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  Blurb


I married the safe man. 
The good man.
The man who would never break my heart.
So why is it still owned by someone else?
I built a quiet life in our small town — a loving husband, a sweet little boy, and a future that made sense. Then my best friend drops a bombshell that rips my world apart… and one reckless moment changes everything.
Now I’m caught between two men who want me for very different reasons.
One is steady, loyal, and loves me with a devotion I never had to question. The other is the boy I grew up with — the one who knows every secret I’ve ever buried — now a rising celebrity with money, fame, and a life far bigger than this town. When he looks at me, it’s not gentle. It’s hungry. Like he’s waited his whole life to finally claim me.
But loving him means destroying the life I promised to protect.
And the closer I get to choosing, the more I realize something terrifying…
My heart never learned how to be safe.






  
  Chapter 1


Krystal has always been beautiful to me. From the day I laid my eyes on her, she took my breath away. I knew I loved her from day one. I transferred to Piedmont High during my freshman year. She befriended me right away. It’s the love I feel for her that has me making my plans. One way or another, Krystal will be mine… 
I closed my journal and put it back into my glove box. I have no idea why I keep it in my glove box. I live alone, so there’s no one to snoop around my room for my journal or anything like that. I guess it’s my way of stalling. I hate going to the doctor, but this pain in my stomach has not subsided at all. Still, my thoughts continue to drift to her—despite the pain, despite the nausea, and despite it all. I finally get out of my car and walk in.
While I sit in the doctor’s office, I look around, observing everything hanging on the walls. The office isn’t very big and the walls are the same eggshell white that most doctor’s offices are, but the walls are also filled up with various certifications his doctor has gotten over the years. 
I just finished high school this year and now waiting for summer to be over so I can start my freshman year of college. I’ve been looking forward to college for the usual reasons---to spread my wings and just get out in the world. The only thing that would make it better is to have Krystal by my side. 
Dr. Wilson just walked in. He’s wearing his usual ripped jeans and graphic t-shirt. My eyes begin to water from laughing so hard. The shirt has an arrow that points toward his face and says, ‘My eyes are up here.’ His clothes clash against his white lab coat. I suspect that Dr. Wilson used to be a hippie or stoner at some point in his life, but he’s been my doctor ever since I could remember and has always dressed this way. If it weren’t for the slightly gray hair that peppered his black hair, you’d think he was my age. 
“So, what’s up, Eddie?” he asks me. “Are you feeling okay?” He walks around to the other side of his desk, takes his coat off, and places it on the back of his chair. He’s always hated wearing it but usually puts it on for show when he has to go through the waiting room.
“Yeah, doc. I’m good. I mean, my stomach hurts a little, but I’m sure it’s just nerves. It’s nothing I can’t live with.” I slumped down in my chair to get comfortable. I feel a little out of sorts because I’m dressed almost exactly like Dr. Wilson. I’m in my own stone-washed jeans. My graphic t-shirt reads, ‘Superwoman is my bitch.’ My mom hates it, so that’s all the more reason to wear it. I’m also wearing my black Converse high top and my black leather belt with silver spikes. I have long, black hair down to my shoulders. I'm told girls think that’s hot. I also have a lip ring, but it’s not because I care what others think. I just like it. When I turned eighteen a few weeks back, my dad took me to get my first tattoo—a sleeve that encompassed my whole right arm. 
Suddenly, I’m brought out of my daydream by Dr. Wilson snapping his fingers. “Sorry, doc. I was a little lost in my own head. College is starting soon and all.” I feign a smile. I really don’t feel like smiling, but I can’t let everyone know I’m apprehensive. 
“It’s all good, Eddie. I completely understand. A new phase of life and all that—it can be quite the undertaking. So, show me where your stomach is bothering you.”
I stand up, pull up my shirt, and point to the right side of my stomach. He walks up, pushes down slightly where I just pointed to and causes me to jump. Damn, that hurt, I think to myself as I wince. He makes an annotation on his chart and looks up at me. “I’d like to run some tests if that’s okay with you,” he says.  
“Sure,” I say. “I guess. When do you want to do them? I have some time now.” I’m a bit nervous, but I don’t want to seem scared. 
“Cool. Let me go get a nurse, and we’ll get you taken back as soon as possible.”
He walks out for a moment and comes back in with a nurse. God, she’s hot, I think to myself. Guess my testosterone is taking over here. She must be new. I have never seen her here before. Certainly, she’s an angel, and I’m about to be taken on a trip to heaven!
Her hand goes to her hip as she is impatiently waiting on me. I must have spaced out again. As I look her up and down, she’s wearing hot pink scrubs that hug her hips just right. There is very little left to the imagination. “Eddie?” she says. “Come with me.” She’s all business today, but I swear that I can see a little hint of a vixen under there. I try to flirt with her, but she’s not having it—though she is playful. 
“That’s enough from you, ‘Mr. Smooth.’” she says. “You don’t need to flirt with me. From what I have heard, you’ve already found the missing piece to your heart. So, let’s get you poked and prodded.”
I stopped dead in my tracks. So much was going on. Not only had I been called out on my flirtatious ways, but how did she know about her? I’ve told the doc some things, but not enough to have this woman know that Krystal was the missing piece to my heart’s puzzle.  
“Hold up, nurse lady,” I said teasingly. “As much as I would love to let you in my pants, I’m not quite certain what kind of ‘prodding’ you think you’ll get to do. We just met. Let’s slow down. This relationship is moving a bit fast.” That’s when it hit me—literally. I look up to realize that ol’ Doc Wilson has just smacked me upside the head ‘Leroy Jethro Gibbs’ style. This must be how Tony DiNozzo felt, I thought to myself. There was Dr. Wilson walking by, laughing at the fact he had just smacked me. 
“Hey, watch the hair, will ya?” I said as I turned around to look at him. He had a huge ‘cat that ate the canary’ grin on his face. 
“Watch how you talk to my woman,” Doc. said playfully. “I would really hate for something to happen to your manhood during the next physical. Now, quit flirting and get your tests done.” Only Dr. Wilson could have gotten away with teasing me like that. It was all in good fun. No one was serious, but I did wonder how Maggie, the nurse, knew so much with so little information.
“Yes, sir,” I said. Still, I can’t let him get the last word. That’s not how we do things around here. So, I turn around to where I’m walking backward and tease back. “Hey, don’t worry if she wants me. I can’t help. I’m a younger and better-looking version of you. You’ll still be invited to Christmas dinner, and you’ll be on the card list. I’ll even send you pics of our babies!” I laughed as I turned around to follow Maggie into the lab. I didn’t realize she was Dr. Wilson’s wife at first, but I knew he was married. It just took me a moment to put two and two together. 
“Even though you’re a pain in his ass, he still adores you, Eddie. He talks about you all the time. He even warned me that you’re a huge flirt and have tried to talk the nurses out of their scrubs on many occasions. But how about we just say you save your mad skills for Krystal, huh?
Maggie proceeded to draw blood and run the other tests. They sent me home and told me that they were going to call me when they got the results. I’m to keep my cell phone on just in case I have to come back into the office. So, I go on my merry way after teasing Dr. Wilson and his wife just a little bit more. 
I pulled up to Steve’s Diner and into the spot where Krystal and I usually park. She’s arrived a few moments ahead of me and is sitting at our regular booth by the window. She looks out at me and smiles. Man, that smile could light up the darkest of nights. I have to fight the urge just to walk around like a love-sick puppy around her. I have no clue how much longer I can fight this, but I’ve got a plan. 
As I walked in, she jumped up and ran to hug me. Mmmm, I think to myself. She smells like heaven and sugar cookies. “What’s up, baby cakes?” I ask her. “How ya doing?” She hates when I call her ‘baby cakes’, but I do it anyway just to ruffle her feathers. She’s so cute when she’s mad.
“I’m not a freaking dessert, asshat. Haven’t I asked you to chill with that name? I’d really appreciate it if you did.” I know she’s just teasing, as this is our usual banter, but I like it way more than I should. “So, what have you been up to?” she asks, changing subjects.
“Meh, same old, same old. Just getting ready for school, hitting on hot babes… you know.”
“Eddie,” she admonishes me. “Women don’t like to be called babes.” 
I could stare at her for hours on end. Her beauty has me captivated, and it’s not just physical--she’s the whole package. 
She continued, “So I called you, and you didn’t answer. What’s up with that bro?” 
She knows I hate being called ‘bro’. “Oh,” I retorted. “I can’t call you ‘baby cakes,’ but you can call me ‘bro’?  Um, so not how this friendship works, babycakes.” 
She giggled. “You know I had to get you back.”
“Yeah.”
“So, where were you? I have something important to tell you. Since you didn’t answer, I just might have to withhold information from you.”
“Don’t go getting your panties in a twist, woman.” I teased. “I had to see Dr. Wilson for my stomach problems. He ran some tests, and I’m waiting to hear the results from him. So, what was this important thing you had to tell me?”
“What important thing?”
“Krystal, quit playing. Give it up, sugar lumps.” I love messing with her. When I tease her, those baby blue eyes sparkle like a lake in the noonday sun. 
“Well,” she says. “I guess I can tell you. I found this cute little coffee shop that has an open mic night with poetry, skits, and that sort of thing. I figured you liked to do that, so I had to tell you.” She crossed her arms like she always did when she was getting a little ruffled. “Oh, and Eddie? Call me ‘sugar lumps’ or ‘baby cakes’ again, and I’ll definitely take this right baby cake and left baby cake and give you some ‘sugar’ lumps of your own. Got it, mister?” 
I busted out laughing. She is so tiny that I could throw her with one arm behind my back, but dynamite does come in tiny packages. She’s quite feisty. “You know I love messing with you,” I said. 
“I know, Eddie. You’re my best friend. So, are ya going to go to that coffee shop? I wouldn’t pass on that opportunity if I were you.”
“Of course, I’m going to go. I mean, why should I deprive everyone of this beautiful face?” 
“You’re so full of it.”
“Well, my eyes are brown.”
We sat down and ordered our food. She may be tiny, but she can sure put some food away. Don’t say that to her face, though. She literally punched the last guy who emboldened himself to say that in the throat. 
“Eddie, why are you staring at me? You know that’s not nice.”
“You amaze me with your ‘foodie-ness’.”
“Oh, come on. You know I’m an undercover fat girl.” 
Suddenly, our wickedly awesome banter is interrupted by my crazy-as-hell ringtone of Super Mario Brothers. 
“Excuse me just a sec,” I said. “Hello?”
The doctor is on the other end of the phone. He insists I come in because the news does not look good. I asked him to tell me over the phone that I could handle it. That’s when he drops the bomb—he tells me the tests suggest ‘cancerous activity’ in my upper digestive tract around my stomach. He continues on about enzymes, but I’ve already faded out at this point. Krystal, being my best friend, automatically sees that something is wrong. 
Krystal
My best friend, Eddie, has just delivered some of the most difficult news I’ve heard in a while. We’ve all been through so much in high school. Now that we are finally free and on our own, does he have to deal with worrying about bad news from a doctor? Life totally is not fair. 
As I leave Steve’s Diner, I can feel my heart breaking. I ask ‘why’ so many times in my head. He’s a bit chauvinistic from time to time, but he really doesn’t mean it. He’s genuinely the sweetest guy you can ever meet. I keep pinching myself in hopes that I’ll wake up—that it is nothing more than some horrible dream, but alas, no such luck. He’s my best friend, so I have to be strong for him. I’m sure he’ll make it through, but it’s going to be a long road. 
Naturally, he wanted to see the doctor alone. There was no convincing him, but I’m certain it was more that he wanted the ride to the doctor’s to be by himself. God, this hurts so much. What if I lose him forever? What will I do then? No one understands me quite the way he does—not even my boyfriend, Jimmy. 
After I’ve shed all of the tears that I can, I turn over my engine. I leave it idling for another ten minutes before I am able to put it into drive. I know people get sick like this all the time, but this is just too close to home right now. 
I look up, and suddenly, I’m home. I have no clue how I got here, though logically, it’s obvious. Jimmy is here. As soon as I see him, I break down and run inside. Right now, I just need him to hold me. I know he doesn’t really care for Eddie, but he loves me. 
“Baby? What’s wrong?” he asks as he wraps his arms around me. 
In between the sobbing, I reply, “It’s Eddie.”
“What’s ‘Eddie’? What did he do?”
“They think he has cancer,” I whisper. 
“Oh, my god, babe! I’m so sorry. I know he’s your friend. Do they know how bad?”
“No, not yet, but apparently bad enough to show in blood tests right away. They’ve just called him in to get some more tests done so they can figure out what stage it’s in.”
“Is there anything you want me to do?” he asks. 
“There’s nothing we really can do.” I reply. “All we can do is just be there and that’s what I plan to do.”
He stiffens around me, but at this point, I could care less. If I have to choose between Jimmy or Eddie—it will always be my best friend, Eddie.
Eddie
At noon the next day, I find it difficult to get out of bed. I’m more aware of the pain and depressed on top of it, but if I lay there much longer, the pain will intensify. So, I roll off of the bed and place my feet on the floor to head toward the bathroom. I knew I had pain medication left over from getting my wisdom teeth removed. I take a couple and then start my water for my bath. I’m sure the hot bath will help me relax a little—at least enough to get me through until the pain meds work. 
I start to feel really bad for involving her like this, but something has got to give here. I have been waiting to confess my true feelings for her for a long time. I didn’t realize I had lost my chance until I found out Jimmy proposed to her. 
I look over at the caller ID and see it’s Krystal. I decide to get it later. I just need some time to process all of my thoughts. You know that feeling you get when you do something really wrong but can’t help it because you consistently rationalize the purpose for that wrongdoing? Yeah, I think the pain is not just from my stomach issues but from the guilt.  The ringing stops but starts again. I look over again, and it’s her. She’s just going to have to give me a moment. I’ll call her back later and let her yell at me then. Right now, I’m soaking. 
It took me a bit, but I finally relaxed. Just as the meds began to take hold of me, I climbed out of the tub and dried off. I walked into my bedroom to get some clothes on. As soon as I placed one foot in one pant leg, there was a banging at the door. It sounded like cops—and urgent. I hurried through, putting my clothes on quickly, and ran downstairs to see who it was. 
Krystal
The bastard is not answering my phone calls or returning my text messages. My mind automatically goes to the worst possible scenario. Maybe he’s ‘praying to the porcelain gods’ and can’t come to the phone, I think to myself. That thought still does not ease my frustration, so I end up throwing my phone. “Damn it, Eddie!” I exclaim as I throw my phone across the room. That thing is resilient, I tell you. It definitely takes a beating. 
After twenty more minutes, I’m going out of my mind. I slip on my flip-flops, grab my keys, and make my way to the car. I keep flashing a mental image of him huddled over the toilet, puking blood and whatever else we ate today. I’m certain I broke a few traffic laws, too, on the way, but I could care less. 
I arrive, run up to the door, and beat on it like a cop at a drug bust. It seems like forever before he finally opens the door, and boy, does he look like shit! I know he doesn’t feel well, but my temper gets the best of me for a moment as I begin to let him have it. “Eddie, I called you twice! Why didn’t you answer? You had me worried! Are you incapable of pressing the GREEN button?” I stand there huffing and puffing from my rant. 
Eddie just looks at me calmly as he always does. “Are you done?” he said softly. “Look, I was in the tub. I took some medication and soaked for a bit to ease the pain. I was going to call you when I got done, I promise.”
“I’m sorry I lost my temper. I know you’re in pain. I was just worried. Do you feel up to some company?”
He looked at me quizzically for just a moment and then said, “Sure. Come on in. I’ll tell you what I know so far. I’m sure it will do me well to tell someone. I haven’t even told my parents yet.”
You know, I’m glad I have Eddie in my life. Sometimes, I often wonder what it would be like to be with Eddie. He’s my best friend. He knows everything about me and has never judged my mistakes—only helped me through it. Don’t get me wrong. I love Jimmy, but Eddie will always be first. I don’t think Eddie is interested, but at least I have him as a friend. That’s better than nothing. 
As I start pondering these thoughts and walking through his living room, I start to wonder where his husband is. Jen has not been mentioned or seen on the scene since this erupted. I don’t know. Maybe since he hasn’t told his parents, he hasn’t told Jen yet, either. Still, he’s been in pain for a while. I don’t particularly care for her. I think she should be here. 
Jimmy
Krystal thinks I’m asleep, but I’m not. I hear every curse word she says about Eddie not answering his phone. To tell the truth, I’m kind of mad. I mean, if that were me, would she get that worked up over me not answering? I know he’s got cancer, and I should be more sympathetic, but he’s been a thorn in my side since Krystal and I started dating. I’m not stupid. I see the way he looks at her. She can’t see it, but I know I do. I can’t tell her to stop seeing him because that will backfire horribly. Besides, he has a husband, for Pete’s sake. He should be ogling her, not my
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