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​​​Samantha

I can’t remember a time in the thirteen years of my existence that I felt grounded until this very moment. I have always known that my very presence on this earth has been more of a burden or mistake to my family. 

Of course, I feel love and support here with my mother’s parents, and they certainly wouldn’t want to make me feel unwelcomed or unloved, but I can still see the sadness in their eyes on some days. 

They have sprouted fairytales of my mother and father’s love story with me many times over the years. Their undeniable love led them to have my two brother’s and my own birth, but when I face my father with his hateful stare each day, I can’t believe any love could come from such a man. 

Maybe it’s because this fairytale didn’t come with an ending where they live happily ever after while growing old with one another. It’s crushing and depressing to think that the very day I came into this world was the day my mother’s life was taken. Taken from my brothers, my grandparents, and of course, my father, her true love. 

What was left behind, namely me, is the only reminder for all of them that she no longer exists. Every single day looking at the spitting image of a person who is no longer here, rips their hearts out, especially dad. Of course, I’ve been told that it had nothing to do with my birth and that my mother is no longer here by my gran, but as I grow older and the actual reason for her death has never been explained to me it’s as if it’s the biggest secret to keep from me. What else am I supposed to believe other than that I’m the sole cause of her demise? Surely it has to be me if I’m not allowed to hear the truth of her death.

Plus, you wouldn’t know she even existed in our home, except there are certain pieces of furniture that dad tends to run his hand over when nobody is around that grandad tells me she made. This shows me that he can actually love someone because the emotion in his face is there, and you can see short glimpses of what he felt for her. I hadn’t seen a single image of her until I was allowed to visit with my grandparents for the first time.

The older I get, the more I can see the resemblance of her on the outside of me. Even the stories of the type of person she was in personality resembles mine... or so I’ve been told. This is another reason why my brothers and dad continue to push me into being someone I’m not each single day. Maybe it’s because I’m so much like her that they feel they need to change me, but I think it makes me feel more connected with her in a sense, knowing that I have a piece of her personality within me.

“Samantha, are you paying attention to what I just said?” grandad asks, pulling my wandering thoughts back to where I am.

“Of course, grandad. You want me to continue to sand with the grain of the wood,” I reply, even though we both know that I didn’t hear a word he just said.

As he cracks a smile, crinkly lines form around his eyes and then his lips start to twitch as he tries not to laugh. “Lucky guess. Now, close your eyes as I’ve shown you, and lay your hand on the wood. Smell it, feel it, then reopen your eyes. Do all the steps as I showed you to do in order.”

I close my eyes taking small breaths, then slowly run my hand over the wood. Smelling and feeling everything around me immediately causes calming waves to rush throughout my body. Then I gingerly run my hand over the woods’ grooves that I have mesmerized from having worked with the piece for months now. 

As my fingers run over it, I can feel the ridges that need to be sanded and without opening my eyes I start to do just that. It’s a feeling within us, grandad has always explained. A talent we were gifted with to be able to do this with so much passion and understanding for the wood itself. Being able to create something so beautiful is within our blood, within my power.

My touch alone is all I need; I can feel that now. “Perfect pumpkin. Keep going,” he says as I hear his retreating steps leave the confines of the workshop. 

I open my eyes and continue to smooth the first piece of furniture I have ever made entirely by myself. Of course, grandad has been there to make sure I have progressed properly, but this was all my project in the end. I smile with pride on how far I’ve come since he started to teach me woodworking. 

It’s a secret that we had to keep from Brock and Lucas, my older brothers, and my dad, known as Tony, because they would be livid if they found out that he has been teaching me this craft. But I wanted to learn it, just like my mother had and her father, and her grandfather before that. It’s a part of the family heritage and I plan to continue this legacy and hopefully pass it on to my children someday as well.

It’s in our blood to work with wood and I don’t understand why they want to keep me from it, but hopefully they will see that it’s in me when I present them with this console table. It’s an exact replica of the one my mother made and still stands in dad’s study today. Maybe, just maybe, he’ll look at mine with the amount of love I see when he touches hers.

I’m hoping that when he sees this, he’ll finally understand the connection he had with mom isn’t gone because it lives within me each day. 

“Where is she?” I hear dad’s voice from outside and I shake with fright. Not because he’s ever raised a hand to me, but because this is exactly what he forbids my grandad from doing with me when he allowed me to come visit here the first time.

He made it clear years ago that I would never learn any of this trade or any other parts of our family business, because it’s not a place for a girl to be in. I don’t understand why since it’s my mom who took over her father’s business, Blackmore Construction. And when they married it became known as Hart Construction joining with dad’s father’s construction company, so why is it wrong for me to want to be a part of it too?

I listen nervously to the conversation outside. “Ben, I told you before that I didn’t want her to learn that!” dad yells, coming closer now and I begin to tremble from head to toe. “She’s not Emily and never will be, so stop trying to turn Samantha into her!”

“No, she isn’t Emily, but she’s a part of her. If you would stop and actually look at her with your eyes open for once, you’d see that. I don’t want her to become her mother. I just want her to learn what is obviously in her blood from her mother and her father. She deserves to know and then decide what she wants. She definitely doesn’t deserve to be in the dark about everything,” grandad says calmly back to him. 

I smile because it’s true. This is something I should be able to choose on my own, yet either way I know Dad won’t give in. The piece I’ve been working on is almost complete, except for a bit of sanding and the stain, so maybe seeing this will change his mind.

The door flies open, and I can finally see the rage in dad’s eyes when he spots what I have been up to. “How could you?” he utters through clenched teeth.

“You need to make new memories, Tony. Can’t you see that?” grandad says, “You shouldn’t ignore what you both had, but you should also celebrate the love the both of you were able to share,” he says as he puts his hand on dad’s shoulder.

I hold my breath scared of the tension coming off of him. He shakes the hand off. “No, that’s in the past and she needs to learn her place in this world once and for all,” he says staring at me with utter disgust.

I gasp at this hate filled words because I know what he means by them. Dad has threatened many times over the years what would happen if I ever broke this one rule. He grabs a hold of my arm and drags me from the workshop before I even have time to react.

“Tony, Tony!” grandad screams behind us. “This isn’t Samantha’s fault, and you need to stop punishing her for what happened to Emily!” he yells, and dad stops mid stride. “She is innocent in all of this. Why can’t you see that? You can’t bring Emily back, but you can love the piece that is still here,” he finishes softly as tears stream down his face.

Dad turns with so much anger still raging from him, he doesn’t realize he has tightened his grip making me cry out in pain, “AHH!” but he still doesn’t loosen his grip. 

“Emily made the wrong choice, Ben, and I will never love anything that took her from me!” he screams, then walks literally dragging me away by my arm to his truck, opens the passenger door, throws me onto the seat, and slams it behind me, making me wince from the noise itself.

As he climbs in beside me he yells, “You will never touch wood again! You are a young lady and young ladies don’t wear overalls and get dirty. They dress properly, have good manners, and a proper education.” 

Shocked beyond words I just sit and stare out at my grandparents. Grandad is holding gran while she sobs uncontrollably, as his own tears continue to run down his face. My heart breaks into a million pieces seeing them like this. It makes me wonder how my father can be so mean and hateful all the time. 

As we drive away he states, “It’s for the best Samantha. You need to understand that everything I’m doing is to help you in the long run, to protect you. That’s why as of tomorrow you will be leaving here for good to go to a private all girls boarding school. I was going to try and allow you to stay here another couple of years, but I think it’s time for you to leave.” He utters these words in a monotone voice, and this conversation is done nonchalantly. He shows absolutely no emotion whatsoever for his only daughter that he’s sending away for good. 

Now I understand the resentment from all of them. Dad, Brock, and sometimes Lucas would look at me with such distain and hate. It all makes sense that they didn’t want me, another carbon copy of my mother. I’m exactly what she was, and they don’t want me no matter how much I’m like her. They would have preferred for me to not exist at all and for her to still be alive.

Instead of accepting what I am, he’s getting rid of me as if I can be discarded so easily. I knew he didn’t want me around, but to actually send me away so he doesn’t have to deal with my presence anymore is beyond hurtful. I hug my arms around myself and cry quietly against the door. It’s going to be fine because I’ll never need them ever again and when I’m old enough they won’t see or deal with me again. 

What he doesn’t know is he has just taught me the biggest lesson of my life. Today is the last day I will ever open my heart to love, because if your own family can rip your heart out, I can just imagine what could happen to it with people who aren’t even connected by blood.

From now on this emptiness I feel will be my guide to becoming stronger. Love is an illusion that will only make me weak and vulnerable. When the time is right, Samantha Hart has been thrown out the door and been replaced by Samantha Blackmore: a stronger independent version and she will never become weak as I feel right now again.  
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​​Adler

Fifteen Years Ago...

My sister and I are giggling as we exchange all sorts of outfits from mom’s closet. Hats shoes and dresses, we have them scattered all around my parents’ room. I’m just snapping on the last clip-on earring trying to dress up and look like grandma when she goes to church on Sundays, when dad walks in.

His eyes run over Jannie from head to toe, then my outfit and his eyes turn cold as I’ve never seen before, making a chill of fear run throughout me. Suddenly screaming in my direction, he utters, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 

My father never raises his voice, ever. And I don’t think I have ever seen him get mad before, so the man projecting such anger is beyond frightening to the both of us. I’m trembling with fear, and I can’t seem to find my voice to answer him his question. Luckily Jannie comes to my rescue.

“Mom said it was fine, daddy,” she replies pulling me behind her for protection, but his total focus stays on me.

“Jannie, leave us,” he says quietly and the hairs on my neck raise, sending a chill down my spine and throughout me.

Dad has never been this serious, and I can’t understand how us playing dress up could possibly make him this mad with us, with me. I’m only thirteen years old, but even I know that something isn’t right with my dad right now.

“Jim, they’re just playing for goodness’ sake. It means nothing to dress up and be silly,” mom says after looking around at the scene in front of her.

“No goddamn son of mine is going to act like a fucking queer, Marie!” he screams once again and all three of us take a step away from him.

Dad has always been a quiet gentle man to all of us, especially mom. I don’t think they have ever fought, or at least not that I’ve ever heard them. Looking towards mom, I watch as she has a hand over her mouth in total shock, and she’s the one trembling with tears in her eyes.

I take a step towards him then say, “I’m sorry, dad. I didn’t realize what this meant. I’ll change right away.” I start to remove all the articles as quickly as I possibly can.

“Ladies, could you leave Adler and me to have a little talk please,” he asks softly. This is the man we are used to, the one who’s love shows no boundaries. Who’s filled with kind words and more kindness than anyone else we know.

“Just be reasonable, Jim,” mom says as she kisses his cheek staring directly into his eyes, trying to portray some unspoken conversation with him.

“He has to understand,” he tells her, and she nods in agreement.

What do I need to understand? What’s going on? I’m so confused by everything that is happening that I just stand there waiting for him to say or do something.

“Have a seat son, please,” dad whispers as if he is defeated by this entire event.

I push aside the items I had on earlier, then climb onto their bed, pulling my knees up so that I can hug then against my chest for protection. As I sit silently waiting, watching dad as he gazes out the window, I know whatever he’s about to tell me is going to somehow change my outlook on life drastically. I don’t know how I know this, but I just do.

“I’d like for you to allow me to tell the full story without interruptions from start to finish, understood?” he asks as he turns his brooding eyes upon me. I can see pain etched in them and along his whole face.

“Of course, dad.”

“Thank you son,” he murmurs as he comes to sit on the edge of the bed, hunching over while resting his arms on top of his thighs. This silence is thick, but I wait as he clasps his hands together almost like he’s praying for the strength to have this conversation.

After a long sigh he finally begins, “I had a younger brother. His name was Joseph. That’s where you get your middle name from,” he states as he looks over his shoulder at me. “Everybody called him Joey though,” he continues with a slight snicker. I’ve never heard dad talk about this Joey at all. Where is he?

“Joey was the sweetest, most thoughtful guy I’ve ever known. He’d do anything to help anybody out, no questions asked he’d be there for you, and he was such a joker too,” he laughs as he says this. “If I had a bad day, Joey was the one to lift my spirits and to bring me back around from a bad mood. It’s just the way he was,” he tells me staring towards the wall.

“He never caused any trouble for our parents and was probably the favorite out of all of us for them and probably the teachers at school too. But that all changed the year he started to hang around with a boy named Bobby Rowe. They quickly became best friends that were inseparable from day one. Well, that’s what we all thought Bobby was to him, a friend.” He rubs his neck then stands, walking back and forth in front of me.

“At first they were like any other boys, hanging out at the lake, doing pranks on others, going to the show or drive-in, you know, guy stuff like all of the rest of us did. But in a small-town rumours can start and there just happened to be a huge, disturbing one going around about the two of them. Me and your uncles landed up in a lot of fights over it and our dad was getting more and more tired of the drama it caused. One day after we had another round of fist fights he called a family meeting for all of us, telling Joey that he wasn’t allowed to be around Bobby anymore, that their friendship was no longer permitted.”

He stops his pacing to glance out the window again and I can tell its as if he can see the shadows of that very day he’s talking about right now. The whole scene is unfolding right in front of him and can be seen in his haunted eyes this time.

“I remember all of us sitting in the living room. Dad had just said this to Joey and that’s when Joey started to laugh hysterically as if he had literally lost his mind. Finally, he just stopped abruptly. Then standing in front of all of us, says, “There’s no way I’ll ever stop seeing Bobby. The only way for that to ever happen is when he is dead, because Bobby is and will always be the love of my life.” I’m shocked beyond words. Dad has never talked about this subject before. If we see a couple that happens to be the same sex he just ignores them and continues on his way. 

His voice breaks into my own realization. “There were gasps around the room, but nobody uttered a damn word. Then all of a sudden, dad walked up to Joey and back handed him so hard across his face that he flew across the room. Joey, my sweet loveable younger brother was lying there on the floor bleeding from his lip. I became so enraged that I went after my own father for what he had just done. And it was Joey who stopped me, but it was too late. In his eyes I could see it already – the damage had already been done. I could see the crippling pain and heart break in his eyes as he left the house shortly afterwards.” 

Dad turned back around to me and ran a hand over his face then came back to the bed to sit. “Shortly after he left, mom finally broke the silence, telling all of us that Joey is the same boy we all love, that it doesn’t change the person he is. But dad cut her off telling everyone from that day forward Joey was dead to our family. That’s when I told him that was never going to happen, not to me ever and so did Mark. We left the house soon after to go in search for him. We had been looking all over town for a couple of hours and as we were driving into the parking lot of the high school we spotted a gang of twenty or so of guys surrounding something on the ground. I could make out that they were kicking and hitting whatever it was with pipes and bats. I just knew deep down, I just knew....,” dad utters quietly with his head bowed and tears running along his face, dropping to the floor. He tries to gulp down the anguish and I find myself doing the same along with him, rubbing my own eyes.

“As we ran towards the group, I could hear the names being called out: patsy, queer, fag...,” he shakes his head in disgust. “We fought our way through the mob and there he was...” 

He stops talking, trying to hold back the pain as he trembles with grief staring at the carpet as if Joey’s body is right there in front of him in the room right now. 

I want to grab a hold of him and tell him everything is going to be okay. That I’m not like Joey, but even I know that I’m different somehow. 

“Joey and Bobby were both beaten so badly that there was blood splattered every where, pooling together and even his eyes remained open, but they were vacant with the light that had always shone so brightly from them. It was gone, stolen along with his life. I just fell to my knees next to him and cried as these guys continued their brutal taunts. Nobody deserved to be killed like this, especially my baby brother and I don’t want it to happen again... to my son this time,” he finishes softly.

I want to tell him how sorry I am for him to go through something like that. I can’t imagine carrying this unbearable pain with him all the time. I’m scared to move, not because of my dad, he’d never hurt me, but I can imagine myself there on the ground instead. That could be me lying dead on the cold cement someday. Right then I swear to myself that I’ll never allow this to happen for my dad’s sake.  I’ll be the son he deserves, that this family deserves and needs me to be.

“I don’t know why God places obstacles as these for some people, but Adler, it’s not fully accepted in society, then and still now. I love you, but I can’t stand by and have the same thing happen to you son. So, from now on you will act as the boy you were born. Do you understand?” he asks as he finally turns his tear-streaked eyes on me. 

“I totally understand dad and you don’t have to worry about me, ever,” I tell him with full determination and promise.

The uncertainty of who I am or any feelings towards a certain boy, will never come to surface from this day forward, especially the feelings I’ve been having for North, my best friend.
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​​North

Ten Years Ago,..

My life is absolutely fucking perfect right now. I’m on the last leg of my senior year and graduation is only a month away. I know Michele and I are still considered to be young, but I know she’s the one for me, the only one I’ll ever need. The girl I want to spend the rest of my life with. The one person I’d do anything for, other than Ad or my brothers, of course. She’s my reason for waking up and the reason I go to bed at night, so that I can be with her again the next day. 

She’s been my girlfriend since the beginning of freshman year and I think she’s the smartest, most beautiful girl I have ever met. I’m a lucky son of a bitch to have her and I plan to make sure she’s mine forever.

I’ve made a strategy to surprise her by asking her to marry me on our prom night. Even though I know that we’re only eighteen years old and everybody’s going to give us a ton of slack about it, I just know that I want her and nobody else. We’ll just continue growing our relationship together, but instead of being high school sweethearts; we’ll be married and in college. The only difference is we found each other before everybody else.

“Hey, in dream land again?” Ad asks as he walks towards me.

“Yeah, sorry. I didn’t see you pull up,” I tell him sheepishly. Lately I’ve been in my own world, and I know that I’ve been neglecting him because of it. He would never complain or judge me about this, it’s just the way he is, but still, I know it’s not fair to him.

Adler Smith, my best friend, my brother from another mother, and my soul mate. From the moment we met it’s like we connected on a totally different level. He gets me and I get him, not in a sexual way, but...I guess in a soulful way. I’d do anything and everything for him, no questions asked, ever. And even though I have my twin brother River and we have our own deep connection; it will never compare to what I have with Ad.

We have always been inseparable from the day we met at the age of six, but now he’s talking about joining the army to serve our country, which I totally respect don’t get me wrong as it’s honorable. I’m just scared shitless of ever losing him. I don’t think I’d ever be able to live without him in my life, that’s how close we are. If anything were to happen to him I’d have a piece of me die too.

“Tell me why the hell I’m meeting you outside a jewellery store?” he asks with a raised brow. “I hope you don’t plan on doing something really fucking stupid.”

“I think it is the smartest thing I’ll ever do in my life actually,” I say walking towards the door. “So, stop being a jealous dickhead and come help me,” I tease while knocking him in the shoulder. It still doesn’t get the reaction I typically get and the hairs on the back of my neck rise. Ugh, that’s weird.

Ad has never grown to care for Michele. He’s always told me that I was too good for her and to be really careful with someone like her, but he never did elaborate on what he meant by that. I think it’s just because she takes too much of my attention sometimes and he may be a tad jealous of her in that sense. Either way he better get used to being around her, because soon she’ll be permanently part of our relationship.

We walk into the store and I head straight to the engagement rings. “Holy fuck! Are you serious? You’re only eighteen man,” he utters with a shocked expression that almost looks as though he is truly pained by this action. The torment on his face makes my heart ache and I raise my hand to my chest to stop the pain coursing through it. I wrap my arm around his shoulders and pull him closer making the ache settle down automatically. 

“Yeah, she’s the one, Ad. I love her and I can’t think of anyone else I’d want to spend the rest of my life with,” I tell him staring straight into his eyes, trying to make him understand how much she really means to me.

“How would you know that? You’ve only gone out with her throughout school. It’s not like living in the real world. You should live a little before making such a huge decision. I think you should wait until after graduation to do this at least,” he replies nervously.

I gape at him in total surprise. Even though he has never liked Michele he has never spoken up against her or our relationship like this before. “What’s going on? Do you know something I don’t?”

He rubs the back of his neck avoiding eye contact totally, then nods his head towards the door. “I think we should go have a talk at our spot, not here.” A chill runs up my spine from his words now.

“Why?” 

“Not here man. Come on,” he says pulling my arm to get me to move.

I follow him out. “I’ll meet you at the lake,” I tell him once we’re outside and not waiting for him to answer. 

The lake has always been our place to hangout. It’s where we’ve always gone to drink, to talk, to swim, or do pretty much anything teenage boys do. We’ve done them there, together. We don’t bring anybody else here: it’s our little secret between the two of us.

“Yeah,” he utters, still avoiding eye contact, which only puts me more on the edge, “See you in ten.”

I’m sitting on the tailgate of my truck when he arrives, then he comes to join me right away. We sit in silence for a long period before I speak, “Just tell me Ad, please.”

He lets out a heavy sigh then says, “I found out that Michele is screwing Trent.” 

“What! You’re fucking joking! Where’d you hear that from? It can’t be true!” I’m screaming as I jump down and start to pace in front of him. There is no fucking way that she’d do something like this! We’re in love; this has to be a mistake. 

I’m pulling at my hair trying to comprehend how it could be even possible for her to do this and with Trent of all people. I can’t fucking stand the guy! Rich fucking asshole who thinks his shit doesn’t stink and can do whatever he likes. Yeah we have the same amount of money as him, but do you see my family acting like his? No! Well mom would have our hide if we tried to be show-offs for one reason.

“It’s true, North. Jannie caught them in the drama room,” Ad says, bringing me back to the problem at hand.

“Fuck no!” I feel like my world is crashing down around me, because there’s no way that Adler’s sister would lie about something like this. I fall to my knees and with hunched shoulders I bow my head and listen, but not really hearing a word he’s saying.

“Michele asked her not to say anything to me or you, but I guess it’s been going on for months now.”

“Why? I thought she loved me,” I whisper. Suddenly, with determination, I utter, “I need her to tell me the truth. I have to hear it for myself!” I jump to my feet and make my way to the cab of my truck.

“No, leave it be! End it and then move on with your life. Who gives a fuck about her anyways? You’ve always been better than her, North. You deserve someone who loves you. All of you,” he yells with a hand on my shoulder squeezing it gently. 

I shake it off and with my head hanging I whisper, “No, I need to know what I did wrong. I need to know...” I trail off because deep down I just can’t believe she would do this to me, to us.

I hop back in my truck while Ad is at my window chasing after me, trying to stop what I know it a huge mistake, but I peel out of there making rocks fly as my tires spin out. I know Michele is supposed to be at the school right now, working on the decorations for prom, so I drive like a madman over there to confront her.

When I pull into the parking lot of our school, I see Trent’s BMW parked next to hers. Seeing red I slam into a spot and run through the school to the gym within minutes. Nobody’s around when I enter, but I hear voices up on the stage area. I climb the stairs to back quietly, hoping to God that it’s not her, not them together.

That’s when I hear her sweet velvety voice, “Fuck yeah baby, like that. Harder.” NO, no, no! I pull the curtain back and find Michele bent over with Trent driving his cock hard into her.

The pain immediately slams through my chest, and I stumble backwards at the unbearable anguish racking my body. My left hand reaches out for the wall to catch myself from falling but nothing’s there but the pain. Utter fucking pain!

“North! Fuck man!” Ad says at my side and catches me by the shoulders to steady my body from falling just as I’m about to. And I still see or hear nothing at all. It’s like I’m walking around in a haze, nobody can penetrate the agony that’s gripping every square inch of my body starting with my heart. I place a hand to my chest trying to get the knife out that’s piercing it, but nothings working. That’s when I suddenly begin to totally panic, gasping for breaths.

“North, honey. I’m so sorry. Please look at me,” I hear her gentle voice say, but I can’t see anything or anyone for this agony which is too fucking overwhelming right now.

“Come on man,” Ad says as he leads me away. I’m gasping for air that just won’t come. We somehow make it from the school to his truck and all I can do is rub at the pain in my chest, trying to get air into my lungs and pull the knife that’s cutting the life out of me. Maybe I should just let it kill me, at least then I wouldn’t feel this heart ache.

“Talk to me North. Because right now you’re scaring the ever-living shit out of me,” he mutters as he drives us away.

“I can’t breathe Ad, it hurts too much,” I whisper as the tears run down my face. I’m shaking with the amount of agony coursing through me now, “Never again...” I cry out.

I won’t ever allow myself to become this vulnerable to any other person as I feel right now! To give this much power over me just because I loved them, never again!

***
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​​Adler

Seeing North crushed beyond repair this past month from that bitch tore me apart but watching him with her all those years when I knew he deserved so much better filled me with a longing I’ve always held back from him too.

I’ve tried to stay on the sidelines and watch just as I promised my dad all those years ago, and I was content to be there as long as he was happy. However, with me leaving for my basic training tomorrow I won’t see North for the next six months to a year.

We’ve spent every single day together for the last twelve years and to be separated from him frightens me beyond words can describe. He is so much more than a friend to me in my eyes, and always has been. I think it’s about time I open up about my feelings towards him, because he deserves to know the truth before I leave. I don’t want to ever regret not telling him everything before I left as you never know what may happen when I’m gone.

Putting the promise I made to my father aside, I decide it’s the right thing to do and I’ll deal with any consequences, if any, afterwards.

I pull into my usual spot at the lake, with my heart pounding frantically, I walk towards him at the rear of his truck where he’s seated on the tailgate. “Hey, got a beer for me?”

“Of course,” he says with a huge smile that always shows his two dimples, one on each cheek. It’s nice to see him have some sort of emotion on his face other than a distant gaze. His deep green, emerald eyes pull me in with the slightest look and I could get lost in them for hours. Ugh, focus Ad! But they play through my mind even after my dreams fade from the coming morning. He has always been a handsome guy, but when he smiles and his whole face lights up, he’s drop dead fucking sexy to me. 

“Thanks,” I utter taking it, sliding next to him.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow. I don’t think we’ve ever been apart,” he utters staring up at the darkening sky. He turns his face back towards me shaking his head slightly in disbelief.

“I was just thinking the same.” Along with a thousand other things that I want to say to you. Stop being a goddamn wimp and tell him. I shift anxiously next to him.

“You okay? You look off somehow. You’re not nervous are you?” he asks, with a raised brow and concern etched across his features now. 

“Nah, I got this, but I need to get something off my chest before I go,” I tell him, taking a long pull of my beer staring at the water straight ahead I try to come up the words to say to him to make him understand what he truly means to me. 

I look at our surroundings, remembering how we always talked about building a cabin here on his grandfather’s land when we are older, but I’m terrified that what I’m about to confess to him might change us somehow. 

“You can tell me anything, you know that,” he says, and my eyes come back to meet his. With his head tilted towards me, silently begging me to open up to him. That everything is going to be okay if I want to bare my soul.

I stare down at the beer in my hands picking at the label and start to talk. “I’ve been trying to tell you something for quite some time now and I wasn’t sure how you would react when I actually did.”

“Anything you say to me doesn’t change us, Ad,” he tells me as he throws a hand over my shoulder. The heat from his touch is distracting and comforting all at the same time.

“It really could though.”

“Never. I’d stand by you through thick or thin. Come on, let it out, no point on holding back with me.”

“I’m gay, well I think I am. I just never felt anything you know, for any woman. Well, not any I’ve met so far...,” I ramble out, rubbing my neck nervously. “Fuck, this is so goddamn hard!” 

“I already knew that. I’ve always known Ad,” North says, and my eyes snap up to his. He’s shrugging like it’s no big deal once so ever.

“You do?”

“We’re connected man. Of course, I knew. But that doesn’t change a fucking thing between us. Never has and never will.”

“Well... there’s more.” I gulp another mouthful of beer bringing my eyes from his lips to meet his encouraging eyes. “North, I love you...I mean, I’m in love with you,” I stutter my confession softly.

His eyes bulge out in total shock at first, but then he smiles fondly. I don’t know what possesses me to but, I lean forward, touching his cheek with my right hand. “I always have been, and I think I’ll always will,” I whisper drawing my mouth closer to his.

“I love you too Ad, but you know I’m into woman,” he whispers as my face nears his. He doesn’t pull away or move. He just stays still waiting for me to take the opportunity.

Running my thumb over his strong freshly shaven jaw, I pull him closer staring into his eyes looking for any notion of needing myself to back off. “Can I have one kiss North before I go?” I ask quietly. 

The air around us seems to come to life, crackling with an energy that’s always been there for me, but somehow it feels more prominent being this close to him. Every hair follicle on my body is raised, my pulse is beating in synch with his and everything that within us feels fused as one. Space, time, none of it matters in this moment, nothing but us.

“Yes,” he softly murmurs, just as my lips touch his. Pulling him close to my chest, I cup his face between both of my hands. My body buzzes to life in an explosion of need and want for this man. Fuck, if I die tomorrow at least I know I’ve told and shown him how I truly feel for him.

It’s wildly passionate and everything I’ve ever dreamt it would be. When we slowly pull apart I rest my forehead against his, running my thumbs up and down his cheeks. Absorbing every part of the man I love.

“That was amazing. Thank you,” I whisper, breathing him in.

“I love you Ad, but...”

“I know,” I say as I continue to hold him close. 

He loves me, but I’ll never be enough for him. He’s always told me that we were connected souls and I’d always have a piece of his heart, but I think another piece is missing out there too. Someone that will make him feel whole as he makes me feel right now. The only issue is that other person is a woman in North’s mind and not me.
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​​​Chapter Two
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​​Samantha

Two Years Ago...

It’s been rough the last six years dealing with my brothers and dad on my own since Juniper’s parents, Tom and Vie died. Their death took a major toll on not only Juniper but me as well, because that is where I always went to find refuge from the misery of my life at home. 

Ever since we met when we were thirteen years old at boarding school, we have been inseparable. It was the first time, other than with my grandparents, for someone to stand up for me. When holidays or any down time came around, instead of going home, where they didn’t want to see me anyway, I went to Wells Manor.  

They treated me as one of their family, giving me a room of my own across from Juniper and to set up entirely the way I wanted it to be. They included me on family vacations as well and my heart breaks to pieces thinking of them since they died, because I miss the times Juniper and I had beforehand. But from now on we are going to forge forward together as we had always planned to when we were younger. 

“Seriously!” screaming aloud as I stare at my phone, which pulls me from my daunting sadness lately. “What now Brock?” I ask shrilly to my oldest brother, which just happens to be the one that seems to be the bane of my existence lately.

“Where are you?” he snaps back down the line at me, “You better be on your way here!”

“Why?” I shout back, smiling because I know I’m really pushing his buttons right about now.

“You know you’re supposed to be here to meet Bruce!” he yells, “Now get home and you better look like a girl and not some mess in overalls Samantha Hart!” 

I grind my teeth together; this is the same argument we’ve had since I was a child for God’s sake. “You’re not my parent and I am not going to meet some guy you three think I should be with. I am not marrying anyone ever, let alone someone you guys picked out for me! Plus, I have my own plans now. While you three were busy planning my life without my involvement, I was doing something about it on my own. I’m done with all your bullshit! Since you three can’t accept and love me for who I am, then I don’t want to be a part of this goddamn family anymore. I’ve never been good enough to be a Hart with you three anyways,” I gulp back the pain I have endured my whole life. “Goodbye,” I whisper this ending as I try holding back the tears from the years of pain they have put me through. Not physically but emotionally. I have never been what my two brother’s and my father wanted or really needed. They wanted my mother, not me, and since they didn’t have her they decided to try and change me into some sort of girly girl. A barbie doll prim and proper that should play a role of their choosing and stay in the background away from all other family ventures. 

But I’m an image of her likeness from my features, mannerisms to being a complete and utter tomboy. Why couldn’t they just see she’s a part of me and love me for that, for who I am. I guess I’ll never know why and even though I tried not to, I always hoped they would change over the years. But hope is a useless emotion.

“Samantha, don’t you...,” is all I hear him yell on the other end right before I hang up the phone.

I stare at it for a minute longer as I continue to drive, then bring down my truck window and throw it out. Where I’m going I don’t want or need them finding me and I’ll need a new one once I’m established there anyways.

I look up in time to see the sign telling me that I’m leaving Yountville. I feel a sense of peace instantly fall over me at this moment that I haven’t felt in years. I know I’ll be on the road for the next couple of days. Even though it’s going to be tiring, I can’t wait to see Juniper. 

I’ve missed her so much and when she decided to move to Seattle she had asked if I wanted to come, but I wasn’t ready at that time. Now I’m more than ready to leave this life and my old self behind. 

I smile as I read the sign that says 780 miles to Seattle. That’s how far away I’ll be from dad, Brock, and Lucas. They may have pushed me around my whole life because they thought a girl is supposed to do nothing but go shopping, dress nice, and be well-mannered with no opinion or strive to anything other than a Stepford wife. But all I ever wanted was to be a part of the family, our businesses with them, be a true Hart.

I always held out hope of belonging. I guess I had never learned that they’ll never accept me as one of them. I’ll just have to start a new life with my new name, and make my dreams come true on my own, fulfilling the promise I made with myself when I was thirteen years old. There’s no turning back now.

***
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It’s been a year since I’ve moved to Seattle and even though I know that Juniper says I’m more than welcome to stay at her house with Cross and her, I feel that I need my own space to make a place of my own. I finally need to stand on my own two feet without anybody else’s help.

I’ve already bought a house and have been slowly restoring it to its original beauty for the past six months. I don’t have a lot of money to put into it all at once, but it’s mine and I’m proud of how it’s progressing. When I finish the renovations, it will represent who I am, because I can absolutely say this is a labor of love, this restoration I’m doing within it. 

“Sammy, you know you can stay here longer. And when your house is completely done, then you should move. There’s no point in going before,” Juniper says as she saunters into my room on the main floor of her house.

“Juniper, I need to do this. I love being close to the two of you, but I also need to do this on my own,” I tell her for the hundredth time in a week since I told her I had decided to move.

I think it’s more to do with me leaving her and because she’s had a tough go the last couple of years with having baby Cross, trying to heal, dealing with her parent’s business, and then opening her own business on top of all that. Not like she’d ever admit to this though.

She will always put on a brave face for the sake of everyone else. That’s one of the things she’s working to overcome, asking for help, but some habits are hard to change some days. But she can be my crutch some days too and I need her to open up and ask for help if need be just as much as I need to as well. We won’t grow if we can’t stand on our own two feet once in awhile though.

“I know,” she says as she sits on my bed, “But I’m going to miss you here too,” she finally admits as she stares down at her hands trying not to cry.

“Hey,” I say wrapping my arms around her shoulders, “I’m not far away. Just ten minutes and only a phone call too. We can still have sleepovers and girl’s night any time, okay?”

She pulls her wet filled eyes to mine and asks, “Promise?”

“Pinky swear. We’ll schedule them and I’ll never miss one,” I tell her as we connect our pinky fingers just like we’ve done since we were kids.

I don’t know what would have become of me if we hadn’t become roommates back at boarding school. The very first day before even finding out where I was supposed to be situated she came to my rescue, and from that time on I knew she was going to be in my life forever. I remember as if it was yesterday.

I was walking into the great hall and the other girls were snickering at my presence because I was wearing my typical outfit of overalls and Converse sneakers. They always made me feel safe, kind of like a security blanket wrapped around you at all times. 

About a half dozen or more girls were making fun of my actual appearance to my face, but there was one in particular that was the meanest of them all. The ringleader you could say, and her name was Stephanie Huntington, heir, and daughter to the Huntington family from Texas oil fields and franchise. Her family owned pretty much everything in that state, and nobody went against that family, until Juniper did.

Stephanie walked right up to me and said, “The servant’s quarters are located at the rear of the facility. So, you should take your filthy self out of there where you belong.”

I stood there paralyzed in fear from shock, because even though I’d been bullied on a daily basis, I had never learned how to stand up for myself. That’s when Juniper casually walks to my side, stares Stephanie straight in her eyes and says as nonchalantly as possible, “Maybe you should go, Stephanie. I’m sure you can visit with your father at the same time.”

Suddenly everyone is gasping as the room falls silent. All the while I’m waiting for this huge confrontation between the two of them to happen, but instead Stephanie bursts into tears, turns and runs from the hall with all of her followers trailing behind her.

I turn slowly to this girl who I soon find out is named Juniper, with my mouth agape and I’m sure my eyes bugging out. I’m totally speechless. 

“Sorry about that, but she always seems to have her claws out lately. Especially since recently her father left her mother for the maid of their house,” she explains. “By the way, I’m Juniper Wells,” she tells me presenting her hand for me to shake.

“Sammy Hart. Nice to meet you,” I tell her as I grip it firmly.

“You finally arrived. I’ve been waiting to meet you all morning.”

“Excuse me?” I ask still totally confused with everything happening around me.

“You and I are roommates and I believe we are definitely going to be best friends by the end of our time here too!” she exclaims excitedly with complete determination, in total Juniper fashion, that I now know. “Us girls need to stick together. I got your back, I swear,” she tells me as if we didn’t just meet.

“Why?” I ask perplexed by the turn of events.

“Because you’re the only other normal girl here,” she says winking, “Other than me that is, and because of that I swear I’ll watch your back if you’ll watch mine.”

“Fine. I swear I’ll be there for you just like you were for me,” I cautiously answer her.

I’ve never had a girlfriend who could have my back, so I said yes but would wait to see how it goes.

“Pinky swear,” she says producing her little finger for me to take and I smile at this in return. It’s so girlie of us to do, but I relent.

“Pinky swear,” I say in return, connecting with hers and then we both laugh releasing all the tension that was around us.

I smile to myself at the great memory that changed my life forever, because of her.

“What?” Juniper asks bringing me back to what I’m in the process of doing.

“Oh nothing. I was just remembering the first day we met and the first time we did this,” I tell her lifting our joined fingers.

A smile plays across her face. “That was the best day ever!”

“Yeah it was, but there’s going to be a lot more to come too.” I bump her shoulder with mine.

“I think so too. Alright, let’s get this room packed up,” she says rising from the bed. “Where...,” she is about to ask when she’s cut off by my phone ringing.

“Sorry. I’ll just answer this. If you want to start in my closet,” I tell her as I lift the phone to my ear as I go out into the hallway.

“Hello?”

“May I speak to Samantha Hart?” the person on the line asks and a cold sweat breaks across my skin immediately.

Nobody knows that name other than Juniper around here. Whoever is on the phone must be associated with my family back home in California.

“May I ask who’s calling?” I ask instead of indicating that I’m her.

“My name is Sonny Black, I’m an attorney from Yountville. I represented her grandfather Benjamin Blackmore Senior and need to reach her on behalf of his estate,” the man tells me.

“Why? He passed away when I was ten years old,” I blurt out without thinking.

“Miss Hart, I assume that’s who I’m speaking with. We need to meet as there’s a matter I need to go over with you since you have recently turned twenty-four years of age,” he informs me.

“Fine. When would you like to meet and where?”

By this time Juniper is eyeing me worriedly from the doorway. I hold up a finger to let her know that I need a minute and she nods in understanding.

“I can meet you at your place of residence or you can come to my office in a few days. It’s entirely up to you,” he answers stiffly.

I don’t want him or anybody else finding out where I reside because I still haven’t spoken to my father or brothers since leaving and I don’t plan on starting anytime soon.

“I’d prefer meeting you at your office. I assume you’re still located in Yountville?” I ask cringing that I have to get that close to my family again, but it’ll give me a chance to visit my grandparents at least.

“Yes, it is,” he says. “If you give me an email address I can forward my information.”

“I’ll text you the email address and is 10:00 am fine on Thursday?” I ask as I stare at Juniper, and she nods the same time.

“Yes. See you then Miss Hart.”

Juniper steps forward to come and hug me close as I finish, “Thank you, Mr. Black,” I say as I end the conversation with tears in my eyes.

“Tell me,” she says right away after I hang up with him.

“It’s a lawyer for my late grandfather who needs to meet with me about his estate on Thursday in Yountville,” I whisper solemnly. “What if it’s a trap to lure me back there?”

“Sam, they’re bound to find out where you are, but you’re a grown woman and they can’t tell you what to do anymore. Plus, I’m going with you,” she says as she dials a number on her own cellphone.

I walk into my room and sit back down on the bed in total shock. I guess my moving out will have to wait until the weekend now. I might as well pack a travel bag instead; I think to myself as I go into my closet in search of my luggage.

“Sammy?” she calls out in search of me.

“In here,” I tell her while I yank on the bags piled at the back and causing everything to topple over. I blow the loose hairs from my face and turn back towards Juniper.

“Alright, we’ll fly down tomorrow, stay the night at a hotel together, then fly back on Thursday night or Friday morning, depending on what he wants of course,” she tells me.

I pull her into a hug, “Thank you, Juniper. I’m so grateful to have you,” I truthfully tell her. If it weren’t for her all these years I don’t know where I would have actually landed up.

“No need to thank me. I just have to talk with Mrs. Phillips. Are you okay?” she asks with raised brows.

“Yeah, I’m just wondering what the hell is so important that I have to meet with him,” I ask, voicing my concern aloud more than asking her.

“If I were to guess, I’d say it’s about an inheritance, Sam. But we won’t know until we get there, so there’s no point in worrying.”

“You’re right, thanks.” She nods in agreement then leaves to go talk to Mrs. Phillips, Cross’s nanny and the housekeeper too. Soon enough I’ll get the answer to what the hell is going on anyways.

***
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It’s Thursday and we have just arrived at Mr. Black’s office which just happens to be smack dab in the middle of town. I really don’t want to bump into anyone, so we made sure to enter the town limits and be at his building at the exact time of the appointment. However, he is making us wait in the reception area and I can’t sit still, so I decide to stand off to the side for now.

I don’t realize I have moved from my spot until Juniper says, “Sammy, you need to relax. It can’t be anything bad because you already knew he passed away fourteen years ago. Come and sit with me,” she says trying to calm my nerves and patting the seat next to her.

“What if...” I start to say but she cuts me off.

“No. We already did this last night. Your dad and brothers can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to, and I wouldn’t allow them to, anyways. And your grandparents told you not to worry as well,” she says, and I release the breath that I have been holding in a rush of air.

“You’re absolutely right,” I tell her.

“I know I am,” she says knocking her shoulder with mine and I hit hers back and smile.

Juniper is definitely my rock, my somewhere safe, and I hope I’m hers as well. We only have each other left, so we have to stick together this time around.

A few minutes later a pudgy man with thinning grey hair comes out of an office door and says, “Miss Hart I presume?” to me and it raises goosebumps immediately throughout me once again. How did he know it’s me and Juniper wasn’t actually her? As if reading my mind he continues, “You look exactly like your mother.”

I flush red contently every time some one mentions this, because not many people compare us in a complimentary sense. “Thank you, and yes it’s nice to meet you Mr. Black. This is my friend, Juniper Wells, and she’ll be sitting in with me during this meeting,” I tell him before he even asks or suggests she wait for me in the reception area.

“Wells, as in Wells Wine?” he asks instead, turning his full focus onto her suddenly.

“The very one, but we are here for Sammy, so if we can proceed,” she says rising very prim and proper like and immediately in total control of the situation. Thank God she’s good at this sort of thing because this isn’t something I’m used to dealing with on a day-to-day basis. But Juniper has dealt with her share of lawyers over the years and knows how to take care of herself when it comes to them.

“Yes of course, right this way,” he utters as his face turns a lovely shade of red from embarrassment. 

I smirk thinking that’s he’s definitely a shark in a suit looking for his next meal, but Juniper isn’t some defenceless guppy anymore. She’s grown up so quickly in the past couple of years that it’s like she’s the adult and I’m her child some days, even though we are both the same age. Well, same age minus a few months since my birthday is in June and hers is in November.

We take our seats in front of his overly grand desk and wait for him to make his way to his own seat. Seriously, why would a person feel the need to purchase such a massive piece of furniture? It looks like it was intended to be a boardroom table more than a desk for one person.

Size does matter to him I guess. I chuckle again to myself at how ridiculous this really is, and Juniper turns to me with a raised brow. “Nothing,” I answer, but keep the grin playing on my lips as I focus back on Mr. Black.

“Alright. Miss Hart your grandfather in his will left a part of his estate to you. He asked that you come into control of this when you turned twenty-four years of age,” he stops to look at us both.

But I’m beyond shocked and totally speechless. Again, thanks to Juniper because she says, “You may continue Mr. Black,” then motions with her right hand.

“Very well. He left sixty percent of the shares in Hart Construction and a large sum of funds as well. All you need to do is sign here and it will all become yours,” he says as he pushes some papers towards me across the brown ocean of a desk. Juniper gets up and reaches for them.

“Is there any clauses or hidden requirements in this document?” she asks, and I gasp because I never would have thought of such a thing.

“Of course not!” he exclaims, “This is a professional establishment. We don’t believe in handling business without full disclosure to our clients. You may have another legal team look over the documents prior to signing before hand if you are unsure,” he states furiously.

“I think that would be best. Juniper?” I ask not sure what else to do.

“I intended to have them read by my attorney and I have already given him a heads up. Could you please forward these to Mr. Barry West?” she asks as she slides a business card to Mr. Black. “Is there anything else she needs to know?” 

“Yes. Your brothers would like to purchase the shares of the company from you. Since you have controlling interest as of right now in the company, it’s entirely up to you if you’d like to sell or retain the controlling interest in Hart Construction,” he indicates.

“How and why would he leave this to me and not them?” I ask aloud confused by my grandfather’s intentions.

“Your grandfather was very close to his daughter-in-law before she passed and knew she would want it to be left in the family for all of you, especially since it was half of her business from her father. When your father took over along with your brothers he knew what the outcome was going to be.

He saw what your father and brother were going to do before they even did it, I think. So, he bought up shares when they needed more funding to expand, and instead of allowing them to purchase them back when it took off again, he left the shares to you. He wanted you to continue what your mother couldn’t,” he tells me gently. 

“You were very close to my grandfather weren’t you?” I ask quietly, embarrassed on how I’ve been acting since I walked into his office. 

“Yes. He allowed me to represent him when I was fresh out of grad school and believed in me. He was a great man and I believe you have a part of that in your blood too. You’re a fighter and that’s what he wanted you to do.”

“Really?”

“Your grandfather and mother produced some magnificent pieces before she died. So, I suggest you wait to decide on that part of the business until you are absolutely sure of what you want to do.”

“Thank you Mr. Black for being so honest with me,” I tell him rising from my seat. “Are you available tomorrow at the same time?”

“Of course. I’ll pencil you in for 10:00 am again. See you then Miss Hart,” he comes around and shakes my hand then turns to Juniper, “Miss Wells, it
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