does no good. I still feel. Still hurt. Still stand on my feet. I need to numb the deep ache in my chest. There’s only one way I know how to do that, and it doesn’t come in shot glasses. I stare at the empty glass. There isn’t enough alcohol in these damn drinks. 

“Tyler?”

I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head. That voice doesn’t help. She’s a constant reminder of another one of my fuckups. Her presence here mocks me. With a frustrated sigh I look over my shoulder. 

“What do you want, Natalia?” 

“Nothing.”

“Shouldn’t you be with your husband? He might go into cardiac arrest if you aren’t by his side.” 

I know the last thing Austin wants is for us to be out here alone. For us to be alone anywhere. Ever. I don’t blame him one bit. I put a huge hole in his trust when I exposed Natalia’s secret. Our secret. That’s on me. 

“I left my shawl out here, jerk.” she heads over to a wrought iron table and chairs.

I rest my elbows on the stone retaining wall in front of me and get back to wishing away my life. Starting with this night. I wish it would end in the next minute, without any more awkward conversations or pitying looks about why I’m alone at my sister’s wedding.  

“Why are you out here?” She moves closer to me. “You should be inside celebrating with Cole and Sam.”

Celebrating. That’s a joke. I snicker before answering. 

“It’s a little too crowded for me.” I don’t want to get into how my mother and her husband have been hammering me all night about what a disappointment and failure I am. Like she had no part in how I turned out. 

“The place emptied out a lot. I think it’s just us and your dad left. Austin and I are heading home now.”

“See ya.” I hold my hand up waving goodbye, dismissing her, trying to get her to leave me the fuck alone.

“By the way, Samantha is absolutely radiant.” Natalia forces the conversation to continue. “I’ve never seen your sister look more beautiful.”

“Thanks,” I say, still not looking at her.

I feel Natalia’s soft touch on my arm. I squeeze my eyes closed. This is wrong. It’s not the touch I want. Or need. 

“Don’t give up. She needs you.” 

That’s bullshit. No one needs me. Not for the long term. Every woman I ever loved has beat me down emotionally, shoved me to the side and left. Natalia doesn’t say anything for a few long moments. I hope that means she’s decided to leave me be and get on her way. 

“Ty,” Natalia rubs my shoulder. God I hate myself. This is the last thing I want. The last thing I need is for Austin to see her touching me. Especially tonight. “You’re not okay.”

My eyes shift to the side where she’s standing. “I’m fine.”

“You’re thinking about Sophia. You love her. She loves you too. Why don’t you put your pride aside and let her see that you have a heart.”

I turn to her with fire blazing in my eyes. How dare she say that name to me! 

“Was my heart what you were interested in when you were sucking me off? Was it my heart that had you creaming all over my dick?”

Natalia’s breathing changes, her eyes narrow. “You are such an asshole! If I could go back and undo that night I would. The truth is you’re a one dimensional narcissist.”

“What’s wrong, Natalia? You wanted me to open up, that’s what I’m doing.”

“I was wrong. You have no heart.” Her words are razor sharp and cut me to the quick. “Sophia is better off without you.”

“Get the fuck away from me!” My voice booms as I storm past her, ready to do anything to ease the pain eating me alive. 

*
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I DOWN TWO MORE SHOTS of vodka, and lean across the bar. I give the pretty girl behind it a flirty smile. I caught her checking me out through the night. She held eye contact with long silent stares. 

She wants me. This is what I need. This is how to ease the sharp ache that comes with each breath. Game on! 

Step one, rid her of her soaking wet panties ASAP. Step two, bend her over the bar. Finale, fuck her senseless.

“What are you doing from now until morning?” I lean on the bar, taking a long look in her eyes.

“After I finish up, I’m heading home to my boyfriend and passing out.” 

I get her game. She pretends she has no interest in me so I work extra hard to please her. I’m up for it. She even threw the boyfriend in to make me jealous and let me know she’s not a sure thing.

I shake my head and rake my eyes up and down her rocking body. 

“You mean you're going home to fuck your boyfriend. Lucky shit. Wish I was tapping some of that.”

“Come on, Tyler.” Cole puts his hand on my shoulder and tries to pull me away from the bar. I waited all night for this moment, I’m not about to let my friend screw me out of it. “Party's over.” I shrug him off. “Sorry about him,” Cole says to the beautiful woman I’m talking to, as if I did something wrong. “He had a little too much to drink.”

“Don't apologize for me, you cock sucker.” 

“Tyler.” he says, as if I’m a child.  

“Look at her, man.” I extend my arm out toward the beautiful red-head. Is it me, or does wild abandon shine in her eyes? I’ve played the part of best man and stand-up brother. I escorted my mother to her seat. I even played nice with Dad’s gold digging fiancé. I earned a night of fucking so why is my friend begrudging me this sweet piece of ass?

“Hey, baby. Ever been with two guys at once? We could meet the boyfriend at home, or he could come join us here, I have a room upstairs. I know it’ll turn him on to watch me bend you over and . . .”

“Tyler! What the fuck is wrong with you!?”

I let out a long sigh. Where did Sam come from? Great. My very own life sized version of Jiminy-fucking-cricket here in the flesh. I'm not going to hear the end of it now.

“Don't worry. I got him.” Cole answers.

“I liked you so much better before she cut off your balls.” I point to my sister, then look back at my friend. “Fucking prick. You're going to get some tonight, too.” I shove his shoulder hard, not quite alright with the idea of him going upstairs and sticking his stinger in my sister’s honeypot. 

“That’s usually what you do on your wedding night.”

I flip him the bird and focus again on the girl whose pants I want into. “Ignore him.” I look at my friend and then back at her. I pull my shirt out of my pants and work the buttons open to give her a close up view of my six-pack, “Take a good look and tell me you don't want me to make you cum all night long.” 

For some reason she walks away and wipes down the opposite end of the bar.

“Come on, Tyler. You need to get out of here before you do something you regret.”

“Nah, no regrets. She won’t even return a phone call. There’s nothing to salvage there.”

“You don’t know that. Besides, you're embarrassing yourself and your sister.”

“I'm embarrassing my sister? Are you serious? Have you not met the rest of my family? You married into a clusterfuck of embarrassment. My mother married a controlling prick that tells her how to fucking breathe. My father’s screwing a woman closer in age to me than she is to him. All I'm doing is looking for some sweet pussy to celebrate your wedding night. Unless, is that why you're with Sam? Is it really me you’re trying to get with? Because dude, I don't . . . I mean I love you and all, but not in that way.”

“You fucking wish you could snag someone as hot as me.”

“Fuck, Cole. You're serious aren't you?”

He shakes his head. “You're a real dick, Tyler. You know that?”

“That’s right. I'm nine inches of rock hard cock.” I say, my eyes on the girl again. “Long, hard and ready at a moment’s notice.” I say loud enough for her to hear.

Cole isn't laughing as he pulls me away from the bar, away from the place the sexy vixen and I eye fucked. If only she'd get me off, then I could end my night on a high note. That’s what I need. A meaningless encounter that ends with my balls feeling a lot lighter. I don't remember the last time that happened. I let out a long breath. 

“I was going to fuck her until you came along,” I scold my friend walking with him. 

“No, you weren't. She was being friendly in hopes of getting a better tip.”

“You don't know that.”

“Sam,” Cole says, coming to a stop. “Can you hang with your brother a minute?”

Standing in her white dress, looking like a princess, my sister glares at me as she crosses her arms over her chest. Princess from hell is more like it.

“I should be heading upstairs with my husband, instead, he’s off trying to smooth over your shit.”

“Well he’s talking to the girl I want riding me through the night. Sometimes shit just isn't fair.”

“I can’t believe you’re doing this on my wedding night! Why, Tyler? Why can’t you be the decent man I know you’re capable of being?”

“Don’t be so melodramatic.”

“Don’t be suck a fuck-up,”

“You have no right to judge me or what I do!”

“You better get your shit together, Ty. Time is running out. You can't act like a selfish, self-centered prick forever.”

“Fuck you.”

“Hey!” 

Cole's back and in my face. They're like a tag team. I hate it. I never wanted them together. At least while they were dating Cole and I could still just be friends from time to time. Now, that they’re married my sister’s going to get even more controlling. 

“Watch how you talk to her, Tyler.”

“She's my sister, so if I want to tell her to go fuck herself, that's my prerogative.”

“And she's my wife, so if I want to kick your ass in her name, that's my prerogative.”

“This is one time I wish to hell that you weren't my brother, and that my husband didn't have any association with you, because I’m seeing a side of you I never wanted to,” my sister says, disappointment oozes out of her eyes as well as her mouth. “A side of you I pretended didn’t exist”

“What are you getting all bent out of shape over? I gave you fair warning. I told you a long time ago that guys are assholes and I’m the biggest one out there. I never tried to hide it from you.”

“You're so out of your head right now, I’m surprised you didn’t offer Cole up in that threesome.”

“Come on, I’d never do that. Even if I did, it's not like he's never been with anyone before you. He's had his share of tits and ass.”

My sister lunges for me, but Cole grabs her around her waist and keeps her from making contact. I'm not sure what she'll do if she gets her hands on me. Maybe that's why I’m taunting her, I want to feel something, anything but the emptiness that has taken residency in every cell of my body since I walked out on Sophia. 

“Enough. Sam and I have come too far for you to fuck it up. Get your head out of your ass, Ty.” Cole says with my sister wrapped in his arms as he walks away.

“Where are you going?”

“To the honeymoon suite,” Cole says, looking back over his shoulder. “I suggest you go up to your room.”

I flip him the bird before they stop short and Sam pulls her phone from her clutch purse.

“Sophia?”

My heart leaps from my chest into my throat. I don't move. The world stands still, the redhead long forgotten. I listen to my sister talk to the girl I lost. To the girl I hurt so bad she won't take my calls; to the girl that left me empty and stole the little bit of heart I had left.

“Oh my God. We’re still at the reception, but I'll be home as soon as possible. Please, call me if anything changes.”

I can't help myself, I rush at my sister and grab her by the shoulders as if my life depends on the information she just got, and it very well may.

“That was Sophia?”

Sam glares at me. Her green eyes fill with tears. Fuck, this isn't good. I can feel the emotion pouring out of her. Why isn't she saying anything? I need to know what's happening.

“Is she okay? What's going on?”

Sam doesn't answer. 

“What Sammie? What the fuck is going on? Tell me!” I'm in her face, yelling. Ordering her to tell me. I don't want to wait another second to know. The anticipation has me freaking out like a fucking teenager.

“Like you give a fuck about her, about anyone but yourself. I used to think you did, but I was wrong.”

I breathe hard and heavy. “Don't fuck with me, Sam. Not now. Not about her.”

“Fine. You want to know? She's in the hospital. She visited her mother and fell down the steps as she was leaving.”

My fingers squeeze tight around my sister's shoulders because I can't breathe. I can't fucking breathe! The air just left my lungs. It left the whole fucking room. Maybe even the whole planet. I have a mass growing in my stomach of nerves and anxiety. 

My throat constricts. I dig my fingers into her flesh, because I'm holding on for dear life. It's the only thing I can do. I'm fucking helpless. Sophia needs me right now and I'm of no use to her. Instead, I'm hours away when I should be at her side. I'm here, and here is too fucking far.

“Is she okay?”

“No.”

I had to have heard wrong. “But that was her on the phone just now, right? RIGHT?” My heart gallops like an angry horse looking for escape. Why is my sister torturing me like this? Why doesn’t she just spill?

After what feels like forever Sam answers.

“It was a nurse using Sophia’s phone. She hasn’t regained consciousness. She’s been admitted and they’re running tests. I don't have any more details.”

“Please, No!” The words leave me in a whisper. I'm not even sure I can speak until I hear a gut wrenching cry. It takes a few seconds before I can make out what's being screamed. I reach up and hold my head as the realization dawns on me that it's me screaming into the nothingness of the night. It's me screaming the only word my mind will process. “Sophia!” 

I drop to my knees and call out for her again. I yell out as if doing so might magically make her open her eyes, or better yet, make me appear at her side and shove all the bad stuff away, like it's been nothing more than a dream.

Cole pulls me back to my feet and wraps his arms around me, pulling me into a man hug. “It’s going to be okay, Ty. You just have to believe.”

I don't answer because I can't. I can't formulate words. I can't breathe, and I'm scared shit it's never going to be okay again. I hold on to my friend and nod. It's all I can do, and I'm afraid if I let go, my knees are going to cave in. I hold him tight. Tighter than I ever held onto anything, including Sophia. I stay here, holding him, allowing my emotions to keep their strangle hold on me, because I can't breathe and I can't move. I want to rush to her side but I'm hours away, which at this moment is as good as the opposite end of the world.
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Chapter 2 
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Cole calls the airlines and his travel agent to reschedule the honeymoon. Sam rushes to stuff their clothes in suitcases. I pace around their room. All effects of the alcohol I drank earlier in the night vanished the second I heard Sophia's name. My buzz is replaced by gut wrenching, ball squeezing pain.

“Are you sure no one's called you back?” I grab Sam's phone and check it myself. “Maybe I should call the hospital and see if there's any change? Besides, I don't understand why they called you and not me.”

“Because I’m her emergency contact.”

“She changed it?” Blood drains from my head. “Why?” Twist that knife in the gut a little more. 

“You really need to ask?”

“If I call the hospital, they won't give me any information?”

Sam shrugs her shoulders. For the first time, since she got the call, I think I see an ounce of sympathy in my sister’s eyes. “They're not supposed to.”

“This is bullshit.” I look to Cole for help, but he's on the phone and not looking in my direction. “But they'll speak to you?”

“Again, I'm her emergency contact.”

“But I'm . . .”

“You're nothing.” Sam spits with vitriol. “Nothing and no one. Just the way you wanted.”

I want to yell and scream in my sister's face, tell her what a bitch she is, but she's right. This is how I wanted it. I complained all the fucking time. 

I sit on the edge of the bed holding my head in my hands and squeeze my eyes closed. I need to get the image of Sophia lying in a hospital bed hooked up to machines out of my head. Cole comes and rests a hand on my shoulder. 

“Hey,” he whispers. “It's going to be alright. Just hold it together, man.”

I don't believe him. Not at all, but I nod my head anyway.

Sam drops what she's doing to answer the knock on the hotel room door. I’m both confused and comforted to see my father and Melissa.

“Any luck?” He asks Cole.

“I canceled the flights. We can reschedule later for a small fee. I left messages for my agent on her work voicemail and her cell.”

My father looks at me. “If you don’t want to reschedule we all understand.”

Cole lets out a long breath and looks at me. “No. We need to stay. We’ll get to Hawaii at some point.”

They’re talking like I’m not here or I don’t speak the same language. It pisses me off, but I don't say anything. I don't bother asking how my father knows I need to get back, or how much he knows about what happened to Sophia. I sit here like the useless piece of shit I am and do absolutely nothing.

“We’re all packed up and ready to go,” Dad says to me.

I jump to my feet. I want to say thank you and throw my arms around him. “We?”

“You need your support system. I’m not about to let you go through this alone.”

Guilt overwhelms me. I’m a grown man, but I’ll be damned if anyone treats me like it. I know that’s on me, but with everything else going on, I don’t want to deal with a helicopter family. The last thing I need is one, or worse, two more people shoving my nose in the shit pile I created.

“I appreciate it, Dad. But you and Melissa looked forward to some time away. You should stay and enjoy.” 

“Seriously? Your father up and cancelled all our plans for the next five days and you’re pushing him away? He’s doing this for you, Tyler. Because he loves you and you’re important to him. The least you can do is say thank you.”

My father shoots Melissa a look. Not only does she quiet down, she holds up her hands, turns and walks away. At least one of my parents know how to shut their significant other up. Neil could take a few tips from her.

The thing is I like Melissa. We aren’t adversarial and antagonistic like Neil and I. Where Neil talks out of his ass, Melissa has facts. She also took the time to get to know me. We get along most of the time. Just not lately. I’ve even learned to overlook the fact that she’s only a few years older than me and way too young for my father. 

She's right, though. I am a self-centered, ungrateful shit. Just like Neil’s been saying since he came into my mother’s life. Just like Sophia said the last time I saw her. I squeeze my eyes and fight to push back the memory.

“I'm sorry, Dad. It's just, I know this is the fuck up of my life and that’s saying a lot after what I’ve put you all through. Right now I can’t focus on what a piece of useless trash I am and how I should be a better person. I need to focus on Sophia and how I can be there for her.”

He puts his arm around my shoulder which somehow only serves to make me feel worse. “I understand. But, son, I’ve never thought or treated you like a piece of trash, and I promise, no lectures. My concern is for you, Tyler. And I won't take no for an answer.”

I nod, and look around the room. This is my support system. The people that love and stand by me no matter what. Even though I know this, it’s still hard to be around them right now. I don’t deserve this kind of love and support.

“Come on, Ty,” Cole nods his head toward the door. Let them sort it all out. Let's you and me go get your shit packed.”
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“HOW DID YOU GIVE UP other women for Sam?”

The question draws a sharp look from my friend. Cole stills and stares at me.

“You ask that like being with Sam and only Sam for the rest of my life is some sort of sacrifice.”

“Isn’t it?”

Cole shakes his head. “No, man. Not at all.”  

“Are you happy though? I know you love her,” I clarify. “I’m not questioning that. I never will again. Not after everything you did to win her back and get to this point.”

I’ve watched my best friend and my sister fawn over each other for years. There’s always been a spark between them and I hated it. I was right, too. They self-destructed almost before they started. And who had a front row seat to wipe the tears from my sister’s eyes and pull my best friend out of a twenty foot ditch of despair? Me. Exactly what I didn’t want.

It sucked to see the two people I’m closest to engage in emotional warfare and come just shy of destroying each other. Especially when I felt week and broken myself. My life turned to shit when I let Caitlin manipulate me. I almost lost my fucking life because I let a girl steal my heart and fuck my head up twenty ways to Sunday. I promised myself never again.

I could’ve sworn Sam and Cole were headed down that same path of mutual destruction, but that’s not how it’s panned out. At least not yet. They’re under some sort of love spell. They’re downright sickening to watch and be around. Now they’re married, which means it’s only going to get worse.

Cole pulls my suitcases out from the closet and tosses them on the bed. He stops and looks me in the eyes.

“Do you think I’d marry her if I wasn’t happy? If she didn’t make me feel like the luckiest man alive just by smiling at me in the morning.”

“You could just be whipped. And maybe even a little guilty because she’s my sister and you don’t want to lose me as a friend.”

“You give yourself too much credit, man. I'm happy, Tyler. Ecstatic. There's not one thing I would change.”

“Not even sex? Doesn’t it get boring and routine being with the same person over and over?”

Cole opens and closes his mouth. He's not fast to answer, and I understand why. I usually lose a small piece of my mind when I think of him and Sam in that way.

“She's all around incredible.”

I cock my eyebrow up at him not sure I want to hear anymore.

“I'm not just talking about sex.” Cole is quick to explain. “Don't get me wrong, on a scale of one to ten, sex with Sam is like a fifty. Never routine or boring. The love and chemistry between us, adds a layer to the physical stuff that’s hard to put into words.”

“I’m going to be sick.” 

“The thing is, even just lying next to her, holding her and talking all night long feels amazing. We laugh. Share secrets. Our relationship is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. She's got my back no matter how bad things get in the world outside of us, and I have hers. That gets us through the rough patches. And when I see her smile, no matter what else is going on, it rights my world.”

I pull my clothes out of the drawers and place them on the bed. “Your just fucking whipped if you ask me.”

Cole packs my belongings in the suitcases. We continue like this, speaking without looking at each other, which is the best idea ever because married or not, I still don’t like the idea that the girl who rocks his world in the bedroom among other places is my sister.

“Why don't you tell me what's really got you so messed up? One minute you’re smashed and looking to get some with the nearest willing body, the next you hear Sophia's name, and . . . Ty, I've never seen you so fucked up. And that’s saying something since I’ve seen you at your lowest.”

“It's like Caitlin all over again.”

All movement stops. Cole's eyes are on me, boring into me. I avoid saying that name at all costs.

“This is nothing like Caitlin. Sophia’s not a lying manipulative bitch.” 

“Isn’t she though? She didn’t get her way so she threw a tantrum. And because I didn’t come back on my hands and knees she cut me off completely.”

“Tyler, she loves you. And you hurt her.”

“She did love me. Past tense. Whatever, it doesn’t matter. The point is, I don't know what to do. I feel like shit. I'm so angry every muscle in my body shakes when I think of her. And then, I'm scared. I'm so fucking scared I'm not going to ever get the chance to apologize and try to make this up to her.”

“Do you love her?”

“That's the question I keep asking myself. I thought when you love someone it's simple, cut and dry. You don't have to think about it or rationalize. You just know. I thought I loved her, but then I've been so pissed at her, I think it can't possibly be love because I just want the hell away from her.”

“You wanted away from Caitlin, too.”

“Because she hurt me, but I never doubted that I loved her.”

“Then maybe you don’t love Sophia. Maybe you want to love her.”

Why do those words rip me open and gut me? I don’t want to love Sophia, it’s the opposite. I want to not love her.

“When I left, I was relieved, because I felt suffocated by her. I wasn't ready for everything she wanted. I didn't want it, any of it. But now . . .” I scrub my hands over my face. I hear my voice crack, but I'm with Cole, so I'm not ashamed. “If she dies . . .”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You're jumping way too far ahead. You can't think like that.”

I narrow my eyes at my friend, hoping to keep the tears in. I know he won't make fun of me the way I did when the shoe was on the other foot, but I don't want to feel like a pussy on top of everything else. 

“I swear, if she's not okay . . . “ I close my eyes before verbalizing the other half of my thought, the other possibility that could derail any hope of a reconciliation, any hope of self-forgiveness. “Or if she loses the baby.” My throat closes as I say the word. “She wants that baby so damn much. I don't know what I'll do. This whole mess is my fault.”

“It's not. You can't blame yourself.”

“I can. I left her alone. To come here.”

“You came because Sam and I got married. We planned this before we knew Sophia was pregnant. This wasn’t some trip you took because you were bored and had nothing better to do. Sophia would’ve done the same if the shoe was on the other foot. And you’re only a few hours away.”

“Except Sophia wouldn’t be leaving me home alone eight months pregnant.”

“You have to stop blaming yourself.” 

If he only knew how much I blame myself. How that's the only thing I seem to be able to do. 

“Did you make mistakes? Of course. We all do. But you need to stay positive right now. Stay strong for her.”

“Cole,” My friend looks at me, and I wonder if he knows I’m a hair away from falling apart. “I need my friend, not Samantha’s husband.”

“I'm always your friend. And now that I married your sister, we’re officially brothers.”

“I mean it. I can't do this alone.”

“You’re stronger than you think, Ty. You’ve got this.”

We finish rounding my shit up in silence and head down to the lobby to meet up with my dad and sister.
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Chapter 3
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“You’ll drive with me and Melissa will drive your car back,” Dad informs me like I’m five.

“I can drive.” 

“Like hell.” The stern look on my father’s face tells me arguing will get me nowhere. 

“You’re in no condition to drive, Ty. Sophia needs you to get home in one piece.” 

I hate that my best friend sides against me. He’s right though. I hate that he’s fucking right. 

“Cole and Samantha will lead the way and Melissa will follow us.”

I tune them all out. How did I mess shit up this bad? Sitting in the car with nothing to do is probably the worst thing for me. My mind will run off on all types of crazy tangents. And replay every interaction I’ve had with Sophia since the night we met.

“Sammie,” I say as we wait in front of the hotel for my father and Cole to pull around with the cars. “I’m sorry.” 

“Do you even know for what?”

“I didn’t mean to ruin your wedding night.” 

She nods, but doesn’t say anything. 

I clear my throat. “Sam, everyone’s here, except Mom. Did you tell her?”

“What do you think?” My sister snaps. 

I look at the ground and nod. 

“I’m sorry, Tyler.”

“It’s fine. I just wanted to be sure.” 

Telling Dad is one thing, but my sister is unlikely to give my mother added ammunition against me. Ever since Sam learned the truth about my parent’s break up, that Mom cheated on Dad, and heard how she and Neil would hammer into me non-stop, she has little use for my mother. 

“Have you heard anything?” I ask as the cars pull up.

She shakes her head. “No.

In a semi-panicked, full out shit mood I pull my phone out and call Bakersfield General before getting in the front seat of my father’s car. They won’t tell me shit about Sophia. 

“We’re sorry,” my ass their sorry. “But we’re unable to disclose any information without the proper patient code.” 

And my sister won’t disclose this fucking code.

“Sam,” I approach the passenger side window of my best friend’s car. “Please. I'm losing my mind here, give me the code or tell me what’s going on.”

“You need to calm down. Wait until we get to the hospital.”

“Fuck that! I’m not going to calm down until I know. I have a right to know. She's my . . . she's the girl I . . .” 

No matter what I try to say, what my mind thinks I should say, I choke on the words before they can leave my mouth. They're mixed up and trapped inside me, like a Sunday morning word scramble.

“Even now you can't bring yourself to say it. You can't admit what she means to you.” She shakes her head and smirks at me. “Probably because she’s nothing. Certainly not the woman
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