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      I never thought a phone call could change my life.

      Clothes are flying everywhere as I ransack the bedroom, grabbing everything I own and stuffing it into the open duffle bag on the bed.

      I don’t care how messy I pack right now. I don’t care if every article of clothing is wrinkled beyond recognition. I don’t want to stay here another second, and now, I don’t have to.

      “What are you doin’, baby?”

      I look up at Rocco, standing in the doorway of the bedroom, self-righteous smirk in place.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “It looks like you’re boltin’.”

      Genius.

      “Yeah, I’m boltin’. I should’ve never come here in the first place.”

      He grins and leans his shoulder against the doorframe. “Where you gonna go, huh? Back to sleepin’ in your car? You ain't got nobody, Beth. No family . . .”

      “I do have family,” I bite out as my bottom lip begins to tremble. It ceases with the sharp breath I take in. “Turns out my momma has a sister, and she told me I can live with her. That’s where I’m going.”

      He shakes his head slowly through a laugh and I look away, grabbing my Kindle off the dresser and lying it on top of my balled up T-shirts.

      “You takin’ that with you?”

      I freeze with my hand on the zipper, slowly lifting my head to meet his icy-blue stare.

      I’d never beg for anything from this man. But this, this I might just beg for.

      “Go ahead,” he says, pushing off the frame and straightening up. “What the fuck would I do with it?”

      “Thank you,” I reply sincerely, as he turns and heads back down the hallway.

      I am grateful for a lot of things Rocco has given me. Food, shelter, money when I wanted a nice headstone for my momma. But there are other things he’s given me that I wish I could give back. Things I wish I could leave behind.

      Zipping up the duffle and securing it over my shoulder, I step into my old, tattered Dr. Martens, grab my keys off the dresser, and tuck my cell phone into my back pocket.

      I’m almost to the front door when Rocco puts his body in between me and the only family I have left.

      “Where you goin’?”

      “None of your business.”

      His chest shakes with silent laughter. Mocking. Always mocking me. He tilts his head. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be walking back through this door eventually.”

      I reach up and adjust the strap on my shoulder, just as the whore Rocco picked up from God knows where giggles from her spot on the couch. I don’t need to look to know she’s naked. Rocco is, so why wouldn’t she be?

      “I’m never coming back here,” I say through a clenched jaw, swallowing down my emotions. “You said you would never keep me here, Rocco. You said once I had a place to go . . .”

      “Beth,” he says in the softest voice I’ve ever heard him use, “I ain’t keepin’ you here. I don’t need to, baby. Fact is, it’ll be real sweet when you come crawlin’ back to me. I’m lookin’ real forward to that.”

      His smile hits me, the same smile that lured me in three months ago, and I fight against my heart’s automatic response to this side of him.

      But it beats wildly in my chest, desperate for this type of connection with someone.

      I don’t want it with you.

      His hands mold to my face, and I brace myself for his next words.

      I know this mind-game he works on me. I’ve heard countless versions of it. It’s his way of keeping me here, because he would never force me to stay against my will. He’s never forced me to do anything.

      Rocco gets off on your need for him. Not the other way around.

      “No one will ever love you the way I do. No one, you hear me?”

      I don’t respond. I don’t give him anything except my cold stare.

      “Those fake pricks you read about on that fucking tablet of yours don’t exist. I’ve told you that. If they did, do you know what they would do?” He leans closer, brushing his nose against my temple.

      I close my eyes to shut him out, to keep these words from staying with me.

      “They’d fuck you cause you got a hot pussy, then they’d toss you out ‘cause they wouldn’t want you. No one will want you, baby.”

      No. I don’t believe that. I’ve never believed that.

      I jerk my head out of his hands and move past him, swinging the door open with enough force, the hinges shriek.

      His laughter fades in the distance behind me, and I pray I never hear it again. It’s almost as bad as the words he uses to break me down with.

      But I’m not broken, and someone will want me. He’s wrong. He has to be wrong.

      I slip my phone out of my pocket and dial the number I programmed a few hours ago. The one I didn’t know about until today.

      “Hello?” A sleepy voice answers on the second ring.

      “Aunt Hattie. It’s Beth.”

      I hear movement, covers rustling, then a soft, “Sweetie, it’s Beth,” before she speaks into the receiver. “Are you coming, darlin’?”

      I smile, my first real smile in months.

      “I’m coming.”
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      I was in love once.

      Once. One time too many.

      I don’t remember what it feels like. I won’t let myself remember it. I’ve burned that part of me, stepped away from the ashes so that I don’t have this constant reminder of how pathetic I’d let myself become. That’s what love did to me nine years ago. It made me pathetic.

      Vulnerable.

      Blind.

      So fucking blind.

      I know what kind of man I am. I know exactly what happens when I allow some piece of ass to become anything more than what I need them to be, and I won’t make that same mistake again. I fell fast and hard with her, but that shit was something I couldn’t control. What’s worse was I didn’t even want control.

      I wanted it desperate. Thoughtless.

      But that’s how I am. It’s how I still fucking am, and it's what makes anything other than mindless, detached fucking out of the question now. I won’t leave myself helpless for someone again, not when I know how it’ll end for me.

      So, I keep my heart out of it. I have to.

      I’m a smart guy when I’m thinking with my dick, but when I allow the weakest part of me to get involved, I’m the dumbest motherfucker on the planet.

      My heart isn’t mixed up in this. It’s not even in the damn state right now.

      “I won’t fuck you again after tonight.” I drop my head and my voice, speaking against her hair.

      The scent of berries and cigarettes invade my senses. Not the most appealing combination, but my dick got past it enough to be interested.

      She shifts her attention off the bar and looks up at me from her stool. Waiting.

      “This is it. And it’s not a date. I don’t do that shit either,” I continue, needing to clarify this before I take her out of here. “Do you get where I’m going with this, baby?”

      I never used to have this speech rehearsed. I figured most women were keen to have casual sex, but unfortunately, I’ve brought one too many of them home who seemed okay with this arrangement, only to have them clinging to me like damn Saran Wrap the next morning, begging to hang out for the day.

      Hang out? No. Fuck. No.

      She nods, keeping her lips firmly, seductively, teasingly wrapped around her straw, which I’m pretty sure is only sucking up air now that she’s been at it for a good ten minutes.

      “One night. Just sex,” she affirms, leaning closer to give me a better advantage of her cleavage. I take notice, and she smiles. Her thumb and finger begin stroking up and down the length of the straw.

      My cock appreciates the innuendo.

      “I can do that. I’ll even promise I won’t fall in love with you.”

      I stand, dropping a twenty dollar bill on the bar top. “That’s not what I’m worried about,” I say, staring down into her eyes. The corner of her mouth twists into a smile as I stop her from jerking off the straw. “I hope you don’t think that’s anywhere near what you’re going to be feeling.” I flick my head in the direction of my hand as it wraps around hers, forcing all her fingers to grip the straw with enough pressure, it begins to bend in her palm.

      She watches me out of the corner of her eye.

      “This is how I like it.” I stroke her hand up and down, slowly, pressing against her skin. “Firm. You got it?”

      She laughs, and it’s a nervous one, but I prefer that to some chick who thinks she knows what she’s in for.

      I don’t like it to feel familiar, not for me, or whoever it is I’m taking home. We’re not going to be getting acquainted. This will never be more than just meaningless sex to me. An empty connection, one that gets my dick wet, but keeps this shit as impersonal as possible.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      She grabs her clutch off the bar, and spins on her stool to face me. “Ready,” she echoes, tugging at the bottom of her skirt as she stands.

      Her lips go for mine, but I tilt my head and let her full mouth graze my jaw.

      “No kissing,” I tell her, watching the curiosity spread across her face.

      An eyebrow raises as she waits for an explanation.

      “I don’t do that. Sorry. I’ll fuck you until you have trouble walking, but I won’t kiss you. That’s not part of it.”

      “I’ve never had sex with someone and not kissed them. Isn’t that weird?”

      “No,” I answer flatly. I lead her out of the bar to the parking lot, releasing my grip from around her waist when I get close to my truck. “Follow me. I don’t mind if you stay the night, but you have to leave first thing in the morning. I have shit to do tomorrow.”

      I don’t. I have absolutely zero plans tomorrow.

      She gives me a quirky look as she walks backwards toward a vehicle. “Have you always been this way when it comes to sex?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, dropping my head into a nod as I open my driver’s side door.

      I watch her from over my shoulder, catching the limp shrug she gives me in response to my answer before she turns to get into her vehicle.

      I climb up into my truck, my head now throbbing along with my dick.

      This better be the extent of her questions tonight. The only other response I plan on giving her is “no, you don’t have to swallow.”

      This is just sex, and the only thing this chick needs to know is how I fuck, not why I fuck the way I do. I’m not getting personal. My dick is. End of discussion.
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      “Hey. You gotta get up.”

      I kick the edge of the mattress, jarring the lifeless body slumped across it.

      She doesn’t move, not even a slight stir to let me know she’s heard me.

      I move the coffee cup I’m holding to my other hand and reach down to pinch her bare ass.

      She squeals. “Ow!”

      “Sorry,” I say as her head slowly turns, her eyes peering through the dark hair that’s covering her face. “Remember… shit to do today? You need to get dressed.”

      She makes a protesting growl in the back of her throat. “What time is it?” she asks, rolling onto her back and stretching her limbs out around her. Her tits threaten to break free from the rest of her body as they protrude unnaturally high off her bony sternum with the arch of her back.

      Christ, she’s skinny as fuck. I shouldn’t be able to see the outline of every damn rib, but this chick doesn’t have any fat on her.

      Instead of fucking her last night, I should’ve force-fed her some carbs.

      I look down at my dick.

      Standards. Let’s re-think those.

      In the morning light, she’s doing nothing for me. Nothing. I prefer soft women with hips and shape, who look like they eat more than a piece of lettuce for a meal. I’m also partial to real tits, as opposed to the cement filled ones I had in my mouth last night. I get it. It’s their bodies, and women can do whatever they want to them. But I don’t know a man who doesn’t have a preference.

      Mine just doesn’t happen to be hers.

      Even as this chick turns on her side, propping her head on her hand and gesturing at me with a crook of her finger, her tits dart out in the most unnatural way possible. Like they can defy gravity, or the opposite, sink her to the bottom of an ocean.

      “Come here. Play with me,” her throaty morning voice attempts to bait me.

      I shake my head, taking a step back to evade the hand she’s holding out for me. “Were you not present during our conversation last night? I told you, you gotta go first thing. Get up.”

      She drops her hand to the bed. “Really? You’re going to kick me out right now instead of sliding between my legs?”

      “I’d never kick a woman.”

      “But you will spank her.”

      I cock an eyebrow, staring down at the proud gleam sparking back to life in her eyes.

      She thinks she has me as she waits expectantly for me to pounce, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

      She never had me. I made sure of that.

      I bend down, pick her pile of clothes off the floor, and toss them onto the bed, covering most of her body up. “Like I said, I’d never kick a woman, but I will carefully, but very efficiently, remove you from my house in ten seconds if you’re not out of here. Clothed or not.” I raise my wrist in front of my face, staring at my nonexistent watch. “Time starts now. I’d get moving if I were you.”

      “Shit! What’s wrong with you?” she grumbles as she throws her body out of bed, fisting her clothing in her hands. “You’d do it, too, wouldn’t you? Throw me out half naked.”

      “Obviously. I’m counting.”

      She frantically slides into her skirt, fastens two of the buttons on her blouse, and clutches her panties and bra in her hand as she steps into her heels.

      “Nice hustle. You might make it.”

      “You’re a dick,” she scolds as she grabs her clutch off my nightstand and heads out of the bedroom. “What the hell kind of guy passes on morning sex?”

      “The kind that specifically said you weren’t getting any last night. Two seconds.”

      And the kind who no longer has any desire to fuck a skeleton.

      She flings the front door open with a loud grunt, cranks her head around to glare at me, and flips me off.

      I smile behind my coffee mug. “See, now this is why I didn’t fuck you this morning. My cock only gets hard for ladies.” I lean out onto the porch and watch her storm across the grass, fury in each step.

      She hates me. Most of them do after our one night together.

      I don’t fucking get it. I’m clear, really fucking clear about not wanting anything to do with them the next day, and in the moment, they are more than willing to agree to those terms.

      But shit happens the next day with women. They forget all about our little pre-fuck chat, and I’m left throwing their asses out, looking like the bad guy.

      I’m not a bad guy. I just can’t give them anything more than this.

      This is how my Saturday mornings usually start. Sundays too.

      Stripping the bed after I get whoever-the-hell out of it, taking a hot shower to remove any trace of sex, sweat, and pussy off my body, and hovering over my Keurig like a strung-out junkie, consuming cup after cup of caffeine until I feel alert.

      I can’t do this shit during the week. My job requires my ass to be out of bed by 5:00 a.m., and after a night of fucking, I’m usually dragging until noon. More importantly, I need to be focused while I’m at work.

      My job isn’t dangerous, not in the same way as Ben or Luke’s, buddies of mine who are both cops, but if I’m not paying attention to what I’m doing, someone could get seriously fucked up.

      I’ve been working construction since I was eighteen years old, but I knew how to operate a backhoe long before that. In fact, I knew how to work almost every piece of heavy machinery on the site before I could drive a car.

      That’s what happens when you’re forced to spend every summer at the shop from the time you can take an order to go fetch a tool.

      I didn’t complain. I wanted to be there.

      While my friends were swimming at Rocky Point, I was following my father and grandfather around, soaking up as much knowledge from them as possible.

      I loved it. The smell of grease, sweat, and earth. The calluses hardening my skin after lugging around equipment.

      Being outside, getting my hands dirty, climbing on all the machinery. I knew I wanted to learn the trade by the time I was thirteen. After getting a taste of working outside all day, the feel of the sun beating down on my back, I knew I’d never be satisfied with a nine-to-five desk job. If I had to wear a suit every day, I’d punch someone. I’d go fucking stir crazy in an office building, and I’d probably end up being admitted into some psych ward somewhere if I had to work in one of those fucking cubicles.

      It’s hard work. Really fucking hard work sometimes, but I can’t imagine ever doing anything else.

      I roll my shoulders as I flip through the newspaper at my table, sipping on my third cup of coffee.

      My muscles are a little sore, but it’s nothing I’m not used to. Giving that skinny pussy the hardest fuck of her life warrants a few aches here and there.

      The front door opens in the distance, and seconds later, Riley comes walking into the kitchen, hands full of bags and some paper towels stuffed under her arm.

      “Morning,” she sings, dropping the bags on the other end of the table.

      “You could knock, you know. I could’ve had somebody in here.”

      I don’t need to glance up from the paper to know my sister is smiling, but I do anyway.

      She looks down at the watch on her wrist. “Please. It’s after ten. You and I both know whoever you had over last night has been long gone for hours.” She drops her hand to her side. “Do you even let the sun come up before you’re shoving them out the door?”

      “Sometimes.” I survey the bags in front of me as she lifts out a few items. I set the paper down and lean back in my chair. “What’s all that?”

      “I went to Costco last night and picked up some stuff for the soup kitchen. You’re always running low on sandwich bags and coffee creamer, so I bought you some.” She puts some of the items she bought away in the cabinets, and sets the roll of paper towels next to the microwave. “I had coupons and made out like a bandit.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I tease behind my mug. “If you feel like doing some of my laundry for me while you’re here, or vacuuming, I won’t stop you.”

      She glares at me over her shoulder as her hand closes another cabinet. “Haha. If I was Mom, I’d be lecturing you on your disgusting habit of sleeping with random chicks every night, and hounding you about not settling down with one already.” She walks over and slides out the chair across from me, slumping down in it.

      “They aren’t random. I’m actually very picky when I go about it.”

      “It’s still disgusting, Reed. I almost tossed one of those 500 packs of condoms into my cart when I was shopping. But then I thought, no, I’m just encouraging his habit if I do that.”

      I let out a slow breath as I set my cup down. My sister and her fucking lectures. “I’ve got plenty of condoms, Riley. Okay? Please, don’t buy me any.”

      She shrugs, dropping her gaze to the table. “They were actually a really good deal.”

      “Stop.” Christ. Get me the fuck off this topic.

      “Do you even bother using them?” she snaps, her pale-blue eyes reaching mine with judgment. “That’s the important part. You could have a million kids running around Ruxton by now. Little baby Reed Tennyson’s everywhere.”

      Baby Reed Tennyson’s? What the fuck?

      “Don’t think I won’t throw your ass out of here too. You’re not exempt just ‘cause we’re related.”

      “Funny.” She smiles. “Just let me know if you find out I have any nieces or nephews. You know how I like to do my Christmas shopping early.”

      “Is there a reason why you’re still sitting here?” I ask, tilting my head with a glare. “Shouldn’t you be at home… with Dick?”

      She scowls, wrapping her blonde hair up into a messy knot on top of her head. “His name is Richard.”

      “Which is another name for Dick.”

      “Why don’t you like him? Is it because we’re dating?”

      I stand, carrying my cup over to the sink.

      Not only is my sister constantly in my non-existent love life, she’s also always trying to involve me in hers somehow.

      I couldn’t care less who she dates, just as long as they treat her good.

      “He’s a shit worker. That’s why I don’t like him,” I reply with my back to her as I wash out my cup. “He knows damn well he needs to get his ass to the job site by 6:00 a.m., and he’s always late. Then when he does finally show up, he’s walking around like a fucking zombie.”

      “A zombie?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, turning around after drying my hands with the towel hanging on the stove. I brace myself with my hands gripping the counter. “A love-sick zombie. He looks like an idiot.”

      My sister blinks rapidly, and reaches up to adjust her glasses. “Really?” she asks quietly with a trembling lip.

      Oh, Christ.

      “He’s never actually told me he loves me. Do you really think he does?”

      I lean back, grimacing. “How the hell should I know how he feels about you?”

      “Don’t you guys talk while you’re at the shop? Or when you’re on your lunch break?”

      “No,” I answer, flatly. “The only thing I say to Dick is why the fuck are you late? and go do something. He’s lucky I’m desperate for laborers right now, or I would’ve fired his ass already.”

      She gives me a cunning smile, and I know exactly what she’s silently suggesting.

      “I’m not asking him.”

      Her head falls back with a loud grunt. “You suck as a big brother. If this situation were reversed, I would totally find out how some chick felt about you.”

      “I know exactly how chicks feel about me. They’re usually pretty damn vocal when I’m. . .”

      She holds her hand up. “Okay. Thanks. That’s . . .” She shakes her head. “I don’t want to know.”

      I laugh as the heat burns across her cheeks.

      Riley is always quick to embarrass. Since we’re related, and she bugs the shit outta me about stuff, I push her buttons any chance I get.

      She stands, sliding her chair back under the table.

      “You leaving?”

      Her head drops into quick nods, her eyes casted to the floor.

      She doesn’t move, doesn’t make any attempts to leave the spot she’s suddenly glued to. She’s nervous about something. Going as far as to avoid eye-contact.

      “What?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest. “Did that asshole say something to you about asking me for another raise? He’s not getting one. Tell him to start showing up on time and maybe I’ll consider it.”

      Her eyes slowly reach mine, and she winces before saying, “I ran into Molly at Costco.”

      My stomach drops to the floor.

      I don’t want to react to that name. Nine fucking years should’ve made it so I don’t give a damn about any woman named Molly, but every muscle in my body tenses. My forearms begin to burn as my arms lock, tightening against my body.

      Fucking shit.

      Riley frowns, takes in the reaction I’m doing a shit job at hiding, and lets out a loud, brusque exhale. “I know. If it makes you feel any better, I contemplated ramming into her with my grocery cart. But, I had eggs in there.”

      “She’s not back here, is she?”

      Last I heard, four years ago from some asshole I went to high school with who decided I wanted to know this information, Molly graduated from Virginia Tech but decided to stay there instead of moving back home.

      I like her being ten hours away. I’d like a greater distance if I could get it.

      China. Australia. Fucking Mars would be awesome.

      “I have no idea,” Riley answers, taking a step forward. “But, she was shopping at a store where you buy items in bulk. I don’t think people do that if they’re just here for a visit.”

      “You didn’t talk to her?”

      Her eyes widen in shock. “No way. Why would I? As soon as I saw her, I turned and went down another aisle. I don’t have anything to say to her.”

      I close my eyes, raking both hands down my face.

      This fucking sucks for several reasons.

      One, we’re talking about Molly, and I don’t fucking talk about Molly to anyone. I don’t like thinking about that bitch, and talking about her makes that a problem.

      Two, my sister knows this shit affects me, and I hate that. She’s practically rubbing my back, telling me everything is going to be okay with the sympathetic look she’s giving me. Fuck that. This shouldn’t bother me! She knew, even before she said it, this would get to me, and that pisses me off. I shouldn’t care. My sister shouldn’t know this will affect me. I should be over this.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I do what I have to do to save any shred of manhood I have left. I lie.

      “Who the fuck cares if she’s back? That bitch could move in next door, fuck every guy in the neighborhood except me on her porch, and I wouldn’t give a shit. I don’t care what she does or where the fuck she lives.” I grab my car keys off the hook hanging on the wall and stride past Riley out of the kitchen.

      I need to get out of here. Riley likes to talk, and I’m not talking about this. Not with her.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” she shouts behind me.

      “Out. Lock up when you leave.”

      I pull the front door shut behind me as my other hand reaches for the phone in my pocket. As I’m backing out of the driveway, the call connects.

      “This better be important, dick. She’s asleep.”

      I ignore the half-joking, half-I’ll-kick-your-ass tone in Luke’s voice.

      Any other day I’d have some smart-ass rebuttal, but my mind is too busy trying to wrap around the information that was just dumped on me.

      “Wake her up,” I reply, shifting the truck into drive. “I’m on my way over.”
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      I open my eyes and for the briefest moment, forget where I am.

      Normal people might panic waking up in a strange room. The unknown is always frightening compared to the familiar, but I guess I’m not normal. I don’t feel anything besides a happiness I haven’t felt in a really long time, maybe ever, as I piece together why I’m in this bedroom, and not in Rocco’s.

      The phone call I made yesterday to an aunt I never knew existed. The eight hour drive from Louisville to Ruxton, which left me too exhausted to do anything besides pass out face-down on this beautiful, quilted comforter.

      I smile against my pillow as the memory of my arrival in Alabama plays out in my mind.

      My aunt’s contained excitement, the tears in her eyes as she welcomed me into her home very early this morning. Very, very early. I think she knew I needed sleep, because she didn’t try and rope me into twenty-two years of missed conversation. I would’ve talked if she wanted it. I would’ve given her every last word to show my gratitude for what she’s giving me, but she didn’t press for it. Instead, she showed me to this delicately decorated bedroom, with light purple walls and girly accents, and then, darkness.

      The unknown is always frightening compared to the familiar.

      Not in this case. Not with my familiar.

      A knock on the door has me sitting up, hugging my knees against my chest.

      “Come in,” I call out through my hoarse morning voice, seconds before my aunt’s face peers through the small opening.

      She smiles, her dark hair pinned back into a high bun. “Hey, darlin’. I was just checking to see if you were up yet.”

      I nod, shifting on the mattress. “I just woke up.” My eyes fall to the foot of the bed, where the boots I didn’t bother taking off have left a trail of dried up mud crumbles, streaking across the lavender quilt.

      My heart suddenly grows too heavy in my chest.

      “Oh my God. I’m so, so sorry.”

      I swing my legs off the bed and stand, leaning over the quilt and gathering up the tiny pellets.

      The comforter isn’t stained, thank God, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.

      My aunt joins my side, holding out her hand. “Here,” she says with the softest voice, taking the balls of mud from me and picking up the rest on the comforter.

      I rub my hand over the quilt as she drops the dirt into the trashcan by the dresser.

      “Are you hungry? I made some pancakes earlier. I’d be more than happy to heat you up some.”

      I look over at the alarm clock on the dresser, noting the time.

      “Or,” she continues through a small laugh. “Since it is three in the afternoon and not breakfast, I can make you a sandwich or something.”

      I shake my head, smiling. “No, pancakes sound great. I love breakfast food.”

      “Me too,” she replies. “I’ll see you downstairs then. Your Uncle Danny is dying to meet you. He’s been going a little stir crazy waiting for you to wake up.”

      Regret churns in my gut. “Oh, I shouldn’t have slept so long. I didn’t mean to make him wait.”

      She frowns, standing in the doorway. “Darlin’, you don’t need to apologize for anything.  Okay? We’re so happy you’re here. You have no idea.”

      My shoulders lower a few inches as I let out a slow breath. “I’m happy I’m here too.”

      “You come down when you’re ready.”

      She shuts the door behind her, and I take a seat on the edge of the bed, pulling at the laces of my boots.

      I carry them over to the trashcan and knock off any remaining dirt, cursing myself.

      I know I must’ve tracked mud into the house when I arrived.

      I set them by the door and pull an old Rolling Stones T-shirt out of my duffle, slipping it on and tossing the one I was wearing onto the chair in the corner of the room.

      I could put my dirty clothes in the laundry basket, but I don’t want my aunt thinking she has to do my laundry. In fact, I’d rather do all of their laundry, just to show my appreciation somehow.

      After brushing my teeth, taming my wild bed-head hair, and washing my face in the hallway bathroom, I head down the stairs, following the sound of voices in the kitchen.

      Hattie is standing at the island, setting silverware and a bottle of syrup next to the plate that’s stacked high with pancakes. She looks up and taps the shoulder of the man standing next to her, getting his attention off the magazine he’s flipping through.

      He’s tall, his thin frame towering over Hattie, who resembles my mother and me in size. His dark hair is tucked behind his ears, hanging down to his shoulders, which makes him look younger than I imagine he is. His features are prominent, a thin nose and strong jaw, and his skin has a light tan to it.

      Hattie smiles as I step up to the island. “Beth, darlin’, this is your Uncle Danny.”

      He sets the magazine down in front of him and extends his hand to me, the sleeve of his flannel sliding up higher to reveal the ink on his arm.

      It’s colorful, bright purples and blues, and my eyes appreciate it for several seconds, trying to decipher the design before I finally settle on his face.

      His thin lips spread into a smile. “Nice to meet you, Beth.”

      “You too. It’s so nice to meet you.” His large hand encloses around mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you both so much for opening your home to me.”

      “Oh, sweetheart,” he says, letting go of my hand. A deep frown line sets into his forehead as he tucks both hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You don’t ever need to thank us. You’re family. Our home is yours for as long as you need it.”

      I blink away my tears as I take a seat at the island.

      Family. I have a family.

      “Beth, I know you just got here, and I don’t want to bombard you with questions…”

      “It’s okay,” I interrupt, smiling at Hattie. “You can ask me anything you want.”

      I figured this was coming. Our two conversations on the phone had been brief, and I know I’d be filled with questions if I was her.

      She blinks several times, folding her hands in front of her on the island. “What was she like?”

      I reach up and tuck my long hair behind my ears, clearing my throat before I begin.

      “I’m sorry,” she adds, before I have a chance to speak. “It’s just… it’s been twenty-seven years since I talked to my sister. I know the kind of person she was when she ran off, and I’m really hoping you’re about to tell me she was at least a good mom to you. I don’t think I could bare to hear it if she wasn’t.”

      “She was,” I reply, nodding my head quickly. “She loved me, I know she did. I have some really great memories with my mom.”

      “Have you always lived in Kentucky?”

      “I think so. I don’t really remember where we lived before we moved into the trailer. I was six when we got that place.”

      Danny opens the refrigerator and pours three glasses of iced tea, handing one to me and then one to Hattie.

      I take a sip, quenching my thirst while Hattie does the same. It’s sweet, with a hint of lemon.

      “So, she had a job?” she asks after setting her glass down.

      “No.” I look between the two of them, wrapping both hands around the chilled glass in front of me. “I… I’m not sure how my momma got money. I didn’t want to know, so I didn’t ask. We got food stamps, and the bills always got paid. I wanted to get a job to make some money on my own, but she didn’t want me to do that. She said she was the parent, and she would provide for me.” I take another sip of my drink, licking the tea off my lips. “She was very adamant about that.”

      “What about your dad?” she asks, timidly. “Was he around?”

      “No,” I answer. “I’ve never met him. I don’t even know who he is.”

      Hattie looks over at Danny, and I drop my head, feeling slightly ashamed from that admission.

      “You said you found a picture your mom kept of the two of us,” she says after a few moments of silence. I look up, and she gives me a weak smile. “You wouldn’t happen to have it with you, would you?”

      I reach into the back pocket of my jeans, sliding out the old photo I stuck in there before I left Kentucky, and hand it over to her.

      She brings the photo up to her face, her eyes instantly welling up with tears. One hand presses against her mouth. “Oh my God. I remember this. This was taken a few months before your Mom took off.”

      She shows it to Danny, and he wraps his arm around her waist while they both study it.

      “I found it in this old shoe box my mom kept our photos in. It was the only thing I took with me besides clothes when I got evicted from the trailer, but I never really looked through it until a couple days ago when I was missing her. I found that and…” I pause, gaining Hattie and Danny’s attention off the photo. “You two looked so much alike. Growing up, Momma never talked about her family. I figured if she had any siblings, she would’ve mentioned them. So, I thought maybe you were a distant cousin or something.”

      “How did you know my name to search for me?”

      I lean over the island, running my finger along the back of the photo. “Your names are on the back.” She turns it over, and smiles. “I got lucky. I really didn’t think I would find you on Facebook, but I had to try.” I look over at Danny. “What’s your last name?”

      “McGill,” he answers, dropping a kiss to Hattie’s head. “This stubborn woman never would take my name.”

      “And thank God I didn’t,” she teases, pushing playfully against his chest. “Beth never would’ve found me if I wasn’t still Hattie Davis.” Her smile fades when she gazes back at the picture in her hand. She stares at it longingly.

      “Annie was always troubled. Even when we were little, she just never quite fit in. Not with us, anyway. She found other people, the wrong kind of people to fit in with. She took off when she was fifteen, and at that point, my mother was too tired to care where she went. I figured she would come back, maybe after a few months, but she never came home.” Her eyes reach mine, the sadness blistering behind them. “It was drugs, wasn’t it? It was drugs that killed her.”

      I swallow heavily, dropping my gaze to my lap. “The paramedics said she had a heart attack, most likely brought on by whatever she took. I don’t know if it was too much, or maybe it had something in it.” I shake my head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, I don’t really have any details. I couldn’t afford an autopsy to find out what exactly happened.”

      Arms wrap around me from behind, squeezing me gently. “Oh, darlin’, I’m so sorry you had to go through that alone. All of it. Please know, if we had known about you, we would’ve been there,” Hattie says against my hair. “I can’t imagine how hard your life has been.”

      “It really wasn’t too bad until after she died.”

      Hattie claims the stool next to me, covering my hand with hers. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I look from her to Danny, who seems just as interested in the life that lead me here as my blood relative.

      He’s focused, his eyes dilated in concentration as they remain trained on me.

      I give him a thankful smile before looking away.

      “There’s not a lot to talk about, really,” I begin, letting my eyes lose focus on the island. “I couldn’t afford to stay in the trailer after she died, so I started living out of my car.”

      I take in a deep breath, thinking back to the first night I crawled into my back seat and tried to close my eyes.

      The noises in the dark. The utter loneliness that awakened a fear inside me I’ve never experienced before.

      My chest tightens with emotion, but I mask it and continue.

      “That was scary. I’ve never been alone before. Even though she stayed high most of the time, Momma was still always around, and we always had a home. Not having anybody to talk to was probably the hardest thing.”

      I look over at Hattie, watching the tears stream down her cheeks. I don’t want to cry, so I quickly avert my gaze back to the island.

      “I would’ve gone crazy if I sat in that car all day, so I wandered around a lot. I cleaned myself up in gas station bathrooms, and I kept moving my car to different parking lots so no one called the cops on me. I didn’t have a lot of money, just a wad of cash I found in the trailer before I got evicted. I tried to get a job but apparently, having an address is vital when it comes to employment.”

      I shake my head, remembering the looks on the manager’s faces when I told them my address was a McDonald’s parking lot.

      Hattie squeezes my hand gently.

      “I’m sure that’s not the only reason why they didn’t hire me. I know I didn’t look that great after not having a real shower in several days, and I probably smelled worse. I really tried to stretch my money, but I was… I was just so hungry.”

      Danny slides the pancakes closer to me, and a laugh bubbles in the back of my throat.

      “Danny, let her finish,” Hattie scolds with a soft voice.

      He leans back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t like thinking about my niece starving, or the fact that she had to go through all that hard life shit by herself. It shouldn’t have happened. Hearing about it makes me want to go have a smoke.”

      “You better not! You’re going on three weeks without one.”

      “It’s okay. I only went a few days without any food.”

      My words don’t seem to ease his discomfort whatsoever. If anything, he seems to become even more uneasy, running both hands down his face and blowing out a harsh exhale.

      “Go ahead, Beth.” Hattie gives me a gentle smile, removing her hand from mine and placing it into her lap. “What happened after that?”

      “Rocco happened,” I reply, the words spilling from my lips.

      Danny clenches his jaw tight and begins pacing back and forth between the counter and the island. Over and over, his heavy boots stomping against the wood.

      I’m not sure what has him so worked up. I haven’t told my aunt hardly anything about Rocco, but it’s almost as if he knows, or suspects I’ve endured worse things than going days without a meal.

      I decide to get through this last part as quickly as possible.

      “He found me, crying in my car after I’d gone several days without any food. I was kinda defeated at that point. I guess he saw how hungry I was, or maybe I just looked homeless. I was trying to sleep, trying to take my mind off my stomach cramps when he came up to my window with one of every item from the Burger King menu. I normally wouldn’t take anything from a stranger. I’m not stupid, but I was desperate, and very hungry. And he was…” I close my eyes for a moment, almost ashamed to admit this next part. “He was really handsome. No girl in their right mind would say no to a hot guy holding a bag of free food.”

      I shake my head at myself as Hattie laughs softly next to me.

      Danny continues to pace, not finding my humor at all funny.

      “Anyway, he sat with me and talked to me while I ate. I was so happy to have someone to talk to. I didn’t want him to leave. I actually panicked when I thought he was getting out of the car. I just… I hated being alone, and I didn’t want to be alone anymore. Plus, what was going to happen to me? I was going to have to start stealing food, or finding ways to get money. I didn’t know if I would ever see him again, and no one else had ever stopped to offer me help.”

      I picture the look on Rocco’s face when I reached for him, begging him not to leave me. The smile that twisted across his lips as I wrapped my hand around his arm. Now I know, he got off on that.

      He saw my vulnerability, and he took advantage of it.

      “I almost couldn’t believe it when he asked me if I wanted a place to stay. He offered me his home, food, and money for as long as I needed. He didn’t ask for anything in return, and he was so nice to me. I know I had a choice, but I felt like I couldn’t say no. I was scared to be alone, and I liked him.” I feel every muscle in my body tense at the memory. My voice softens. “I really liked him. I moved in that day, and everything seemed pretty close to perfect for a little while.” I look over at Hattie, her eyes still glistening with unshed tears. “I never would’ve stayed with him if I had somewhere else to go, but I couldn’t… Aunt Hattie, I couldn’t go back to living out of my car.”

      Danny halts his pacing, and moves to stand directly across from me. “I’m gonna ask you somethin’, and I want you to be straight with me.”

      Hattie flattens her hands on the island, leaning forward. “Danny.”

      He looks over at her. “No, I’m askin’. She’s our niece, and if I have to go handle some asshole in Kentucky for puttin’ his hands on her, I’m doin’ it.”

      “Oh, no. He didn’t… he never hit me.” I look between the two of them, Hattie’s eyes regarding me with suspicion.

      She doesn’t believe me, and by the rough exhale coming from Danny, I’m doubting he does either.

      “Rocco never touched me unless I let him,” I admit, dropping my head to avoid the judgment in their eyes. “Our relationship, or whatever it was, it was more about me needing him for things, and him knowing I needed him. He talked down to me a lot, but he never hit me.” I look at Hattie, then at Danny. “Never. I swear.”

      “He sounds like a real charmer,” Hattie says through a tight jaw. “So, he verbally abused you? Is that what you’re saying?”

      I shrug, and Danny pounds his fist on the island, startling Hattie and myself.

      “I need a goddamn smoke.”

      “No, you don’t.” Hattie stands and walks around the island, placing a hand to his chest. “Beth is fine. She’s here, with us. She’s not with that man anymore.”

      “He won’t come after you?” Danny asks me, his chest heaving with each breath he takes.

      I shake my head, adamantly. “No. I know him. He’d never do that.”

      “You’re sure? ‘Cause if you think you’re in danger, I need to know about it.”

      “I’m sure,” I vow, my voice steady. “Rocco would never come after me. I promise, Uncle Danny. I would never bring danger here. If I thought he’d do something, I’d leave.”

      “You need to get that thought outta your head, ‘cause you’re not goin’ anywhere,” he corrects me, his tone final and sounding how I imagine a father would sound, talking to his daughter.

      He grabs the plate of neglected pancakes and sticks them into the microwave, hitting a few buttons.

      I look over at Hattie, waiting for her to soften his words somehow with her own version of them, but the only thing she gives me is a limp shrug.

      You’re on your own, darlin’.

      The microwave beeps, and he grabs the plate of pancakes and sets them back down in front of me. He flips open the cap on the syrup, holds it over the top of the tall stack, and waits for me to nod before he begins to pour.

      “If you think that asshole is plannin’ on doin’ somethin’, you tell me. I got a couple cop buddies I can call up.” He flips the cap closed and sets the bottle down, his other hand sliding the knife and fork in front of me. “You hear me, sweetheart?”

      “Yes,” I answer, avoiding his eyes like a child who’s just been scolded.

      “Any man who talks down to a woman, who puts his hands on her or does anything to make her feel inferior to him, ain’t a man in my book.”

      I lift my head, meeting his gaze that has gentled considerably.

      “I’ll have no problem teachin’ him some manners. You just let me know.” He holds his hand out to me, and the second I place mine in his, he slides his grip to the back of my hand and presses my palm against the silverware. “Eat. No more starvin’ for you.”

      I love this man.

      Danny walks over to Hattie and kisses her temple. “I’ll see ya in a few hours, babe.”

      “Hold off the crazies for me.”

      Danny gives me a rough pat on my head before he exits the kitchen, heading in the direction of the front door.

      After fixing the mess he just made of my hair, I cut into the top two pancakes and shove a massive bite in my mouth.

      Hattie moves to stand across from me.

      “Good?” she asks through a proud smile, as if she already knows the answer.

      Sweet Mother of Bisquick.

      I close my eyes through a moan as the buttermilk deliciousness bursts against my tongue. “Mm mmm. Sooo, so good,” I say through my mouthful, wiping the back of my hand across my chin when I feel the syrup running down my face.

      I don’t care in the least that I probably look like a savage right now as I open my eyes and shovel another huge bite into my mouth. I’ve never been a modest eater. Besides, I think the greatest compliment you can give someone who cooked for you is showing them just how much you’re enjoying their food. And that’s exactly what I’m doing. Enjoying the hell out of my food.

      I animatedly chew my mouthful as Hattie watches me, amused grin in place.

      She drinks the last of her tea and deposits the glass into the sink behind her. Her hands smooth down the front of her white blouse that’s tucked into her jeans.

      Looking at Hattie is like looking at a healthy version of my momma. Her frame isn’t rail thin from the years of drug use. Her teeth aren’t decayed, or chipped, or missing. She’s beautiful. She’s what my momma should’ve been to the world, even though I always saw it.

      “I’m going to be heading to work in a few hours. Everything in this house, the TV, the computer, all of it is yours to use. You don’t need to ask permission.” Hattie moves around the island and stops next to me, pushing in the stool she was occupying during my trip down memory lane.

      “Where do you work?” I ask, licking the syrup off my lips.

      “Danny and I own a pub in town. It’s this sweet little honky tonk bar.”

      I smile, swinging my legs so that I’m facing her. “Oh really? Like line dancing and stuff?”

      “Sometimes. There’s a bit of a rock crowd there too, so not too much line dancing.” She runs the back of her hand along my cheek, a gentle smile warming her face. “Are you gonna be okay by yourself?”

      I want to say yes. The word is right there, on the tip of my tongue, but it won’t come out. It’s ridiculous, I know. I won’t be alone for that long, but for some reason, I can’t force myself to be okay with being alone for even a few minutes.

      She cups my face with both hands. “You’re coming with me.”

      I open my mouth to protest, because I don’t want her to feel like I’m some burden she has to babysit, but she speaks before I get a chance to so much as take in a breath.

      “Anytime you want to tag along with me and Danny, you just let us know. You’re always welcome with us, Beth. Always, okay?”

      She wants me there. I’m not a burden.

      “Okay.”

      “You better eat up,” she says, nodding toward the plate in front of me as she drops her hands to her side. “You’re gonna be subjected to bar food tonight.”

      I smile at the thought of greasy burgers and fries covered in cheese as her footsteps trail off behind me.

      Hell yes. Bring on the bar food.
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      “Coffee?”

      I look up from the counter I’m sitting at, peering over at Tessa as she stands at the Keurig.

      The dark blue, four sizes too big T-shirt she’s wearing has Ruxton Police Department in bold yellow letters displayed on the back. It’s tied in a knot at her waist, meeting the rolled up sweats she’s swimming in.

      I’m guessing everything on her belongs to Luke. There’s no way in hell Tessa owns any clothing that doesn’t show off her body one way or the other. I’ve known her since high school, and even though I’ve never seen her naked, I’ve gotten pretty damn close with some of that skimpy shit she wears.

      She meets my gaze over her shoulder, holding up a mug. “You want some?”

      “No, I already had several cups, thanks.”

      I look around the kitchen as she goes about making her cup.

      It’s so homey in here, lived in, and warm. The whole house is.

      The wood on the cabinets is weathered with little nicks in it, the wall has one of those growth charts etched onto the paint with pencil, depicting Luke’s growth spurts, and one recent measurement of Tessa.

      If someone would’ve told me this was where hard-ass Luke Evans grew up, I wouldn’t have believed them. I always pictured him living in the Alabama backwoods like a savage, eating squirrels and small children. But with Tessa living here with him, it fits. Maybe it’s because they’re together, I don’t know. But it works.

      “So, what’s up, and why aren’t you in bed with one of your whores?” She gives me a playful look over her shoulder, softening the blow of her dig.

      I clasp my hands in front of me. “One of my whores? For your information, the woman I brought home last night was in law school.”

      “Oh, perfect. She’ll know how to properly sue your ass for sexual harassment.” She giggles at her crack up, reaching across the island to mess up my hair. “Kidding. Sorry, but you pretty much set that one up perfectly.”

      I bat her hand away with a glare. “Can we be serious for a second? Please?”

      She brings her coffee mug up to her mouth, hiding her smile. “Yes. Very serious.”

      I take a minute to calm my nerves, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension that’s beginning to settle between them. “Molly is back in town.” Our eyes connect, hers doubling in size. “My sister saw her at Costco yesterday. I don’t know if she’s back for good, ‘cause Riley didn’t talk to her, but she was buying food, so… what the fuck?”

      Tessa leans against the counter, her finger steadily tapping her mug while she stares at a spot on the floor. “Really?”

      I nod, causing her to look over at me when I don’t give her a verbal response.

      “And this is bothering you because…”

      I bring my hands to my lap, keeping them folded together. “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that this town is too fucking small to avoid her.”

      “So what. You’re over her, right?”

      I squeeze my hands together in my lap. “Yeah,” I reply, my voice hardening.

      Tessa sets the mug down on the island and drums the counter with her fingers. “You’re such a shit liar, Reed. You wouldn’t be here, stressing the fuck out, if you were over her.”

      “I’m not stressing out!” I clamp my eyes shut, taking in a deep breath while the one person I thought I could talk to about this laughs quietly across from me.

      I need new fucking friends.

      “I’m actually happy about this.”

      I slowly open my eyes. “What?” I ask, dragging out the word.

      Tessa piles her long, red hair on top of her head and secures it with the band around her wrist. “You said it. This is a small town, which means, the chances of me having the amazing opportunity of running her bitch-ass over with my car is actually looking really good right now. With her living in another state, that probably would never happen. And, I’m sleeping with a cop, so… that’s like an automatic get-out-of-jail-free card.” She shrugs her shoulders before picking up her mug. “I can pretty much get away with murder here.”

      I snort. “Who are you kidding? Luke would stick your ass in jail for a few days and get off on it.”

      A wicked smile spreads across her lips. “The gorgeous bastard would do that, wouldn’t he?”

      I lean my elbows on the counter, digging the tips of my fingers into my temples.

      It feels like my heart is now lodged in my skull, and with every beat, my head throbs with a pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt. A slow pressure builds behind my eyes, filling my vision with blotches of indiscernible color. If this is what a fucking migraine is like, I’ll start having sympathy for the people who complain about them, because this shit sucks.

      “Reed.”

      “Yeah?”

      She leans down, bringing her face to my level. All trace of Tessa’s typical smart-ass demeanor is gone, replaced with the same look of concern my sister gave me, standing in my kitchen.

      “Don’t,” I warn, because I know what she’s about to say. “I’m not hung up on her. That’s not what this is about.”

      Her eyebrows pinch together in doubt. “Then what is it about? Because right now, I’m two seconds away from offering you the pint of Ben & Jerry’s I have in my freezer.”

      I straighten up, letting my hands fall to the counter. “I don’t know what the hell that means, but I’m not hungry.”

      Tessa lets out an exhaustive sigh, mumbling the word “men” under her breath before taking a sip of her coffee.

      “Look,” I begin, reaching down to pat Max when he nudges against my leg. “I don’t need a walking reminder of the pussy-whipped asshole I used to be nine years ago coming back into my life. The fact that I ever let some chick get to me like that isn’t something I like thinking about, and having Molly in Ruxton is going to make that a problem. Ow! What the fuck, Max?” I push him away, rubbing my hand along the side of my leg that’s just been mauled. “Jesus Christ. You need your nails clipped.”

      “He just got them clipped. That’s why they’re so sharp.” Tessa walks over to the container of dog treats on the counter and pops the lid off.

      As soon as she does that, Max goes flying at her, leaping off the floor to get to the treat she’s holding in the air.

      “So, you’re telling me that you’re over her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Completely over her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. So when you see her, not if, because it’s bound to happen, and she tells you she’s made a huge mistake and wants you to give her another chance, what are you going to say?”

      She drops the treat into Max’s awaiting mouth, brushes her hands off, and recaps the container, pushing it against the backsplash. Max crawls underneath the kitchen table, cracking into his treat, while Tessa holds her
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To Beth Cranford, for loving Reed since he joked about
fingering Mia underneath the table.
This is for you.
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