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Prologue


Sometimes people don’t know what’s best for them. He thinks he’s fine on his own, but that’s simply not true. He needs me.  
I’m the only one who understands him. Heaven knows his family doesn’t. They act like he’s invisible most of the time. He’s never invisible to me, though. I see him all the way to his core.
Besides seeing him, I’m the only one who knows everything about him. There are things which he keeps hidden from everyone, but I found out. He doesn’t know that I know, and I’ve been loyal to the bone, keeping his secrets. 
I don’t need his thanks, though. It’s what you do for someone else when you love them and I’ve loved him from the moment we first met. That day was one of the best of my life and today will be another one to add to the vault of my heart. He’s perfect for me and I am for him, too.
So, what do you do when someone you love simply can’t see the truth? There has to be a way to shine a light on it so bright that they can’t deny it any longer. That’s my plan for tonight. 
I’ve made his favorite meal. His favorite wine has been purchased. Even the dessert is something he will enjoy even though he doesn’t often indulge. 
Once his belly is full and his senses titillated, I’ll take off these casual clothes to reveal the sexy new outfit purchased just for the occasion. I intend to make this a night to remember. 
He’ll be here any minute, so I quickly go over everything to ensure it’s in place. Once I’ve run my checks for the millionth time, I relax by fractions. Now it’s just a matter of carrying out my plan. 
The doorbell rings, making me jump. I smooth my hands down the thighs of my pants, trying to make them less sweaty. It’s only twenty degrees outside, so I’m not warm, but my nerves are off the charts.
Best not to keep him waiting. “Showtime,” I say to no one and head toward the door. 
“Hi!” I say when I open the door. “Come in out of the cold.”
I tamp down my excitement because I want him to think this is a night just like any other when we get together. He thinks we’re just two friends having a pleasant dinner together and probably doesn’t even realize the significance of the date. That’s okay. By the time tonight is over, he’s going to know. He’ll see me in a different light. I’m sure of it.
“Something smells good, he says.”
“Thanks.”
He hangs his coat in the closet by the front door, then comes into the kitchen. I pull the dish out of the oven. “Will you put some of those potatoes on the plates I have set out, please?”
I saved the task for him because I know how much he likes to cook and help in the kitchen. When I open the lid to the dutch oven, he inhales the aroma.
“Wow,” he says. “When did you learn to make that?”
“I took one of those cooking classes at that fancy kitchen supply store over in Classen Curve. This is my first time trying it on my own. I just hope it tastes as good as it smells.” 
I know it does. This is actually my eleventh or twelfth time trying it on my own since I took the class, because I wanted it to be perfect. 
Like a professional chef plating in a restaurant, I carefully arrange perfectly cooked carrots on top of the potatoes then put the meat on top. Each plate gets a drizzle of the juices from the pan and they’re ready to go. 
We carry out meals to the table where I’ve had the bottle of wine open to breathe. He spots it and says, “I love this wine. Thanks for getting it.”
“Do you?” I ask innocently. “Maybe that’s why it seemed familiar. I knew something red would be better with the beef and you know how I mostly drink white. When I was roaming through the store, I saw this one and decided to get it.”
During the meal, we keep the conversation light. He talks about his job; I talk about mine. He asks about my sister, but I don’t ask about his family. That’s a surefire way to darken his mood. 
I keep refilling his glass and he keeps drinking it down. Soon, he’s very loose, more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him. That’s exactly how I want him. 
I need to overcome that overactive brain of his so that he’s able to let his body and baser needs take over. He doesn’t date. I’m his go-to person when he needs someone on his arm. He also doesn’t do casual sex, so that cock of his is probably dying for some attention and I intend to provide it.
Just once is all it will take. If I can get him to lower his walls long enough to make love with me, I know he’ll see the big picture. He’ll see how perfect we are together because I know our bodies will fit perfectly together, too.
The meal is finished, and he’s incredibly relaxed and happy when we move to the sofa. It’s an unusual state of being for him and it makes him more handsome than ever. He almost collapses onto the couch.
“That was so good,” he says, drawing it out a little as if he’s having difficulty connecting his thoughts. “Thanks for making it.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I think I might be a little drunk, so I might need to sleep on your couch.”
“That’s fine, but I have a spare bedroom you can sleep in instead of roughing it on the couch,” I say, moving closer to him. 
A hand flops out and pats my knee. “You’re such a good friend,” he slurs.
I talk at him for a few minutes, letting the alcohol marinate those brain cells and put them to sleep. Timing is everything, but I think it’s time to move him while he can still help.
Rising from the sofa, I take his hand in mine and pull. “Come on, let’s get you to your bedroom.”
I don’t maneuver him to the spare bedroom, though. We’re going to my room. He falls back onto the bed like a redwood being felled and I busy myself with getting him out of his shoes. 
Next, I unzip his jeans and pull them down and off. When I pull down his boxer briefs and take his shaft in my hand, I’m happy to see that he’s not too drunk to get it up. He hardens quickly, and a moan oozes from his mouth when I run my tongue around the head of his cock.
Just as I had hoped, his natural instincts take over. His fingers tangle in my hair as I pump his dick in and out of my mouth, working him with my tongue, lips, and hands. I don’t let it go on too long, though. 
My pussy is dripping wet and aching with need, and I want him inside of me. He’s not the only one that’s been without sex for a while. 
When I can stand it no longer, I stand and undress quickly. The sight of me in my lingerie is lost to his inebriated vision, but that’s okay. I know I look good and if he could see me, he’d be impressed.
Once I’m undressed, I climb on top of him and slide his long, thick cock into my hungry cunt. Just as I thought, we fit together perfectly. My hips begin to move, undulating to stroke his cock in and out of me. 
Much too quickly, he comes inside of me. That’s what happens with too much booze. But I don’t stop riding him. I reach down and rub my clitoris with one hand and with the other, I pull his hand up to my breast, helping him to squeeze and mold it.
I find my release soon after and come all over his softening cock inside me. Once I’ve cleaned both of us up, I shove and pull him into a better sleeping position, then crawl in beside him. We’ll wake up in each other’s arms and he’ll know. 
Before sleep can sneak in to steal me away, I stretch up to kiss him and breathe “I love you” against his lips. This is the start of our future together, and it’s going to be perfect.




Chapter 1
Demeter


I’m relaxed, controlling my breathing, focused on the man in front of me as I circle him. My eyes watch closely for the slightest hint of his intended actions. He wants to hurt me, and I know it, but I’m going to do everything I can to keep him from it.  
He lunges and jabs at my face. I block, shift, and throw out a kick, making contact with his thigh. He is twice my size, and my legs are stronger than my arms, so kicking will do more damage than I could ever do with a punch. I snap the striking foot back, plant it, spin and hit him in the gut with my other foot.
He lets out an oof, growls, and tries to grab me. If he gets me on the ground, it’s over. I shuffle back, but I’m not fast enough. He whips out a foot lightning quick and catches me behind one ankle. I go down and try to turn it into a roll so that I can gain my feet again, but just as I get my feet under me, he’s on top of me.
My adrenaline kicks in and I try to shove down the rising panic. We grapple. I’m hitting him in the side, but his size is an advantage that I’m unable to overcome. He’s got me pinned and with his strength, he easily maneuvers me where he wants me. 
Both legs come around my waist as he puts my head in a neck lock. With a little pressure, he’ll render me unconscious. With a lot of pressure, he could break my neck.
“Break!” Gunnar shouts.
Victor lets me go and I gasp for breath, scrambling to my feet. It still pisses me off I can’t manage to beat him. I have bested every other man in class, but not Victor. 
Well, I can’t best Gunnar either, but that’s to be expected since he’s the owner and lead instructor for the school. You kind of want that guy to be unbeatable, right?
“That one was pretty good, Hobbit,” Victor says with an affectionate cuff on the arm. “You’re still letting your panic get the best of you.”
I shake my head. “Only with you and Gunnar. I don’t know why, but with everyone else, I can successfully push it down, but with you two, it gets out of control. It’s like it’s primal and I can’t figure out why. You would think that with the attack having been so long ago, I would have mastered rechannelling the repercussions by now, particularly since it’s just sparring. I know that it’s not truly dangerous, but my amygdala takes over.”
Victor is a big guy and solid muscle. He is also former military, which you can only tell from his bearing and demeanor these days. Nowadays, he looks like he could have been Ragnar Lothbrok’s twin from that television show. 
His dirty blond hair is short on the sides and very long on top. He has a beard long enough to be braided, which he does from time to time, including silver barrel beads and occasionally beads that are meant to look like bits of bone. I wouldn’t be surprised if they really were bones he carved holes in. 
Full sleeve tattoos on both arms only make him look more intimidating. In all honesty, though, he’s really just a big teddy bear. But trust me when I say that I would not want to be the object of his ire if the fight was real.  
“Wow, you really sound like a psychologist,” Victor says with a mocking voice.
“Well, duh.” I reply with a chuckle and a roll of my eyes. 
He laughs because he knows what I do for a living. I take my leave of him, walking off the adrenaline let down. Students are filtering into the building since it’s getting close to time for class to start. 
I come early whenever Victor is available to spar in order to get in the additional practice. With Victor, I can go all out with little fear of hurting him, whereas in regular class sparring, we’re expected to be a bit more controlled.
I am stretching in the corner when a familiar pair of sneakers comes into view. I look up to see my friend, Gabriella Carmichael. “Hey Ella!” I say, grinning up at her.
She takes up a position next to me and starts doing stretches to warm her muscles. “Hey! So, did you do it today?”
“Nope,” I say, deepening my bend and putting my head down. My ponytail flops over and touches the floor. “He kicked my ass, as usual. I was doing pretty good until he got me off my feet, then the giant gorilla twisted me around into a neck lock. One of these days, though, I’ll do it.”
She chuckles. “One of these days, pow! Right to the moon!”
I laugh at the vintage television reference. “Exactly!”
An alarm sounds. It isn’t loud, just a single ping, but everyone falls quickly into rank-and-file positions. 
After class, I’m gathering up my things. I get the feeling that Gabriella wants to talk, but I won’t push her. She was attacked a few weeks ago, and I made her an offer of being available to listen as a friend when she’s ready to talk about it since I’d been through something similar. My psychology degree will only help.
When I first started at OU, an ex-boyfriend and a disgruntled co-worker convinced three other men to kidnap me, intending to gang rape me. If it hadn’t been for my boss seeing the men take me, I would have been much more than just beaten from head to toe. 
He followed the car into which I was thrown and called the police, who arrived just as the first man was about to rape me. I was rescued. Gabriella was, too, but like me, she wasn’t completely unscathed. 
Despite the fact that the absolute worst didn’t happen, it is still a long process to recover from the impact. There are times, mostly when I’m over stressed, that I still feel a panic attack starting to wriggle under my skin and I have to use the coping skills I’ve learned. 
The attack was over ten years ago. That just goes to show that trauma burrows deep and can manifest when you least expect it. 
I know what it’s like to try to find your way through the aftermath. The telltale signs are written all over Gabriella from the dark circles under her eyes, caused by the lack of sleep to the way she is constantly monitoring everything around her. 
Nightmares and panic attacks are desolating and when they happen, when you’re in the midst of it, your mind and body have no way to know that you’re not really being attacked again.
“Um, Demi?” Gabriella finally says.
“Yeah, Ella?”
“I was wondering if maybe we could meet and talk before dinner tomorrow night?”
“Sure. Do you want to meet at the Society or somewhere else?” I ask nonchalantly to reinforce that her desire to talk is no big deal as far as I’m concerned.
“My studio isn’t far away from the Society, so maybe there? Just in case I go a little bonkers, I’d rather not do that in public.”
“I understand. Just shoot me the address of your studio and I can be there at say, sixish? Will an hour be enough, do you think?”
“Yes,” Ella says, obviously relieved. “I think that will be fine.”
“All right then, I’ll see you tomorrow at six,” I say, hooking a thumb at the door. “I’ve gotta run. Henry will be wanting a story recap before bed.”
“That’s important stuff right there. Go, spend some time with your boy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I make sure I have everything before I head outside to my car and home. Ten years ago, or not, my sense of hyper-alertness is something I don’t think I’ll ever let go of, especially in parking lots. 
I know that Gunnar or Victor would come running to my rescue, but they’d have to notice. When I was taken all those years ago, I was standing at a bus stop across the street from several restaurants with a steady flow of customers coming and going.
It’s possible that someone saw and called the police, but no one came to the aid of a petite woman being chased down by four men while the driver waited in the car.




Chapter 2
Demeter


“Thanks so much for coming,” Gabriella says when she lets me into her studio the next day. The faint smells of turpentine and paint leak into the office area from her workspace. It’s not overly pungent, but it’s enough that it stings my sinuses, so I start breathing through my mouth instead of my nose.  
Ella is an amazingly talented woman. She works with her fiancé, Morgan, in his family’s construction business, where she runs the design arm of the company. She’s also a fantastic artist. She refinishes furniture as a hobby and when she officially moved in with him, he got this studio for her to do her hobbies until they can build a house on some open land his family owns.
She’s clearly pensive. Dressed casually in jeans and a filmy red-orange blouse, her demeanor is anything but casual and relaxed. She looks wound up, and it makes me wonder how long she has been sitting here waiting for me.
“Hi! I love that color on you. It really pops with your skin tone.” I look around at the room. “So, this is the studio. What are you working on?”
I want her to relax, so I jump in and ask her about a more comfortable topic without giving her a chance to think too much. This will hopefully get her talking instead of stewing on whatever she has running around in her mind like a hamster on a wheel.
“Oh,” she says, looking down at herself as if surprised she has clothes on. “Thank you.”
“You okay?” I ask.
“Yeah, just tense today.”
“Well, as my college roommate would say, you appear to be wound up tighter than my grandma’s girdle at a church potluck.”
She laughs as I hoped she would, then takes a deep breath and lets it out. “Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night and I think I’m driving Morgan crazy with all this…” She waves a hand up and down at herself. “This.”
“I’m sure that’s not true. Why don’t you show me what you’re working on? Then we’ll talk.”
“Oh, okay.” 
She goes to a door across the room and opens it, the smell of turpentine and paint growing stronger. As she talks about each piece and her plans for them, her shoulders come down from around her ears, her breathing deepens, and the frenetic look in her eyes lessens. When she’s relaxed, she starts in on what she really wants to talk about.
“I just don’t know how to get over it,” she breathes.
“Ella,” I say, keeping my voice conciliatory, “it’s been what? Two and a half weeks since you were attacked? You’re probably still experiencing some aftereffects of dumping the benzo out of your system. It’s going to take time.”
Gabriella was attacked in her home by a serial killer that had been hoping to make her victim number eight. The man drugged her and was playing out his psychopathy of dressing women like they were out on a date when Morgan, Ella’s fiancé, showed up with his brother. They were able to catch the intruder and hold him until the police arrived. 
I’m just glad she was saved from the additional trauma of a trial when the man died in a car accident soon after getting out on bail. He had a tracker on Ella’s phone and had followed her halfway across the state where she was on a weekend getaway with Morgan.
The court system isn’t particularly kind to women who are victims of assault, especially when there’s a sexual component. It seems every defense attorney’s favorite tactic is to put the victim on trial and make her at least culpable, if not completely at fault for being assaulted.
“I’m already sick of it!” she exclaims, throwing her hands up in the air. “I have been strong and independent for thirty-four years and now I can’t even make it through twenty-four hours without having a nightmare or panic attack and ending up a sobbing mess or trying to hide under the bed to escape a non-existent attacker. Poor Morgan is exhausted, and I’m exhausted, and I don’t know how long he’s going to be able to stand it.”
“Believe me, I understand. I can give you some exercises to help you redirect your thinking when you feel a panic attack coming on. There are also breathing exercises you can do when you feel yourself starting to hyperventilate. Learning coping methods for the panic attacks will also help ease the nightmares as your brain starts to find new neural pathways when you’re triggered.”
“I thought I was getting better, but then the news broke with everything they found at his house. His poor wife and what he put her through is all I can think about. Can you believe he used to keep her locked up in a box that he would shove under the bed for days at a time? How insane is that?”
I decide to let her in on, not exactly a secret, but something that isn’t widely broadcast. “Few people know this,” I say as I walk through the area, taking in the artistry of her work, “but I knew Andrew. I actually went out with him a couple of times.”
Andrew Felton is the man who murdered several women in the metro before he died while still pursuing Gabriella. When I knew him, there was nothing to let me know that level of hatred toward women was lurking under the surface.
“What?” Gabriella gasps.
I nod. “Yep. I first met him when I was on my very first date with Jeremiah at the masquerade gala they hold at the Skirvin every year. Then Jeremiah and I broke up for a time and Andrew and I crossed paths again. He asked me out, and I went. He thought that Jeremiah and I were in a financial arrangement because we were from such different economic backgrounds, and he was ten years older than I.”
I stop at a chest with a color palette on top. “Is this the palette you’re going to use on this piece?”
She’s confused at my question, but catches up. “Oh, yes.”
I return to my story. “The second time Andrew and I went out, he took me to a BDSM club to introduce me to some of his proclivities, mostly related to bondage and punishment, but after being attacked, I couldn’t submit to being restrained. We ended up at his house, had sex, consensual,” I say, looking at her with a nod of my head, “and went our separate ways. I saw him a while later and the woman he was with is the one he married.”
“Wow,” she says flatly.
“I know. I dodged a bullet with that one.”
That trip to the club was an eye-opener for me. The philosophies of BDSM were fascinating to me, and I loved how they focused on communication and mutual agreement. It was so intriguing that I took a job working there for a while. 
I incorporate those philosophies in my practice all the time to help couples work through their marital and sexual issues. Later, I began to believe that Andrew used the idea of BDSM as a crutch for indulging in his darker fantasies and he devolved from there, but what he did was against everything that the BDSM community believes in.
“Wow,” she says again. 
I give her time to absorb the information. She is settling and relaxing, so I smile and get down to work.
“Now, why don’t we talk about some of those techniques I mentioned?”
For the next thirty minutes, we discuss methods for reprogramming her brain and redirecting her emotions when she feels the first hints of panic creeping in. She stops me about ten minutes in to get a notebook so that she can write things down and I start over. When she feels like she has what she needs, we head over to the Society for dinner with Cait and whomever else in our quint decides to show up.
The Belladonna Society is like an old school invitation only gentleman’s club with dining and fitness facilities and such, but for women. It’s supposedly the most prestigious women’s club in the nation, but I find that hard to believe because we are in Oklahoma, after all. When people in the world think of prestigious locations, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma probably isn’t one that comes to mind. 
I joined for the networking aspect and a hope to form some connections with like-minded women. The club has a very philanthropic community within its ranks, and I want to be a part of that. Ella has said that it’s been a real boon to her business.
Besides networking and philanthropy, I thought that if I made some friends, too, that wouldn’t be a bad thing. In short order, I have made two very dear friends and learned about some very worthy charities that I’ve started supporting. 
Caitlynn Foster, Ella, and I are leaving the Society after supper. Cait is a socialite who joined for the same reasons I did. If we hadn’t met at the Society, we likely would have never become as close as we have. We have very different backgrounds, and our ages span over fifteen years. 
It is often just the three of us and just Ella and Cait more often still. I come as often as I can for dinner, but my son Henry is my priority and if he needs me for something, that’s where I’ll be.
My son is eight years old. If you were to ask him, he’d probably tell you he’s a man full grown. However, he’s still a boy who is growing up without a father, so I do everything in my power to be there for him as often as possible.
As we’re walking through what Cait calls the lounge, an open area with sofas and chairs grouped to promote lingering conversations, I notice the fortune teller machine that sits in the room’s corner. “What do you think of that?” I ask, directing a finger that way.
“I made a wish, and it came true,” Ella says. “Cait, too.”
“What?” I sputter, incredulous.
“It’s true. I wished for a man who could love me, even the broken parts. A few days later, I ran into Morgan again after initially meeting him three years ago.”
“What was your wish?” I ask Cait.
“Well, I probably shouldn’t say,” she replies hesitantly.
“Oh, come on, Demi won’t say anything,” Ella urges.
Cait takes a breath. 
“It’s not something I’m proud of and I certainly can’t make an unequivocable correlation, but I was particularly miffed with my husband and had been thinking that the only way that he would let me go is if he were dead. Sooo…I wished my husband would die. A few weeks later, he attacked me, and I killed him in self-defense. It is not at all what I expected to happen, but my wish came true, nonetheless.”
I look at her with wide eyes and drag my friends over so I can get a better look at the machine.
“What do you think?” asks Ella. “Any heart’s desire yearning to be realized?” 
“I don’t know,” I say.
Make a wish, the machine says in gilded gold lettering. I don’t really have any wishes. I have a really good life, plenty of money, and a career I love. If I had any wishes at all, they would be for Henry. 
He is such a special boy and sometimes, while I don’t need a man in my life, I think it would be great if he had a strong male role model to whom he could relate more. Don’t get me wrong, my parents are close to us and my dad loves Henry wholly and unconditionally. However, he has a bit of a skewed view of the world. If it’s not growing in dirt, it doesn’t hold his attention long and Dad can be fearful of the big wide world beyond the backyard. 
Then there is Jeremiah’s father. Robert has a broader view of the world, but it’s a very superficial and predatory view. Jeremiah was a lot like Henry, but maybe a bit more gregarious and extroverted. He would have been a great dad for our son. 
I speak my thought out loud. “I don’t need a husband, but I wish Henry could have a surrogate dad that could understand him.”
The machine whirs and clicks and a card pops out. I stare at it for a moment. “I didn’t push the button,” I say.
“Take it,” Cait urges. “Let’s see what it says.”
A love that is lost is hard to replace, but it is often accomplished if you look under the face.
I read it for the others. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I have no idea,” says Ella. 
Cait tucks her arm into mine. “I think it means that there is a change on your horizon.”
“Definitely,” Ella agrees, taking my other arm.





Chapter 3
Demeter


“Hi Mom,” I say as I enter my kitchen, putting my bag and keys on the island. “How’d things go today?” 
“Good,” Mom replies, not stopping as she wipes down the spotless countertop. “Henry and your father tended the yard, then spent a significant amount of time in the pool.”
“With plenty of sunscreen, I hope.” Both Jeremiah, Henry’s father, and I loved to swim, so I can’t be surprised that he takes to water like a fish, too. He was so fascinated by the water in the pools that I started him in swimming lessons before he could even speak or walk.
“Of course, dear.”
“I appreciate you guys so much, Mom. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“You’d be just fine, but we’re happy we can be close to help you. It is wonderful to be able to be with Henry as he grows up. I just wish your brothers and sister were closer so we could see the rest of our grandchildren every day, too.”
“Anytime you want to go see them, you can, you know.” 
“I know. We’ll be going to see Tilly in a few weeks.” She looks around and sighs, putting the washcloth away. “Well, you’re home now, so I’m going to go across the street. Henry’s fed, bathed, and in bed waiting for you.”
“Thanks Mom, give Dad a hug and kiss for me when you wake him up to go to bed.” Dad always falls asleep in his recliner watching television.
She chuckles and pats me on the arm before she leaves to go home to the guest house across the street from the main house. I was bequeathed the property along with a significant amount of money by a dear friend of mine whose biological children didn’t want to have anything to do with him. I send up thanks to him every single day for his generosity. 
Bert and I met at a seminar on the psychopathy of serial killers when I was in college. I was attending for my coursework; he was attending because he found it interesting. He asked me to lunch to discuss the topic and there was nothing untoward in the invitation. He simply liked the way my brain worked based on the questions I asked and wanted to talk about it more. 
We started having lunch weekly and soon were joined by my roommate and two other friends. When my friends and I were looking for a place for the four of us to live together outside of campus apartments and dorms, the places we found were less than desirable. Bert went with us to one of the potential houses and was so disgusted by the property he invited us to move in with him. 
It was an odd prospect, the four coeds moving into a house with a sixty-something man, but it turned out to be one of the best decisions of my life. I gained an amazing and dear friend. Bert gained four women who became like daughters to him and who were there for him during his last days.
He passed away unexpectedly and during the reading of the will, it was discovered that he’d left me more cash that I’d ever imagined having in my bank account. Included was the house, property, the guest house, and all the contents of both. 
I was flabbergasted and oh so grateful. His generosity allowed me to move my parents into the guest house once my father retired from being a groundskeeper from the prep school where he worked so that me and my siblings could get an above average education.
Jeremiah and I had been living here when he was killed. We had planned to marry once Henry was born, but that obviously didn’t happen. I don’t know how I would have gotten through having Henry and raising him alone without my parents being so close. 
I turn off the lights downstairs and go up to my waiting son. “Hey buddy, how was your day?”
He sets aside the book he’s reading. “Good. Me and Pops went swimming.”
“So I heard.” 
I cross the room and sit down on the bed next to him. He’s only eight, but he is almost as big as I am. I’m glad it looks like he’s going to take his size from Jeremiah. Henry’s father was tall and solidly built, whereas I am very short and petite except for being overly blessed in the rump area. My height earned me the nickname Hobbit from my former roommates, and it has bled over into other friendships as well. 
“Fill me in on what’s happening with Benjamin and Janie.”
I haven’t been able to read to Henry for over a year now. He loves books, just like I always did, and learned to read very early. His reading skills grew at a fast pace and now he reads books meant for children two or three years older. 
He quickly grew tired of waiting for me to read to him each night, so he started reading the books on his own. We developed the pattern of him giving me a verbal recap each night about what he’s read that day. I miss holding him in my arms and reading to him, but I’m thankful that he at least still allows me to cuddle up with him as he tells me about his stories.
He catches me up on the book, then tells me about all the plants my dad showed him. Dad, the plantophile wants to make sure that Henry knows everything about growing things he possibly can. Henry loves plants because his Pops does. 
However, in reality, he is fascinated by many different things and seems to soak up information like a sponge. It’s fascinating to see how he gets absorbed in something until he is satisfied that he knows all he is ready to know on a topic, then moves onto something else. We were stuck on dinosaurs for a while; now it’s astronomy, but I’m getting the feeling that the stargazing phase is almost over.
Once Henry has me all caught up with appropriate commentary from me, I ask him, “Do you remember meeting my friends Gabriella and Morgan at the farmer’s market a few weeks ago?”
“I think so,” Henry says. “He was a gigantic man with paintings on his arms, right?”
He draws swirls on his arm with a finger. Paintings on his arms? Oh, he means Morgan’s tattoos. 
“Yes, that’s them. They have invited us over to their house for a party they’re having for the 4th of July. There will be fireworks and food and they invite their entire company to come, so there will be lots of other kids. Do you think you’d like to go?”
“What about Nana and Pops?”
“Nana and Pops will be visiting Aunt Tilly and Uncle Drake that weekend.”
“Oh.”
“We don’t have to go if you don’t want to, but I think you’ll like it. They get the really big fireworks that go up high in the sky.”
“Do you want to go?”
I shrug, not wanting to pressure him, but I’m always trying to get him to venture out a little. He’s a bit of an introvert and would stay at home all day every day if I let him, but I want him to experience new things, too. 
“I think it will be fun,” I say.
He thinks for a moment. “Okay, we can go.”
“Good. Are you excited to see Grandmother and Grandpa on Saturday?”
It’s his turn to shrug. “I guess so.”
“I know they’re excited to see you.” 
Jeremiah’s parents don’t like me much and the feeling is mutual, although I would never tell Henry that. He’s perceptive enough that I think he knows, anyway. Henry bears their surname and unless they’re doing something I deem unacceptable like badmouthing me to my son, I won’t keep their grandson from them. 
We just have very different ideas about how to raise children. Their world is one of power and money and they treat their family members like pawns on a chessboard. If I ever get a hint of them doing that to Henry, their visitation privileges will be revoked. I have told them as much and they know I’m serious.
“I know. It’s just not very much fun at their house and Grandmother doesn’t like it when I start reading when I’m bored. I get bored a lot at their house.”
“Well, just remember that we’re going to go to the Science Museum on Sunday with Nana and Pops, and we’ll get to listen to Pops snore through the show at the planetarium.”
That makes him giggle. He snuggles down onto his pillow and I smooth back the hair that likes to flop over his forehead, just like his father’s used to. It makes my heart squeeze. “I love you Henry Jeremiah Lawson McLean. Good night and sweet dreams.”
“I love you, too, Mom. Night,” he says as he sets his book on his nightstand. I turn off the light and bend over to kiss his forehead. I leave the door cracked and go to my room down the hall.
Once I’ve changed, I climb into bed. I’m not sleepy yet so I pick up my current read off the nightstand. Lately I’ve been on a romance kick, and I have found an author I really enjoy, so I’m working my way through her entire catalogue. 
At least I think the author is a her. The author goes by M.K. Edwards and her identity is apparently quite the mystery with one wild theory being that it’s a man although the website shows a woman’s picture, and the bio uses the pronoun she. 
If it really is a man, he has some in-depth insight into women and sex. That’s very different from some male writers who write things such as one who penned the phrase about a woman’s breasts being “three and a half milliboobs per handful.” I mean, seriously.
I read all kinds of stuff, but for a long time after Jeremiah died, I couldn’t read romance books. In fact, it’s only been in the last year that I’ve been able to even contemplate the existence of romance in the world. Oh, I knew it was a reality for others, just not for me. 
I don’t know that I’m ready to fall in love again or if I ever will be, but I’m at least willing to entertain the concept of people falling in love and living happily ever after again. At least the way M.K. writes it.
She doesn’t do the whole barely eighteen helpless damsels in distress trope but writes women who are easily believable in today’s world, not helpless, but not perfect either. And the sex, oh my goodness, the sex goes beyond steamy to hot, hot, hot. There has been more than once when I’ve had to put down the book and masturbate.
If M.K. is a man, I would love to meet him.




Chapter 4
Demeter


I pull up to the McLean’s house to leave Henry with his grandparents. We climb the steps and ring the bell, unsurprised when their maid, a woman whose name they can’t keep straight, answers the door. “Hello Angelica,” I say. 
“Hi Gel!” Henry says, happy to see her. It says something about the McLean household that Henry is happier to see Angelica than his grandparents.
“Good morning, Henry,” she says in reply, smiling warmly at my son. 
She loves my boy and I know that if anything happens to harm Henry in any way, she will tell me. I know the McLean’s pay her well, and it seems that’s the main reason she stays, but I, for one, am extremely thankful for her presence.
What does it say about me that every other weekend I leave my son in a place where I have to worry about him being harmed? I don’t worry about them harming him physically as much as I worry about his emotional well-being. 
However, his father grew up in this house and turned out to be a pretty wonderful human being, so I have to be satisfied by doing everything I can to counteract their influences. They are his grandparents, and it’s good for Henry to have ties to his father’s family.
I bend down and look him in the eye; it wasn’t so long ago that I had to squat down to do it. He’s growing so fast and there are days when I wish I could squish him back down into swaddling and hold him in my arms. 
“Have a good day with your grandparents. I’ll be back to get you in the morning, okay?”
He nods and takes Angelica by the hand. 
“I love you Henry Jeremiah Lawson McLean.”
“You don’t always have to say all my names, Mom,” he chides.
“I know, but I enjoy reminding you who you are. All parts of you.” I lean in and kiss him on the forehead, smoothing back the hair that fell there.
“Don’t forget to come get me in the morning,” he says.
“I will never forget to come get you,” I assure him, and watch him go into the house while standing on the steps until the door closes behind them.
Since I’m in Nichols Hills, I decide to visit my favorite bookstore in the City because it’s nearby. If you live in Oklahoma, the state’s capital, Oklahoma City is often referred to as ‘the City’. Even if you’re in Tulsa, the second largest metropolitan area in the state, if someone mentions ‘the City’, they’re talking about Oklahoma City. Weird, I know. 
I have some time to kill, so I meander through the shop. Ah ha! They have an M.K. Edwards book I haven’t read, so I get in line to purchase it. 
I had hoped to get something for breakfast, as well. Henry
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