
Hate to WantYou



  	
	    
	      Also by Lily Ryan

	    

      
	    
          
	      Baker's Bunch

          
        
          
	          Hate to Want You

          
        
          
	          Hate to Love You

          
        
          
	          Hate to Lose You

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Stark Me

          
        
          
	          Friends are for Sharing

          
        
          
	          Loving Lucas

          
        
          
	          #Cougarlicious

          
        
          
	          His Condition

          
        
          
	          Destination Wedding

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Lily Ryan

Lily Ryan

Dedication

Chapter 1 | Austin | Present

Chapter 2 | Six Months Ago | Austin

Chapter 3 | Natalia

Chapter 4 | Austin

Chapter 5 | Natalia

Chapter 6 | Austin

Chapter 7 | Natalia

Chapter 8 | Austin

Chapter 9 | Natalia

Chapter 10 | Austin

Chapter 11 | Natalia

Chapter 12 | Austin

Chapter 13 | Natalia

Chapter 14 | Austin

Chapter 15 | Natalia

Chapter 16 | Austin

Chapter 17 | Natalia

Chapter 18 | Austin

Chapter 19 | Natalia

Chapter 20 | Austin

Chapter 21 | Natalia

Chapter 22 | Austin

Chapter 23 | Natalia

Chapter 24 | Austin

Chapter 25 | Natalia

Chapter 26 | Austin

Chapter 27 | Natalia

Chapter 28 | Austin

Chapter 29 | Natalia

Chapter 30 | Austin

Chapter 31 | Natalia

Chapter 32 | Austin

Chapter 33 | Natalia

Chapter 34 | Austin

Chapter 35 | Natalia

Chapter 36 | Austin

Chapter 37 | Natalia

Chapter 38 Austin | Present

Epilogue

Chapter 1 | Samantha

Other books by Lily Ryan

Acknowledgements

Sign up for Lily Ryan's Mailing List

Also By Lily Ryan

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lily Ryan

[image: ]


Hate to Want You

First printing, 2020

Copyright © 2020 by Lily Ryan

Cover art copyright © by Imagination Uncovered

Cover photograph copyright © Imagination Uncovered

Book design by Lily Ryan

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without the written permission of the publisher.
The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction are the creations of the author, and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.
Publisher’s Note: The author and publisher have taken care in preparation of this book but make no expressed or implied warranty of any kind and assume no responsibility for errors or omissions. No liability is assumed for incidental or consequential damages in connection with or arising out of the use of the information contained herein.

Printed in the United States of America

Get news about my new and upcoming releases as well as special offers by signing up for Lily’s Email Newsletter.

Lily's Newsletter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


There are times we are lucky enough to stumble across someone who helps us, who encourages us, who never loses perspective of what’s important in life. Over the few short years that I’ve known Lainey Da Silva, she has always been there for me, from a shoulder to lean on to that little voice telling me to keep pushing forward, as well as a force in helping bring my work to the attention of readers everywhere. We all need a Lainey in our corner. I am lucky enough to have had the good fortune to find mine!  
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Chapter 1

Austin

Present
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“Do you promise to take this woman as your lawfully wedded wife, for better or worse, forsaking all others, until death do you part?”

A shiver runs up my spine. I’m frozen in place. Paralyzed. I can’t force my eyes off those of the raven-haired beauty before me. 

Till death do you part? That’s a long fucking time. 

Can I do this? I mean really do it? Can I stand before all these people, and promise to love her forever? 

I’ve known her all of my life. I’m crazy in love with her. At least I thought I was until five seconds ago, but now, with the promise of being tied to her until one of us dies, the collar of my shirt tightens. Or is it the stupid fucking bow tie I’m wearing?

It’s so quiet you can hear a pin drop. Or is my heartbeat pounding in my ears making me deaf to the sounds around me? 

My silence is awkward. I know this because Natalia squeezes my hand, waiting for something to pass my lips. I pull my eyes from her and glance at the rustling onlookers. I can hear again, and it isn’t good. Whispers flitter through the air. I’m not picking up words. Nothing decipherable. Just white noise, restless sounds. I swallow hard.

My eyes meet hers again. A flash of something sad passes over the soft lines of Natalia’s beautiful face. It’s gone in an instant and replaced with anger. Anger is better, I can resist that. Her pain makes me weak. Her accusing eyes inform me that she knows I’m having second thoughts and she’s pissed. 

The two of us standing here dressed like a cake topper come to life is surreal. Nat stands before me in her white veil and gown, hair done up and make-up perfect. She’s gorgeous. Like a supermodel. Any man would be lucky to spend his life with her. And she’s all mine. If I could just say yes.

But that promise-till death do you part- that puts shit into perspective. 

Can I embarrass her? Break her heart? She’ll never forgive me. Not after everything that went down this week. Funny thing, if I say no, there will be a bigger heartbreak for her than losing the promise of forever with me. That one has to do with her father. Actually the whole wedding is about her and her father.

I need a second. 

Or a minute. 

Or a whole fucking year to pull myself together. I close my eyes. It’s the only way I can break the connection with her and think straight. Or else I might shit my pants at the promise of permanently entwining my life with hers. 

I was fine this morning. And when she walked down the aisle, I thought my heart would burst through my chest. I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful. But now—

There’s only one answer I can give. The only one that makes sense and it’s not the one she wants to hear. We rushed into this. That’s on me. As I gather up the courage to say no, to reject her in front of the forty-something people that showed up to our rushed wedding, I hesitate. I can’t do it. 

Natalia will hate me. Probably never talk to me ever again. It will destroy me right along with her. My shoulders slump at the thought because being with Natalia, seeing her smile; nothing makes me happier. But we are talking about the rest of our lives. 

Just me and her. 

My throat constricts even more and my chest burns with each breath.

I don’t want to hurt her. I don’t want anything to hurt her. That’s why I’m in this mess, to begin with. It’s a stupid sense of chivalry that my father taught me. An instinct to protect the woman I love. And I do love her. 

But can I really sacrifice the rest of my life to give her this one, special day? To make this one dream come true?
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Chapter 2

Six Months Ago

Austin
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“Any updates?” Tyler asks weaving the car through traffic. 

I shake my head, which is pretty stupid since the last thing I need right now is for Tyler to take his eyes off the road and crash the car. 

“Nothing. I don’t want to bother my mother. She’s got enough going on there trying to deal with the doctors.”

He presses his foot harder on the accelerator. “But she’d let you know if it was bad, right?” An angry horn blasts from a car he cuts off.

“It’s bad Tyler! It’s a fucking heart attack, how much worse can it be?”

It’s a stupid question. One I don’t want to tempt fate to answer. While a heart attack is bad, as long as Dad is alive, it could be worse. And while I haven’t heard from my mother since she called to tell me to get my ass to the hospital, that’s a sign that Dad’s still breathing.

“Austin.” I hear the warning in my friend’s voice. He’s thinking the same thing I am.

“I know. I know. I just can’t fathom worse right now. I don’t know how my mother’s handling this. If she’s handling it at all or secretly falling apart. There’s not a whole hell of a lot I can do. I can’t even get in touch with my brother. Even if I could it’s not like he could hop on a flight home from the middle of a fucking dessert.”

“It’s going to be okay.”

I scrub my hand over my face. Empty words. That’s all he has to offer. Meaningless, empty words. I rather deal with the deafening silence than hear him offer false sentiment. 

“Emergency or main lobby?” Tyler asks, turning into the hospital parking lot.

“Lobby. Mom said they admitted him. He’s in Intensive care.”

Tyler slows the car and pulls up in front of the main entrance. “I’ll meet you up there in a few.” I nod, get out and take a look back at my friend. “He’s a fighter, man. Your dad’s going to do everything he can to bounce back.”

Again I bob my head up and down as if I agree. Honestly, I’m a zombie right now. I’d agree to a frontal lobotomy if I thought it would help my father.

The receptionist asks for my license and hands me a visitor’s pass, before directing me to the alcove behind her desk. I stand in front of the elevators in a semi-trance. 

Palms sweaty. 

Heart pounding. 

Brain about to explode. 

That frontal lobotomy sounds good right about now.

Ding. 

The echoing sound startles me as it rings out in the small rectangular area. I look around to see which set of double doors has the triangle lit above it. Gears churn as the moving box races to the lobby for the doors to open and swallow me up whole, before shooting back from where it came. 

The idea of it is stupid; a transport that can only move up and down. All day long. Never sliding off course, never traveling horizontally or out of this building. Up and down. Up and down. Over and over again. I don’t know how elevator operators did that years ago, hour after hour, day after day. 

I focus on this idea to keep from obsessing over what I’m going to find when I see my father. I’m scared shitless. My whole life he’s been healthy and strong. I don’t know what to expect when I see him. Last I heard he still hasn’t woken up. He’s critical but stable. 

How is it possible to be critical and stable at the same time? Why would you say someone is stable if they are in ICU? Doesn’t Intensive Care by default connote they aren’t stable and that their health can take a wicked turn at any moment?  

The phone vibrates in my pocket. My stomach drops and my heart nose dives. I hope this isn’t to inform me that my father’s condition has changed. Any change that comes this quick wouldn’t be a good one.

With shaking hands, I pull my phone out. At the same time, the elevator doors open. I look down and examine the unfamiliar number while walking. It’s probably work. I don’t know if I should answer. My mother would call me if there’s been a change. Unless she’s in no condition to call me and this is a doctor.

I choose to ignore the call since I’m on my way up to Dad’s room anyway. If it is news, it can wait until I get there, if it’s a wrong number I don’t need the distraction. Something crashes into my shoulder, knocking me a bit off-kilter.

“Watch where you’re going!” A woman snarls, as she walks into me. Or maybe I walked into her, I don’t fucking know. All I know is the last thing I need is to deal with a cranky bitch, even if she does smell like sweet melon.

I look up, but she’s already passed. I catch a glimpse of her from behind. I don’t see her face. Nothing but her long, dark, wavy hair that falls just below her mid-back, and her curvy, heart shaped ass swaying as she walks. 

“Fuck off!” I mutter stepping onto the elevator and flipping her the bird. She doesn’t see, doesn’t hear, and doesn’t seem to care at all. That’s fine, I already spent too much energy on her. I pull my mind back to what’s important, getting up to my father. Reaching out, I press the round button. The number four lights up and the doors close. 

* 
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MY MOTHER STANDS IN front of me as the doors open. She’s teary-eyed and looks broken. I move out of the elevator and offer her a hug. Mom accepts my embrace and leans her head against my chest for a moment. She tries to hide it, but I feel her sob against me.

“Mom?” I look down at her. 

She closes her eyes and shakes her head as she pulls away. “Go. Go see him,” she sniffles.

“Aren’t you coming?” I ask, feeling like a little boy afraid to go to school on the first day. It’s like a giant monster waits for me on the other side of the ICU doors and Mom is my only shot of keeping it at bay. 

“I’m going for coffee.”

“Are you kidding? Can’t the nurses get you a cup?”

“Sweetheart,” she stretches her hand out and rests her palm against my cheek. “I need a minute. Seeing him like that breaks my heart. I’ll be right back. I promise.” 

The heavy feeling in my stomach sinks lower. I take a deep breath as I press the large silver button on the wall to swing the doors open. 

My feet are cement blocks, barely moving forward. I walk like I know where I’m going. It’s not like reading the signs with the room numbers is brain surgery. Still, I’m surprised my mind is functioning at all. The nurses don’t stop or question me. They’re too busy rushing in and out of rooms. 

I close my eyes and remember the last time I walked down a hospital corridor. The pain in my arm hurt like a bitch. I knew I broke it. I couldn’t show how bad it hurt though. At twelve, I was too old to cry. Tears filled my eyes as Coach escorted me off the football field. I fought like hell to keep from crying. There wasn’t a chance I’d give my friends and teammates the satisfaction of holding that over my head. 

Coach thought I was upset about missing the rest of the playoff game. I could care less about the game. It was the pain that had me weak in the knees. 

Dad met me on the sideline, put his arm around my shoulder and led me to the car. At first, I thought my father was going to be mad. The playoffs meant a lot to him. More to him I think, than to me. We practiced hours a day for a week before this game. He’d throw the ball and I’d catch it. Over and over again.  

As we walked to the car together, Dad made up a bullshit story about how he cried for an hour when I head-butted him in the nose when I was a baby. How sometimes you just need to let the tears flow because your eyes produce more when you don’t let them out and then they run down your throat and choke you. 

Cry or you might die. It doesn’t get more ridiculous than that. 

I didn’t laugh at the time, but I always snicker in amusement when I retell the story. I know better now. At the time I accepted it as truth.

“It’s Okay,” he said, starting the car. “It’s just you and me now, son. No one else needs to know. Not even Mom or Zane.”  

The words barely left his mouth and I gave in. The tears fell the whole drive there. He didn’t make fun of me, didn’t call me names or make me feel like a baby. That sums up our relationship over the years. My father always found a way for me to justify letting my emotions out. He’s always been my hero. Unlike with my brother who always found an excuse to fight with or turn away from Dad, I always enjoyed the attention he poured on me. 

This memory leads to fifty more of my father. Lessons he taught me, activities we did together, and his incessant rooting at the football games. How many times did my teammates tease me in high school because I’d catch the ball in a game and he’d run down the field on the sidelines with me, cheering the whole time? 

Mom always supported me, but Dad, he’s my rock.

From outside the door to his room, I hear noise. A lot of it. Shit, this is bad. I wipe my eyes before stepping into his room. It’s okay I remind myself, he won’t think I’m any less of a man.

He lies still, hooked up to all sorts of machines. One screen monitors his blood pressure, pulse and heart rate. Another shows his oxygen level. Still one more regulates the rate of the IV drip. 

How the fuck did this happen? I think I might pass out. I cover my mouth and hold back from letting any sound escape. One thing is for him to see me cry, but to hear me moan and whine like a little girl, no. I can’t let him think I’m giving up on him.

After a deep breath, I take his hand. It’s already bruising from the IV they stuck in him. 

“Hey, old man, if you needed a break you should’ve taken mom on vacation.” 

Nothing. No movement. No response. I didn’t really expect one, did I? I didn’t expect, but I hoped.

I clear my throat hoping to push the useless emotion out of my voice. “I love you, Dad. So does Mom.” I pause a moment. “And Zane.” 

In truth, I don’t know how my brother feels about any of us. I wouldn’t be surprised if he hates us all. He hasn’t had anything good to say about me or my father for years now. Their last blowout led to him running off. 

The prick took the easy way out and signed up for the military. He didn’t think about what that decision would do to the rest of the family. No, instead of looking in the mirror and trying to be a better person, he ran the hell away from the criticism. 

I don’t even know if he’d give a shit that mom cries worrying about him all the time. That she says a Novena every night, praying for his safe return home. Or that Dad hasn’t been the same since he left. My father’s aged a decade in the last year and a half. But that’s Zane, always putting himself ahead of everyone else.

“I’m sorry he can’t be here,” I say, because I can’t think of anything else. “You’ll have to settle for me.” Although I’m pretty sure I’m not his idea of settling. Given the choice between me and my brother, I don’t doubt that Dad would choose me. “Mom went to get some coffee. She’ll be back soon. Promise.”

This sucks. I don’t know how to have a one-sided conversation. I don’t even know if he could hear me. Still, I talk, because if I sit here and dwell on his still, almost lifeless form I’m going to lose my mind.  

A nurse enters the room and offers a sad smile. She talks to my father as she touches him and hooks up another bag of fluid to the IV as if he’s conscious and knows what’s going on. She tells him that I’m here and it’s okay for him to rest while I visit. With another sad smile aimed at me, she leaves. 

My mother comes back, and I see pure pain on her face as she looks at my father. They’ve spent the last twenty-eight years together. Twenty-seven of them as a married couple. Sure they bicker and fight from time to time, but nothing crazy. Neither of them has ever gone so far as even mentioning divorce.

I stand and push my chair closer to the bed. My mother sits and holds my father’s hand. Me, I swallow hard as I watch the scene and pretend this isn’t my life.  
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Chapter 3

Natalia
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My head pounds. This is a nightmare. I close my eyes and rub my hand over my crinkled brow processing my mother’s words. My father needs surgery to repair the fracture to his hip.

“That’s just fucking wonderful.”

“Natalia!” My mother scolds.

“What? He wouldn’t need surgery if his ‘good friend’”, I use air quotes, “George Mathers showed up.”

“You can’t blame George. It was an accident, Nat. That’s all.”

Is she kidding me? Is she fucking kidding me!? How is she taking this so well? He’s her husband. They’ve been married for thirty years. Doesn’t she care what happens to him?

“Yes, an accident that wouldn’t have happened if his friend showed up to finish the job he started. Dad never would’ve been up on that ladder if it wasn’t left in the corner of the room. Even still, he might have ignored the ladder if he didn’t see spackle on the walls and cans of paint . . .”

“Honey, you need to let this go.”

“I can’t. He thought he left the room a mess and he thought he was the one that needed to fix it. It didn’t matter that I told him he wasn’t. He didn’t listen. What I said didn’t matter one bit.”

“Nat,” she tries to calm me down. 

“No, Mom. You don’t understand. I watched him open the ladder and climb on to the top rung that isn’t a step. At that point, I didn’t even try to warn him because I knew it wouldn’t do any good and I watched him lose his balance. None of this would’ve happened if George showed up.”

“Honey, I think you’re more upset with yourself, and you shouldn’t be. You know we’ve been friends with the Mathers for many years. He’s doing dad a favor, and this isn’t like him. I’m sure he has a good reason for not coming.”

“I’m glad you’re sure because I’m not. And what about Dad’s recovery?”

“What about it?”

“Can we even afford it?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“I’m mean when he comes home, can we accommodate him.”

Mom shakes her head and takes a few steps away from me. “I can’t think that far in advance.”

“We have to. What happens if he comes home and forgets he had hip surgery and does something he’s not supposed to? He’ll hurt himself and we won’t know what to do. What then?”

My mother closes her eyes and shakes her head. “Honestly, I have no idea.”

I don’t know why I’m giving my mother a hard time. It’s not like it’s going to change anything. Dad is still going to need surgery. And he’s still going to have Early Onset Alzheimer’s.   

“Is it scheduled for today?”

“No. They need to run blood work and take him off his blood thinner. It looks like they’ll do it tomorrow morning. For now, he needs rest and they’re keeping him sedated so that he’s comfortable.”

“Wonderful.” I turn and take a few steps away from my mother. 

“Why don’t you come back to his room?” I hear my mother’s voice behind me just before she rests her hand on my shoulder. 

I fight to hold back the threatening tears. “I can’t. I don’t want to deal with that again.”

“Honey, he’s sleeping. You know he loves you. It’s the disease.” She smoothes my hair with her hand.

“I’m used to him forgetting little things and yelling at me, but what happened in there . . . I’m his daughter and he flirted with me.”

“He’s stressed and scared and in a lot of pain. I’m sure he’s dealing with things the best way his brain will allow.”

I turn to face my mother, and a wave of compassion rises. I notice her laugh lines have given way to something deeper. Something more akin to wrinkles. The puffiness below her eyes makes her look tired. I reach for her hand and squeeze.

“I’m worried about the toll this is taking on you. And I don’t just mean his hip.”

She shakes her head and offers me a sad smile. “I’m fine.”

“Mom.”

“I mean it. I’m okay, Nat.” 

She strokes the side of my face. I have half a mind to remind her I’m not ten, but I don’t. She needs to feel like she’s offering me comfort this way she doesn’t feel as useless and out of control as I do. 

“I’m not going back in there. Not today.”

“Natalia.” I hear the sad twinge in my mother’s voice.

I feel like a bad daughter for leaving, but I can’t stay in the hospital any longer. The noise, the antiseptic smell; I can’t deal with it. And at least I’m here. My sister Nicole hasn’t shown up yet.

Sure, she’s busy at home with her baby but I really could’ve used the help with Dad after he offered to take me out for a drink. He worked himself into a frenzied state. Mom left the room for all of one minute to get a nurse since they were slow to respond to the call button, and he flipped out on me. Well not on me, he didn’t have a clue who I was but thought nothing of cursing me out, right along with his good-for-nothing-daughter who lives with him but couldn’t bother to be here.

I need to get the hell out of here.  

“I’m going home for a bit. I’ll come pick you up when visiting hours are over.” I tell my mother.

“Maybe I can get a ride with Nicole. She should be here by then. Or maybe I’ll stay the night.”

“You need to keep your strength up, for the both of you. You should sleep in your own bed.”

My mother must be worn out because she nods, hugs me and goes back into my father’s room without another word. 

I head for the elevators and wait for one that’s heading down to the lobby. I step in and dig my fingernails into the flesh of my palms. I need physical pain, to keep my mind off the emotional pain. Unfortunately, this doesn’t hurt and it doesn’t help.

I walk through the rotating door leading outside declaring to myself that today is officially the shittiest day of my life. A slight breeze carries the scent of cigarette smoke. Two women in scrubs at the edge of the parking lot across from the valet area chat while polluting the air along with their lungs. 

Fuck it. They have the right idea. Screw vaping. Nothing like a good old fashioned cancer stick. I guess. I really wouldn’t know since I have no experience with either. I walk over to them, still unsure if I’m going to do this. I heard the main thing people like about smoking is the deep breaths they take while doing it. I need something to help me breathe right about now.

Even as I put the cigarette between my lips, I don’t believe I asked to bum one off of them. 

“Do you have a light?” One of the women asks.

“No. I don’t usually smoke. I just feel like I need one right now.”

“No problem,” she offers a sad smile as if she understands how upended my life is at the moment. She very well may, since she works here I’m sure she sees it daily.

“I need to get back to work,” she tosses a mini lighter to me. “Keep it,” she calls as the women head back toward the hospital.

“Thanks,” I mutter. 

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. See, I tell myself. It’s already helping.
I run my thumb over the spark wheel of the lighter, and bring the flame up to the end of the cigarette. I try to light it, but as soon as I inhale, I cough. The lighter flame extinguishes, and the little bit of smoke indicating the paper is lit dies out as well. I try again. Again I cough.
“Let me help you with that.” 

The cigarette is pulled from my lips. What kind of dumb-ass would do that? I should tell this piece of work where to go. 

Stunned, I look up. He’s a piece of work alright, but not the kind I originally thought. My stomach flutters at the sight of the guy holding the cigarette that was just in my mouth. His glistening green eyes meet mine and time stops. I forget about my crumbling world. 

I take another long breath of air admiring the sculpture of male perfection standing in front of me. My mouth goes dry. He reaches for the lighter in my hand and his fingers brush against mine. 

Without breaking eye contact, he flicks his thumb over the wheel of the lighter and a small flame appears. He inhales deeply, lighting the stick of tobacco, and god only knows what else that’s rolled in there. “God, I miss that,” he says, holding the cigarette like a joint and blowing the smoke out of his mouth. 

There’s a look of pleasure, of ecstasy, I’ve never seen from something so simple. He looks more like he just got off having his dick sucked than a man who enjoyed a fix of tobacco. 

The truth is, I don’t think I’ve seen anything sexier in my life. It’s not the vice that he’s holding that makes him sexy, or the way he handles it like he’s done it a million times, it’s the whole package. The confidence in the way he moves, like he owns the space, the very air around him, has me biting my lip, wanting to get to know him in a very carnal way. 

“That was rude,” I say, hoping to guilt him into extending the interaction. “I don’t have another one.”

His lips turn up. Not quite a smile. At least not a real one, but it’s not sarcastic either. Something in between. 

“I hope not. As much as I hate this place, and believe me if I never step foot in that building again it will be too soon, this isn’t a good time to start smoking,” he says, tossing the cigarette to the ground and twisting his toes back and forth over it. 

“You had no right to do that!” I say, indignantly.

“I did you a favor. You didn’t know what to do with it. You couldn’t even light it.”

“You’re a jackass.” 

“I’m only trying to help.”

“Help? By budding into my business and judging me?” I don’t miss how his eyes are glued to my lips.

“There are other ways to deal with pain you know,” There’s an undercurrent of an unspoken invitation in his voice. And I’m tempted, so tempted to take him up on it.

“And what makes you think I’m in pain?”

“You’re at a hospital, probably here with your boyfriend—” 

“I’m here for my father.”

“Lucky me.” His eyebrow rises playfully. “You’re here without your boyfriend. Worried. Scared, for your father.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend.” I clarify, knowing that’s what he wants to hear. “It’s nothing too serious. My father broke his hip and needs surgery.” 

“Then why do you look like the world is ending? And why the hell would you choose now to start smoking? Don’t you know how bad that is for you?” He asks, placing a hand on my shoulder.  It’s strong and warm, and I think about that hand, moving down my lower back, pulling me against him, moving down further, still. 

“I’m having a shitty day.”

“Sorry to hear that.” There’s something soft in his voice. Empathy I think. “Like I said,” he steps closer and his body heat wraps around me like a warm blanket. “If you’re looking to forget life for a while, I can think of a better way. And the truth is, my way is much healthier and lasts a lot longer than a minute or two. Promise.” He winks at me.

Holy shit! He really does think he’s all that. The problem is, so do I. While I don’t like his cocky attitude, maybe exploring his body and all the ways it can make mine feel good, is exactly what I need. 
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Chapter 4

Austin 

[image: ]


I cut the engine on Dad’s truck. I don’t like driving it. It feels wrong. But I can’t fit his tools and equipment in my car, so I have no choice. I look around the inside of the pick-up. A picture of my mother peeks out of the visor. Honey cough drops fill the ashtray. And his coffee mug sits in the cupholder.

It looks as if he’s going to open the door any minute and hop inside. I’ll have to clean it out. Eventually. I can’t bring myself to do it now. It’s too soon. Removing any of his things feels like I’m committing an unforgivable offense against him. It makes his loss real. And this is a reality I want no part of. 

A lump forms in the back of my throat. He’s gone. He’s really fucking gone. I slap my palm against the steering wheel. I can’t process this, can’t accept that I’ll never see him again. I don’t want to believe it, because every time I remind myself he’s not coming home, razor-sharp pain slices through my heart. 

I rake my hands through my hair and lean my head back against the rest. “Why am I here?” I ask myself.

Luckily, there’s been so much to do up to this point, I haven’t had time to think. Or feel. Mom needed help planning the arrangements, so I stepped up. I had to. Unlike my prick of a brother. 

Zane hasn’t helped one bit. Fuck help, he didn’t show up to his own father’s funeral. Not only hasn’t he bothered to come home, there’s been nothing but silence on his end. Asshole. When I see him, I’m going to put my fist through his face. 

Perfect. Just perfect. I shake my head, annoyed with myself. Getting riled up over things I can’t control is just the thing I should be doing now. Anger is the perfect complement to grief. 

I glance out the driver’s side window toward the front door of the simple cape home. I don’t see anything. No movement. No sign of life. Maybe I should take that as a cue to save my sanity and leave. I don’t though. I’m here and I need to see this through, as much as I don’t want to. It’s what my father would want. What he’d expect.

A curtain shifts in the window. The movement is subtle, but it’s there. Natalia. I suspect she’s the figure hiding in the shadows. My chest feels like it’s covered in a lead shroud. It’s hard to breathe. I’d rather have my teeth pulled without anesthesia then deal with her.

I should be home or helping my mother sort through the next phase of shit. My boss gave me a few weeks to pull myself together. This isn’t the way to do it. But Dad hated leaving a job unfinished. He’d be particularly upset over this one. No matter how much of a bitch Ned Thomas’ daughter is. 

I’d rather be trapped in a cage with a pride of wild tigers than deal with Natalia. The night of Dad’s heart attack she kept calling and when no one answered, she left four messages, bitching and complaining like the spoiled brat she is.

She started off decent enough, speaking politely and using manners. “Uncle George, I don’t know what happened, but you never showed up today and the shit hit the fan. Please, call me when you have a chance.” 

When she got no response she pressed with a second call, “I’m not sure why you haven’t gotten back to me, but the situation here is serious. Someone needs to come to finish up in the morning.” 

She lost it with the third. “I can’t believe you’re avoiding me! Answer the phone! What kind of professional are you?” 

Her final call of the day put the icing on the cake. “I thought we meant something to you, that you cared about my father. You have done irrefutable damage to my family. I can’t believe you don’t have the decency to answer the damn phone or return a call. That’s fine. I’ll make sure everyone in a hundred-mile radius knows this as I tear your reputation to shreds.”

In no shape to deal with her, I had Tyler call from the company line, and leave a message that I’d be in contact in a few days. She laid off after that, but it doesn’t excuse her behavior. What’s worse is she never even bothered to call to say she’s sorry about Dad. She has to know. Mom personally called to tell her mother.   

“Just get through this,” I mutter, working myself up to deal with the confrontation. “Assess what needs to be done and send someone to do it,” I say, as if I’m in the middle of a two-way conversation and not talking to myself.

I take another glance at the house, open the truck door and step outside. This is my last chance to bolt. I don’t. Dad didn’t raise a coward. At least not where I’m concerned. 

The house looks neat and peaceful. Nothing on the outside hints at the nastiness I know lurks indoors. My feet pound the cement and my blood boils hotter with every step. If she says one word to me, it’s going to take every ounce of self-control, to keep from telling Natalia to go fuck herself. Dad would be pissed if I speak to her like that. Especially since he spent the last month trying to sell me on the idea of getting reacquainted with her.

“She’s such a nice girl, Austin. And boy is she a hottie.” 

I could care less about how she looks. She’s still the same bitch I remember from the last summer our families spent together. That’s not true. She passed bitch on the meter and graduated to full out cunt, just like her sister.  

I hope Uncle Ned’s home so I don’t have to deal with her. I still have a smidge of respect for him and Aunt Margaret, even though they didn’t bother to show up and pay their respects to my father either.

I don’t know what happened to the closeness between our families over the years. We drifted apart. The bitch of it is, I remember what it was like to look forward to spending time with them. That was a long time ago.

Even with soured memories of our last summer at the house off the lake, I remember the excitement leading up to those two weeks. They were my favorite time of the year because I got to spend them with Natalia. Now I can’t stomach the idea of spending a minute with her. 

That last summer was painful. Physically and emotionally. My ever hard dick clued me into the fact that I had a mad crush on her. Probably always did. I remember lying in bed at night waiting for Zane to fall asleep so I could think of Natalia and get off.

Until she threw a bucket of ice on it all.

Even though I’ve seen their parents here and there over the years, I haven’t had contact with the Thomas girls since the summer of my twelfth birthday. Mom and Dad tell me what they’re up to like I give a shit, but that’s it. The bonds between Natalia and I evaporated into thin air, like smoke swirling into the sky.

The anticipation of seeing her has a jackhammer drilling into my skull. She better keep her mouth shut and her attitude in check. I’m not up for a fight. Not today. I’m not sure I have the self-control to hold back. 

Keep your cool, I remind myself. No matter how much of an insensitive cunt she is. If anything I should bitch her out that my father was kind enough to help them, and not one member of her family could show an ounce of respect by showing up to the wake or funeral. I need to finish this job and be done with the lot of them. 

I extend my finger to ring the bell, but before I can, the front door opens.

A raven-haired woman in her mid-twenties greets me. Natalia. Her shiny hair is pulled back in a ponytail and her large brown eyes narrow on me. 

“It’s about time. I thought you were going to sit out there all day.”

Fuck off is on the tip of my tongue. I bite it. For my father. He’d want me to ignore the comment. He’d want me to use my best manners, even though she needs to be told the fuck off.

“Hello, Natalia.”

She eyes me skeptically. She drags her eyes over me, from head to toe as if she’s evaluating whether I’m worthy of being let into her house, let alone working on it. 

“Austin.” She turns and heads into the other room.

Guess I rank high enough on whatever meter she’s using to gage my value. 

I follow her carrying Dad’s toolbox. The faint scent of sweet melon lingers behind her. There’s something familiar about the scent that I can’t put my finger on. Watching her ass sway as I walk behind her triggers my heart to race. She’s gorgeous, and I hate her for that. For making my dick jump and twitch when all I want is to get the fuck away from her. 

I’m not sure how much needs to be done, but according to Mom, Dad promised to change light fixtures and paint some walls. Nothing too hard. Nothing that warrants the immediate attention that justifies the nasty messages she left. 

“So,” she says, leading me into the living room. I can tell by patches of spackle throughout that Dad prepped the walls. What I’m surprised to see is the large area of cracked and broken sheetrock in the middle of a dining room wall. “This happened since your father was here,” she faces me and uses her hand to display it as if it’s some sort of prize. “And for the record, I’m not paying for it.”

Really? She’s trying to screw me? Not gonna happen. Not this way. The only way she’s fucking me is if I pin her up against that wall and take her so hard we shatter what’s left of it. I shake off the thought. 

Wrong time. Wrong place. Wrong person.

This is business. Strictly business. I need to keep my head on straight. There’s no place for thoughts like this. Not here. Not with her. 

“Listen, I’m here in good faith to finish painting and changing light fixtures. There’s no contract and you’re not being charged for any of this, so I think you can pick up the tab on your hole in the wall.”

She steps closer to me and now I smell the melon on her tanned skin. What I wouldn’t give for a little taste. I clench my teeth, pissed that she’s having this effect on me. I’m a grown man, not the little boy she led around by the nose.

“There wouldn’t be a hole in the wall,” her voice rises with every word. “If your father or one of his flunkies showed up to finish the job when he was supposed to.”

“Where’s George?” I look around. “I’m not dealing with you.”

“The hell you’re not!” She steps toe to toe with me.

“We’re done talking,” I say, working to keep my emotions in check.

“Why? Because I’m a woman you pompous ass?” She asks tilting her head with her hand on her hip.

I take a moment. I want to say, no because you’re a bitch and all I can think about is fucking that attitude right out of you. 

“Because my father was doing a favor for your father, not you.”

“Well, my father isn’t here. So you’re going to have to deal with me. And what do you mean was?”

“Have him call me when he gets back.” I turn.

She reaches out and grabs my arm before I can take a step.

My adrenaline spikes. Anger? Lust? A combination? I’m not sure but I know my control is hair-thin as I wrench my arm free.

“Answer me, what do you mean was? Why is your father changing his mind? And why isn’t he here?”

Is she for real? I shake my head and take a step toward the door. Toward my escape.

“Oh, no, you don’t. You’re not getting out of it.” She steps in front of me, blocking my path. “My father can’t come home to this. You need to fix and finish everything before he gets back.” she raises her arms and drops them. “All of it.”  

Now, this is starting to make sense. Ned and his wife must be on vacation. That’s why they didn’t show up to the wake. That’s why Natalia seems clueless about my father. Knowing this doesn’t give me an ounce of compassion for her, though. It makes me angrier. 

I contemplate propositioning her. I’ll fix the hole in the wall for access to one of her very private holes. I’ll even let her choose which one. 

What is wrong with me? This isn’t like me. At all. I can’t do this with her. Can’t even think of it. My father would chop my dick off. I squeeze my eyes shut as if that will reset my brain and keep it focused on the work and not her.

“I get that maybe you threw a wild party while your parents are away and things got out of control,” my eyes dart over to the hole in the wall then back at her. “But I’m not fixing that. I’ll talk to Dad’s guys and see if one of them wants the extra work. I’ll make sure he gives you a good price.”

“No, Austin. Not one of the guys. You. And there isn’t a price you can give me that I’ll agree to. You’re going to do it and you’re going to do it for free. Understand?”

Breathing heavy, I lean over her, forcing her head back so that she has to look up at me. Blood soars through my veins. My
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