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      Twenty years ago, I loved a woman.

      Twenty years ago, I also loved a man.

      And twenty years ago, rather than choose, I abandoned them both.

      Now, I’m living a lonely life, luckless in love and unwilling to confront the truth of what I left behind.

      When my brother passes, I become responsible for my four-year-old niece. Uprooting her isn't an option which means heading back to the sticks of New Hampshire, to the small town I fled.

      Because of Charlotte.

      Because of Liam.

      My two best friends, the ones I’d been reluctant to pursue but couldn’t deny.

      Attempting to avoid facing my past doesn’t work, and I see them both—together. They appear to have moved on while I can’t.

      I still want her.

      I still want him.

      But secrets lay between us, betrayals that threaten to crack the egg shells we walk on.

      I’ve got more than my own heart to look out for now, and I’ll protect those I love this time around.

      No matter the cost.
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      I washed the paint off my hands and bent a bit to check my face and beard for splatters in the small mirror above the mater bathroom’s sink. Blakely had hired me to paint her bedroom and install crown molding, and after two days of chatting with her, I was ready to take my shot.

      Blakely reminded me of the girl with gorgeous tits and an ass to die for I’d left behind back in the sticks of New Hampshire almost twenty years earlier. Charlotte Mathis. The memory of her curves still haunted me to the point I still wasn’t looking for anything long term, nothing more than a place to park my dick until we both grew bored with one another.

      I’d taken Char’s virginity at eighteen because it’s what she’d wanted—and I needed to show my best friend she was beautiful regardless of her size which she’d always complained about. Who she was, every part of her, made me hard as a rock.

      Because, fuck did she ever.

      Thinking about Char always brought back memories of him too. Liam Headley. My other best friend and the only man I dreamed about. Even after all those years, I could still recall how his strawberry-flavored lip gloss lingered on my tongue, how he’d felt under my hands. The noises he’d made when I’d given him what he’d wanted.

      I’d been both their firsts without the other knowing—and they’d stolen my heart.

      Eyeing my scruffy face in the mirror, I told myself a lovely single mom—Blakely—sat out in the living room and the past was best left in the past.

      If only I could convince my inner self as easily as my brain.

      Loving two people had split me in two. I hadn’t been able to choose between my two best friends—and I’d taken the cowardly way out, using my scholarship to play football at URI as an excuse to escape because my head and my heart refused to be swayed toward one or the other. But because of those two, I hadn’t been in the game for anything permanent since blowing out my knee my junior year and ruining my chances to play in the NFL.

      Yeah, Blakely had a son, and she loved him the same way my mom had loved me before she left. I saw him as baggage, and that would usually turn me off when it came to women, but she had the curves a six-foot-five, two-eighty bear like me could enjoy without fear of hurting her.

      I could handle the fact she had a son until we went our separate ways. Besides, he was old enough that he wouldn’t be hanging on her hip or getting in the way if she wanted a little adult time—which I hoped to get with her tonight.

      Finally washed up, I turned off the faucet. Murmuring came from outside the bedroom while I dried my hands. Last I’d known, Blakely’s son wasn’t home, and I definitely heard more than one voice.

      I picked up my bucket with the painting tools packed away and walked through her bedroom, eyeing the bed. My dick twitched at the thought of being buried balls deep inside her lush body.

      A man could hope.

      Ready to push for that date I’d been thinking about since meeting Blakely two days earlier, I sauntered into the kitchen—and pulled up short in the doorway my head barely fit beneath.

      Some pretty boy douchebag had his arm around Blakely as they stood just inside the front door. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      I must have made some noise because he glanced my way. “Who’s that?” he asked, pointing at me with his chin.

      Blakely turned toward me, and same as when I’d first shown up and got an eyeful, her gorgeous smile sent a shot of lust straight to my dick even as my heart ached for the similar woman I’d left behind. “That’s Nathan, the handyman, the one Carissa recommended.”

      The pretty prick holding her asked something about why I’d come from her bedroom, and the jealousy in his tone had me grinning, puffing out my chest a bit.

      That’s right, fucker. You’ve got competition.

      “I locked him up in my bedroom the past two days.” Blakely played him good too, snickering at her own explanation. The guy scowled, and she lightly touched his chest as though attempting to calm him down. “He’s doing some work for me.”

      My grin stayed in place as his forehead remained furrowed.

      “Nathan,” Blakely said, “this is Stewart. He’s…a friend from college.”

      Stewart held onto her hip with a possessive hold that suggested he was more than a mere friend.

      I switched my bucket to my free hand and extended the other, forcing him to let go of her.

      Stewart released Blakely like I’d wanted and shook my hand with a decent grip, but nothing compared to my bear-like paw roughened from years working as a carpenter. “What exactly are you fixing in her bedroom?” he asked.

      Blakely answered before I could, explaining the color change and decorative molding, and Stewart whined about her not asking him to do the work. She reminded him he’d been in Nevada, but of course, he’d moved back home and could take care of whatever wasn’t done. Or so he claimed.

      From the memory of his soft palm, I doubted he could do the molding I planned to install tomorrow.

      That mega-watt smile of Blakely’s turned my way, refreshing my memory of why I wanted the woman beneath me. “So, tomorrow morning then?”

      Guess she thought the same about her pretty friend.

      Smirking, I glanced between them, silently telling Stewart he’d have to do more than act like a little bitch to get between Blakely’s thighs. He might have his hand on her waist again, but I’d be back.

      “Looking forward to it,” I promised her.

      Five minutes later, I sat in a bit of traffic, my smirk long faded while I replayed our conversation since leaving. Who the fuck was he, and where would he be living now that he’d returned from Nevada? Needing fucking answers, I called my friend Carissa who had referred me to Blakely for the job.

      “So what’s the deal with Blakely and that Stewart guy who went to college with her?” I asked the second the call went through.

      “Well, hello to you too. Why are you asking?”

      I inched my old truck along, following the Mercedes in front of me. “Because she’s hot as hell, and I’m itching for something new.”

      “Bored?” she asked with a light laugh, knowing me too damn well.

      “Just saw her for the first time two days ago and felt sure she’s what I need in my life right now.” I tugged on my beard as we came to a standstill again, pushing aside thoughts that I might only want Blakely because of who she reminded me of.

      “I’ll be honest with you.” Carissa’s tone furrowed my brow. “I spoke with Stewart earlier⁠—”

      “Wait. You know the prick?”

      “I’ve known him for years. We grew up together.”

      “Of course you did,” I muttered, cursing the pretty boy again in my head.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “while I hate to say you don’t have a chance, you really don’t have a chance, Nathan. Stewart’s a doctor. Blakely’s a nurse. They’re a good match, never mind that they’re both hot for each other.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “There’s plenty of fish in the sea.” Carissa’s voice suggested pity more than encouragement.

      I let out an exasperated heavy exhale, remembering how she hadn’t shied away from the pretty boy’s grasp on her hip telling me the truth.

      I didn’t stand a chance.

      But at least I still had the job and would see her in the morning. Stewart might end up having her, but that wouldn’t stop me from enjoying the sight of Blakely’s curves and the thoughts of what if the prick had stayed in Nevada.
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      He answered Blakely’s door the next morning. “John—how’s it hanging?”

      I wanted to smash the pearly-white grin off his damn face, and after I glanced down to find him all but naked with a towel around his hips, my hand not clutching my bucket of tools fisted.

      “The name is Nathan,” I reminded him even though I knew the fucker got my name wrong on purpose. “Where’s Blakely?”

      Still grinning, he reached up to hang from the doorframe. Just slightly shorter than me, he didn’t have far to stretch. He flexed, and I barely held in my snort. Fucker didn’t have anything on me—except for a lot less chest hair.

      “She’s…indisposed.”

      I lifted an eyebrow and waited.

      With that fucking smirk still on his face, he let me know he was moving in with her and that they wouldn’t be needing my services anymore since he could finish up the job. After he mentioned they would have called earlier but ended up sleeping in because they’d been up half the night, I got the hint.

      “You know how it is when the love of your life takes you back,” Stewart said.

      I wished I could say that I did, considering the happy glow on his fucking face.

      “Mail the bill, and we’ll take care of it.” Stewart shut the door on me before I could argue.

      Scowling, I climbed in my truck and called Blakely’s cell before driving off. It went straight to voicemail, so I left a message telling her what Stewart had said about not needing my services anymore and asked her to call me if I’d been misinformed.

      What sucked was I didn’t have another job lined up until the following week. It also sucked I’d be out of some cash, but I had enough in my meager savings to pay that month’s bills.

      I went back home to my tiny, one-room apartment and used my old weight bench to beat my body down.

      Blakely never called.

      But two days later while I tried to rustle up some work to finish out the week, a lawyer from New Hampshire rang me.

      “Your brother passed,” he said when I asked what he wanted.

      My older brother. Dead.

      First Mom abandoned me in death when I’d been five. Then Dad because he couldn’t keep his drunk ass from getting behind a wheel.

      I waited for regret or grief to hit while settling back in my lone kitchen chair, but neither emotion arrived, leaving me numb as usual. “What happened?” I asked, even though I couldn’t give two fucks over the asshole who had abandoned me to foster care rather than take me in when our dad passed.

      “OD’d.”

      Stupid fuck.

      “He has a four-year-old daughter,” the lawyer continued when I didn’t respond.

      Fuck. I pinched the bridge of my nose, my eyes closing. I remembered all too well the hurt of losing first one parent then the other. “And I’m his only other living relative,” I muttered what I knew to be true. Why else would a fucking lawyer call me about a dead brother?

      “That’s correct, Mr. Oakland. Which also means all his assets—house, land, and tree business are also yours.”

      A hell of a lot more than I’d accomplished in my life, but that didn’t make the choice easier. Knowing I didn’t really have one tightened my chest and clenched my gut.

      Foster care sucked ass. I’d only spent three years at the farm where the state had placed me, and even though they’d been decent people, I wouldn’t wish that shit on any kid.

      Especially a four-year-old little girl sick fucks would love to get their hands on.

      “Where at?” I asked, dread twisting my insides.

      Of course, the lawyer named the town Rawlings, the exact place where my brother and I had grown up, his house on the opposite end from where the foster farm had been.

      “Give me the details,” I muttered and stared unseeing at my kitchenette as my brother’s lawyer explained shit to me. The legal jargon, I didn’t understand, but one thing I knew for certain: My brother, while far from rich, had attained more than I had through my adult years. At least I’d been smart enough to keep off the sauce unlike our dad and steered clear from the pain pills that had caused our mom’s death.

      My brother had already been buried while little Trina waited in the state’s care.

      Glancing around my shit apartment, the truth I didn’t know how to raise a kid and didn’t have a role model sat like goddamn concrete in my bowels.

      Baggage.

      The type I couldn’t bring to Rhode Island where all I did was work and survive, the kind that would take me back to a town I had no wish to visit again.

      I wanted to say no to the responsibility—my brother had been a piece of shit—but Trina deserved more than I’d gotten. She deserved family to nurture her, not well-meaning strangers who didn’t share blood, who could never really care, and being in the place she knew, her home, would be best.

      “I’ll be there in a week,” I forced out, my throat thickening as we set up an appointment for me to sign some shit and meet my niece.

      I wouldn’t have to worry about running into Blakely and her doctor prick again—but I wondered over the two I’d left behind. Did they still live in that shithole town up in the sticks? Had Charlotte ever married and gotten those dozen kids she’d always wanted? Had Liam escaped the bullies in Rawlings, the assholes who felt men preferring dick over pussy didn’t deserve to live?

      Every cell in my goddamn body dragged its feet over the inevitable, but within a few days, I packed up my tiny apartment, all my belongings easily stashed in the back of my old Ford. After one last phone call to my only friends, Carissa and her husband, I set off north, my goodbyes made and a promise given to call her if I ever needed anything.

      She’d been excited for my chance to start over. Something fresh and new. Maybe it would land me near a woman I wouldn’t grow bored with. But I knew no one would ever compare to Charlotte or Liam. No doubt rested in my mind I’d be lonely for life.

      For once, I didn’t speed, my usually heavy foot keeping me at a mere sixty-five while heading north. Reluctant didn’t even begin to describe my damn attitude toward the whole upheaval of my existence. And it wasn’t just the idea of having a ward, being burdened with the care of a little kid. For the first time in my life, I understood what my brother had faced when our dad died—and why he’d left me to foster care.

      Unwilling and yet a better man at thirty-eight, I couldn’t imagine my nineteen-year-old brother’s need for freedom. At least I’d gotten to live before taking on the responsibility of his kid.

      I’d loved and lost by choice, a decision I continued to struggle with on a daily basis.

      Hands in a tight grip on my steering wheel, I told myself that Charlotte and Liam must have moved on. Surely, I wouldn’t see them in the tiny town we’d all hoped and dreamed of escaping.

      Liam had always been smart as a whip and wanted to be a doctor. He’d be gone for sure, since he’d never get that kind of training up in no-man’s land. And while Charlotte had planned to teach first grade, I expected she’d be married with a large brood already, her dreams of white picket fences and walk-in closets fulfilled. Regardless of what she thought about her size and crooked teeth, Char had always been sweet and beautiful enough to get any man she pursued.

      I hoped for all our sakes, they’d started new lives someplace else. I didn’t have the balls or emotional capacity to deal with seeing either of them living a happily ever after that didn’t include me.

      Because I sure as hell hadn’t moved on—and I only had myself to blame.

      The mile markers counted too damn quickly toward a new life I wasn’t prepared for while I considered what had kept me single since leaving.

      I was still in love with a woman and a man, my two best friends, the only ones who’d ever truly known me, the only ones I’d ever shared all my secrets with—except for the fact I’d slept with them both.

      Piece of shit.

      My scowl deepening, I let off the gas and took the exit that led to my new home, a place I didn’t belong, to be caretaker to a kid I’d never met—and had zero fucking clue how to raise.
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      I’d left Boston earlier than I’d hoped to and arrived in my old stomping grounds an hour before Charlotte expected me. Five years had passed since I’d been in Rawlings, and my stomach churned. Seeing as I had time to kill, I turned right once I got into town, deciding on the scenic route to my best friend’s house for our planned dinner.

      Best to meet memories head on and remind them I wasn’t the scrawny, craven kid of my childhood.

      After graduation, I’d moved to Boston to make a name for myself and prove my worth. Becoming a surgeon had accomplished that goal in my opinion, and I looked forward to showing the residents of my old hometown that a man like me had great value.

      The middle school’s ball fields opened up ahead, and I slowed. My gaze roamed over the old brick building and the side parking lot where the town bully, Billy Jenkins, had given me a black eye, I’d gotten called a faggot for the first time, and I’d met Charlotte. Even though I preferred looking at boys back in the fifth grade and had been labeled gay, the way she’d stood up to the bully, protecting the new kid without knowing me, had earned her a place in my heart.

      I’d called her my newest best friend that day, and she hadn’t disagreed.

      We became two peas in a pod like that Gump guy said about him and his Jenny, painting our nails garish colors and sharing lip gloss.

      Fatso and Faggot up in a tree became Billy and his buddies’ favorite line to sing whenever they saw the two of us together, which happened to be just about every single day, but I hadn’t minded. I’d dreamed about kissing boys, but I’d secretly dreamed about Charlotte in that way too. My first foster family had told me I was gay, and once they explained what that meant, I’d agreed. However, having feelings for my best friend confused me, made me question who I was. I’d learned what bisexual meant years later, but that hadn’t fit since I didn’t like girls. Just Charlotte.

      I eventually decided I didn’t need a label. I liked who I liked and wanted to kiss who I wanted to kiss, but I never let her know. She meant too much to my lonely soul to stir waters that could drown me if I caused waves.

      The middle school faded in my rearview mirror, my mind fonder from memories from that time with the only girl I’d ever loved. Her dazzling smile with the crooked front teeth she hated. The tight, grounding clasp of her hand holding onto mine. The sense of belonging I felt whenever she hugged me tight.

      I’d always been a needy bitch, and Charlotte seemed to know exactly what I needed and when.

      My grin took over my face, flutters in my stomach over seeing her soon. Would she be unchanged and still beautiful? Hug me the same way even though I didn’t look like I had all those years ago?

      “Hell, I hope so,” I mumbled to myself, rounding a bend in the road, selfishly glad she’d never married so I wouldn’t have to put up with a jealous husband.

      The farm appeared ahead, stirring emotion beyond what I’d expected. I slowed once more, enjoying the red and purple sunset streaking behind the massive house. Lights in the downstairs illuminated a family seated to eat dinner, same as when I’d lived there.

      The state had placed me at the farm after I’d spent the first part of my childhood closer to Boston where boys like me weren’t called names. But in the sticks of New Hampshire, I got shit for wearing sparkly unicorn shirts and painting my fingernails pink. In small towns, I’d learned the privacy of one’s sexual orientation affected others’ lives.

      But how the fuck that was possible continued to baffle me.

      Even though Charlotte had stood up for me, the backwoods assholes hounded me even after we got into high school. I’d been beaten up a few times for ogling boys in gym class and lied to my foster parents about how I got the bruises on my face. Too chickenshit to bring attention to myself, I’d withdrawn and studied, only hanging out with Charlotte.

      Until Nathan arrived.

      An angry beast of a boy who had hair on his chest at fifteen. Six feet tall, built like a man, and he shaved like a man—but was still a foster kid like me.

      I’d been smitten with my roommate and trailed after him like a puppy because he let me. He never once teased me for my fag nail polish or the gloss I slathered on my lips. He never called me names, and the first time he’d stood up for me in the tenth grade ended the bullying for good.

      Nathan had knocked two kids from the “kill the fag” crew onto their asses, and that day, he, too, became my best friend, joining Charlotte in my dreams and fantasies.

      I drove over the covered bridge we’d fished alongside, and I smirked over memories of asking him about pussy on my seventeenth birthday. He’d had his fair share. Rumor stated he’d slept with all the sluts in school, and while he tried to explain what the inside of a woman’s body felt like wrapped around his dick, I couldn’t imagine touching any female like that except for Charlotte.

      But she was my other best friend, and I valued her too much to mess things up just for a taste of pussy…so I’d pushed Nathan, and the recollection still embarrassed the hell out of me.
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      “Have you ever been with a guy?” I asked him.

      Nathan studied me until I got antsy and used the excuse of reeling in my fishing line to turn away from his stare.

      “I don’t do dick,” he stated, but not unkindly. “Have you had sex yet?”

      I shook my head, too damn flustered to admit the truth out loud.

      “Just be careful.” Nathan cast again after his bit of advice. “Men will take advantage of you rather than take care of you. Wait for someone you trust.”

      “Have you…” I fought to find words while rubbing my gloss-slicked lips together. “Had a girl like that?” I sputtered over the question.

      “You mean up the ass?”

      My face must have turned bright red from the heat rushing to my cheeks. “Y-yes.”

      “Yeah,” Nathan didn’t hesitate to answer. “Girls seem to think sticking with anal sex keeps them virgins, but what the fuck ever. If a man isn’t careful, doesn’t prepare a girl—or guy—right, it can cause serious damage. Don’t just give it up to the first guy wanting to stretch your hole, Liam.”
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      My dick had thickened over the idea of Nathan damaging me, I remembered, and I’d almost begged him for it then and there. I’d bitten my lip and thought things through carefully over the next couple of weeks like I always did when needing to make a plan, eventually coming to one conclusion.

      Nathan was the only guy I had trusted to make me a man, and a month later, I grew the balls to ask him.

      He’d said no without hesitation.

      Driven to get what I wanted, I listed the pros to him being my first, same as I’d done in my own brain.

      Voice and entire body shaking, I’d laid it all out, even being a bastard by reminding him of what he’d said about causing damage. He let go of his reluctance because I told him he’d always been protective and wouldn’t ever hurt me.

      Nathan had given me what I’d asked for.

      My ass clenched at the memory, and I quickly shook my head while taking a hard left into Charlotte’s neighborhood. Same as always, I fought against my body’s reaction every time I remembered his gentle fingers, his massive dick sinking so deep inside me I hadn’t been able to breathe.

      That night had opened a door to something I’d never allowed myself to hope for, and I’d lost my heart forever.

      Nathan took me voluntarily a dozen more times—his instigating—and I thought for sure I’d found my forever man, the one fate had graciously put in my path in return for all the shit she’d dished out in my childhood.

      But three months after starting our secret love affair, Nathan left for college to become a football star—without even saying goodbye.

      Charlotte had caught my tears. My faithful friend, even though time and distance eventually physically separated us.

      Setting aside thoughts of the past, I focused on the woman waiting on the front porch when I pulled into her driveway. Her bright smile, unchanged over the years, soothed away memories long best forgotten, even if they still stung like a damn hornet.

      Nothing was prettier than Charlotte losing her self-consciousness over her teeth out of pure joy. Nothing felt better than being the one who put that light in her eyes either.

      I hopped out of my SUV and hurried up the stoop’s three stairs, throwing my arms around her, laughing and breathing in the scent of chocolate chip cookies.

      “Welcome home,” she whispered against my ear, and I squeezed her a bit tighter, the soft cushion of her breasts against my chest the comfort I remembered—and a turn on.

      Sure, I craved dick, but my sweet Char made me want more. Soft, feminine curves. Wet heat like a glove clasped around my dick—even though I hadn’t ever experienced it for myself.

      “It’s good to be here,” I murmured against her hairline and stepped back before she caught notice of my thickening length.

      “You stayed away too long—long enough I didn’t expect you to ever come back.”

      “Well, I’m here now.”

      Her smile caused more butterflies to burst through my stomach. “Rumor has it you’re sticking around this time. I heard we got our very own surgeon down at our so-called hospital.”

      “Truth. And I’m not going anywhere,” I promised. “No more running off to the big city and never phoning home.”

      “Yeah, about that.” She backhanded my arm, and we both laughed, our friendship picking up as easily as if I’d seen her yesterday, not five years ago. “Come on in. I made you cookies, but you have to eat your dinner first,” she said, grabbing my hand to pull me inside.

      “Chocolate chip?”

      “Of course.”

      I followed her into her small house, a sense of home settling over me. Cozy and cluttered, the living room on our left hadn’t changed since I’d last been in town. The worn and inviting couch where we’d fallen asleep while watching movies had me longing for more of the same. She’d added another bookshelf though, and the disorderly stacks and rows caused my OCD nature to itch.

      Char needed a library of her own, one with a door she could shut to contain the evidence of her disorganization.

      Well-used and smelling divine as always, the kitchen lit up with bright bulbs in the old chandelier hanging above her table.

      Set for two.

      With a bottle of wine—cheap, I noted with a quick glance—but my sweet Char hadn’t lived a life beyond Rawlings, didn’t know what existed beyond the sticks. She’d stayed close to her aging parents, teaching first grade at the school I’d met her in.

      We sat down to dine, and I reached across the table to take her hand. “Thank you for this,” I whispered past the sudden thickness in my throat, moved beyond the emotion I usually dealt with. No one had ever accepted me like she had, and no one outside Nathan loved me like she did.

      Pink fused her plump cheeks, and not just from the heat of the oven she’d pulled the roast from. “My pleasure, Liam.”

      The thought of adding to her pleasure twitched need through my groin again, but I smiled and gushed over how good dinner looked instead.
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