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      When a marriage of convenience turns into the passion of a lifetime…

      Holden “Havoc” Thompson

      My job as the leader of the Moonshine Task Force is my life. I eat, breathe, and sleep it. The men under my command mean the world to me. Knowing they count on my guidance has kept my demons at bay for longer than I care to admit.

      The control I have over myself is an iron fist that sometimes threatens to squeeze the life out of me. What I want more than anything is to live again – someone to show me the light when all we have in our line of work is darkness.

      I don’t expect it to come in the form of a Moonshiner’s daughter needing my protection.

      Leighton Strather

      My whole life has been defined by who my family is. In the state of Alabama, we’re number one with a target on our backs. The danger and prestige isn’t for me. I don’t care about the money, and I care too much about the families we’ve ruined.

      My brother and my dad are proud of it. They wear their arrest records like a badge of honor. Me? I want as far away from the lifestyle as I can get.

      It’s the only reason I ask Holden to marry me. At least that’s what I tell myself.

      I never expect his whispered yes to cause such upheaval in my life. Even though I resist, I learn some havoc is good – and this one? It’s a whirlwind of lust, hope, and love and all I can do is let it sweep me away.
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      Six Months Earlier

      “Holden, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, until death do you part?”

      It’s hard to swallow against the lump in my throat. I worry that I’m doing the wrong thing here. Making this young girl trade in one life she didn’t want to live for another. But as I look at her, I see a future for me. One I’d never thought possible. As a rule, I don’t trust women, but I have trusted her since I met her.

      For six months I’ve lived with her, learning the type of person she is, knowing without a shadow of a doubt that she has a good heart. In some ways she’s a product of her environment, in other’s she’s risen above and beyond. I want to be the person who helps her realize her destiny, the future she can have. I’ve come to care for her, come to be her friend, and I know there’s nothing I won’t do for her. Somehow, she’s wormed her way beyond my defenses and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to not only make her happy, but keep her safe.

      “I do,” I answer, and mean it.

      I take a moment to look at her. The brown hair that shines black in certain lights, hangs in curls and a braid around her face. Her white dress is a lace number that stops at the top of her thighs. Maybe a little too risqué for wedding? Probably, but it shows off her amazing legs. She wears pearls in her ears, like any good southern woman on a special occasion, and there’s a small pendant at her throat that I can’t quite make out. I want to lean forward and study it, discover all her secrets, all her desires.

      I’m brought out of my daydream as the man in front of us starts speaking again. The Justice of the Peace asks her the same question. Looking into those brown eyes of hers, I search for hesitation, for fear, but my girl? She has none. As I prepare to slide the ring on her finger, I’m reminded that for now, she is mine, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her. My life is more vibrant with her in it, and maybe it’s exactly what I’ve needed.

      Leighton

      “Leighton, do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, until death do you part?”

      I stand next to the man who’s protected me since he picked me up from the back of Blaze Coleman’s ambulance, and I give him the same thing I started with – my trust and my acceptance. Over the past few months, I’ve wanted to give him more, but he isn’t receptive yet. I’m hopeful that the ring he’s about to place on my finger and the one I’m about to place on his will change things. Maybe they will, maybe they won’t, but there’s no denying I’m happier now than I’ve ever been in my life.

      “I do,” I whisper, feeling the impact of these two words. I know exactly what they mean now and what they will mean in the future.

      We repeat more words, make a few more promises, and my heart pounds as I realize it’s time for the kiss. We’ve done this once before, not that anyone knows it, but that kiss? It had been out of control, two people with no pasts not sure of their future. I wonder how he’ll kiss me this time? Will he let me start with the control again, or will he take control from the moment our lips touch? Will he grasp the strands of my hair in his fingers and tug me in the direction he wants me to go?

      I lean up, grasping at the front of the white button-down shirt he wears. My fingers tug on the material and I tilt my head to the side, leaving it open, leaving it up to him. My heart pounds in my chest as his face gets closer to mine. The smattering of a slight beard, the pink-red hue of those full lips, the long eyelashes that feather against the freckles he has on his cheeks – I see it all as he bends me to his will. He wraps his arms around my waist; I in turn wrap mine around his neck, pulling him down as he tugs me close. He pauses, his eyes searching mine, before he takes the kiss that now belongs to him. This kiss is different than our last; chaste in the way he takes my lips, and disappointing in the way he doesn’t take my tongue.

      When he ends it quickly, I all but stumble back, because I was all-in with giving myself over to him. He holds me tightly, a smirk twitching the corner of his lips.

      “Congratulations, Holden and Leighton.”

      We both turn to the man who officiated our wedding, thanking him. Holden puts his hand on the small of my back and leads me out of the room. I hold our certificate in our hands as I watch the next couple enter the room. So that was it, huh? I’m now a married woman. Something told me I’d feel different, and right now, I don’t.

      Holden’s got his cell phone out, texting to someone. Then he puts it back in his pocket, loosening the tie he’s wearing. “So you want to go grab some dinner? We can head to Birmingham, to someplace nice.”

      “Sure,” I agree. I’m a little shell-shocked and not sure how to respond. This had definitely been our plan for the day, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure whether we’d go through with it.

      When we get to his truck, he opens the door and helps me up so that I don’t flash everyone on the street. When he goes to help me buckle around the bouquet of flowers I’m holding, he grasps my chin between his thumb and forefinger, bringing it down, forcing our eyes to meet.

      “Change your last name as soon as possible, Leigh. The quicker we can get you away from anything having to do with Strather, the better off you’ll be.”

      “People in this town aren’t going to forget where I came from,” I remind him, letting myself drown for just a moment in those eyes of his.

      “If I have anything to say about it, they will. You let me worry for the both of us.”

      He leans in, kissing my cheek, before he lets go to make his way around the front of the truck. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Life as I have always known it has just changed in a big way.

      An over six-foot, two-hundred pound, heavily tattooed kinda way.
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      Present Day

      Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had never met Holden Thompson in a capacity other than an official one having to do with his job. Our civilian introduction is kind of a funny story. It involves a shot of whiskey and my first game of truth or dare. In this small town, my last name is synonymous with Moonshine, anything illegal, and now the accident that injured Trevor Trumbolt.

      A year and a half ago though, right before Whitney Trumbolt and Ryan Kepler became an item, I’d stood up to my family and had gone to Birmingham for one semester of college. It was the first time I rebelled against them all. I said fuck my last name, my family, and their reputation. I was going to make my own way. Ultimately, I paid for it by being arrested for them. But the night I truly met Holden Thompson is forever ingrained in my brain.

      “C’mon Leighton! You mean to tell me you’ve never done anything reckless?”

      I swallow the drink of beer I sucked down hard. Reckless? My whole family is reckless, but me? I like to stay on the fringes, obey the law, and do my absolute best to be a good person. Growing up I was lucky if I was able to ride on a different seat on the school bus without someone telling my dad. He believed in keeping a tight leash on who many dubbed the Princess of Moonshine. I figure maybe a half-truth is better than an out-right lie. “Depends on what you mean by reckless.”

      One of the other girls we’re sitting with does the shot in front of her, hands me one, and grins at me. “The next man to walk through that door,” she points to the entrance, “is gonna be kissed by you tonight.”

      I’ve never played “truth or dare” or any of those games most girls played at sleepovers; truth is, I was never invited. Everyone was scared of my family. This is my shot, in some ways, to experience the pieces of life I’ve never been able to. If that means taking the shot of alcohol in front of me and kissing the next man who walks through that door – no matter how not my type he is, I’ll do it. Even if it’s only to say I’m part of this group.

      Tipping my head back, I put the rim of the glass up to my lips and let the heat of the alcohol travel down my throat into my stomach. I can hold my liquor, it’d be an embarrassment to my family if I couldn’t, but even I’m starting to feel the effects of the amount we’ve been partaking in tonight. Hopping down from the bar top table we’ve been occupying, I lick my numb lips and wait to see who fate is going to put in my path.

      The door opens and over the bass thumping in the background, I can hear a couple of guys talking to one another. The first one steps forward and my mouth hangs at the jaw. Holden Thompson, commander of The Moonshine Task Force stands in front of me.

      I’ve always thought he was one of the hottest men I’ve ever seen in my life. And make no mistake about it – he’s a man. If I had to hazard a guess, he’s probably fifteen years my senior, but he’s never treated me like a little girl when he’s come to our house to question any of the family members who are in trouble. Last time he talked to me like I was almost an equal.

      “Leighton?” Those plump, pink-red lips question, an eyebrow raised. That’s when I realize my eyes have gone right to his mouth. Truth be known, I’ve wondered what those lips feel like. They look soft, a softness I’ve never experienced before. The kisses I’ve had before were stolen and rough, leaving me wondering what everyone else went on raving about.

      I realize I’ve been glued to the floor for a long time. He’s still got his eyebrow raised, wondering what I’m doing standing in front of him. I take my time walking closer to him, because more than anything, I want to remember this one reckless moment when it doesn’t matter who I am, who he is. No, walking isn’t the correct term. For the first time in my life, I strut; I want a man’s eyes on me, and I want him to appreciate what he’s seeing.

      His hair is buzzed, not long like Trevor Trumbolt’s, or full like Ryan Kepler’s. Holden is his own man with his own set of likes and dislikes. His dark, brown eyes look at me, asking the same question his mouth did just a few seconds before. He’s wearing a gray tank top on this hot night; almost summer and sweat is already visible on his biceps. It makes the tattoos he has inked there stand out in stark relief against his tan skin. The lights of the bar reflect off the smooth ridges and planes of his body, casting shadows on parts I’d like to explore.

      My hands shake as I shove them to his waist, gripping the cotton of the tank top he wears, dragging him to me. I take him by surprise, but he quickly recovers and takes me the same way. One of my hands leaves his stomach, traveling up to his neck, pulling him down to my level so my lips can capture his. He’s got to be at least six-two to my five-four.

      They’re soft and hard at the same time, surprised and demanding as I melt against him, a five o-clock shadow rasping against my smooth face. The kiss I initiated, he takes control of as he digs a hand through my hair cupping the back of my head in his palm.

      I don’t know for how long we stand there kissing, making out like teenagers, but I become aware of the hard length of him pressing against my stomach and the tips of my hard nipples rubbing against his chest. I tell myself I have to stop this, it wasn’t supposed to go this far. The dare was one little kiss, not a make-out session capable of landing us in lock up for public indecency.

      Pulling back, he chases me, his lips following mine as I retreat. We’re breathing heavily, taking up space between each other’s lips. “I can’t do this,” I whisper.

      “You already did,” he reminds me. “But if you have to run, know at some point I’ll chase you. Kisses like this don’t happen every day.”

      My stomach clenches at his words, and I grip his waist again, steadying myself before I do just as he said. I shoot past him, run away from the way he’s made me feel, the passion he awakened, and the safety I felt in his arms. What was probably five minutes out of a whole lifetime has opened my eyes and kindled a fire I never even knew I had.

      As I fumble with my phone, calling a cab, I wipe my lips, acutely aware that I can still taste him on my tongue and I can smell him on my clothes. Can still feel his lips imprinted on mine, my chin itches from the burn of his whiskers.

      Something tells me this could be the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.

      Pulling myself out of my memory, I look down at my left hand as I have a seat, lining up the ketchup bottles for The Café. Filling them isn’t necessarily my job, but it’s also not my job, and I’ll do anything to keep myself busy. In the late afternoon sun, the diamond engagement and wedding set catches the light, twinkling against the leather seat of the booth I’m sitting in.

      At the time, I’d thought that was the biggest mistake I could ever make. Oh how wrong I was, I can’t help but laugh softly at myself. The kiss was the second biggest mistake I ever made, because in the end I married Holden, and Lord knows that’s going to end up completely breaking my heart.
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      “Sorry I’m late getting here,” I call to my guys. “I was in the middle of the mother of all traffic stops. I got a car transporting fifty fucking pounds of marijuana, and I had to hand that shit off to another officer,” I grumble, throwing my MTF uniform on.

      “Oh, quit your bitchin’,” Tank throws over his shoulder as he’s putting his gear on too. “I was having lunch with Blaze.”

      “And I was in the middle of nap-time with Stella,” Renegade throws in his two cents. “We’re all making sacrifices for what we do.”

      “But my picture could have been on the State of Alabama Facebook page for the biggest marijuana bust in these parts in years,” I argue, a grin on my face that they can’t see.

      “It don’t matter who likes your ugly mug now, Havoc,” Menace, the oldest of my guys, besides me, pipes in with his response. “You’re married, you don’t need the notoriety.”

      “Yeah.” Ace grins at me as I turn around to face them. “Menace here has been celibate since Caleb was like four, more than likely. He needs to get laid so much more than you do.”

      Poor Menace, being the single dad of the group gets him picked on every time. I laugh at them, happy that they’re this relaxed before we move out, but I know I have to rein it in. “Ace, do you have the intel for me?”

      “CI’s that Menace and I picked up earlier today said they saw a load of moonshine being transported into Laurel Springs from Stewart County.”

      My brain is working quickly. Stewart County is the next county over and they’re beginning to have the same types of problems we are. Before I continue getting ready, I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and fire off a quick text to Leighton.

      H: I’ve been called out with the MTF. I might be late getting home.

      Immediately she responds, something that always makes me smile.

      L: Please be careful. Get home whenever you can, but get home in one piece.

      The words put a warmness in my chest I never had before she came along. I hold it tightly and close to me, not ever wanting to let it go.

      “You think that’s where all the moonshine is coming from?” Renegade asks as he arms himself with weapons for possible hand-to-hand. “The field parties we’ve been breaking up lately,” he points to Tank, “have glass bottles littered everywhere, but we can’t make heads or tails of whose still they’re coming from. Not with the Strathers out of business.”

      “I don’t think they’re out of business.” I strap on my gloves that help me keep hold of my weapon, even when adrenaline makes me sweat. “I think the explosion interrupted production, but I think they’re purchasing from Stewart County and passing it off as their own, until they can get back up and running. They’re not going to let go of the stranglehold they have on this territory.”

      “Is that what your wife told you?” Ace raises a brow at me.

      “Nope, that’s what my guts telling me.” I ignore the way he’s slightly questioning where my loyalties lie. It’s been a common occurrence since I moved her in and got married. One I figured on, and one I’m dealing with.

      He rolls his head around on his neck, chomping on a piece of gum. “That’s good enough for me then, bro.”

      “So where are we hitting? Where did your CIs see this truck coming from?”

      Ace motions me over, grabs his phone, and pulls up the map program we use. It’s a small road on the Stewart and Laurel County line. We have jurisdiction for the whole state as long as we’re chasing ’shine. “Then let’s get this show on the road.”

      We’re quiet as our transportation takes us across the county line, and I can feel my heart rate kick up. This isn’t our normal territory, and I’m totally unsure at what we could face. We’re acting on the tip we’ve been given and normal recon isn’t available. Basically, we’re flying blind. Something I don’t like to do.

      My mind is quiet as I focus on the job at hand, chomping on the gum in my mouth, and try to keep my mind off the woman who makes me want to believe in happily ever after. If I go into this distracted, I may not make it out, and I don’t want to leave her unprotected – ever.

      “Alright, guys,” our transport driver yells back to us. “Time to bail!”

      As I hit the ground, the thud of my well-worn combat boots makes a welcomed sound. It’s the indication that I have a job to do and I’m ready to kick some ass. We’re quiet as we move through the dirt and tall grass that’s allowing us to sneak up, undetected. As we broach the perimeter, I can see a makeshift still. It’s not the most sophisticated operation I’ve ever seen, but I have no doubt it can get the job done.

      I motion for the guys to fan out. They know their jobs – take pictures, check for stragglers, and see if we can find any illegal product. “Keep alert,” I yell out, because something doesn’t feel right about this. Normally I’d keep quiet, but I’m willing to give up my position to protect my guys.

      My gaze is sweeping the perimeter where we came from when I catch a glint of metal, and before I can yell at everyone to take cover, the bullet catches me right in the chest. I’m knocked down and the breath has been taken from me, but it was taken by the impact of the bullet piercing my vest, and not my skin. I struggle to catch a breath, already wondering what the bruise is going to look like, already thankful I get to go home and see Leighton in a few hours.

      Thank God, because I wasn’t ready to die today.
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      “Do y’all need anything else before I head out?” I ask my guys as they sit at their laptops, finishing their reports. None of us had planned on doing anything with the MTF today, but when the State of Alabama calls, we answer.

      It’s been a long fucking day. Hell, it’s been a long six months since the explosion and the wedding. Looking down at my left hand, I catch a glimpse of the black band of silicone resting against the skin. It proclaims me a married man, and I took my vows seriously when I spoke them, but it still feels foreign to me. Especially because I go back and forth between this silicone band, and the metal one I wear when I’m not working or working out. The guys gave me so much shit when I ordered one I could wear at work, but what can you do when the symbol of a connection to the woman you’re married to grounds you?

      “You sure you don’t want me to call Blaze and have her come check you out?” Tank asks as he glances up from his laptop, concern written on what’s usually a smiling face. If there’s one thing we do well in this unit, it’s take care of one another.

      I roll my shoulder back, feeling the tightness in my chest where the bullet hit me square in the vest this afternoon. I’ve been hit before, and I know it’ll be a few days of soreness and eventually it goes away. I refuse to take the vest off, because I don’t want the guys to see how bad it possibly is right now. “I’m good, I’ll see y’all tomorrow.”

      When I breach the door of the Moonshine Task Force Headquarters, I let my shoulders slump and give into the absolute agony I feel along my chest wall. Looking back, I make sure no one is watching as I go out to my truck, before I open the door and pull myself into the driver’s seat.

      I sigh, bracing myself as I unclip the vest, and painfully pull it over my head. Breathing hurts slightly, but I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’m good. Resting my shoulders back against the leather of the seat, I give myself a few minutes to get my shit together. In the cup holder, my cell buzzes.

      L: Roles seem to be reversed…LOL! Just letting you know, I’m gonna be late tonight. I’m going to take Caleb home for Mason and then swing by the grocery. You need anything? I’ll pick up something to cook for dinner.

      Menace will appreciate that she’s going above and beyond to help him out, and I can’t help the little smile that spreads across my face. Leighton’s stepped into her role as my wife better than I could have imagined. She cares about my guys as much as I do, and all of us notice it.

      Rolling my head around on my neck, I work my shoulders to try and loosen some of the tightness in them. A hot shower is going to be the only way I’ll be able to move tomorrow.

      H: Whatever you get is good with me. It’s been a fuckin’ long day. See you at home. Be safe.

      Saying be safe is the only way I can let her know that I care without saying it to her. She deserves a man who loves her, who worships the ground she walks on, and in the past year I’ve come to care about her a great deal. There are times when the depth of my feelings surprise me, but I’m not sure I’m the type of man who can fall so selfishly in love with a woman. Not after my past. I’m giving her pieces of myself I can stand to give her, but in a way I feel sorry for her; she married me and not a man who’s romantic enough to bring her flowers on a random Tuesday. Maybe one day I’ll be that man, but right now I’m the furthest thing from it. Starting my truck, I drive off into the late-evening sun, looking down at my wedding ring again.

      Marriage. Before Leighton Strather came into my life, I’d never given the word a thought – whether it be for convenience or love. It wasn’t an institution I was interested in, not when I’d seen so many of my friends attempt it and have it backfire. Granted, all of those instances happened in a war zone, but the one time I had a girl back home, she did the same shit to me. Broke my fucking heart, but there was something about Leighton Strather I’ve never been able to get out of my head.

      I became interested the day she kissed me in a bar, but was able to push it out of my mind. At least that’s what I’ve tried to tell myself. That shit changed the day I saw a darkening bruise on Leighton’s chin and a slightly crooked tilt to her nose in the back of an ambulance.

      For most of my life I’ve been in charge of people, I’ve been given the absolute honor of protecting eighty percent of the men and women I come into contact with. Very few times I’ve failed in that protection, and I know without a doubt I won’t fail this woman. Whether I admit it to anyone or not, she’s got a piece of me that I never want to take back. She’s had it since she glanced up at me, her brown eyes dark with fear, asking me what would happen to her if her family got hold of her again. I couldn’t stand the wobble of her chin, the puffiness of her bottom lip from where she’d taken it between her teeth in fear, or the tears pooling in her eyes. I’ve always been the type of man to take action when it’s something I can help with.

      This, I can help her with, and the day in the back of the ambulance? When I saw her sitting there so small, so closed off to everything around her, I made a decision that has effectively changed not only our lives, but also the course of our future. That was the moment I decided to give her my last name, and I always take care of what’s mine. Even if it costs me everything, including the beat of my heart and the air I breathe.

      I don’t even remember getting home; just realize I’ve pulled into the driveway when I notice the house in front of me. The house is my pride and joy. It was the first thing I bought when I came back from my tour and decided to stay in my hometown.

      My reasons for joining the military were simple. Pussy and getting out of what had been a three-stoplight speck on the Alabama state map. Funny how life changes in the course of almost fifteen years. Laurel Springs now has over thirty stoplights, as well as a parkway and interstate connection, and as of this moment, there’s only one pussy I want. The one I can’t have. Even if she does wear my ring and have my last name.

      I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. The hit to the vest must have taken more out of me than I thought. I put the truck in park and turn it off, before taking a minute to collect myself. I’m tired as hell. So damn tired. And so mother fucking frustrated I could scream.

      That’s what happens when you feel like you live a lie every day of your life. It’s a pressure beating down on your shoulders, pressing on the lean tissue, causing you to hunch over. Eating away at the muscle and strength, but you have to decide if you’re going to let it.

      That’s not me though; I stand tall no matter what. It’s what was taught to me as a kid and then added onto when I joined the military. Now I command my own unit for the State of Alabama. I take my responsibilities very seriously. And right now, those responsibilities are my guys in the Moonshine Task Force and the woman wearing my wedding ring, signing my last name after her first.

      Gathering the last bit of energy I have, I open the door; turn in the driver’s seat and gingerly drop to the ground, enjoying the crunch of gravel under my feet as I do so.

      Reaching in, I grimace as I grab my gear, strolling tall to the house. On the walk to the porch, I give no indication I’m hurting. If anyone is watching the place, and I know they are, they’ll see me just like I want them to see me. Someone not to be fucked with.

      Once I’m inside, I let my shoulders fall, throw my stuff down, and head straight for the shower.

      
        
        Leighton

      

      

      “Thanks for picking me up and dropping me off.”

      I glance over at Caleb, giving him a soft smile. He looks older than his fifteen years, but he’s had to grow up quick, just like I did. From what I’ve been able to gather, Mason’s been a single dad for at least the past thirteen years, and I’m not sure if Caleb’s mom is alive or not. They don’t talk about her much; no one talks about her at all, to be honest.

      “Not a problem. You know I don’t mind helping out if you need it. Do you work tomorrow?”

      I waitress at The Café, and Caleb helps in the kitchen and busses the tables. It’s not much work, but he does it, and does it well. Mason’s instilling a good work ethic in the kid, and I can’t help but admire it. I wish I had come by my own work ethic the way he is, and not by helping out with the family business as a teenager.

      He nods, a yawn cracking his jaw. “Yeah, I’m gonna be there after football practice. So I’ll be working later than you will be,” he explains as he grabs his bag, reaching for the handle on the door to let himself out of the car.

      “Still,” I say, reaching into my pocket and give him a portion of my tips. My way of thanking him for keeping my tables clean and honestly just to help him out because I know he’s living a difficult life right now. “If you need someone to drive you, either I or Holden will help.”

      “My dad won’t get in trouble?” he asks quietly, mentioning Mason. “I hate asking his boss for a ride. It doesn’t seem like something most bosses would do for the people who work for them. I don’t want charity and I don’t want to inconvenience anyone.” His voice is strong as he says those words, and I wonder just how much he thinks he’s a burden to other people, how much that weighs on him. It’s weighed on me for most of my life, and I’m not the person to be helping someone else get rid of that weight, but I want to at least try and make it easier on him.

      “We’re here to help,” I explain, like I always do to this teenager who’s got the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Everybody’s here to help. All you have to do is ask. The same way we’d ask you or your dad if we needed help. It’s what families, whether they’re blood or by choice, do.”

      I don’t want the weight he has on his shoulders to crush him. Don’t want him to end up in the same situation I was in before Holden rescued me. Not that he has a family making moonshine, but it’s important for me to let him know he’s cared about.

      He reluctantly takes the tip out I hand him, before getting out of the car. “I know,” he says with a grin. This kid will be a heartbreaker one day soon, and I can’t help but smile back.

      “See ya around, Caleb.”

      He gives me a wave as I pull out of the driveway and turn my car, heading for the grocery store.
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        * * *

      

      As I push the cart through the aisles, I glance at the shelves wondering what in the world I’m going to cook tonight. Sometimes I wish Holden would give me an idea, but he never asks for anything different than what I make. He never questions, and he never makes demands in everyday life either. I truly get the feeling he’s happy with the little life we’ve carved out for ourselves, but every once in a while I wonder, what would it be like to live with a man who can’t keep his hands off of me? What would it be like to go to bed with someone who spooned me from behind because he couldn’t stand not to touch me? What do Holden’s lips taste like first thing in the morning? These are all questions I want the answers to, but I know we aren’t there yet, maybe never will be, but I’m holding out hope. If he cared enough to marry me because of some sense of obligation to protect me, there has to be feelings there. And honestly, how do I expect him to feel things for me, when I don’t even know what the feelings I have for him are?

      All I know is I like it when he’s around and I like it even more when he looks at me like I’m the center of his universe. Which is something I’ll never admit to anyone.

      As I pass the alcohol aisle, I glance at the six packs of beer, the bottles of amber liquid, the taller containers of wine, and I wonder what he likes. Things have been tense with us lately, and I’m unsure why.

      Maybe it’s because I’m not good at ignoring him anymore. I haven’t been for months now. It used to be I could look objectively at the hot man with whom I share a house.

      That changed one day when I came home from work early and caught him masturbating in the shower. He doesn’t know. It would mortify me if he knew, but the way he’d groaned my name had me bracing my hand against the bathroom wall and fighting not to open the shower door.

      I’ve woken up countless times since then, my hand between my thighs and his name on my lips as I explode, hoping like hell I haven’t woken him up, since we sleep in the same bed. The orgasm? It’s empty. As empty as I feel our life together is most of the time. The hardest part about the emptiness is the little glimpses I get every once in a while that show me how full it could be if we’d both just let our guards down.

      “Leighton!”

      I steel myself as I hear the sound of Mable Hall – sounds like an eighty-year-old grandma, right? Wrong. She’s a forty-year-old divorcee who wants my husband. She’s told me so (in not so many words) on numerous occasions. Newsflash – I wear his ring, and one day I’ll know what it feels like for him to be inside of me as he loses control. God as my witness, I will make that man lose control.

      Reaching over, I grab a pack of the Corona bottles and drop them in my cart, as I try to get away from Mable. I pretend like I can’t hear her and keep moving my cart up the aisle, farther away from her.

      “Leighton, do you not hear me talking to you?” Her voice is high-pitched and like nails on a chalk board to my ears.

      Gritting my teeth, I turn around, fake smile on my face, false apologetic tone to my voice. “Sorry, I’m just in a hurry to get home and get dinner done. It’s been a long day, and I like to spend my evenings with my husband.” I twirl my wedding ring around on my finger, hoping she takes the hint. My husband, not her piece of ass to mess around with.

      Her eyes drop to the diamond on my finger, and if I’m not mistaken, I see a glimmer of unease in her eyes.

      “I was just wondering if you could give Holden a message for me? He came and spoke to our pre-school class earlier this week, and I had a few things I wanted to verify. Can you have him call me? I didn’t think to get his number in case any of the children needed to know more.”

      I grit my teeth, a flush working its way up my neck and chest. I can feel it, and I wish to God my emotions and thoughts weren’t always written all over my face. This isn’t just embarrassing for me, but also for her. She wants a man she’s never going to have. We’ve made it to the checkout lanes, and I start unloading my cart.

      “The best thing to do, Mable, would probably be to call the station. Off-duty is time for family and friends. He doesn’t really like to take work home with him, if you know what I mean.”

      I’m feeling awfully proud of myself for standing up to her, when she glances at me from head to toe, sniffing in distaste.

      She laughs, the tone downright ugly. “You should know better than anyone he takes his work home with him. After all, honey,” the word is dripping with sarcasm, “he married you.”

      She waves her fingers in my direction before she turns and walks off. I try like hell not to throw my purchases on the conveyer belt, but I fail when I think of her standing in the community, how much closer she and Holden are in age, and honestly how much bigger her tits probably are than mine. It’s a hard realization that Holden made a big mistake in marrying me, and more than likely he can’t wait until we he can correct that mistake.
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      The hot spray of water beating down on my shoulders is doing its best to loosen the tension I have weighing there, but I have tension in other places too. Namely the space between my legs where I’m hard as a fucking rock. The tension has been there for weeks, and I can’t help but try to relieve the frustration. Grasping my cock, I play for a few seconds, stroking it up and down, dragging my hand along the length. I know it’ll never fully be gone until I can bury myself balls deep into the woman who teases me every day, but until then, this is the best I can do.

      I grunt harshly as I curl the fingers of my free hand into a fist, beating it against the tile of the shower. Sometimes a little bit of pain makes the pleasure sharper. The hand holding my cock picks up speed and I grip the base a little harder on each down stroke, curling my palm around the head on every upstroke. I’m sensitive and so fucking ready to blow, but I hold off, knowing the orgasm will be stronger if I can edge it out just a little bit longer.

      My chest is screaming with agony as I beat myself off, but the shower is the only place I can get any relief. Being near Leighton, sleeping with her every night, and listening to her moan as she experiences whatever she does during
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