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  Chapter 1

Grant

[image: image-placeholder]

My brother Tyler is giving me that look again.  The one where he thinks I’m a dumb fuck for doing what I’m doing.  Only this time he’s not kidding.  We’re packing our stuff into duffel bags, waiting for the chopper to pick us up and take us to the airport.  Our mission is over.  And something tells me that there are a lot of other things in my life that are over now, too.  Unlike Tyler, I have someone to go home to, at least that’s what I keep telling myself.  The last time I went home on leave from Afghanistan, I found her in bed with another man.  Sure, the terms of our relationship had been in a hopelessly gray area for a while, compounded by the fact that I was out of the country overseas for eleven months of the year, but the terms were hers, not mine.  My heart remained with her the whole time, in hopes that somehow hers would, too. 
“You don’t show up at a girl’s house unannounced.  Especially Stacey’s.  Don’t be a fool, man.  I’m telling you, she’s going to be with him, and that’s that.  Deal with it.”
“And that’s exactly what I plan on doing, Ty.” I argue, even though my eyes betray me.  In the back of my mind, my hopes are showing.  I want Stacey to ditch that Canadian asshole and be with me.  She told me she loved me, and I reciprocated.  It was simple.  Why this other guy is still in the picture is beyond me.  He’s just a band-aid to get her through the rough spots while I’m away.  Stacey even admitted that to me once the dust settled when I came home the last time.  I can live with that.  
“Really?” Tyler barks.  “You mean I’m not going to get a call at like three in the morning, with you all tanked, crying over this chick again?”
“Thanks, man.” I say quickly.  I knew he’d react this way.
He changes the subject.  “Look, I’ve got a buddy of mine, a realtor, looking at houses.  You want in with me or what?”
“You mean, like, buy a house together?” I clarify.
“Yeah,” he nods.  “I’ve been thinking about it since we got discharged.  I don’t want to go back to the Lynch house, man, not that I don’t love mom and dad, but it’s time.  There’s this one house that’s really bitching.  I want to look at it as soon as we get back on American soil.”
“Yeah.  That sounds good.” I nod.
Countless hours later, we’re crashed at our parent’s place, having arrived in during the wee hours of the morning.  Dad is still in the hospital, and mom is in another hospital, but they’re both on the mend.  Dad, from his stroke, and mom from her nervous breakdown.  I suppose that after a man has served countless decades in the service unscathed, and then turns around and has a stroke out of the blue, it weighs on a person.  Hence, despite mom’s seeming nerves of steel, that was the straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak.  
Don’t remind me how awful that whole ordeal was for me and Tyler, having been stationed in Afghanistan and receiving the news of our parent’s ailing health. Not just the guilt of being away, but the compounded guilt that Daniel had to take the brunt of the responsibility, since our brother Christopher is a waste of time sack of shit who was spoiled all his life by our mother.  He’s currently cruising his way through medical school on our parent’s dime, seeing more ass than a donkey farm, sleeping with anything that moves.  Well, that’s Daniel’s take on it, anyway.
Dad is pleased to see us, and he looks good, as Tyler and I arrive at the hospital for a visit.
“He’s going to be released in a couple of days.” Daniel says.  Poor bastard.  Daniel is the one who is huffing it through medical school, on his own dime, trying his best, and looking after mom and dad.  Mallorie, our sister, is still stationed overseas.  
“How about mom?” Tyler asks.  “How’s she doing?”
Daniel stares at a spot on the floor.  “She’s heavily medicated but doing well.  Not sure when she’ll get out.  They let her out once and she had another spell, so they’re taking their time this time around.”
“What do you mean she had another spell?” Tyler asks.  “You didn’t say anything to us about that.”
“It was a few weeks back, man.  You’d just gotten your discharge papers.  There wasn’t anything you could have done.” Daniel’s tone is apologetic.
“Well, we’re here now.” I say.  “What can we do to help?”
“We can take turns with keeping an eye out.” Daniel says.  “I need someone to go clean out mom’s fridge.  It stinks like ass.  I asked Christopher, but he’s too busy with the architect.” He says snidely.  Christopher is having a house built.  Yeah, great timing on that front, eh?  
“Fuck him, man.  We’re here.” Tyler says.
Dad opens his eyes.  An oxygen tube rests on his upper lip.  It’s so heartbreaking seeing my father laying in a hospital bed, completely helpless.  Here is a man who stood in a cloth tent, amongst shrapnel, bombs and gunshot blasts, performing surgery and saving people’s lives in the middle of a battlefield, for more than thirty years.  Now he can’t even piss by himself.  “Hey, dad.” I say, kissing him on the cheek.
“Oh, you’re home boys.” He says, his voice is frail.
“Yeah, we got in late last night, or this morning, depending on which way you look at it.” Tyler says, bending over to kiss dad’s cheek.
“You look good.” Dad says.
“Hey, that was supposed to be my line.” I wink at dad.
“Did you go see your mother?” dad asks.
“That’s our next stop.” Tyler says.  “How are you doing, dad?”
He sidesteps the question.  “Are you boys all wrapped up overseas?  Daniel tells me the mission is complete.”
“That’s right, dad.  Ty and I are going to go look at a house this afternoon.  We’re done in Afghanistan.” I explain.
“Your mother will be so pleased.” He smiles.  “That’ll make her feel a lot better.”
“Let’s hope, dad.” Daniel says.  “We need to get you both well again.”
“What will you boys do now…now that you’re home?” dad asks.
“Figure it out as we go along, I suppose.” Tyler shrugs.  “We’ll go buy this house and get settled.  Take it from there.  We both have our degrees, so the sky’s the limit.” 
A nurse walks in with a cart that holds various medical supplies.  “Alright, handsome.  Let’s check your vitals.” She smiles at dad. He smiles back.
“We’ll catch you later, dad.” I say.  
“You guys staying at the house?” Daniel asks after we say goodbye to dad.
“Yeah,” I nod.  “We’re going to go look at a few now, but yeah, we’re at the house.”
“Okay. I’ll see you.” Daniel pats us both on the shoulder.  “Glad to have you back.” He shakes his head and chuckles.  “In more ways than one.”
This can’t have been easy on Daniel.  I’m glad we’re here to help him out now.  
Turns out, the first house is a bust, as it’s in horrible shape, but the second one we put an offer in immediately, and we receive word from the realtor later, that we got it.  As we’re sitting in our parent’s kitchen, cleaning out the fridge and giving it a scrub, along with the rest of the place, we hear Daniel come in.  
“Hey, guys.  Thanks a lot.” He says as he sees us finishing up.  “That’s really helpful.  I noticed right away that the place no longer smells like an armpit.”
“No problem.” I say, wiping my hands on my pants.
“How’s mom?” Daniel asks.
“She was asleep, man.  We didn’t even get to visit with her.” Tyler says.  “We’ll try again tomorrow.”
“She does sleep a lot.” Daniel admits.  “How did it go with the house hunting?”
“Good.  We got a place.  Put an offer in.” I say.  “We close escrow in a couple of weeks tops.”
“Cool.  You need help moving in?” Daniel asks.
“Probably.  We’ll let you know.” I say, just as we hear the front door open.
“Heeyyy!!” Christopher says, seeing me and Tyler.  “You’re back!”
I can’t help but notice the snide expression on Daniel’s face as Christopher walks into the kitchen.  Things can’t be that bad, I think to myself. He pats us both on the back.  “Hey, how long are you guys back for?”
“For good. We’re done in Afghanistan.” I say, sizing my youngest brother up.  He looks good.  Nothing has changed since the last time I saw him, except that maybe his hair is a little longer.
“No shit?” Christopher says.
“That’s what I told you, numb nuts.” Daniel seethes.  “Did you pick up that wheelchair for dad that I asked you to pick up?”
“Yeah, it’s in my car.” Christopher says, half-listening.  Daniel heads outside, I’m assuming it is to get the wheelchair.  “So, you guys are really back for good?”
“Yep.” I nod.  “Got our discharge papers and everything.”
“Wow.” Christopher is impressed.  Next thing we know, Daniel is struggling to get in the front door with this fully assembled wheelchair.
“What the fuck…Daniel.” I say, running to the door to help him.  “Why don’t you ask for help?”
“Because I figured the stupid little shit would have brought it in, but I suppose that picking it up was well beyond the call of duty.” Daniel’s tone is snarky.
“Daniel, man, take it easy.” I say, helping him inside.  We wheel the chair into the living room and set it beside the couch.
“Don’t worry about him, man.” Christopher says.  “He’s been riding my ass for weeks. I’m used to it.”
“Well, you shouldn’t get used to it, man.  You should help out more.” Daniel says.
“I have been helping out.” Christopher barks.
Daniel just shakes his head.  Then he addresses me.  “You and Ty feeling like going to cruise for chicks tonight?”
Tyler frowns.  “Sure.”
I scratch my nose.  “No, man.  I was going to go over and hang with Stacey tonight.”
Craning his neck, Christopher’s eyes widen. “Stacey?  Are you serious?  Does she even know that you’re back in town?”
Tyler takes a seat at the kitchen table.  Daniel starts putting things back into the fridge.  “This ought to be good.” Tyler says.
“Fuckoff.” I mutter to him, and then address Christopher.  “No, she doesn’t know that I’m back in town. I wanted to surprise her.”
Lifting a brow, Christopher scoffs. “Well, that’s putting it mildly.” He lifts his chin.  “You know that she’s been with that Mark guy since you left the last time, right?”
“And how the fuck do you know that?”
“I saw them.  A couple of times.  Once at a restaurant, and once at a bar.  They were pretty tight.” Christopher explains somewhat gently.  “Have you talked to her recently?”
“A couple of months ago.”
Daniel chimes in.  “Didn’t you break up with her the last time you were in town?”
“No.  She broke it off with me.  After I caught her in bed with that asshole, she came clean and said that she’d been with him the whole time.  Said she didn’t want to live a lie anymore.”
A ‘v’ forms between Daniel’s brows.  “And you’re going to see her…why?”
I sigh.  “Call me crazy.  Call me stupid. Hell, call me masochistic.  There’s something about her, man.  She’s the one.  A little fucked up, I’ll admit, but I just…I get this feeling when I’m around her…like we’re meant to be together.”
Christopher pats my back. “You should get that checked out, man.  I had the same feeling once…turned out to be fucking crabs.”
Tyler has the grace to tell him to shut up.  Daniel doesn’t laugh, either.  A look crosses his face, like Christopher just told a crude and inappropriate joke.
“Look, man.” Tyler says.  “We just don’t want you to get hurt.  But we’re here for you.”
“Thanks.”
And as I sit in my truck, feeling my nerves get the best of me, I keep rewinding the last conversation that Stacey and I had, in my head.  The tone in her voice was borderline flirty, and she outright said that she missed me.  Did I miss something?  I don’t think so.  Everything in that conversation pointed to the fact that she wanted to see me when I came back.  It wasn’t known then that the mission would be over this time around.  That date was never known, which I’m guessing is the reason why Stacey could never commit to me.  I get it.  It’s a lot.  
I’m parked two houses down, and I can see the fucker’s car in her driveway.  He has a Canadian car dealer’s licence plate holder, so I know it’s him.  I’ve driven by a couple of times and I can see them sitting in the living room together.  There isn’t anyone else there.  She might recognize my pickup truck, which is what I’m hoping for.  And as I’m about to turn back, I see the fucker appear and get into his car.  He pulls out and drives up the other side of the street, away from me.  My nerves unclench.
Walking up her driveway, I clear my throat and try to swallow down the bile, before I ring the doorbell.  When she opens the door, her face brightens.  God, I’ve waited eight months to see that smile.  “Grant!” she gushes, opening her arms.  “You’re back!”
I hold her tight, and suddenly it’s as if all the shit that happened between us has vanished.  Her grip on me is close.  She smells amazing.  Like flowers in a meadow.  She doesn’t smell like that fucker that just left, either, because I’d die if I had to smell that again.  When she pulls back, she’s searching my eyes.  Stacey is beautiful.  Tall, slender, mid-length straight red hair, and brown eyes.  Her signature eyeliner brings out the green fleck in her eyes, and I can’t help but stare at them.
“When did you get back?” she asks, still holding me. 
“Just last night.” I answer, wanting to kiss her so bad it hurts.  I haven’t been with another woman since Stacey.  Tyler thinks it’s so lame, but I don’t.  
“How come you didn’t call me?” she asks, slightly wounded.
“I wanted to surprise you.” I say honestly.
She smiles.  “Well, it worked.  How are you?”
“Good.”  I glance back quickly.  “I, um…saw Mark leaving. Is he coming back?”
Her smile slips a notch.  “Not until later.  He had to go to work for a while.”
And I wonder if that’s her saying that we can mess around.  Yeah, I know, it sounds cheap and shallow, but it’s been eight months.  At this point, I wouldn’t care if she’d had his kid while I was gone, I’m desperate. But I make no move towards her, because I don’t want to be shut down just as fast.  “Stacey,” I say, and she releases me as though I just insulted her.
“Grant.  Come and sit.” She says, and I get the feeling that I’m not going to like to hear what she has to say.
“Okay.” I mutter, taking my shoes off.  I join her on the couch.
“You look good.” She compliments, and I feel like she’s softening me up, preparing me for the blow.
“You too.”
“I know it must haven been difficult for you, you know, the last time you came home.”
“Yeah,” is all I can think of to say.  Difficult is an understatement.  She fucking tore my heart out if I’m being honest with myself.  The more I sit next to her, the more I’m picking up on the vibe that I’m old news.  That I shouldn’t be here.  That all the feelings I’ve conjured up about her in the months while I’ve been away were for naught.  
She swallows, and the sound is amplified in the silence of her living room.  “Grant, Mark and I are engaged.” 
Trying to stifle my reaction, I hold my breath.  Talk about feeling like being left behind in a shit storm.  There is a coaster sitting on the coffee table before us, emblazoned with the logo from the shithole company that Mark works for.  I stare at it.  I picture his face on it, and in my mind, I punch it so hard that his fucking face explodes.  “Congratulations.” I manage, feeling the bile rise in my throat.
“Thanks.” She says, and she touches my hand.  
“So…when’s the big day?” I’m amazed at how well I can hold back.  In my mind, I’m fucking losing it on her.  Shouting, screaming, asking her why she left me hanging on like a fucking loser for all this time.  Why she made me believe that she was just working through some shit and that she still missed me is beyond me.  Tyler is right.  I’m a fucking fool.  It takes everything in me not to get up, tell her to fuck the hell off and die, and walk out of there, punching a wall in my wake.
“We’re getting married in Canada.  Next summer.” She explains.  “It’s complicated with his job.”
I look at her.  “You’re getting married in Canada?”
She looks at me, almost apologetically. “Yeah.  I’m moving there, actually.  We just sold the house.  The sign only came down just yesterday.”
Glad I was the last to know.  “And you’re happy about that?”
This, from the woman who has an American flag hanging from her porch, and another one in her garage.  She pays attention to all the American sports teams, the Olympics, you name it.  Stacey is very patriotic.  
“Yes.” She says shortly.
And it’s like my mouth takes over my brain.  “Stacey, why are you marrying him?  I thought that you said he was just someone to get you through while I was away.”
Then she says something that shocks the shit out of me. “Do you have a ring for me?”
“What are you talking about?  I just came back from a ten year mission.  Last check, you were waiting for me to come back, so we could start our lives together.  Yeah, you broke it off with me, but in the same breath you also told me that you loved me.”
“I did love you, Grant.” She admits half-heartedly.  “But I didn’t know when you were coming back for good.  I’m…not cut out for waiting and for being put second all the time.  That’s the truth.”
“Do you even love this guy?” I ask bluntly.
“Yes.  I do.  And he’s done really well for himself.  This promotion in Canada is huge, and it’ll set us up to get a nice house and start a family.”
I don’t know what else to say.  Then I think of something.  “Does he know about me?”
“He knows of you, because of that…incident.”
“Does he know how you felt about me?” I ask, my eyes dare her to lie to me.  “Or at least how you claim to have felt about me?”
Our heads turn simultaneously towards the driveway when the dipshit’s car pulls in.  “Shit.” She mutters, sighing.
Oh, this ought to be good.  Funny how the shoe is on the other foot now.  It takes everything in me not to grab her and kiss her, just to put on a good show for the asshole. Make him feel how I felt some eight months ago.  “You want me to scoot out the back door?” I offer, but the quirky smile on my face says that I’m enjoying watching her squirm way too much.
“Funny.” She says.  “Just…be cool, okay?  It’s…not like we were making out on the couch or anything.”
Mark walks in and our eyes lock.
First words out of his mouth are,  “What the fuck are you doing here?”






  
  Chapter 2

Stacey
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As my heart leaps out of my chest, I try to figure out how to get out of this one.  I had no idea that my ex-boyfriend Grant was going to show up today.  He just came out of the blue.  Mark is a territorial guy, and he won’t take Grant’s presence here lightly.  Truth be told, it took a lot of convincing Mark not to tear Grant a new one when he caught Mark and I in bed together last year.  Mark didn’t know about Grant, so it was a surprise for both of them.  The coitus interruptus was the least of my worries, and it took months of telling Mark that I had no feelings left for Grant, for him to finally believe me.   
Grant is sweet and emotionally frail, and half the time I can’t look him in the eye because he’s so sincere.  He’s completely in love with me, and I’ve never had the heart to tell him that I don’t love him nearly as much.  I do love Grant, I do, but not enough to have a future with him.  We had a strong love before he went away to Afghanistan, but over the years, as he came home on leave, it dwindled.  Could I ever tell him that?  Absolutely not.  It would break his heart.  
As I stare my fiancé in the eye, I half lie to him, making like Grant is an unwelcome guest.  I would never turn the man away, but at the same time, I needed to tell him the truth.  The look in his eyes said that he would have taken me, warts and all, right then and there, in my hallway.  I couldn’t let that happen, and thank God I had the sense not to let that happen, since it would have been a deja-vous with Mark making a surprise about-face home.  
“Take it easy, partner.” Grant says, after Mark’s none-too-pleased opener.  “I was just coming by to say hello.”
“H…he just came back from Afghanistan.” I supply.  “I was just telling him that we’re engaged and moving to Canada.”
“Congratulations.” Grant says, although his facial expression and his tone of voice says more like, ‘eat shit and die, motherfucker’.  Bending down to put his shoes on, Grant ignores the searing gaze Mark is giving him from the doorway.  His stance is all but saying that Grant will have to plough through him to get out the door. 
As he stands upright again, Grant adjusts his pants, and it’s almost like a draw between two men.  Grant is a big guy, no doubt about it.  He’s like a wall of muscle and heart, and anyone who goes up against him doesn’t have a prayer.  Even Mark, who works out at the gym five days a week, and is obsessive over his body.  That said, he still can’t hold a candle to Grant’s ‘eye of the tiger’, which is I’m guessing why he had so much success behind enemy lines.  It’s also part of the reason why I initially fell in love with him.
“You gonna move out of my way, or am I going to have to move you?” Grant snarls.
“You lay a finger on me, faggot, and it’ll be your last.” Mark seethes.
“For someone who didn’t want me near his precious wife-to-be, you’re sure having a hard time letting me get the fuck away from her.”
“Mark.  Grant.” I say flatly.  “Stop it.” I pull Mark away from the door.  He glares at Grant as he steps away.
“You ever come around here again, pal, and I’ll fucking kill you.” Mark warns.
“I’d like to see you try, asshole.  I’d take you down without breaking a sweat.”
The pissing match is getting old.  “Okay, enough.  Grant, thanks for stopping by.  I’m glad you made it back.”
He looks at me and nods once.  “Yeah.  Yeah, take it easy.” He says to me, and then he addresses Mark.  “Have fun in Canada, asshole.  I’m sure the Canadians won’t think much more of you.”
“Yeah, fuck you, dickwad.” Mark says, tipping his chin up at him.
“Fuck you, too.  I hope the fucking plane bursts into flames, asshole.” He says as he walks down the path towards his truck, past Mark’s small sedan.
“Hey, you know what they say about dicks who drive big trucks, right?  That they have little pussy wieners!” he shouts to Grant.
“Ask your fiancé, man.” Grant scoffs.  “She would know.” he says, giving Mark the finger.
My cheeks flush.  Mark looks at me coldly.  “Don’t you say a damn word.”
I roll my eyes.  “Jesus Christ, Mark.  Would you stop?  He’s gone.” I point out, as Grant’s truck passes the house, not before he gives the finger to Mark again.
“Fucking asshole.” Mark says, slamming the door.  “What did you ever see in that dickwad, anyway?”
I sigh.  “Do you really want to get into this now?”
He’s so angry the vein in his neck is still puffed out.  “Yeah, I want to know exactly why you were so goddamn attracted to that loser.  I mean, I give you everything you need, right?  What the hell did he ever offer you other than total fucking abandonment.”
“It was more than that, Mark, and you know it.  It just…wasn’t enough.” I say, defeated. I sit on the couch as Mark still stands by the door, as if Grant is going to make another appearance.
“He didn’t touch you, did he?” Mark demands.
“What, now?  God, no!” 
“Good.  Because if he did, I’d have to go hunt the little prick down and kill him.”
“Would you grow up?  He’s gone.  It’s over.”
“Just what business does he have, anyway?  Coming around here like he owns the fucking place.  Didn’t you break up with him? Can’t the guy take a fucking hint?”
“Yes, I broke up with him, Mark.  But I don’t think he ever got over me.”
“Yeah, well, he better get over you right quick, now.  You and I are getting married.”
“He knows that, Mark.” I say, bored.
“Good.  He better not come by here again, or next time, I will kill him.”
“Mark.” I whine.  “Enough.”
Later, as Mark heads back into the office, after having dinner and calming down a lot, I call Grant’s house on a whim.  I feel so awful for what happened today.  Tyler answers the phone.
“Hey, Tyler.” I say warmly.  “It’s Stacey.  Is Grant there?”
“Err…yeah, hang on.”
Grant comes on after a brief pause, where I hear Tyler cover the phone and say something to Grant.  “Stacey?” Grant says.
“Yeah, it’s me.”
“Hold on a sec.” he grunts, and I’m assuming he’s moving to another room for privacy.
“Hey,” he says again.  “What are you doing calling here?” 
“I just…I felt awful for what happened earlier with Mark.  He had no right to treat you like that.”
“Yeah, you’re right.  I’m sorry, Stacey, but that guy’s a pure asshole.  I don’t know what you see in him.”
I scoff.  “It’s funny, because he said that same thing to me about you.  I guess you two are at an impasse.”
“Look, I don’t know what you want.  If your fiancé finds out that you’ve called me, he’ll come after me, and not that I’m afraid of the jerk or anything, but I don’t need this shit in my life.  I’m done with it.”
“He won’t find out, Grant.  I promise.  I just wanted to apologize.  And to be honest, if I’d known that you were back in town, I’d have arranged to meet with you somewhere neutral, not at our house.”
“I didn’t know that you were living with the guy.  You could have told me that sometime in the last eight months.” He’s borderline snide.
“I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“No offence, but that’s kind of lame.  I mean, you could have been honest with me from the start, Stacey.”
“I know. And I’m sorry for it.  I just…didn’t know how to tell you when you were so far away.  I wanted to tell you in person.  I swear if you had called me when you were back in town, I would have met up with you and told you right away, and that’s the truth.”
“Fine.  Well, what’s done is done, I guess.”
“Yeah,”
We’re silent for a beat.
“I just don’t understand how you can love a guy like that.  He’s pure ego.  I know the type.  He’s insecure as hell, too, judging by his reaction to me today.  How can you be with a guy like that, when you and I were so good together?  I just don’t get it.”
“We were good together for all the wrong reasons, Grant.  It would never have worked.  You were there, I was here.  I just…couldn’t wait any longer.”
“Yeah, well, it seems to me like if you’d held your wad just a few more months, things would have been different.  I mean, I’m back now.  For good.  But what’s done is done.  You’re marrying the asshole and that’s that.”
“Grant.” I sigh.  “Look, I never told you this, because I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“Yeah, heard it before, Stacey.” He’s irritated.  “Let me guess, you were with him since day one.  The second I left American soil you were in his pants.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Is it true?”
“Not exactly.”
“Yeah, well, it’s close enough.” Grant’s voice is low.  “I just hope that you have more balls to tell this guy the truth.”
I bite my lip.  Grant will never understand.  To a degree, he’s been sheltered in Afghanistan, not having to worry about the realities of those he’s left behind.  
“Does he know the truth about us?  Did you ever tell him?  You know…that you loved me and promised that we would get married and live happily ever after?  Did you tell him that, Stacey?”
“Grant, you’re not being fair.” I plead.  “You don’t go telling your new relationship deep details about your old one.  Mark wouldn’t hear it, anyway.”
“It’s called being honest, Stacey.  I’d want to know the truth.  It’s just too bad that you didn’t feel the same way.”
“If he ever asked, I would have told him.”
“Bullshit.  What’s in it for you, anyway, Stacey?  Is he rich, famous, I know he’s got a dick the size of a gherkin, so it can’t be that.  You always said I was the best sex you ever had.  Did you ever tell him that?”
“Of course not.” I say flatly.  “If he didn’t want to hear anything about you, it surely wasn’t that.”
“So, what is it about him, huh?”
I think for a moment.  “He was here.  You were there.  It’s that simple.”
“So it’s a relationship of convenience, is it?  Is that how you want to live your life?”
“I love him, Grant.” I’m direct.  “I know that you don’t want to hear it, but it’s the truth.”
“Did you ever love me?”
“Of course I did!  You know that!”
“When did you stop?” he asks bluntly.
“I don’t…know.”
I know what’s coming next.  I can feel it like a shiver running up my spine.
“Funny thing is, Stacey…I never once stopped loving you.”  Bingo.
“I get that…Grant.”
Silence.  
I know what else is coming, and I can’t stop it.  I know he’s going to say it before it comes out of his mouth.  It’s the reason why he came to see me today.  It’s the reason for that twinkle in his eye and that passion in his fight with Mark today. It’s also the reason why he took the call from me tonight, instead of relaying the message to his brother to tell me where to go.  
“You want to…take some time and think about this guy…make sure that this is what you want, Stacey.” A pause for emphasis.  “I’m here.  And this time I’m not going anywhere; that I can promise you.”
I’m silent.
“If he’s just a bump in the road for us, I can live with that.  I can set aside the fact that you cheated on me with him.  I know you were lonely.  I was lonely, too.  Only difference was I couldn’t stop thinking about you the whole damn time I was away, and that’s the only reason why I never strayed.”
“Grant,” I say in warning.  What the hell do I say?  
“Just promise me you’ll think about it, okay?”
I have to stop it.  “Yes.  I’ll think about it.”
“I’m here.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Okay.  I’ll talk to you soon.” He says so low I almost can’t hear him.
“Yeah, soon.” I say.
Only it doesn’t happen
…for another six years.






  
  Chapter 3

Grant
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My brother Tyler is so in love and he doesn’t even know it yet.  He’s met up with this girl…our niece’s teacher, and he’s flipped out over her.  After being burned by two married women, Tyler’s stooped to an all new level…to telling chicks that he’s gay to avert any unwanted advances.  It’s fucking hilarious.  Actually, Ripley’s pretty cool, or Mrs. Baker…lol.  Because that’s how I know her.  She’s hot as hell, but like I said, she’s married.  The only reason why I know her is because me and Tyler are splitting up the pickup duties for our niece, Lacey, who is Christopher and Ashley’s kid. 
Yeah, Christopher got hitched and had two kids.  Lacey’s their first, and Hunter is their second.  He’s a little firecracker.  Daniel got married, too, and so did Mallorie.  She lives out in Latvia with her husband Aleks, and they have two kids together, plus Henry, from Mallorie’s first marriage.  Daniel and Kayla only have one kid, Mitchell, so far, but rumor has it that they’re up to bat again.  Mom and dad are great, too.  They love being grandparents, and of course, Tyler and I get the guilt trips for not being married or having children yet.  I’m so not there yet.  Not even thinking about it.  
Well, I’d be lying if I said that.  Sure, yeah, I fell hard after seeing Stacey last, and my brothers will attest.  All of them.  There were many nights spent getting wasted and drowning away my sorrows, especially after I saw the new family move into Stacey’s old pad, and then I knew that I’d never see her again.  So it’s been a cocktail of casual relationships since then.  After getting burned by Stacey, I’ll never get wrapped up like that with another woman again.  
My buddy Rick comes over to play some pool with me, and Tyler comes home, asking if we want to head to our beach house this weekend.  He tells me that there’s a chance for some tail on my part, since he’s bringing this teacher that he’s hot over and her best friend, so I’m in.  I let it slip purposely that Tyler’s told Ripley that he’s gay, and we razz him over it.  How the hell he’s going to pull a weekend off without letting this lie bear its ugly head is beyond me, but I’m a sucker for good entertainment at my brother’s expense.  
Turns out, Frankie is pretty hot.  Totally doable.  I’m in.  Plus, she’s just in the middle of a divorce, so I know that there’s no chance in hell that she’s going to be up for anything other than a casual rendezvous, which is fine by me.  Tyler and I sit in the pickup as the girls follow behind us to the cottage.  “So, what do you think?” Tyler asks.  “Would you do her?”
“Fuck, do cows go moo?” I scoff.  “She’s totally fuckable.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“What are you going to do about Ripley?”
“Tell her the truth.  First chance I get.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
“I thought Frankie was going to take you up against the truck, man.  You got lots of condoms with you?”
“Duh.  What do you think?  Shit, that’s the last thing I need, is to knock her up.  Fuck, no thanks.”
As we get to the cottage, we decide to split up, so we can get dinner going.  Frankie is all over the idea of her and I being alone, and I’m totally for it.  The second that Ripley and Tyler head to the market, Frankie smiles at me.  “So.”
“So.” I chuckle.  “You looking forward to the weekend?”
“Very much so, yes.” Frankie nods.
“You want a beer?” I offer.
“Sure.  Thanks.”
I hand her one from the fridge and we start getting the barbecue together and preparing what we can until the food arrives.  “How many are we expecting to show up this weekend?” Frankie asks me.
“It’s usually a good turnout.” I answer and then take a sip of beer.  “Especially with it being the last really good warm weekend.  The place will be packed.”
“Cool.” Her eyes are all over me.  I wonder if she wants to make it before the two love birds return, but I decide to let her call the shots.
“So Grant says you’re divorced?” I venture.
“Yeah.  What about you?”
“Never been married.”
“No?”
I shake my head in confirmation.  
“Well, it’s overrated, anyway.” Frankie says.
“You think so?  My parents and three of my siblings would disagree.”
“Well, maybe not for everyone, but in my case, it was overrated.”
“What happened…if you don’t mind me asking.”
She frowns and waves.  “No.  He and I were great for the first handful of years, but then things fizzled out.  He wanted to go get his master’s degree and it was like nothing else mattered, including me.  Our sex life and the whole shebang went down the toilet, and that was that.”
“And you supported him going to school?”
“Well, yeah.  I mean, that’s what he wanted.  Had I known that that was all he wanted, I might have thought twice.  Trust me, the decision to leave him was not taken lightly.  We all but bumped arms in the morning when we were both getting ready for the day, and that was the only contact or communication we had.  He became obsessed.  His education was all that mattered.”
“Well, that sucks.”
“You think?” she smiles.  “Anyway, what about you?  Have you ever been in a sucky relationship?”
I swallow my sip of beer.  “Exclusively.”
She chuckles.  “When was the last one?”
“It ended about six years ago.  She married some dipshit and moved to Canada last I heard.”
“Nice.” She scoffs.  “But it’s not been six years since you’ve been laid though, right?” she’s only half joking by her tone.
I snort a laugh.  “Hell no!”
“Good.” She laughs.  “Because I was about to think that that would be creepy.”
“God, no.” I repeat with greater emphasis.  “I’m over that shit.  I moved on and on…and on.” 
She laughs.  “Well, I’ll be honest.  I haven’t been laid in a while, and I was out in Cabo with my mom for the past two weeks, so I’m feeling a little…ancy.”
“Oh yeah?” I ask, taking a step towards her.  “Do you want to take care of that?”
A warm smile crosses her face.  “I’m not sure that we have time.”
Her eyes are on my lips.  I bend down and kiss her, letting the contact linger, but I keep my tongue out of it.  Her lips are full and soft, and her movements are so in sync with mine.  “Mmm…” she says softly, but then she chuckles.  “I really don’t think we have time.  Ripley did say that she was starving, so that will be enough motivation for her to get a move on it.” she says honestly, and then I kiss her again.  “Plus, my bestie told me to put the brakes on.”
“In other words, ‘don’t sleep with him the second you get the chance’.” I say against her lips.
“Exactly.”
I pull back.  “Well, fair enough.  How about we save it for later then.”
“On one condition.” She says, grinning.
“What’s that?” I smile, playing along.
“Kiss me once more.” She says, lifting a finger for emphasis.
I chuckle, planting a soft one on her lips. “There.  That good?”
“Oh, Grant…you are in so much trouble.” She growls playfully.
I lift a brow.  “Evidently, so are you.”
We manage to behave ourselves as we finish preparing for dinner, and then, like clockwork, Ripley and Tyler show up with the food.  All is good and well until Rip and Ty head out for a boat ride, and then my phone won’t shut up.  I feel awful as I’ll just sit down to talk more with Frankie, enjoying more beer with her, and then the damn phone rings again.  It’s all the guys that are supposed to show up tomorrow. They’re all smashed and getting revved up for the rest of the weekend.  It isn’t until I sit down and see that Frankie’s pie-eyed that I realize how much time I’ve spent on the phone.
“You’re a popular guy.” Frankie observes.
“Yeah, but it’s an abundance of wiener on the other end of those calls, sweetheart.” I point out.  “They’re all the dudes that are showing up tomorrow.  They’re tanked.”
“Well, then we’re even. I’m pretty tanked myself.” She admits.
“I should catch up to you.” I say, grabbing another beer, but it’s warm.  Shrugging, I down it, and then Frankie gives me some of her wine for good measure.  By the time the other two get back, the two of us are pretty sloshed.  My arm is around her but otherwise we’re behaving ourselves.  We’ll see how long that lasts once the carpets roll up for the night.  A look is exchanged between the girls when they return, and before I know it, my potential conquest heads up to bed…with her friend.
“So much for getting any action tonight.” I comment as soon as the patio door closes and the girls disappear behind it.  “The girl almost jumped me while you two were at the market, man.”
“T. M. I.” Tyler says, sipping his beer.
“The guys are all going to be very hung over tomorrow by the sounds of it.”
“And are you in competition with them?” Tyler jibes.  “Why are you drinking piss warm shit, man?  You that desperate?”
I shrug.  “Doesn’t matter.  Beer is beer.”
“You’re fucking toasted, man.  Go to bed.” Tyler says, unimpressed.  “I’m heading off, too.”
I wake up with one hell of a hangover.  My head is pounding and Tyler takes no mercy on me by banging shit around, scraping stuff over the floor and slamming doors.  I’m about to pound him when the girls appear.  We have a quick breakfast, and then Ripley and Tyler head out to pick up stuff for the party.  “So, you were pretty hung over earlier, huh.” Frankie comments with a smile.
“Yeah.  I had a little too much to drink last night.” I grin.  “How did you two sleep?”
“Very well.  I had a little too much myself.  Slept like a baby.”
“I figured you might come down and raid my sleeping bag.” I tease.
“I could say the same thing to you.” She raises a brow.
“Didn’t you sleep with Ripley last night?”
“Yeah, but…she sleeps like a rock.” Frankie waves.  
I chuckle.  “Fair enough.  What do you say we get all this shit piled up in the shed out and get started so the fun can begin when those two return?”
“Sounds good.”
We make quick work of putting up all the games tables and getting the barbecue cleaned and prepped, plus the coolers and everything, and before we know it, the place is filled with people.  Frankie is half in the bag, playing the goldfish races with Tyler and Ripley.  It’s hilarious.  She keeps accidentally drinking the water in the eavestroughs as the fish get coaxed with air blown through the straw, and I have to go over and pound her on the back, because she’s laughing so hard and nearly choking.  When she wins another round, her arms go around my neck.  We’re nose to nose and I sneak a little kiss in there, which she gainfully appreciates, since she kisses me a little less chastely, but then she backs off when she sees the look she’s getting from Ripley.
Chicks stick together, that I can vouch for.  And it isn’t until my buddy Ryan overhears Ripley, drunk, saying to Tyler that she thinks that he’s the cutest gay guy there is, that the shit hits the fan.  One thing leads to another, and the next thing we know, the girls are headed upstairs, ready to go home.  
“I’ll go up and check it out.” I offer, as Tyler stands at the kitchen counter, wondering what else could go wrong.
I knock at the door and Frankie says to come in. “Hey, are you girls okay?” I ask.
“Yeah.” Frankie rises while Ripley cries, trying in vain to hide her face.  She’s drunk and probably feeling more emotional because of the alcohol.  Frankie comes to the hallway with me and closes the door.  “She’s more embarrassed than anything.  I know that Tyler did what he had to do.”
“Yeah.  He’s been burned one too many times.  He had no idea that this would get so out of hand.  He didn’t mean it, I swear.  My brother’s a good guy.”
“No, I believe that.  I would probably do the same thing in his shoes.” Frankie says evenly.
“Are you girls leaving?  Because I can’t let you go after all you drank tonight.”
“Would you mind getting us some coffee?” she winces. “Maybe give us a couple
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