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      It was getting late; the clock read past midnight and Rex hadn’t seen Harlow for an hour at least. The music was loud, booming from portable speakers somewhere in the two-story house. Some lame boy band shit that made Rex cringe. Students danced in the living room, and others milled on the sides of the makeshift dance floor, drinking stale kegger beer from red solo cups. These dull high school parties were no longer his scene, and the urge to ditch his girlfriend and head to the bar to check out the Friday night eye candy was beyond tempting.

      It’s not that there weren’t pretty girls at this party. Of course, the St. Augustine Regional School cuties were out in full force tonight with their short skirts, crop tops and tight skinny jeans. In fact, from where he was standing, leaning against the kitchen island, sipping on a flat beer and surveying the living room, he spotted at least five girls he would love to deflower if given the opportunity. That is if I weren’t with Harlow. His internal voice of reason tried to remind him, as he downed the rest of his beer in an attempt to strangle any guilt he might feel from his wandering thoughts.

      A flash of blonde hair across the room broke him from his dirty musings, but when the blonde head turned around, it wasn’t Harlow. Where the hell is she? Rex shook his head and turned back to the keg, pouring more of the putrid liquid into his cup with impatience. Last time he saw her, one of her friends pulled her away, talking about some girly shit like grad dresses or something. Fuck, I’m bored.

      “Hey, Rex.” a sultry voice sounded beside him, as a warm roaming hand grazed down his shoulder and rested on his arm. Glancing down, he saw long, pristinely painted red fingernails, gripped his forearm tightly.

      He turned, knowing exactly who it was, his lips curling up into a fiendish grin. “Well, if it isn’t Tess Simpson,” he drawled, taking in the tall, leggy brunette from his graduating class. “How the hell are you?”

      “Good,” she replied, drawing dangerously closer, caressing her long fingers languidly up and down his bicep. “Even better now, seeing you here.”

      Rex threw his head back in a laugh, his voice deep and husky, knowing what an unrepentant flirt Tess was, and how she had a reputation for taking what she wanted when she wanted it. Despite this knowledge, he made no move to step away from her, letting her hand go from caressing his arm to resting on his stomach as she curled herself around him, her hot breath on his neck. This was the most interesting thing to happen at this party, and although he knew it was wrong to be seen with her here in public, in this moment he was here for it.

      “Where’s your little Tinkerbell?” she asked, glancing around and feigning a smile.

      “No idea,” he replied with a shrug as he drew the solo cup to his lips, took a sip of the piss-warm beer and winced.

      “Well, her loss is my gain.” Tess cooed, leaning in, her lips brushing his ear. She smelled like hops and sin, and surely, he was going to hell for letting her get this close. “This party is super lame, and I saw someone head upstairs with some pot. Do you want to help me find them?” She asked, her voice low and sinful.

      Rex had smoked pot before and had to admit he enjoyed the high. Of course, the first time he smoked it was with Harlow, and that night ended in a very passionate quickie in the stall of a public bathroom at their favorite diner. The thought of that made his groin tighten painfully and goosebumps rise on his skin. Fuck this party sucks! He turned to Tess and replied, “Yeah, I could use a high right now.”

      Her meticulously painted red lips curled up in a wicked grin, and she looped her arm through his as they exited the kitchen, heading towards the staircase. Climbing the stairs, the euphoric smell of pot assaulted Rex’s nose, and he breathed deeply, inhaling the sweet smell. They followed the haze of smoke to a second-floor family room where five students, three guys and two girls sat, passing around a joint. Rex grinned, thinking about how much better this party was about to be once he was buzzed. Slugging back the last of his warm beer, he set the cup on a table beside the couch as he brazenly plucked the joint from the fingers of a well-known stoner and took a long deep drag, passing it over to Tess and watching her do the same. She passed the joint over to another kid, and they watched as it was passed around, making it’s way back to them. They both took another hit. With hazy eyes, Tess stumbled on her high heels into Rex’s arms, his eyes zoning in on her red lips, far too inviting not to want to kiss. Fuck, she’s hot. Steadying her, they both laughed as she grabbed his hand, leading him out of the family room and down the hallway into a bedroom at the end. As soon as she dragged him inside, Tess closed the door and flashed him a devilish grin as she rested her back on the closed door.

      “Now that I have you all to myself.” She purred. “I think we could be wickedly naughty together, don't you think?.” she asked, slowly bunching her skirt up to reveal very tiny black lace panties, as her mouth parted, and the tip of her tongue moistened her lips.

      Rex’s eyes immediately followed her tongue, licking his own lips in response, his libido kicking in and his body hardening instantly. His jeans tight and pressing against the zipper of his fly, he watched as Tess hooked her fingers into the sides of her panties and slid them down, leaving her bare before him. Crooking a finger his way to beckon him over, the look on her face was one of a woman about to get exactly what she wanted. His thoughts no longer his own, all blood having rushed south, he complied like a lapdog, crowding her against the door as she reached down and popped the button of his jeans, slowly working the zipper down. Damn, I want to touch her. To fuck her. Just once. No one needs to know were his last thoughts as he took what he wanted from her, with no consideration as to consequence or loyalty.

      15 minutes later, he stumbled out of the bedroom high on lust and drugs. Hair disheveled, red lipstick smeared on his mouth, Tess giggling and hanging on his arm as he turned and was met by Harlow standing in the hallway, two friends at her side and absolute devastation and disgust in her beautiful ocean blue eyes.
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      Living your life in a constant state of regret wasn’t really living, was it? And yet, that’s where Rex Johnson found himself. As a drummer for a popular indie rock band, he had taken the sex, drugs and rock n roll thing quite seriously. At the age of 30 Rex had bedded more women than he could count, had drunk himself stupid at least as many times, and had somehow with only the idiocy he could manage, got himself caught deep in the drug scene of St. Augustine, almost getting himself killed in the process. Now two years into his sobriety, scarred both externally and internally, he had finally moved out of his parent’s home and was living on his own again. Even though he had more freedom, he still felt like a prisoner. A prisoner of his relentless self-deprecating thoughts and deepest regrets.

      Growing up in St. Augustine, he loved this small city and grew up in a traditional home, with two loving parents and two younger sisters. He could never remember a time of needing anything. His parents, the owners of a large trucking company, had made a good living for themselves and gave their three children everything they could need and more. He had a wonderful childhood with more than his share of opportunities.

      Rex had two younger sisters who were smart, educated, and ambitious. He adored them and did the protective big brother thing whenever a guy came sniffing around them. Never would he let any man treat his sisters the way he had treated women in the past. Like tissues you throw away after one use. Looking back, he wasn’t proud of his promiscuous ways and knew he had broken more than a few hearts along the way. Using his blue mohawk and badass rocker persona to lure women in with his sexy Rexy ways. Sexy Rexy, my nickname and alter ego. Fuck, I hate it now. That nickname represented the man he was before he was beaten within an inch of his life, and just the thought of that time made him sick. He was a womanizer back then, plain and simple, and over the years he had never emotionally attached himself to any woman. Just taking and never giving. That is of course all but one. Still to this day, the only heart he broke that ever mattered to him was Harlow Ford’s.

      Having met the blue-eyed beauty at 16, he was instantly captivated by the 15-year-old freshman. Harlow had long blonde hair the color of golden wheat in the sunshine, ocean blue eyes, a tight petite body, and adorable pouty pink lips, that he knew he wanted to kiss as soon as he met her. She was light, effervescent, and confident beyond her years. And Harlow was infatuated with him from day one.

      They started out as most kids their age did, going out on dates, hanging out with friends, and spending time together between classes and on weekends. A few months into dating, it was on one of those weekends that they found themselves on his dingy basement couch with his parents and sisters upstairs, movie credits rolling on the TV and them losing their virginities in what could only be described as a stereotypical awkward teenage fashion.

      From that day, he lusted after her like only a horny teenager could, and she ate up every bit of affection he offered her. Thinking back, the three years they dated were wild, fun and fiery. A mixture of hormones, self-discovery and clashes of opinion that always ended in a passionate makeout session followed by fumbling, raw, dirty sex in precarious places. In the last year they were together, after Rex graduated high school and as Harlow was in her senior year figuring out her future, they fought more than they didn’t. That was the year Rex stopped caring what anyone thought, and the year Harlow had finally had enough.

      Rex would never forget the day they broke up, and still to this day he was ashamed of how it all went down. He had done her dirty, cheated, got caught and deserved all the anger and hurt she threw back at him. Sometimes when he closed his eyes, he could still see her beautiful face red with anger, her voice cracking with her betrayed words, her quivering chin and the fire and tears in her beautiful blue eyes. That image had haunted more than a few of his dreams.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rex looked at his watch; it was almost time for his sobriety meeting. His sponsor, Jeremy, sent him the address, and he had to do a double take as he stared up at the sign on the trendy coffee shop that read, Meeting Grounds. Clever. Entering the building, Rex looked around, taking in the ultra cool relaxed décor and instantly felt at ease. With its dark, swanky leather couches and chairs, making up small seating areas, square dark wood tables with black accents and black chairs, the space simply invited one to come in, sip their favorite coffee and read a book. Along one wall was floor-to-ceiling brickwork with black industrial-looking sconces adding light, and in the middle was a long dark wood coffee bar. The building was narrow and split into two distinct spaces. The front of the building was a coffee shop, and the back a meeting space with more couches and chairs for lounging or, in his case, for his sobriety meeting. A trendy sliding barn door separated the two spaces. Rex approached the coffee bar to be met by a pretty brunette in her late teens, and she offered him a sweet, friendly smile.

      “Can I help you?” She asked in a bubbly tone.

      Rex couldn’t help but grin back at the effervescent teen. “Yes, can I have a large coffee, black, please?”

      “Coming right up!” she exclaimed happily as she grabbed a takeout cup and filled it with the black liquid. She popped a lid on top and turned to hand him his coffee.

      “I got it.” A voice sounded behind him, and he turned to be met with his sponsor Jeremy’s smiling face and him holding out a $10 bill. “Can I get the same, please?” he asked the girl, and she nodded, turning to fix him a cup as well.

      Jeremy Zarensky, in his mid 50s was tall, had an athletic build and had hair the color of polished silverware. He had brown eyes and a big, bright smile that was incredibly contagious. Every time Rex looked at him, it was hard for him to imagine that he too was once a drug addict and had struggled with sobriety for nearly three decades.

      Jeremy turned to Rex and clapped him on the back in greeting. “Hey there, Rex. Are you ready for this next phase?”

      Rex took a sip of his coffee and nodded as he replied with a big exhale, “Yeah, I think so.”

      Jeremy paid for the coffees and led Rex towards the back of the coffee shop, where several other people had already gathered. “This next phase with SMART Recovery will help you immensely. I know myself that what I learned at these meetings has been invaluable to me in managing my addiction and bringing back a sense of normalcy to my life.”

      Rex nodded, and as much as he wished he was done attending meetings, he had made a commitment to his family and to his band that he would do everything he could to stay sober. This was his last phase to complete, so for the next year these SMART Recovery meetings were going to be part of his commitment towards sobriety in the long term.

      “Holly, I’m so sorry, I’m late!” a voice exclaimed behind them, making Rex instinctively turn to see a shock of golden blonde hair behind the coffee bar.

      Rex slowed his steps, his brows furrowed, the voice so incredibly familiar to him as he followed Jeremy into the back room. He took a seat next to Jeremy as the rest of the group gathered, but he found his eyes roaming to the front of the coffee shop, watching a petite blonde woman dressed in all black wipe tables near the front of the shop. She looked so familiar, but it was hard to make out her features from this distance. A middle-aged woman entered the back room and smiled at everyone as she slid the barn door closed, forcing Rex’s attention back to the group. The woman took a seat, a clipboard in her hand, and smiled as she began his final phase of recovery.
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        * * *

      

      90 minutes later, they emerged, Rex feeling lighter, like the heavy weight he continued to carry was starting to lift off his chest. With just one meeting, he felt like he might someday have an independent life, free from his addiction. He had thought about what that would look like so many times. Having been the sex, drugs and rock n roll cliché so long he didn’t know who he was without it, but now two years sober, two years celibate and two years alone he could finally think about what it may be like to be in a relationship and God willing find what his bandmates had found. All of whom were happily married, with the women of their dreams and growing or starting families. Whenever he spent time with his pseudo-family, he felt those pangs of yearning for what they had. The love of one incredible woman and children to carry on his name.

      “We’ll see you next week, same time, same place.” Jeremy said as he walked towards the door. “Message me if you need me, okay?”

      “I will.” Rex replied as he slowed at the coffee bar. He turned to the same teen that was there before and put down his takeout cup. “Could I get another cup? Really great coffee, by the way.”

      “Thanks! The owner of this place is all about quality and only gets the best beans.” She said with a smile as she poured him another cup. “Did you want anything to eat? We have these amazing cookies from a bakery in Primrose.”

      Rex’s eyes brightened and replied, “My bandmate's sister owns that place. Everything you Knead?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one! They are so good!” she exclaimed, rolling her eyes back. “Can I get you one?” she asked, showing him a batch of giant chocolate chip cookies under a glass dome. He had eaten his share of those cookies over the years, and he knew how decadent they were.

      “Yeah, I’ll have one.” he replied with a smile.

      She plated him a cookie as he handed her a bill, telling her to keep the change. Turning, he spotted the long green leather couch looking like as good a place as any to take a seat. Getting comfortable on the couch, he pulled out his phone and reached for his cookie, taking a big bite and setting it back down on the plate. He shook his head in appreciation, the decadent chocolate, sugar and butter melding in his mouth into a perfect bite. Marnie should win the Academy Award for baking. He chewed and swiped open his phone, scrolling through several messages. Rami about band practice tomorrow. His mom asking if he wanted to come over for Dinner Sunday night, and Steve asked how his meeting went. Mindlessly, he reached down for his cookie and paused, not feeling it there. Glancing down at the plate, he saw it was empty, with just a few crumbs left as evidence that it had indeed been there. Rex’s eyes darted around and fixed on the cutest blonde, blue-eyed boy of around 4 or 5 years old with chocolate smeared on his lips, half the cookie in his hand and a mischievous twinkle in his eye. Rex couldn’t help but laugh at the adorable cookie thief, offered him a tender smile and asked, “Do you like cookies?”

      The little boy nodded, taking another big bite, and Rex chuckled as he heard a commotion coming from the back of the coffee shop.

      “Tyson!” a familiar voice sounded as it got closer. “I told you to stay in my office until I was done checking the stock.”

      Rex turned to the source of the voice. The blonde woman he saw earlier was making her way over to the little boy, and he had to do a double take. Before him, dressed all in black, her blonde hair a little shorter than he remembered, but with the same ocean blue eyes and once memorized gorgeous pouty lips, was none other than Harlow Ford.

      Harlow, not paying any mind to him, rushed over to the little boy and scrutinized him, her hands on her hips. “Where did you get the cookie?”

      “He stole it from my plate.” Rex answered as she slowly turned to face him, and her eyes widened, registering who she was talking to. She took a step back, putting her hand over her heart, complete shock on her face as their eyes locked. She still has the most beautiful eyes.

      Harlow broke their stare. Her brows furrowed for a moment. She cleared her throat, and she shook her head, glancing at the little boy and then back to Rex as she asked with disbelief in her tone, “Rex?”

      “Hi,” he said simply, not believing she was there in front of him too. He glanced down at the little boy, now realizing he was the spitting image of Harlow. “Is this little fella yours?”

      She let out a little giggle, the sound as amazing as he remembered, and she rounded the couch picking up the little boy and taking a seat on the other end of the couch settling the boy on her lap as she offered him a reluctant smile, “Yes, this is my son Ty, or Tyson...wow, Rex Johnson, it’s been forever ago.”

      Rex smiled down at the little boy, and his eyes trailed back up to Harlow’s. “It has been at least 12 years.” He replied as he glanced down at the little boy again, and his head filled with a million questions. He glanced down at her left hand, no wedding ring, but curiosity overtook his mouth before he could stop the question. “Are you married?”

      Harlow let out a breath she seemed to have been holding, her face turning ashen, and wrapped her arms around her son, pulling him into her protectively as she answered, “I was.”

      Rex scanned her expression, immediately knowing he shouldn’t pry, and he nodded as he met her gaze and took her in fully. She looked exactly the same, as if no time had passed. Still so impossibly beautiful. “You look the same. I mean different but the same.”

      She touched her hair, and instantly he wanted to reach out and touch it too
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