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Chapter 1

	 

	Sloan

	 

	 

	What kind of half-baked ditz decides to just up and abandon her too-hot-for-fucking-fall Texas temperatures for the-middle-of-nowhere Michigan on a random whim suggested by the very person whose guest bed gave her a god forsaken crick in her chestnut shaded neck that she should now probably see a chiropractor about?

	This one.

	And after spending the last two hours at The Crate, a local car rental place – where I now know the woman behind the desk’s favorite flower, favorite breakfast, and that she caught her husband in quite the compromising position with the male postal clerk last Tuesday – one thing is for certain. My habitually supportive mother – who is happily having a staycation on and off at my luxury Dalvegan mansion from yesterday until I get my shit together – is absolutely fucking right.

	I must be out of my goddamn mind to be doing this shit.

	What responsible, respectful, refined – fuck, I hate that word, why don’t people just say uppity, which is what they clearly mean – woman decides on a random Monday night she can no longer handle the pressure and bullshit she helped build?

	I’m not “old enough” for a mid-life crisis according to every article ever written by a middle-aged man who believes he gets to decide when it is and isn’t a good time to ditch the family life dream to chase a girl fresh to college that he met at the fucking gym the one day of the year he decided to go.  According to that asshole, I’ve got at least another four years, because every woman melts down at forty.

	Another lie.

	My mom says forty was her favorite year of all. 

	That’s when her and my dad started doing wilder and more random shit, like white water rafting and partying ‘til four a.m. with a Kool & the Gang cover band. 

	Now that they’re retired, they go on random walking tours around small historical cities, occasionally sleep all day on the couch, and often host weekly block parties – that they swear aren’t swingers’ parties – for them and their neighbors. 

	I think they’re lying about the not swinging part to preserve some level of child-parent boundaries that actually stopped existing over two decades ago when I was given a phallic-shaped toothbrush holder on a random Wednesday afternoon.   

	Oh, shit.

	Probably should call her and tell them no partner swapping parties at my place!

	Eh.

	They wouldn’t listen anyway.

	Selective hearing is in full effect when it’s most convenient for them.

	Swinging shindigs aside, can we fucking say life goals?!

	New adventures. World traveling. Waking up and falling asleep with the one person who still sets your soul on fire after all those years…

	That’s the shit romance dreams are made of.   

	Oddly enough, the reason my mother thinks I’m going through an insanity spell isn’t because I’ve begun to build up a resentment – although I have – to the idea of love, romance, and all the storybook lies that I – at times – am left with no choice but to perpetuate as having perfected but because I decided to come a million states away to get the “breath of fresh air” I feel I need.

	And I do need it.

	I need it about as bad as I need a good night’s sleep right about now, something I haven’t had since I did an interview with a very popular women’s magazine and couldn’t give a noncomputer programmed response to the question, “What does love look like to you?”. 

	Awkward laughing, apparently, is not the right response.

	Cora Wagner joyfully taps her pearl skinned index finger on my driver’s side window to knock me out of the daze I had started to drift into. She motions her hand for me to abandon the one random Audi they had for rent to join her in the crisp, fall morning. 

	Cora also has loved life after forty. 

	She’s knocking on fifty’s door and claims age doesn’t define the level of joy or discovery a person is allowed to have.

	Her energy from the moment we met five years ago has always been this magical thing. This unicorn of calm and crazy all rolled up into one short, wavy-haired, redhead. 

	If I’m being honest, it’s what drew me here.

	Needing that powerful peace.

	Craving her sometimes poorly worded clarity.

	Change.

	I desperately need a change.

	Or maybe just a vacation?

	Maybe just a vacation where I won’t run into someone who knows someone who knows someone who wants to be in a movie or TV show if there are any openings.

	Or, at least, less likely to cross paths with someone who has been waiting for almost two years for a follow up novel to a series I clearly stated was over, hence why it made a more ideal television show candidate than some of my other works.

	I grab my clutch purse from the passenger seat, my cup of coffee from the holder, and exit the vehicle, immediately sneering at the gust of cold air that bitch slaps me in the face.

	Fuck, I am not prepared at all for this shit.

	First…a place to stay.

	Next…wardrobe gathering.

	My collection of Chucks I brought will need cold weather appropriate companions. 

	Cora happens to like shopping when it isn’t for her, I’ve learned.

	Me?

	I like shopping when it isn’t an advertising opportunity.

	“Okay, I only told Nix the basics. You’re looking for a cabin, you’re used to a certain level of luxury, and-”

	“Wait.”

	My best friend immediately pauses her speech.

	“Are you calling me a fancy bitch?”

	“You are a fancy bitch, but I was being polite,” Cora brushes off as I tuck the keys into the pocket of my high-waisted white jeans. “Now, I also told him you weren’t sure how long you were going to be here, so perhaps look for something with a more flexible lease from the signing deadline to difficulty in breaking. Pretty sure he almost peed himself when I told him price wasn’t one of the criteria.”

	I lift my to-go coffee cup up towards my lips. “I’m sure he did damn near piddle over the idea of landing a potentially large commission.”

	“Eh, it’s his preferred clientele.” She announces between sips of her own hot beverage. “Wealthier clients equal more opened doors, and more opened doors, theoretically, means the dream of owning his own real estate agency isn’t as far away as he’s convinced himself it is.” Her freckled nose furrows. “He has a slightly warped definition of success.”

	“Just sounds young and driven.”

	“Gotta be careful on which roads you choose to drive. Some are much more hazardous than others.”

	See?

	That shit.

	Who says that shit in real life like some sort of fucking clairvoyant?! 

	“What are we thinking about the outside?” Cora casually questions. “Can you envision yourself sitting on that bench?” Her chin tips to the cute, picturesque furniture near the front door. “Drinking your coffee? Making notes about whether Jean-Pierre is actually going through with the arranged royal marriage or if he’s going to follow his heart to Katherine?”

	I toss her a playful, sarcastic scowl.

	“Oh, really?!” She lightly snickers. “You’re gonna blame me for trying to get an extra early sneak peek into the inner workings of my favorite author of all time.”

	“Eh, you just say that, so I’ll keep whisking you away to random events.”

	“They recreated an actual pirate ship set in the Caribbean, Sloan!” Cora’s gushing convinces me to let out a small giggle. “How many people can they say got to watch a real life – albeit magnificently choregraphed – sword fight standing next to celebrities like Pierce and Minka Wyatt?”

	I wanna say everyone else who was there for that lavish event but don’t.

	No need to kill her joy just because I’m now a cold, emotionless robot. 

	The sound of a vehicle approaching has the two of us turning to face the windy road. A sleek, black Mercedes SUV pulls in behind Cora’s white Forerunner, and I immediately brace myself to finally meet one of her sons.

	It’s not like she keeps them a secret or something.

	I mean, I’ve seen a couple of random pictures.

	It’s just…I’ve never actually met them. This is the first time I’ve been where she resides, and they’ve never tagged along to any of the events I’ve dragged her away to. Even the one time I got her to come stay with me in Texas last year – before it was, in her words, “so hot she’d burn and die” – she came alone. Needed a little vacation from her hubs who had been spending weeks trying to convince her to take what she has dubbed an “old person cruise”. Sometimes I’ll just type the word Pinochle in a text to see how many angry emojis she can send me before she picks up the phone to resume bitching about what I deem to be a zombie conversation.  

	One you think is dead…but never really is.

	His smooth voice is heard despite the fact I can’t see his face. “Marc, you’ve gotta trust me on this. That’s not the property you really want. That’s the one you think you want. Give me a happy hour to convince you otherwise.” There’s a brief pause followed promptly by, “You got it. Hutton’s. Five o’clock.” 

	He’s barely in view when Cora comments, “You drink too much.”

	Nix flashes his mother a mischievous smirk. “You wanna talk about the bottle of bourbon you keep under your bathroom sink for tub time?”

	Laughter is exchanged between the two that the logical part of my brain pokes me to join in on. The illogical, irrational, impetuous portion sends my mouth plummeting to the ground in what can only be described as the most fucking inappropriate manner. Here I was expecting a cute, short kid in a pair of khakis and a too big polo to emerge from the Hot Wheels toy he – most likely – got a great deal on, yet am presented with the leaning tower of man, cloaked in a Tom Ford suit tailored to his muscular frame coming in at 6’2 or 6’3. 

	Dark brown features. 

	Light brown eyes. 

	Sculpted golden beige face with a thin five o-clock shadow.

	Smile that I’m sure has melted a thousand panties.     

	Including mine.

	Right. 

	Now.

	My eyes briefly close to banish the response my body has the nerve to be taking at this very moment.

	This cannot happen.

	This is not happening.

	After almost an entire year of barely feeling so much as a fucking flutter from my heart or anything worth making my legs part, now my system decides to showcase it’s not only alive and well, but fully fucking charged? 

	Ready to jump the bones of some poor, unsuspecting boy.

	He is a boy.

	He’s like twenty-one.

	He might as well ask me to go with him to happy hour to buy him his booze.

	Ugh.

	Fine.

	I know he’s actually twenty-six, but that’s not exactly that much better. 

	Ideas of sitting at some dimly lit bar, side by side, legs barely brushing, all have my pussy – that I swore took a vow of silence – screaming for me to open my eyes and move my mouth to make that shit happen.

	I write about characters like this.

	I’m not supposed to fucking turn into one.

	My dark brown eyes fly back open to meet a pair so light in color they’re literally breathtaking.

	Like, I physically can’t fucking breathe.

	“Nicholas Wagner,” he warmly states at the same time he extends his hand towards mine, “but you can call me Nix.”

	That is not all I wanna call you…

	After a harsh chomp to the inside of my cheek, I place my palm in his. “Sloan Mathers.”

	“Oh, I know.” His lips press a polite kiss on the back of my hand that causes my knees to slightly buckle. “You’ve been a household name since you two first met.”

	Right.

	His mother.

	One of my best friends.

	He’s…her…son.

	Nope.

	Gotta get my shit together.

	Pussy be damned.

	It can whine and threaten a revolution all it wants, but there’s no way I’m gonna bang my best friend’s youngest kid!

	Let me go ahead and Arianna Grande that shit and simply say “Thank You, Next” to being a new-age Mrs. Robinson.

	Nix holds my hand for a moment longer than I’m sure he needs to before offering me another panty-drenching smile. “You ready to see what I have for you?”

	There’s an immediate pulsing from the very muscles, I’m grateful I packed a vibrator to help keep calm. “Ready whenever you are.”

	He hits the alarm on his vehicle, slides past me, and leads the charge to the log cabin. “Private renter, so the rules are a little more ‘lax than some of the standard contracts you might be used to finding with vacation properties.” 

	I struggle to keep my eyes from falling to where my fingers would like to explore ass island on this little sabbatical of mine.

	“It’s fully furnished,” he continues talking, voice level and professional just like it was with his other client on the phone. “Move-in-today ready. There’s a cleaning service that comes once a week that’s written into the cost.” He unlocks the door and opens it wide to gesture us inside. “Your closest neighbors are five minutes each direction. To the left are the Lloyds. They’re snowbirds. They fly south to Miami every season. To the right are the Dukes. They’re actual ornithologists, meaning if you see them with binoculars in their hands, they’re not spying on you and your lovers. They’re spying on birds and theirs.”

	Mindlessly, I retort, “I don’t have a lover, so that’s not a concern that would’ve crossed my mind.”

	Nix casually strolls past me, dropping the faintest hungry hum on his way.

	Okay, no.

	Now, I’m hearing shit.

	Wind and log cabins make weird noises.

	Yup.

	Let’s go with that.

	“This place is beautiful,” Cora coos upon our advancing to the open concept kitchen and living room. 

	“One story,” Nix continues to describe, “two bedrooms, two baths, an office, a laundry room, and a beautiful patio, especially when the snow covers it.” 

	My eyes cut to him just in time to catch him wetting his lips.

	Those lips need to be wetting all of my lips.

	Another hard chomp is given to the inside of my cheek.

	The cold air is clearly giving me brain freeze.

	Definitely not used to breathing air at these altitudes.

	That’s gotta be why my thoughts are all fucked up.

	“Lots of natural light, but everything is heavily insulated.”

	Cora strolls away from me to test out one of the chairs in the living room – a place I’m sure she’ll spend plenty of time in – while I linger near the bar of the kitchen and ask, “Water? Electricity?”

	“It’s a cabin in Michigan, not the 1700s,” Nix teases as he leans against the wall beside him. 

	My face shoots him a sarcastic scowl. “What a lovely mouth you have on you.”

	“Gets lots of compliments.”

	“From people who can spell the word compliments because otherwise it doesn’t count.”

	A small snicker slips out prior to his response, “From everyone who’s had an encounter with it.”

	Um…

	Mind.

	Blanking.

	“Sounds like you’re…um…a helluva salesman with that kind of track record,” I somehow find words to fumble out. “Sounds like no one ever tells you no.”

	“They don’t,” he cockily coos back on a crooked grin.

	A multitude of responses happens in every nerve ending of my body that I’m going to deny took place until I die.

	Which, once you take into account how my heart races each time, he looks at me, that time should be somewhere between now and when I’m being handed a pen to sign paperwork for this place.   

	“Lies,” Cora interjects in such a way it successfully breaks up the cloud of carnality clogging up my senses. “He’s lying.”

	Nix lightly laughs in a good-hearted fashion, “Thanks, Mom.”

	It’s hard to deny the way hearing the sound twists the strings to my soul in unfamiliar knots I’m not sure I know how to undo.

	“Anytime,” my best friend sweetly hums in return.

	“Your utilities are factored into the price as well,” he casually informs, hand finding its way to his slacks pocket. “The owners are aware of what winters and summers are like, therefore, they adjust the prices seasonally. However,” the word sounds like the start to a long list of exceptions I want to spend the rest of my life hearing him make, “they’re anxious to get this place booked, considering the predicted weather patterns heading our direction. This has them willing to drop the first month’s rent a little lower than its market value and heavily prorate your price if you choose to move in this week.”

	“Sounds like you’re getting a steal,” Cora comments, eyes cutting curious glances at the backyard. 

	“Why don’t I steal you away to show you the bedroom?”

	The clamoring in my lady parts feels so loud I have to clear my throat to prevent anyone else from hearing the shit. “Why don’t we start with the office, first?”

	“Sloan,” my best friend sweetly scolds, “remember that is the area you are supposed to spend the least amount of time in.”

	“I know.”

	“Like, two hours a day, tops.”

	“I know.”

	“Does this house come with a timer?” She continues her loving, overbearing nature I actually need. “Do we need to get a timer at the grocery store?”

	I swing my stare over to her son I have no business ogling. “How far is the grocery store?”  

	“Clemin’s is like twenty minutes. Your chain stores are gonna be a bit further in the surrounding cities. Applecourt doesn’t welcome those. It’s all about that mom-and-pop feeling.”

	“My son says like he wasn’t raised in it.”

	His broad shoulders flash a small bounce. “What can I say? I like being able to order a Mind Eraser without getting sneered at and having my suit dry-cleaned without someone asking me the five w’s of a stain’s existence.”

	Curiosity regarding the approximate nature of our proximity gets the better of me. “Where do you live?” 

	“Ann Arbor.” Another impish smirk slips onto his face. “Far enough that everyone doesn’t know who I took home from the bar yet close enough to come home for family dinner when mom’s making something amazing, like Shepard’s Pie.” Without giving me time to comment on the dish I’ve never had, he adds an actual time to his statement. “About forty, forty-five minutes from here.”

	Phew.

	That’s not fucking close at all.

	He can’t just pop over and rattle my world without proper warning.

	“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Nix says in such a nature, it has me tilting my head, interest piqued. “Everything you want…everything you need will always be within your reach.”

	I’mma need someone to seriously take his John Hughes script away from him.

	I’m supposed to be the one to write this shit!

	Not have someone look me in my eyes, make me weak in the knees, and spout it like he’s the one I’ve been waiting for my whole life.

	And he isn’t!

	I haven’t been waiting for love or longing for love or any of that bullshit.

	I’ve always been a full believer that in the real-world love happens when it happens. There’s not a perfect meet cue. It’s not properly paced or projected to an incredible soundtrack. It’s messy and complicated and sometimes a nightmare that was masquerading around as a daydream.  It’s those false notions and idealistic expectations people expect me to have as a romance writer that I’m primarily trying to get the fuck away from.

	Just because you write about storybook perfect love doesn’t mean you live it.

	Or have lived it.

	Or are ever going to live it.

	“How about we walk past the office,” Nix shoots his mother a wink, “and I show you to the master bedroom?”

	Inappropriate jokes jog to the tip of my tongue that I combat by giving the collar of my loose-fitting, red-orange turtleneck sweater a tug. 

	“I’m gonna stay here,” Cora announces as she props her feet up on the cow-print footstool. “Practice being a guest.”

	I abandon my half-empty cup of coffee on the counter and playfully tease, “That requires practice?” 

	“Practice makes perfect, Sloan,” she sasses back. “After this many years on the set of so many successful films and shows – which you owe me spoilers to – you’d think you’d know that by now.”

	On a small snicker, I shake my head, place my clutch next to my drink, and follow Nix out of the open area to the hallway. He nonchalantly gestures at the guest bathroom and the bedroom across from it. To my surprise, he keeps his word and strolls us past the office as though it truly is an afterthought to get me somewhere I can’t pretend doesn’t seal the deal for me.

	The cozy bedroom – that’s fully equipped with a king-size bed and fireplace – looks like something out of a home décor magazine my mom would read on an airplane. All of the furniture has a gorgeous, dark wood finish. There’s a recliner perfect for reading – something I rarely get to do without being forced into it. While the fuzzy rug in front of where the roaring fire would be feels like a total throwback porn move, it honestly makes me beam brightly that it’s there. That it isn’t something I would normally see. The cracked door in the corner most likely leads to the en-suite bathroom, an area I should probably investigate, too, but the window presenting a gorgeous view of the manicured deck area due to the curtains being pulled back commands my attention instead.  

	I effortlessly cross the room to peer out of it, loving that I see bight yellows and greens and reds. “God, it’s beautiful.”

	“Tell me about it…” Nix not so quietly retorts from the doorway where he’s lingering.

	Tossing him a look over my shoulder, I narrow my eyes in seriousness. “I was talking about the view.”

	“So was I.”

	Alright.

	Now, it’s getting really hard to deny the idea that he’s trying to flirt with me.

	“You must really need this deal to be throwing out what I imagine are your best lines.”

	His smile – that I hate myself for not being tired of seeing yet – remains strong during the process of him folding his arms across his chest. “Who says they’re lines?”

	“Me,” I bluntly reply. “Just now, junior.”

	Whether it’s the snark and or the unnecessary name calling added to draw a line in the snow I know needs to be there that shifts his expression, I’m unsure. “I don’t need this deal. You do.”

	The counter has me spinning back in his direction.

	“You need a place to escape.” 

	My arms match his defensive stance. 

	“You need a different pace.”

	Inability to deny the truth is what keeps my mouth closed.

	“You need a change.” Nix wets his slender lips, threatening to give me the stroke that my mother says I need to listen to my doctor about being at risk of with blood pressure this high, this young. “So, tell me, Sloan.”

	His purposeful pausing has my breath hitching.

	“Is this it?”

	Huh.

	That’s a good question.

	That’s a very. 

	Good. 

	Fucking. 

	Question.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Nix

	 

	 

	Sad fucking shit that my mother’s three-day-old, room temperature meatloaf is more appetizing than anything in my DMs.

	I ignore the pressing-her-tits-together pic of Crystal.

	Delete the twat shot of Ivy.

	Give myself a sec to admire the ass shot of Fawn in her towel before moving on past it, too.

	Been there.

	Fucked them.

	Wasn’t interested in an encore.

	Another fork full of mashed potatoes dipped in the red sauce soars to my mouth as I return to scrolling my IG feed for something to snatch my attention.

	Anything.

	It’s fucking Friday night, and here I am, happily single, ready to do some shit, yet am more interested in this one flavor that’s dabbing across my tongue instead of whatever fucking shit my friends are up to.

	Sometimes, I just wanna say, come on, guys.

	Fucking really.

	How many times can you go to the same fucking clubs, order the same fucking drinks, and go home with essentially the same fucking type of chick every weekend?

	How many times can you bang a girl who swears “she never does this” before you’re fucking bored?

	Don’t they get tired of hearing the “not usually this type of girl” speech as she blows them in the parking lot?

	Does no one else get tired of this whole “she has to pretend to be ashamed of what she wants sexually” sham, so that they can fucking feel “special” she’s doing something “just for them” that they damn well know isn’t just for fucking them?

	It’s like you’ve seen this chick’s IG.

	She’s deep throating a goddamn ice cream cone, man.

	She’s never just doing that shit for you.

	“Carl,” Mom giggles at the same time I can see her in my line of sight. 

	“Come on, Cora,” Dad does his best to persuade on their way towards me, completely oblivious to my presence. “You know we both liked it when-”

	“Son,” I loudly announce to cut off the end of the statement I don’t need to hear. “Kitchen. Eating.”

	Dad’s head swings in my direction, and his frown is instant. “Why?”

	“That’s what you do with food.”

	The man who gave me everything from his height to an appreciation for working with my hands returns the taunting, “See, Cora? Told you not to feed the strays.”

	“Thanks, Dad,” I grunt on another scoop of meatloaf.

	“You’re not even using a fucking plate?” Mom scoffs, mirth maneuvering its way around her voice. “Do you not know how to identify them on their own? Do you need a waiter’s fingers wrapped around the edges in order to be sure?”

	Her double jab at my enjoyment of fine dining and a lack of liking to cook for only one person – myself – has me rolling my eyes.

	“What are you doing in town?” Dad casually asks near the cluttered kitchen table. “Aside from stopping the quickie I was in the process of making happen.”

	“Aren’t you two a little too old to be having quickies?” I teasingly wag the fork his direction. “Shouldn’t you be able to make it at least ten minutes after all these years?”

	He lets out a loud laugh, nods his head at the well-played comeback, and scoots around the loose mail looking for something.

	“I had a meeting with Wolf Bridgeman today. He wants to set up a second Apples to Oranges Apothecary out in A2, so we met to discuss his vision, his business plan, and the price points he’s willing to explore in the process. Unlike his dad, he understands the financial benefit of branching into a bigger and better territory.”

	“Ace understood,” Mom quickly corrects. “It just wasn’t what he wanted.”

	“Yeah, okay,” I sarcastically mock, “he didn’t want more money.” 

	Another eye roll precedes her head shaking. “Not everyone’s dreams revolve around making more money, Nix.”

	“Everyone should want the most they can get their hands on.”

	“That’s greed.”

	“That’s gumption.”

	“And your inability to understand the difference of the two is why you will go through life never truly satisfied.”

	“Please don’t start singing that song,” I unhappily grumble and resume stabbing the tiny pieces left inside the Tupperware. 

	“I second that,” Dad agrees seconds prior to snatching up the keys he was searching for.

	After another bite, I inquire, “Where are you two headed?”

	“Out to the I Love Jucy Orchard,” Mom enthusiastically replies, pulling my attention back to her.

	“Why?”

	“We’re taking Sloan.”

	Hearing her name instantly ignites a faint rumble in the back of my throat.

	Hard to explain what that shit is when I don’t even fully know.

	What I do know is that I’ve hardly been able to stop thinking about her.

	Probably would help if I didn’t periodically check her soc’ to see what she’s posting. 

	What she’s posted. 

	What she’s into. 

	And – if I’m being brutally honest with myself – who she’s into. 

	Unfortunately, for me…all of her accounts are a professional representation of who she is, just like any other public figure.

	They lack the personal element I’m seeking to know.

	That I shouldn’t be seeking to know.

	That I feel like I’m losing part of my fucking mind not knowing.

	“How um…” I use a deep swallow to stop desperation from appearing in my voice. “How’s she holding up?”

	“Still struggling to adjust,” Mom sighs, and it’s obvious the idea hurts her to process. “I think it’d be a bit easier for her if she had more than just me around to rely on.”

	I’d love to be around…All day. Every day.

	The thought sends my stare to my brown designer shoes.

	Not sure I approve of such asinine shit just sliding into my mental DMs like that.

	It’s probably nothing more than the whole “want what you shouldn’t have” bullshit.

	And I shouldn’t have her.

	Not because she’s ten years older than me.

	Who gives a fuck about that?

	Ten years, twenty years, fuck, thirty years, don’t matter as long as we’re both legal and willing. 

	What nags at me like a popcorn kernel stuck in my back molar is the fact she’s one of my mom’s best friends. 

	No, it’s not like they grew up together, or I was raised calling her Aunt Sloan. It’s just…they met and bonded and grew a friendship my mom fucking treasures. She’s referred to her as family for years. Called, texted, and traveled with her. She’s the shoulder she leans on for sanity when Dad’s getting on her last fucking nerves and on days where she’s one cup of coffee short from walking out of where she works. I know these things because she’s told us these things. 

	Because I’ve seen these things. 

	Knowing all of that – and because I’m not the completely selfish sack of shit she believes I am – is why I kept things as professional as I possibly could when showing her the cabin, including offering her a pen to sign the lease instead of my cock to sign a different type of contract in the master bathroom. 

	Basically, I want credit for not pursuing her when I know she wants me to.

	My lips purse to one side of my face.

	Okay.

	I’m pretty sure she wants me to. 

	She had “please fuck me” eyes when we were alone, and a stare that was constantly stroking my dick so hard I almost came in my fucking suit.

	“Wanna come?”

	On Sloan.

	For Sloan.

	With Sloan.

	Any and all combinations, please and fucking thank you.

	Mom’s unintentionally dirty question has me hesitating to drag my eyes up to hers. 

	“Come on, Cora,” Dad’s stern voice successfully steers my stare to them. “It’s Friday night. Kid probably already has plans that don’t include hanging out with his parents.”

	“They actually got canceled,” I casually lie at the same time I toss the fork on the counter. “So, yeah. I can tag along.”

	Dad’s brow twitches in suspicion. 

	Mom?

	One of those people who accepts the shit she hears you say when she trusts you.

	Dad?

	Skeptical of whatever you’re spouting from start to finish.

	Pretty sure that’s the cop promoted to Sheriff inside of him.

	It used to turn instances of lying about something innocent – like scrubbing your balls in the shower – into feeling like a fucking double homicide interrogation you really should’ve called your lawyer into the room for.

	“You wanna willingly tag along to the shit your mother dragged you and your brother to for years?” His salt and pepper eyebrows lift in question. “Why?” He collects the keys into his hands and folds his arms across his chest. “What – or more likely – who are you avoiding?” 

	More like who I know I get to encounter.

	“Why do you assume I’m trying to avoid someone?”

	“Why do you so often feel the need to evade answering a question by asking a question?”

	“Am I on the stand or standing in the kitchen?” I jovially tease to break up the building tension.

	Between my attempt at humor and Mom running a loving hand across his back, he abandons his investigation for answers on a small grump. 

	“Wanna ride with us?” Mom warmly questions.

	“Oooo, yeah, see, that’s one too far on what’s already sounding like an embarrassing Friday night for me, so I’ll drive myself.”

	The corner of Dad’s lip kicks up while Mom offers me a short shrug. “Fine. Waste your own gas.”

	“It is not a waste to save some face.” Grabbing the napkin, I had been using, I begin to wipe my hands clean. “Just wish I had something else to wear. Not exactly dressed for stomping through mud and hay and shit.”

	Mom instantly counters, “You’ve got clothes in your old room.” 

	“You mean I’ve got yard clothes in my old room.”

	“No, I mean you’ve got brand-new, perfectly good clothes you were given for Christmas over the years that aren’t good enough for you to wear since they didn’t come from Neiman Marcus.”

	We always end up right. Fucking. Here.

	Never fails.

	One way or another, in practically every shared conversation, we stumble into the land of “I Think I’m Too Good for This Family”. It’s why I avoid her phone calls so often at the office. I prefer not to be in a pissy mood because my mother wants to put me down for doing something to better myself rather than staying in some shithole of a small town that’s only worth a fucking damn because tourists love how quiet and quaint it all seems to be. There’s no reason I should have to feel guilty for wanting to grow the fuck up, get the fuck away from here, and build something for myself. She shouldn’t make me feel like a fucking asshole for wanting more than what I had growing up or for liking the way traffic hums instead of tractors.

	Rather than engage in the verbal battle, she fired shots to start, I grab the now empty dish and inch it over into the sink. “I’ll shower off and meet you guys there.” 

	“Shower off?” Dad’s skepticism returns. “Why do you need to shower off? What have you been doing that would require you to remove some sort of…unknown smell from yourself?”

	“We met in Wolf’s shop.” Turning on the water to rinse out the Tupperware, I casually state, “I smell like fruit, herbs, and airport stench from the out-of-towners who don’t believe in showering before exploring new places.” 

	There’s a small chuckle out of Dad that lets me know he buys my bullshit, again.

	I do smell like all those things.

	I don’t care for it.

	But, more importantly, it’s not what I want Sloan smelling.

	At. All.

	I want that cock-swelling bombshell to be sniffing whatever spare cologne samples I collected last Tuesday from that salesgirl I just so happened to bang after her shift. 

	Pretty sure, there’s at least three or four I can dig out of the console of my SUV.

	Sloan needs to be inhaling scents of a man with his shit together, not scents of a boy still trying to figure his shit out.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Nix

	 

	 

	Wandering around I Love Jucy Orchard to locate my parents, thankfully, doesn’t take too long. History has taught me Mom has a very particular pattern when it comes to these types of events. Consumption then movement. Rinse and repeat. Meaning, if I don’t spot her after a quick glance around the food vendors, she’s on the other side trying to be involved in the physical festivities.

	Familiar faces smile and offer me warm, welcoming nods, yet some – mostly the chicks that I went to high school with who never got out of this place – present me with pleading eyes or promising winks.

	Won’t lie.

	Wasn’t real interested in them even back when they were the only thing around here to be interested in.

	I easily spot Dad near the exit to the corn maze since he towers over the majority of the crowd at 6’5.

	Upon my arrival at his side, I push the sleeves of my loose-fit, distressed, tan sweater up to my forearms and ask, “They just go in?”

	“Nope.” He gives the watch on his wrist a quick look. “They should be out any minute now.”

	My nodding is proceeded by my stare swinging in that direction. 

	“You know I don’t like these mazes.”

	“I know, Dad.”

	“Ever since I saw that movie…”

	“I know, Dad.”    

	“Not sayin’ I believe in aliens,” his hands lift in a surrendering nature, “but I’m simply sayin’ these are the places they like to
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