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Hey Sweetie, 

do you want to get THREE romance novels sent directly to your Facebook Messenger inbox? Simply click here and I will reach out to you personally!
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Chapter 1

 

Brooke

Whoever designed tuxedos did so with Jason Cooper in mind. I can’t drag my eyes away from his hot male form as he dances with an impossibly thin blond bombshell. Everyone in L.A. is super thin. Do they all have air for breakfast and dinner? Liam shifts in my arms and I cradle him tighter.

He’d fallen asleep as soon as his parents took to the dance floor for their first dance. He settles back into dreamland and my eyes return to Jason as if drawn by an invisible force. Tall and broad-shouldered. Ripped biceps. The finest specimen of a man that I have ever laid my eyes on. 

And the one man I cannot stand. 

Except my brain and body don’t work in sync where Jason Cooper is concerned. Looking at him now, a warm liquid ache rises from the depths of my body. I squeeze my legs together to ease the rising pressure. 

I’ve fantasized about him for more times than I care to count. Grazing my fingers through the blond curls at the back of his neck. Sucking on his full lips, made for kissing. A soft groan escapes my lips and I clear my throat loudly, in case anybody heard it. 

Then he turns to me and the world stops. My breath comes out faster. A smile plays at the corners of his lips as if he can tell just how badly I want him. 

“Too bad your brother is off the market,” Madison says, and I break the stare. I didn’t even hear her return to her chair. 

“You knew that,” I say and throw her an affectionate glance. Madison has had a crush on Marvin as far back as I can remember. My brother and a thousand other men. She crushes on a different man every week. All he has to be is good looking and sexy and Maddie is all in. “Marvin’s been off the market since college.”

My gaze shifts to the groom and his bride. They’re wrapped in their own world, as they sway to the slow music. Marvin and Ellie. They met in college and had been together since then. Seven months earlier, they’d had a baby and decided it was time to make their union official.

“They look so happy,” Maddie gushes. “Do you think it will ever happen for us, Brooke?”

Memories come over me. Waiting in the small room off the altar for Eric to arrive. Angry that he’d dare be late for our wedding. The rising panic as it dawned on me that this was not a simple case of forgetting to check the time. And then the realization that I had actually been stood up on my wedding day. 

I turn to Maddie and shake my head. “Not for me. I’ve walked down that road and I didn’t like it.”

“Eric was an asshole,” she says.

Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. I make an abrupt movement and Liam stirs. I rock him. If he wakes up now, he’ll be super cranky and putting him back to sleep will require a miracle. 

“You never said so at the time,” I hiss. “In fact, if I recall correctly, you said that you liked him.”

Madison grins sheepishly and then shrugs as if it doesn’t matter. She’s my best friend and she’d pretended to like the man I was going to marry.

“I know, but I also added that he was a selfish prick.”

I roll my eyes and exhale. There’s no point in getting angry about it. Sure, it would have been nice if she’d been honest at the time. 

“I hope I meet someone soon. I’m running out of patience,” she says now.

“It might help if you don’t hop into bed with a man the same day you meet him,” I point out. It’s not the first time we’ve had that discussion. Maddie doesn’t believe in denying herself. 

“I do not! Well, maybe I do but it’s better than living the way you do,” Madison says and then her voice softens. “I know what Eric did was terrible but, Brooke, you can’t let it stop you from living. Go on, have a wild affair with someone. You might even meet the real love of your life. Get married, have a family, the works. Take a risk.”

Tears burn my eyes. It’s easy for her to say. She’s not the one who had to face hundreds of people like the girl whose fiancé had gotten cold feet. I hadn’t told anyone but a year after my wedding that never was, I’d come across a picture of Eric, his new wife, and a baby. The pain had been unbearable. I couldn’t help but think that that would have been me holding our baby. 

The wound reopened and it had taken me months to go through a whole day without bursting into tears. No thank you. I wasn’t going back there again. Not ever. Though I did like the idea of indulging in a wild affair. My eyes searched for Jason. 

“Let’s not talk about Eric, he’s old news,” I say, feigning nonchalance. The humiliation of being dumped on my wedding day would haunt me forever.

It made me paranoid and I still think people talk about it. Madison assures me they don’t, and I wish I could believe her. I love the anonymity of L.A.. No one knows me in the city. Back home in Minnesota, everybody knows my story. It had even appeared in the local dailies. A celeb of sorts. The kind no one would want to be. 

“I like Marvin’s friend,” Maddie says. 

I follow her stare. Jason. Who else could it be? “No, you don’t. He’s an asshole.”

“A hot asshole,” Maddie quips. 

The song comes to an end and Jason bends to kiss his dancing partner on the cheek. He whispers something in her ear, and she giggles. “He dips into every hole he finds if you know what I mean.”

“Mm, in that case, I’ll stay away,” Maddie says. “I like a hot sexy man who’s faithful.”

“Definitely not Jason,” I say and immediately guilt washes over me. It has been a while since I’ve seen him. Maybe he’s changed. No. Not possible. Men like Jason did not change. He loves women too much and they love him in return.

When Marvin and Ellie had whisked me back to L.A. with them and introduced me to the L.A. nightlife, Jason had come with us on most nights and disappeared as soon as we entered a club. He’d gone home with a different woman every night. 

Marvin and Ellie had saved my sanity by moving me to L.A.. Offering to babysit Liam while they went on a three-day honeymoon had been easy. I was happy to do something for them after all they’d done for me.

From the corner of my eye, I see Jason’s large form approaching and I try to shrink myself into the chair. Too late. 

“Why do I have a feeling you’ve been hiding from me?” he asks as he looms over our table. “Love your dress.”Flirting comes as easily to Jason as breathing. 

“Thanks,” I say and hope he goes away. He makes me uncomfortable. Lusty. Whorish. 

He leans toward me and his manly scents waft up to my nose. I inhale, hoping to capture some of it permanently. 

“Can your friend here hold Liam? I’d like to dance with you.”

“No, thank you,” I say quickly. “I’m sure you’re not lacking for partners.” 

He grins. “You’re right there but I promised Marvin and Ellie to make sure you had some fun. Call it a favor to my friends.”

My glare to Marvin and Ellie is wasted. They’re still wrapped in each other. I contemplate refusing but that will make me look childish. Instead, I shrug as if I don’t care either way. As if I don’t want those strong arms around my waist and his hard body pressing against mine. I’m trembling. I can’t dance with him. I’ll make a fool of myself in front of everyone. 

“I’ll take him,” Maddie says and tries to lift Liam from my lap. 

I refuse to let go. 

“Remember what we said about taking risks,” Maddie hisses. 

I loosen my hold and look at Jason. “Just one dance, okay?” 

He grins. “Of course, what else did you have in mind? I’d be happy to oblige.”





Chapter 2

Jason

I suck in a breath as I dance with my best friend’s hot little sister. Her nipples press against my chest and it is all I can do not to snake my hands up and play with them. She feels so soft in my arms and I have to fight to keep my hands on her waist. 

My cock is hardening by the second. I’m not surprised. I’ve wanted her from the first moment I saw her. Her wedding gown clung to her curves and I’d grown hot just imagining peeling off the layers of her dress. She had worn a cold, unreadable expression as she stood in front of everybody in church and explained that the groom to be would not be joining them. He changed his mind. 

My jaw dropped. Not because of that coward fiancé of hers, but from her courage. She had given a little speech about how it was better that he changed his mind before they committed to each other. Her bridesmaids had flurried around her, but Brooke had remained almost serene. That was when I came up with my own secret nickname for her, Ice Queen.

Afterward, Marvin and Ellie returned to L.A. with her and I saw her every night for two weeks. I dreamed of fucking my best friend’s sister every night. I fantasized about wiping off that cool exterior with a passionate kiss. My body had ached for her and I had to distract myself by seeing as many women as I could. 

Now, I lean in and inhale the sweet lemon scent from her hair. It is intoxicating and my cock becomes rock hard and presses against her dress. Brooke is tall and our bodies align perfectly together. My breathing becomes rushed. Can she feel my cock? That is embarrassing but then again, maybe not. 

It doesn’t matter if she knows just how much she makes my blood boil. After all, it will never happen for us, not if I value my friendship with Marvin. And I do. More than anything. Marvin is more than a friend. He’s a brother and I would do anything for him, just as he would for me and had.   

We met in the first year of college and became friends fast. But what cemented our friendship was what happened after the call. The one that changed my life and broke me. 

My whole family had been killed in a car crash. Gone, just like that. My parents and younger brothers Carl and Edward, just thirteen and eleven. One day I had a family and the next I didn’t. Darkness enveloped me and it had taken the love and support of a friend to get me out of it. 

Marvin had been that friend. He’d dropped everything and gone home with me to bury my family. After that, our friendship moved to another level. No matter how much I wanted Brooke, I couldn’t have her. Marvin loved his little sister to death and if I wanted our friendship to continue, I’d steer clear of her. 

I had once joked about how hot she was and he’d looked at me solemnly and said I could have her, only if I intended to marry her. Yes, I wanted her badly but marriage, hell no. 

Still, I enjoy playing with her because I know how much she dislikes me. I’ve never understood why she dislikes me. She’s the only woman I know who cannot stand me. I whisper into her ear, “We’re going home together.”

She stiffens and I laugh softly. “Not to my home, though I must admit, I’d love that. I’m taking you and Liam home. Marvin’s orders.”

Her body grows slack now that there’s no threat of my taking her to my house. My heart constricts. She’s afraid of men. I wish I could show her that most of us are harmless. 

That bastard Eric! Marvin had complained several times how much his sister had changed after she’d been left standing at the altar. I wish I could show Brooke how sexy she is. Worship her body. Kiss her soft creamy skin until she cried for more. 

“I was also instructed to be checking on you two every morning, afternoon, and evening and any other time in between.”

That got a laugh out of her. Marvin said she rarely laughed anymore. She had a delightful, sweet laugh. A laugh I want to hear over and over again.

“You don’t have to. We’ll be just fine,” she says and turns to look at Liam still on her friend’s lap.

She’d arrived in L.A. a week earlier and I had avoided going next door to Marvin and Ellie’s house because I didn’t trust myself not to drool at the sight of her. Now for the next three days, I had no choice but to see her. After all, I’d promised my friends to ensure that Brooke and Liam were comfortable.

There was also the fact that Liam is my godson. Brooke would be seeing a lot of me in the next couple of days.

Brook wriggles in my arms and brings me back to the present. “The song’s over,” she says.

“Who cares?” Hell, I could dance with her for hours with no music. 

“I do,” she says and places her palms against my chest. 

I meet her gaze and freeze. Her eyes smolder with passion. Lust. She wants me! It is not one-sided. It arouses a giant need in me, and it takes every ounce of my will power to step back.

 “Thank you for the dance,” she says politely, a hood over her eyes now. 

Had I imagined it? No. I’m good at reading women. I have perfected the art of seducing women. The knowledge that Brooke wants me should please me. It doesn’t. It was easier to forget her when I believed she hated me. 

Now I can’t help but wonder if she fantasizes about my hands gripping her ass cheeks while she wraps her long legs around my waist as I fuck her senseless. It’s going to be a long three days. 





Chapter 3

Brooke

I stifle a laugh at how hard Ellie is working to hide her worry. She’s been restless all morning, repeating instructions that she’d told me just minutes earlier. I don’t blame her one bit. She’s a stay at home mom and this will be the first time that she’s going to be away from Liam since he was born. 

“There’s enough labeled food in the freezer,” Ellie says, and a nervous laugh escapes her lips. “It’s enough for two weeks actually.”

With Liam perched on my hip, I close the distance between us and touch Ellie’s hand to reassure her. “We’ll be okay, I promise.”

Ellie exhales. “I know but it’s the first time I’m leaving him, and I feel so guilty. My emotions are like a yo-yo. One minute I’m ecstatic about the trip and in the next, I wonder if I’m insane to even consider it.”

“It’s only for three nights,” I point out. 

“I know,” Ellie says and leans in to plant a kiss on Liam’s cheek who promptly lifts his arms to be held by his mother. “One more cuddle before your dad comes back.”She inhales Liam’s scent and then turns to me. “Don’t forget that my mom’s not far away if you need help.”

“Okay. Try and enjoy yourself,” I tell her. “You won’t get another chance until Liam is older. Plus, my services are only available now.”

Ellie rolls her eyes. “I know…I know. You’re going back to Minnesota and not coming back any time soon to big bad L.A.”

I beam. “Yes! Especially if I get that job.”I’ve applied for a head vet’s job in a zoo back home and I’m pretty positive about getting it. 

We hear deep voices before the door opens. Marvin walks in followed by Jason. My heart drops to the floor and I hate myself for my reaction toward him. There must be something wrong with me. How was it possible to want a man so badly? I quickly take in the white t-shirt that accentuates his broad shoulders, tucked into a pair of jeans. My heart stutters. Why does he have to be so dang appealing?

I need a distraction. Fast. I take Liam from his mother’s arms. “Here, let me.”It’s nearly time for Liam’s morning nap and he’s becoming drowsy. He lays his head on my chest. 

“All set?” Jason says as he comes to the kitchen. 

The hairs at the back of my neck stiffen. I keep my eyes away from him but I’m aware of every step he takes. He stands so close I can smell his male scent. 

“Oh yes, we are,” Ellie says and reaches out to pat Liam’s bald head. 

“He’ll be fine honey,” Marvin says. “And I think we’d better go. With every second that goes by, the chances of you changing your mind keep increasing.”

We laugh and a flurry of hugs and kisses follow. 

“Call me if you need me,” Marvin whispers in my ear and I smile. No matter how old I get, he will always treat me like a little sister. I don’t mind. It’s always been like that and my big brother makes me feel protected.

A few minutes later, the kitchen door bangs shut and it’s just the three of us. The silence is too loud. “Give me a minute. I need to take Liam to bed for his nap.” I don’t wait for a response and hurry out of the kitchen and down the corridor.

The tension in my shoulders leaves when I’m out of Jason’s sight. 

I take a long time in the nursery hoping that when I come back, he’ll be gone. No luck. I find Jason on the couch leafing through a magazine. He looks up and smiles. My legs turn to jelly and I have to sit down. 

“Any plans for the day?” he says in that slow way he has of speaking, his voice like a caress on bare skin. 

I shake my head. “No plans. We’ll just follow Liam’s routine. What about you? No work today?”

“No way am I going to leave you and Liam alone on the first day,” he announces. 

“No hot date?” I say and instantly regret it. It’s none of my business what Jason does with his time. 

“Nope,” he says cheerfully. “You’re in luck.”

I remember the dirty breakfast dishes piled in the sink and jump up. I cross the open-plan space and go to the sink. I’m glad I have my back to him, and he can’t see the rise and fall of my chest. 

“Let me help,” he says right behind me. I jump, startled. I didn’t hear him approach. Before I can protest, he’s at my side rinsing off the plate I’ve just scrubbed.

“So how have you been, since…?” he asks.

Heat creeps up my neck. Why does he have to bring that up? “Has anybody ever thought you some manners?”

“I don’t understand,” Jason says.

“It’s not polite to remind someone that they were left standing at the altar,” I snap.

He doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. When he finally does speak, his voice is tight. “There are worse things than that.” 

Is he serious? What could be worse than having everyone witness your humiliation? “Yeah, like what?”

He turns to me and hooks a wet finger under my chin. I have no choice but to turn around to face him. I cringe. His eyes are cold. 

“Like losing all your family in one go,” he says and drops his hand. What’s wrong with me? I could punch myself. I’d completely forgotten about the accident that claimed his whole family. Compassion fills me along with an urge to make things right. 

“I’m really sorry and you’re right, there are worse things.” That sounds unfeeling but I don’t know what else to say. I blink furiously and feel like an utter fool. 

“What I’m trying to say, Brooke, is that your fiancé was an idiot,” he says in a gentle voice. 

The change is abrupt and I’m at a loss for words. One minute, he’s deadly serious and in the next, he says something nice. “Thanks.”

“Any plans for the weekend? I’d be happy to offer my services for your entertainment.”

I’m relieved by the change in topic. I grab the opportunity to have a lighter conversation. “Have you forgotten about Liam? Anyway, where’s Jessica, or is it Maggie?”

He smiles and my eyes are drawn to his mouth. How would it feel to press my lips to his full, oh so kissable mouth? I lower my gaze. I’d give anything to feel the hardness of his body against mine. 

“I’m flattered that you keep track of my women. But no, there’s no one this weekend. I’m all yours.”

I dump the last plate into the rinsing water with unnecessary force, splashing his face in the process. 

“Hey, what was that for?” he protests as he wipes the water from his face.

“Oops sorry, did I splash water on you?” I feign innocence and back away from the sink. 

I grab a kitchen towel and dry my hands. Then strong arms go around my waist from the back. My heart pounds. One hand holds me captive and the other snakes up to my armpit. The one area where all my nerves are populated. He tickles and I scream. 

“Please don’t,” I beg and bend to dislodge him from my back. He doesn’t bulge. Desperate, I twist and turn around so that we’re facing each other. As I move, something hard pressed against the front of my dress. I look up and our gazes lock. His eyes drop to my mouth and there’s no mistaking what he wants. I want it too. I want him to kiss me. My mind empties of all thoughts except how much I want to feel his mouth on mine. My lips part on their own accord and in a swift movement, Jason’s mouth crashes mine. 

The kiss is everything I had imagined and more. Jolts of pleasure sizzled through my core and I press my body against his. His hard cock nestles between my legs and I moan into his mouth. I wrap my hands around his impossibly wide shoulders and run them over his back. 

Big hands cup my ass cheeks and draw me even closer so that I imagine I can even feel the ridges of his cock. I rock my hips and Jason moans. Warning bells go off in my brain. What am I doing? Pleasure overtakes the warnings and I’m so wrapped up in the kiss and the movements of his hand that I can’t think.

My nipples ache to be touched. As if he can read my mind, he lifts my top and grazes against my nipples. I’m going to die. I want more. He drops the cups of my bra and takes each nipple between his thumbs and forefingers, and toys with them. I squirm with desire. My body is like a sleeping giant that has been awoken. I want everything he can give me. I arch my body and grind my pussy against his rock-hard cock.  It feels so huge inside his jeans. 

“Please…” I don’t know what I’m begging for, but I need something more. 

“Oh, Brooke, you’re so beautiful,” he murmurs as he kisses my throat and plays with my nipples.

Hearing my name said out aloud breaks the moment. I freeze. What I’m I doing? I let out a sharp cry “Oh god…” I palm his chest and push him away from me. He stumbles at the unexpected force. Jason covers his face and groans. 

My heart is pounding, and I think I’m going to die of shame. Now he knows my secret. He knows how much I want him. Red hot anger sears through me. I want to lash out at someone. 

“How dare you?” I hiss.

He drops his hands from his face and looks at me and narrows his eyes. “Me? You’re going to blame me for this like you were an unwilling participant?”His gaze drops to my chest. My nipples are still taut and they’re straining against my top. He looks at me. “You wanted it too, Brooke, don’t deny it. You want me to suck your nipples right now. Your panties are soaking wet for my cock.”

His words ignite a fresh fire in me. How I want to feel him inside me. But I’m not going to weaken. I can’t let him see how much I want him. I made a mistake once; I’m not going to make another. 

 “Get out!” I shout.

“I’m going, but don’t pretend you didn’t like it. I’m sorry I kissed you. That wasn’t my plan. But you didn’t exactly resist.”

That was the wrong thing to say. My heartbeat thrashes in my ears. I close the gap between us, curl my hand into a fist and punch his stomach. 

I catch him by surprise, and he doubles over in pain. Marvin has taught me well how to throw a punch. 

“Brooke, are you insane?” he says as he straightens up.

“I’m not one of your women, Jason. Stay away from me.” I whirl around and stomp out of the living room. 





Chapter 4

Jason

“Think we’re headed to the super bowl next year?” the chief is saying as we all sit around the table sipping coffee. 

I love the fire station and I love being a firefighter. It was what I was born to do. Here, all my problems fade as I chat easily with the guys who’ve become like family to me. 

Now, my mind wanders from the conversation to Brooke. It’s happening more often than I like. Women do not usually get under my skin as she has. I’m glad I’ve stuck to my resolve and I haven’t gone back to Marvin and Ellie’s house. Now that I know how delicious Brooke is, I don’t trust myself around her.

Guilt gnaws at me.I’d promised to check on her, but I keep telling myself if she has a problem, she’ll let me know. I can’t bear to be in the same room as her. Even now, thinking about Brooke makes my cock stir. She’s a walking wet dream with a perfect body and a passion like a rocket, just waiting to be ignited. 

I’m glad Marvin and Ellie are coming back today. Brooke can go back home to Minnesota, and I can forget about her. It’s worse now that I’ve had a taste of her. I’m obsessed with my need for her. She’s like a drug and I crave the feel of her soft body against mine. Her soft moans as she begs for more. Who would have thought that the ice queen would come alive in my arms? Kissing her lit something hot and intense. I’d give anything to kiss her again. I almost groaned aloud at the memory of how hot we were for each other. 

It wouldn’t do for Marvin to know how much I want his little sister. Since our kiss, I’ve been walking around with a semi hard-on like a fucking teenager. I should be ashamed but I’m not. For a while, I thought I’d never feel that mad lust for another woman. They’d all started to look and feel the same. Not so Brooke. I can’t get her hot curvy body out of my mind. 

Discomfort comes over me. I’m a filthy human being. What sort of a man am I to want to fuck my best friend’s little sister? Marvin would know right away that I’m using Brooke. He knows me well. My interest in women does not extend beyond the bedroom. I love the chase and I love the conquest. I can’t count the number of women I’ve been with the last couple of years and not a single one has lasted more than a month. My conscience is clear as I never make promises I cannot keep. I make it clear from the beginning that we’ll enjoy each other’s bodies but nothing beyond that. That’s my number one rule. No emotional ties. I’m not like other men. I’m not cut out for relationships and as much as I admire Marvin and Ellie’s relationship, it’s not something I want for myself. It’s too risky. Love hurts. My heart cannot handle any more hurt and pain. Besides, I love my life. It’s fun and free of emotional entanglements. 

The fire station alert bell jolts me out of my reverie and I scramble to my feet along with everyone else. Adrenalin pumps through my veins as I don my gear. More details coming over the intercom. It’s an MVA on State Route 12. A vehicle ran a stop sign at the intersection and rammed head-on into another vehicle, pushing it off the road. 

I shove thoughts of Brooke out of my mind and jump into the fire truck. More details come in through the truck’s radio. The car that was rammed is fully engulfed in flames. My insides tighten and I fervently hope there are no passengers inside. 

Orange and yellow flames light up the air in the distance. Policemen try to put out the fire using extinguishers but it’s too fierce. As we get closer, I see that the car is a maroon SUV. My heart thumps hard against my chest as a chill comes over me. 

I’m being silly. There are many Honda SUV’s. Marvin and Ellie are probably home at this moment. Still, my hands trembled. I grip the dashboard until my fingers hurt. I squint and try to peer ahead. What time had Marvin said they would be home? 

My brain has turned to mush, and I can’t think. 

“Oh God, please no,” I say as the truck pulls over on the shoulder of the highway. “Please don’t let it be them.” I jumped out before it came to a complete halt and ran toward the burning car. I get as close as I can before the heat from the flames pushes me back. I drop my gaze to the rims. My legs tremble and they can barely hold me up. The rims are expensive and satin black. Strength leaves my legs and I drop down to a kneeling position. 

A scream fills the air and it takes a moment to realize that it’s coming from me. Strong hands go on either side of me, lift me to my feet and pull me away.  

“We’ve got you.”

“It’s all right, bud.”

I hear the words, but they do not make sense. All I see is Marvin and Ellie. They cannot be in that car. Maybe I saw wrong. Rims can look alike. My training tells me that any passengers in that car are gone. They couldn’t have survived those flames. 

“We have to save them. Liam needs them. They can’t leave me. No, please, we have to.”

Words leave my mouth without my control. I fight as they pull me away. “Please, we have to go in there.” I dig my feet into the ground, but they are too strong for me. Tears stream down my face. 

I’m pushed into a car and sandwiched between two other firefighters. The SUV is still on fire but it’s not as big as it was. I have to go back there. I need to be sure. 

“I’m fine now,” I say.

“Jason?”

I turn to the chief, leaning into the window. His eyes are red-rimmed. An air of desolation surrounds him. Seeing him like that twists my heart. 

“It’s Marvin, isn’t it?” I manage to say. 

The chief nods and lowers his head. The confirmation is a fresh blow. Tears flood my eyes and I look ahead unseeing. My mind goes back to another time, another accident, and the pain doubles in intensity. I can’t do it again. It’s too much. Not Marvin. Not Ellie. They are my only remaining family. 

My thoughts become twisted. What if…? The chief hasn’t said they’re dead. Hope swells in my heart. It has happened before. A car bursts into flames and everyone thinks that the driver is dead when in fact, he had escaped. I turn to the chief. “Are you sure—”

“They’re gone,” the Chief says. “We’re sure.”

Something explodes in my head and I feel as if I’m spiraling out of control. I bang my head on the back of the front passenger seat. Grief consumes me and swallows me whole. I lose my sense of self. All I feel is the pain coming at me in waves which peak and leave me battered. 

Flashes of memories play like a movie in my head. The three of us going for long walks when Ellie was pregnant to nudge the baby into making his way out of her tummy. Marvin and Ellie dancing together at their wedding oblivious to anyone else. Dancing with Brooke…

Brooke. She needs to know. I’m jolted out of my grief. Sanity returns. Someone has to tell Brooke and there’s no one else apart from me. I cannot bear it if she learns about this from the media. I would never forgive myself. 

“I have to go. Marvin’s sister needs to be told.” My voice breaks and I’m tempted to give in to the darkness surrounding me. “She’s alone with the baby.”

My tone is urgent, and it convinces the two men seated on either side of me. 

“We’ll take you.”

My heart pounds at the thought of telling Brooke that her brother and sister in law are no more. How will I even begin? I’ve been there. I know what it feels like to lose one’s family in one swoop. It’s akin to having your heart ripped from your chest. 

An image of baby Liam springs to my mind. Whenever I think of him, I smile. Not now. I stifle a sob. I can’t think of my godson now. Maybe later. 

One thing at a time. 

Tell Brooke. 





Chapter 5

Brooke

I check that his diaper is fastened and when I raise my gaze, I giggle at how much Liam is struggling to keep his eyes open. He’s just had a bottle and with his tummy full, all he wants is his afternoon nap. 

I put his pants back on and as I do so, I kiss his tummy and he lets out a sleepy chuckle. Pleasure floods me at the sweet sound. “Guess who’ll be back when you get up? That’s right! Your mommy and daddy.”

As much as I look forward to going back home, I feel sad that I have to leave Liam. These days we’ve been together, we’ve bonded and now his eyes light up when he sees me. In the mornings, he raises his hands so that I can lift him from the crib. 

He’ll forget me when I go back to Minnesota, but I’ll try and come back often for visits. I want him to grow up knowing how much his Aunt Brooke loves him. I pick him up and carry him to the crib for his nap. He promptly shuts his eyes; his tiny mouth opens just the slightest bit. 

I’ve never particularly thought of myself as motherly or even longed for a baby of my own. My work as a vet keeps me pretty busy. After Eric broke my heart, I shelved all those dreams of having my own family. Now as I stare at Liam, I feel stirrings of having a baby come alive. It is silly and dangerous to allow such longings to take root. I don’t even have a boyfriend. The chances of having a family of my own are very slim. A sigh escapes my lips. It doesn’t matter. I have Liam. I kiss his forehead and tuck a blanket around him. 

As I leave the nursery, Jason pops into my mind. My face grows hot. He must think I’m a complete idiot coming on to him like that. Worse still, he knows my shameful secret. My weakness. One kiss from him and I’m reduced to a whimpering ready-to-drop-her-panties woman. I remember the feel of his hard muscles and heat gathers at the center of my thighs. I squeeze them together which eases the pressure somewhat. 

I wish I was more like Madison who jumps into bed with any man she fancies without a care in the world. A lot of people believe that I’m more experienced than I actually am. I once confessed to Madison, but she laughed it off when I told her that I’d never actually slept with a man.

Sure, I play with myself to relieve the ache when it becomes unbearable and Eric and I made out pretty heavily, coming short of penetration. He’d begged countless times, but I always said no. I wanted to wait.

But we’ll get married so what’s the point of waiting?

Something had made me hang on to my virginity and now I wish I hadn’t. I should have let Eric make love to me. It feels like a burden now. My mind returns to Jason and I almost moan. I had been so close. If he hadn’t said my name, I’d have given up my virginity for him.

I shudder as I imagine the horror afterward. He’d have been shocked to imagine that someone could be as inexperienced as I am in this century. I’ve seen his women. He likes them sophisticated and I certainly do not fall into that category. 

He hasn’t come by since that day and I’m glad. I saw him once, standing on his porch staring at the house. I had stepped back from view, afraid he’d see me and come over. The shame of seeing him would have been too much for me. 

A knock on the front door jerks me out of my thoughts. It can’t be Marvin and Ellie. They have another set of keys and besides, I’d have heard the sound of the car coming up the drive. Perhaps its Ellie’s mom. 

I creep out of the nursery after a quick glance at Liam. I’m not too worried about him waking up. He usually sleeps for a good three hours in the afternoon and he’s quite a heavy sleeper. 

I peer through the peephole and inhale sharply at the sight of Jason in his fireman’s uniform. His hands are deep in his pockets and his feet tap the ground. God, he’s hot. My thighs tremble. I can’t handle Jason now. I don’t have the power to resist him. If he so much as touches me, I know I’ll beg him to take me. I contemplate pretending there’s no one home. 

He raises his hand to knock and my hand flies to the doorknob and fling the door open. I smile and stop when I see his face. His eyes are wet, red and swollen. The desolation in them startles me. Something is very wrong. 

“Jason?”

He doesn’t speak and continues to look at me with forlorn eyes. My mind races through the possibilities. He’s not hurt so it has to be someone else. Or other people. Marvin and Ellie. 

“Oh God,” I cry and take a step back. “Is it Marvin and Ellie?”I plead with my eyes for him to tell me that I’m wrong. “Jason!” I scream. “Say something.”

“Let’s go in,” he finally says and shuts the door behind him. I follow him with shaky legs to the living room. I can’t make my legs move anymore. I have to know. I grab the door frame for support. I’m frozen with fear. A million thoughts race through my mind. Before one is fully formed, another barges its way out. 

Breathe. Marvin and Ellie are fine. If they weren’t, I’d know. I’d feel it in my bones. After all, we’re family. Maybe they’re hurt. It has to be bad for Jason to look the way he does. 

We’re wasting so much time. I should be on my way to the hospital. I make rushed plans. I’ll drop off Liam at his grandmother’s house. Ellie’s mom. Yes, that’s the best thing to do. 

“Which hospital are they in?”

Jason’s eyes widen. “What?”

I force myself to curb my impatience. He’s probably in shock. “I know it’s about Marvin and Ellie. Which hospital are they? I need to go to them.”

“Did you see the news?”

“No, I didn’t.”

Jason does the oddest thing. He covers his face with his hands and breaks into tears. Loud, noisy scary sobs. I back away. No, no, no. Please no.





Chapter 6

Jason

 

I’ve just buried my best friend and his wife.

No matter how many times I say it, it still doesn’t ring true. I sit slumped in the reception chair and listen to the tapping noises that the receptionist is making as she works on her computer. I’ve been doing the bare minimum, operating on automation. 

Clips of everything that has happened in the last two weeks keep running in my mind like a movie. I’m haunted by Brooke’s screams when I told her that Marvin and Ellie were gone. I had held her forcibly as she punched and kicked until she wore herself out. I hadn’t been able to keep my own grief at bay and we had clung to each other and cried for hours. 

Afterward, I’d gone to Ellie’s mom and told her that her only child was gone. That had even been worse than telling Brooke because Mrs. Stewart had not broken down and that had been painful to watch. I could tell she’d been waiting for me to leave so that she could grieve alone. I hated to leave her knowing she was alone. I was glad that when I returned to the house, Brooke had already spoken to her parents. 

It has been a rollercoaster of emotions from identifying the bodies to helping her arrange the funerals. And now it was truly over. The real pain was now beginning and some mornings I just didn’t want to get up from the bed. Then I’d remember Brooke and Liam and I’d push myself to get up.

I have no choice. Brooke is alone in L.A. Immediately after the funeral, her dad had whisked her mom back home to Minnesota after she had a breakdown. I have to be strong for Brooke. Marvin would expect that. 

Marvin is everywhere. At work, at home. I can’t escape my grief. By dying, Marvin and Ellie have robbed me of my sense of self and purpose. I feel like I’ve lost myself. The only thing keeping me sane is knowing how much Brooke and Liam are depending on me. When I’m with them, the emptiness goes away and I feel almost human again.

Brooke, Liam and I have become a three-person unit. The only time I do not have breakfast with them is when I have a twenty-four-hour shift at the station. Sometimes Brooke and I don’t even speak. We just sit in numbed silence but it’s comforting. 

The sound of a door opening brings me back to the present. The attorney, a bald-headed, bespectacled man peers out.

“She’s not here yet?” he asks the receptionist, a touch of impatience in his voice.

My body tenses and anger comes over me. Brooke deserves every break she can get. So what if she’s a little late for the meeting. She has to mind Liam while mourning her brother and sister-in-law.

“Cut her some slack, will you?” I growl.

The attorney’s eyes widen. He looks like he is about to say something. Instead, he nods and returns to his office. Minutes later, footsteps coming down the hallway and Brooke enters looking harassed. 

My heart squeezes as I take in her appearance in a skirt and blouse. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now it hits me how much weight she’s lost. Her eyes carry so much sadness. I go to her and pull her into my arms. That’s all I want to do these days. Protect her from more harm. She rests her head on my chest and I hold her close, inhaling her sweet scent.

Over her head, the receptionist, a middle-aged woman, shoots us a sympathetic look and then goes back to her work. After a moment, Brooke straightens up. 

“Sorry I’m late,” she says. “Liam was clingy today…or maybe it was me. I left him at his grandmother’s house.” Ellie’s mother has been a gem since the accident. Despite her own grief, she’d babysat Liam when we needed her to and has been a rock for all of us. 

We walk into the office holding hands. The one good thing that has come out of this is that Brooke and I have become friends. The angst that used to simmer between us is completely gone. Grief has united us. Her dislike of me has gone. From my end, the ice queen is gone, though sometimes I miss her. 

This broken Brooke who speaks in a flat, monotone voice and looks at me with an empty stare, breaks my heart. How can I fix her when I can’t even fix myself? I know I’m letting Marvin down, but I don’t know how to bring joy back into her eyes. Marvin would want me to take care of his little sister. To comfort her. The trouble is that on some days, I can barely function myself. The pain is so bad that I cannot perform even the simplest of tasks. I’m taking it one day at a time. If I look too far ahead, I panic at the thought of those desolate days waiting for me. I’ve learned to get through just one day. 

I’ve been looking forward to this meeting. After this, I won’t have to be strong. Brooke will go back to Minnesota. I’m almost sure that Marvin and Ellie have left Liam to her. How empty my life will be when they leave? There will be nothing left, just me and my misery. I can’t think of that now.

“Jason?” Brooke says, shaking me out of my thoughts. 

What had we been talking about? I can’t remember. 

The attorney stands up as we enter the office and he wears a sympathetic look which I’m sure he keeps handy for when the occasion demands. “Please accept my condolences, Miss Foster and Mr. Cooper,” he says in a low affected voice. One would find it difficult to believe that he is the same man who had been impatient moments ago.

I push away my dislike for the man who is Marvin and Ellie’s attorney. The circumstances are not his fault. He’s merely doing his job. 

“Thank you,” Brooke says, her voice shaky.

We had speculated about the plans that Marvin and Ellie had made for Liam in the event that they were not here. Brooke believed that Ellie’s mom would get Liam. After all, she lived in L.A. which meant that Liam’s life would go on seamlessly. Plus, she was relatively young and had been around since Liam’s birth.

I privately disagreed even if Ellie’s mom seemed like the most likely candidate. I knew Marvin and his first choice would be Brooke. Ellie’s too. It wouldn’t be long until we found out. 

I pull out a chair for Brook and take the chair next to her. 

“Shall we begin?” the attorney says and shuffles a bunch of papers in front of him before he continues. “In accordance with Marvin and Ellie’s Foster’s will, the both of you, Jason Cooper, Liam’s godfather, and Brooke Foster, his Aunt, get shared custody of Liam Foster.”

I go still and attempt to take in what the attorney has just said. Emotion grabs me by the throat and my heart floods with something I cannot describe. Marvin and Ellie trusted me with Liam. If I was alone, I’d have cried. They were my only family and I can’t explain the bittersweet joy I feel to know that they regarded me like family too. 

“The house is to be held in trust until Liam is of legal age to inherit it. You, Miss Foster, may live in it with the child or make whichever arrangements you think are in the best interests of the child, except selling the house.”

“Shared custody? There must be a mistake!” Brooke says, her voice loud and disbelieving. Her face was pale before but now, she looks ill. “I live in Minnesota and Jason lives in L.A. Where are we supposed to live?”

“L.A. of course,” I say. 

She turns blazing eyes on me, and I’m taken aback by the anger in them. “Are you insane? I can’t leave my life in Minnesota and just move here.”

We face each other like two cocks in a ring. “Liam’s home is in L.A. This is what he knows. Marvin and Ellie would have wanted him to be raised here.”

“They would want him to be with his family,” Brooke says tightly. “His grandparents and his Aunt live in Minnesota.”

That hurts but I push it away. Right now, I’m fighting for my life. With Liam gone, I’ll have nothing to live for. “His other grandmother, Ellie’s mother, the one who has been there for all of us, lives here in L.A. ”It’s a low blow and by the color that comes over Brooke’s face, it has hit its mark. 

“You can say whatever you want but I’m leaving for Minnesota in a few days. The courts will be on my side.”

Ice replaces the blood in my veins. I stare at Brooke shell-shocked. She has become a stranger in a few minutes. “You’re going to go to court? Go against Marvin and Ellie’s wishes? They wanted me and Ellie’s mother in Liam’s life. Your parents can come to visit any time they want, or we can take Liam to visit.”

She sneers. “You’ve worked it all out in your head, haven’t you? I’ll tell you one thing. I’m not giving up my nephew.”

“And I’m not giving up my godson,” I shout.

“Please,” the attorney finally says as we glare at each other. “No one really believes they’re going to die and I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Foster didn’t either.”

That stark reminder abates my anger and I lower my head, ashamed of my outburst. 

“I’m going to suggest that both of you take the time to think this through,” the Attorney continues. “Meanwhile, we also need to discuss the issue of filing for a wrongful death suit to seek monetary compensation. I’ve forwarded your case to one of our best attorneys and if you’re in agreement, we can go ahead and file the suit.”

“I’m sorry I don’t understand,” Brooke says.

I turn to her. “He was drunk, Brooke. The driver whose car rammed into Marvin and Ellie’s was drunk. We’re entitled to sue him for compensation.”	

A vulnerable look comes over her features and my heart squeezes with sympathy. It’s too much too soon but unfortunately, decisions have to be made. As angry as I was with her a few minutes earlier, now I wish I could protect her from all of it. 

“I don’t know, Jason.”

I reach for her hand and squeeze it. “I know that no amount of money will bring them back but think of Liam. He’ll have a foundation for the future. With that money, he can go to any college he wishes to.” I’ve thought this through and if we don’t sue, it’s something we will regret in the future. Liam should be compensated for the loss of his parents. At the very least, he should be financially secure. 

Brooke shoots me a grateful smile and turns to the attorney. “Okay, let’s do it.”

The attorney takes us through the process, and we discuss it a little longer. 

“That’s it,” he finally says, and we all stand up. Apprehension grips me as I guide Brooke out of the room. 

She can’t take Liam away from me. I need him. He’s my sanity. 





Chapter 7

Brooke

Every time Liam opens his tiny mouth to let out another cry, I bounce him harder on my hip and, so far, it’s working. How long can I keep it up? My legs are bone-tired from standing and pacing. Every time I sit down, he wails and screams as if I’m physically hurting him. 

My eyes feel swollen and exhausted from lack of sleep and crying. I’ve barely slept all night and it’s nine now. I was hoping by now Liam would be asleep but when I try to put him down in his crib, he screams bloody murder. He won’t eat properly either and I’ve contemplated going to the hospital a few times.

But what would I say? That the baby is crying and won’t stop. He has no fever, and everything seems to be fine but I’m at breaking point. A sharp loud knock comes at the front door and relief flows through me. Any distraction will do. 

I fling the door open and freeze when I see Jason. He looks terrible. His eyes are bloodshot and there are bags under them. Liam screams and Jason steps in and takes him into his arms. I’m ashamed at the relief I feel at having someone else take him. 

“Hey, what’s the matter little one?” Jason croons. 

His voice, deep and soothing, silenced the baby. Jason carries him to the living room, all the while talking softly. He sits on the couch and bounces Liam on his knee. Liam is confused and doesn’t know whether to cry or giggle. He chooses the latter. 

“He won’t stop crying,” I blurt out.

Jason throws a glance my way. “Looks like he’s not the only one who’s been crying.”

I lower my head, ashamed at being so helpless. 

“Does he wake up a lot at night?” Jason asks.

“He wakes up twice for a bottle but yesterday he was awake most of the night. I thought he was sick, but he has no fever.”

A thought implants itself in my mind and I cannot shake it off. It makes me so sad. “I think he knows his parents are gone,” I say softly. 

Jason shakes his head. “He’s too little for that.” He peers into Liam’s mouth. “His front jaw is red and he’s moving his mouth as if trying to dislodge something. I think he’s teething.”

I couldn’t believe that Jason, a firefighter figured it out first. “I should have thought of that. I’m a vet for goodness sake!”

I expect Jason to tease me, but he doesn’t. His words bring tears to my eyes. “You’re not yourself now, Brooke. You’ve gone through a lot and it’s going to take a while to heal.” 

His gaze moves to Liam who is now cradled in his arms. A forlorn look comes over Jason and my heart squeezes. I know what he’s thinking about. If I had any doubts earlier, they now fly out of the window. The decision I’ve made is the correct one. 

“When are you leaving?” Jason asks, his voice flat. Before I can answer, he speaks again. “Please don’t take him away, Brooke. Liam is the only family I have left.” His voice is ragged and I can tell how desperate he is for us to stay.

I imagine Marvin glaring at me. I’ve behaved intolerably and only thought of myself. Liam’s home is in L.A.. Right now, I have to do what is in Liam’s best interests and being close to his godfather is what his parents wanted. 

I smile at Jason. “We’re staying.”

He goes still and narrows his eyes. “Say that again and slowly this time.”

I nod and the pure joy on his face confirms that I made the right decision. 

“Did you hear that, buddy?” Jason says, and tears of joy swim in his eyes. “You get to stay! Uncle Jason will teach you all sorts of manly things, just what your daddy would have wanted. I’ll tell you everything about him, so you’ll feel like you know him.”

I wish he could heal my heart too. I have a hole in my chest where my heart should be, and I don’t think that will ever go away. I miss Marvin and Ellie so much it almost cripples me when it hits me that it’s permanent. I will never see or talk to them ever again.

A yawn escapes my mouth. “Sorry about that. My brain is alert, but my body is rebelling.”

“I can’t tell you how grateful I am, Brooke,” he says, his voice full of emotion.

I wave his gratitude away. “I’m the one who should apologize. It was wrong to keep you and Liam separate when you obviously love him as much as we all do.”

“I have an idea,” Jason says. “How about I move into the other guest room and give you a hand with this young man? We could take turns taking care of him at night and you’d catch some sleep?”

My heart drops to my stomach. Jason moving in! I look around and suddenly the house seems much smaller. How will I contain myself with him so close? I return my gaze to him. It’s so tempting to have him here with us all the time and it’s not just for Liam. 

But it’s so selfish to want Jason to live with us. “What about your life? You can’t stop living because of us.”

“You mean dating? Yes, I can, and I will,” he says firmly. “So is that a yes? You need help, Brooke and I can’t offer it from across the street.”

I feel conflicted but I want to say yes so badly. I feel so tired of doing everything alone. 

“What are you worried about?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I’m not worried about anything. The answer’s yes.” I let my head fall back on the chair. “I miss my sleep.”

Jason laughs. “You can go and nap now, we’ll be fine.”

I sit up. “You don’t know his schedule.” 

Jason points to the fridge across the other end. “Timetable still pinned on the fridge?”

For the first time in weeks, I let out a genuine laugh. “Ellie was organized, wasn’t she?” 

“Yes, she was,” Jason says. “Go on then, we don’t want you falling asleep on the couch, do we, Liam?”

We’re talking about Ellie in the past tense. My heart clenches. If I stay a moment longer, I’ll burst into tears. 

In my room, I close the curtains and sink in between the sheets, feeling as if I’ve been given a lifeline. I close my eyes and before too long, the pull of sleep draws me in. 

***

I wake up to a silent house and no concept of time. With the curtains closed, I can’t tell what time it is. I sit up in bed and listen for Liam. I have no memory of taking him to his bed. As I rub my eyes, it all comes back. I’d left Liam with Jason. I shoot up from the bed and race out of my room, my heart pounding. 

Jason whirls around from the stove as he hears my footsteps.

“Liam!”

“He fell asleep at the same time as you went to bed. I took him to his crib in the nursery,” Jason says. 

My heartbeat slows down and I become aware of the delicious smell. I feel rather than see Jason’s eyes on my legs and when I look down, horror comes over me. I’m still in my skimpy nightshirt which barely covers my pussy. It doesn’t help that I have no panties on. 

“I need to change.” I flee.

In the privacy of my room, I pull on a pair of joggers and a t-shirt and tiptoe next door to check on Liam. He looks so adorable, snoring gently, his sweet little mouth open. Stifling a giggle, I tiptoe out of the room. 

Jason stands up as soon as I walk into the living room. “I made some mashed potatoes and a steak,” he says. 

My stomach rumbles. “A man of many talents.” I could kick myself. Why did I say something so stupid? I’m a grown woman; surely I can control my sexual attraction for a man? “Smells delicious,” I quickly add. 

“I have to earn my keep, prove to you that you made the right decision.”

Peace engulfs me and I know I made the right decision to stay in L.A.. My eyes stray to his impossibly wide chest and my hands ache to touch his abs. I swallow saliva. He’s too sexy. I shouldn’t really blame myself for being attracted to him. I bet loads of women are affected by the sexiness he oozes. All I have to do is to learn to live with it. With time, I’m sure it will ebb away. Besides, there’s also Liam to think about. He has to come first. 

“I waited so you could show me the room,” he says and gestures at something near the living room entrance.

I follow the direction of his finger and my eyes fall on a bag. I close my eyes as I remember what I had agreed to. I bite my lower lip to hold in the scream threatening to escape. Had I been insane? There’s no way I can curb my feelings for Jason when we’re living in the same house. It’s expecting too much from myself. Already my pussy is damp. I contemplate telling him I’ve had a change of heart, but I can’t bear to wipe away the joy in his face. It would not be fair. He moves into the kitchen and quickly sets the table for two. I can’t even remember the last time I ate at the table.

It’s nice to have Jason in the house and to know he’ll be there every day, except when he’s at work. Sometimes it’s so dang lonely! Let me give it a few days and see how it will work out. 

“I hope you’re hungry,’ he says as he pulls out a chair for me. 

“Ravenous,” I murmur, impressed with the food on the table. I sit down and wait for Jason to sit down too before picking up a spoon. 

I scoop up some mashed potatoes and gravy and close my eyes as the flavors explode in my mouth. An involuntary moan escapes and Jason chuckles. 

“I guess that means you approve?”

“Where did you learn how to cook like this?” I ask. “You put me to shame. I can barely cook. If I knew you were such a good cook, Liam and I would have moved into your house a long time ago.”

“I’ve always loved cooking. It was the one thing my mom and I did together,” he says, a wistful tone in his voice. 

I eat quickly and before long, my plate is completely empty. I sigh with contentedness. “Thank you so much, that was great.”

“Nothing like cooking for someone who appreciates their food,” Jason says.

“I’ll wash the dishes,” I say and gather the plates. 

“I’ll help,” Jason says. 

A memory forces its way into the forefront of my mind. The last time we washed dishes together, we had ended up in each other’s arms, a short breath away from having sex. No way am I placing myself in that position again. “No, you relax. I’ll make you a cup of coffee. You’ve done more than enough.”

“If you say so,” he says and stretches his long strong legs out in front of him. “I enjoyed dinner too and not just for the food. It’s nice to have company for once.”

 Didn’t he go out every night with different women? I feel his eyes boring into my back as I carry the dishes to the sink. My insides tremble as I remember our passionate kisses. He’s one hell of a kisser. Is he remembering it too?





Chapter 8

Jason

Something disturbs my sleep and I wake up with a start. It takes a moment to get my bearings. I’m in Marvin and Ellie’s guest room. The sound comes again. The cry of a baby. Liam. I scramble out of bed. I want to get to him before Brooke wakes up so she can get a full night’s sleep. 

I’m in my boxer briefs but it’ll take too much time to slip on some pants. I sprint out of my room and down to the nursery. The crying stops and when I enter, I see why. Brooke is cradling Liam and giving him a bottle. Her thighs are bare, and I swallow a lump of saliva. 

She makes soothing noises and doesn’t hear me until I’m standing right in front of her. “His cry is loud isn’t it?” Brooke says, speaking softly.

I move closer to peer into Liam’s face. “Yes, for a second I wondered where the hell I was.” 

Brooke laughs softly. Liam’s eyes are tightly shut as he drinks the milk greedily. 

“Does he always drink his milk with his eyes shut?”

Brooke laughs again. I like the sound of her laughter. It’s soft and genuine. “Always. Our Liam doesn’t like to waste a moment of sleep.”

Pleasure swirls in my chest. I like that. Our Liam. Being in the nursery in the middle of the night with Liam and Brooke makes me feel as if we’re a family. It’s silly but it feels good. 

“Done!” Brooke says and removes the bottle from Liam’s mouth. She places it on the table. “Now for the burp.”

“I’ll do that,” I say and take Liam. I lay him against my chest, and he lets out a sigh of contentment. His little body is warm against my chest and his body grows slack as he falls asleep. I rub his back to hasten the burp. 

“I think he likes that,” Brooke says.

As if to prove it, Liam lets out a gigantic burp and we both laugh. I carry him to his crib and lay him down. Brooke arranges the blankets around him. A sweet scent envelops me, and I want more of it. As we leave the nursery, my gaze is on Brooke’s nightshirt. 

I can see her ass cheeks as she walks and my cock swells in response. She’s got beautiful legs but right now, my mind is on what it would feel like to grab her ass and hold her tight against my cock. 

She stops and holds the doorknob and when I walk past, she pulls it shut. I try to ignore how desperately I want her. She turns and lowers her gaze. My hard cock makes a tent of my boxer briefs. I’m not embarrassed. A tsunami of need comes over me. I have to kiss her. I close the gap between us and slip my hand around her waist.

She groans softly. That is all I need. I crush my mouth on hers and kiss her deeply. My hands drop and grip her ass cheeks and pull her against me. I almost go out of my mind when my hands come up against bare skin. She has no panties on. Her skin is soft, and I can’t wait to taste and lick it. 

Sensation after sensation hits me from every angle. Her full breasts press against my chest, her nipples hard. Brooke squirms and rubs herself against my cock. 

I want more. I slip my hands under her nightshirt to her breasts. I palm her nipples and she groans and arches her back. I play with her nipples, loving the sound of her moans. I lower my head and rain kisses on her neck, and then I lift her shirt. I need to taste her. 

Her nipples are begging to be licked and I oblige, taking one first while playing with the other one. I squeeze both of her tits together and lick one and then the other. Her moans tell me that she’s loving it.

“Oh Jason,” she cries.

I grin, glad she’s aware of just who is making her moan. “I want to make you scream, Brooke,” I tell her. 

 I continue sucking and playing with her nipples and I’m rewarded with moans of pleasure; the sweetest sounds I’ve heard in a long time. I want to make her cry for it. Beg for my cock. I let go of her nipples and she lets out a murmur of protest. 

I drop to my knees and lift up her nightshirt. I place my hands on her inner thighs and gently probe them apart. I plant kisses on her thighs and pause to inhale her sweet citric scent. Heaven. The scent of her arousal surrounds me. 

Her pink folds glisten with wetness and I stick out my tongue to taste her. I roll my tongue over her clit and she grips my head. I dive in further to taste her sweetness. With long strokes of my tongue, I tease her clit and she lets out little whimpers.

My cock throbs with need but I’m enjoying her cries of pleasure more than I want to fuck her. I want to take her to the brink of need until she begs me to fuck her. She has to say it. I won’t fuck her unless she does. 

“Jason please,” she cries. 

My cock strains against my boxer briefs and begs for release. I concentrate on Brooke as she writhes and cries out. I grip her delicious ass cheeks to keep her in place. I cannot remember ever enjoying a woman’s response as much as I’m enjoying her’s right now. My own needs are secondary. I lick and suck, adding and reducing pressure until Brooke’s thighs begin to tremble. She clenches and unclenches her butt cheeks and I knead them. She pushes my head further in with her hands. She’s close to coming. 

I increase my pace and push a finger inside her hot pussy. It meets some resistance and I freeze. I try again and the same thing happens. My body goes cold. I slip my finger out, arrange her nightshirt around her thighs and stand up. My breathing comes out quickly. I can’t believe what I almost did. How close I came.

I would never forgive myself. Shame and self-hatred come over me. Brooke is a virgin! Saving herself for someone special and I had taken advantage of her innocence. She would have hated me forever. Nausea swirls in my stomach. I want to punch something. Instead, I face Brooke. 

“I’m sorry.” I can’t meet her eyes. “Please forgive me. I got carried away.” 





Chapter 9

Brooke

Shamefaced, I scuttle to my bedroom and slip in between the sheets. My pussy is on fire. I had been so close to coming. Now a desperate ache comes over me and I touch myself. I rub my clit but all I can think about is Jason’s tongue on it. Touching myself doesn’t work. I clamp my legs together as another wave of need comes over me. I remember the huge tent his cock had made. If only I had touched and tasted it when I had the chance. It’s completely taken over all my thoughts and I would give anything to go back in time. 

Then I remember Jason’s reaction when he realized I’m a virgin. It was as if cold water had been poured over him. He’d worn an expression of pure disgust. 

I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I know, sun rays are warming my face. I groan as the events of the previous night flood my mind. I cover my face with the duvet. How will I face Jason after I allowed him to lick my pussy?

Worse than that, he now knew my shameful secret. I’m a virgin. But even more than that, I wanted him to fuck me, even knowing his reputation with women. I’ve never hated being a virgin as I do now. I hate that tag! I would give it away just to be rid of that tag. 

I can’t hide in my room forever. I push away the duvet and dress without much enthusiasm. I slip on a knee-length skirt and a sleeveless cream blouse. I wish I hadn’t agreed to Jason staying in the house. 

I pad into the living room and see him. My insides clench and I feign nonchalance. Luckily before I have to speak to Jason, Liam coos from his highchair and I go straight to him. I plant kisses all over his face. 

“Good morning,” Jason says from the stove.

My insides clench. “Morning,” I reply without looking at him.

“You’re just in time for breakfast,” he continues. “Liam has had his.”His tone is cold and unfriendly. I meet his steely gaze, and then he breaks the stare leaving me in no doubt of what he feels about me. Disgust. 

Ashamed, I pull out a chair and sit down. Jason brings me a plate piled high with pancakes and bacon. My mouth waters and I dive in. Jason also sits down after serving us a coffee. We eat without speaking which suits me just fine. I’m relieved that he does not bring up the topic of last night. My relief is short-lived. 

He brings it up when we are sipping our coffees. “When were you planning on telling me?” he asks, his voice hard.

Sweat gathers on my forehead. I feel like I’m in court, sitting at the defendant’s table, guilty of a serious offense. I meet his stare. My mouth refuses to move. I’ve lost the ability to speak. 

“Cat got your tongue?” he asks jolting me out of my shock. 

I exhale deeply. “Tell you what?”

“Brooke, don’t play games with me. You know what I mean but I’ll say it just so there’s no misunderstanding. Why didn’t you tell me that you’re a virgin?”

My gaze drops. “I don’t know.”

“I could have done something that both of us would have regretted,” he says, his voice softening.

“I wouldn’t have regretted it,” I mumble. 

A sharp inhale of breath makes me raise my head. He looks tortured. “I’m a man, Brooke, I can only control myself so much. Don’t say such things.”

My chest expands and I almost can’t breathe from the avalanche of emotions that his words bring. I’m not sure if I heard correctly. ‘You’re not disappointed that I’m inexperienced?”

He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Brooke, your virginity is a special thing and something to save for a special person.”

That is exactly what I’m done with. Initially, I’d been saving myself for someone special, like Eric. And look what he’d done to me. “No! I’m done saving myself for someone special. I just want to get it over and done with.”

A vein pops across Jason’s forehead. “God Brooke! Do you know what you’re doing to me?” He gazes at me intensely. “Look, think about it first. It’s special, that first time. You can’t take it back once it’s gone.” 

I resist the temptation to roll my eyes. “If you don’t want to do it, just tell me. I’ll find someone who will.” I can’t believe we’re discussing my virginity seated in the dining room table. 

He glares at me. “Don’t you dare!”

A happy buzz comes over me now that I know he wants it too. Jason gets up to clear the table. I blow exaggerated kisses at Liam and he giggles. Jason returns with Liam’s bottle. Our fingers brush as I take it and warmth jumps from his hand to mine and envelops my whole body. 

“I have to go for a shift in the evening. That’ll give you plenty of time to think about what you want.”

I don’t need time to think. I’ve wanted Jason Cooper since the first time I laid my eyes on him. Who wouldn’t? He’s beyond hot, his face and body. I don’t argue. “On a Sunday?”That pops out before I can censor myself. I don’t want him to think I’m beginning to have feelings for him or anything of the sort. If anything happens between Jason and me, it will be by my rules. Besides, I’m not capable of real feelings anymore. Not after what Eric did to me. Jason is safe on that account. 

He grins and my knees weaken. “I’m afraid fires don’t care whether it’s a weekend or not.”

I lift Liam from his highchair and carry him to the couch, He snuggles in my lap as I give him his bottle. He makes slurping sounds like he drinks and when he’s done, he pushes the bottle away. I take him to the nursery for a diaper change, playtime, and a nap. 

An hour later, I return to the living room. “He’s asleep. I’ll just hop into the shower.” My heart pounds as I say this. I wait for a suggestion to get into the shower with me. 

None is forthcoming. Jason is engrossed in a book and he barely looks up. “Okay,” he says.

I swallow my disappointment. I’m becoming uncontrollable. My body is on fire as I make my way to my bedroom. I strip off my clothes, my body aching for something…anything. 

I leave the bathroom door open so I can hear Liam if he wakes up. I turn on the shower and shut my eyes as droplets of warm water cascade down my hair and back. I grab the shower gel from the counter but before I can make another move, Jason’s voice stops me. 

“Do you need help with that?”

I open my eyes. He leans on the doorway, his hands deep in the pockets of his shorts. It doesn’t hide the swell of his cock. I can barely breathe. 

“You’ll get wet,” I say. 

Instead of answering, he grabs the hem of his T-shirt and pulls it over his head. I greedily take in the hard planes on his chest and my pussy contracts. He has a smattering of blond curly hair on his chest. He pulls down his shorts and I gasp. His cock is huge! It juts out proudly and makes my mouth water. I wonder if it can fit inside me. I’d like to try. 

He comes to me and takes the bottle of shower gel. He squeezes and pours a generous amount into his hands and rubs it all over my chest grazing my nipples. My nipples harden instantly, and I want more. It doesn’t take me long to start groaning. My eyes are glued to his cock and I reach out tentatively to touch it. As soon as I do, it jerks, and I snatch back my hand. We both laugh. 

Jason continues washing me, paying no attention to what I’m doing. I wrap my hand around the base and with unsure movements stroke it. It swells under my touch and becomes rock hard. I feel its thickness and length. 

“I’m afraid any more of that and I won’t be able to control myself. Turn around,” Jason commands. 

I obediently turn around and close my eyes as he soaps my hair and massages my scalp. He rinses off the soap and caresses my back and ass cheeks. I stop breathing as his fingers skirt around my pussy. I lean forward to give him access as the aching need comes over me. Water streams down my back, washing away the soap. Then his strong hands part my thighs and his tongue is on my pussy. Heaven. Bliss. I bend over some more and place my hands on my thighs for support as his tongue laps my pussy. His hands move to my ass cheeks to massage them. 

“Please Jason,” I beg as I lose myself to the fissions of pleasure. Desire turns me into a wild animal as I writhe and beg. He’s like a drug that I can’t get enough of. I want all of him. I whimper as I feel an orgasm drawing close. It’s like nothing I have ever experienced. “Oh god, Jason!” Waves of pleasure rock me and I grab the walls for support. 

Jason turns me around and wraps me in his arms. His cock pokes my belly. 

“My turn,” I tell him as I wrap my hands around his cock. 

He groans and covers my hands with his. “Not today sweetheart.” It’s a careless endearment but it makes my throat tighten. “I meant what I said earlier. Think about it first. When I come back, you’ll tell me your decision.”





Chapter 10

Jason

Brooke’s sweet moans haunt me. I still cannot believe that I was able to control myself when all I wanted was to sink my cock into her virgin folds. I’ve never burned for a woman as much as I do for Brooke. Another first for me is caring whether a woman would regret it later or not. 

But I care with Brooke. She’s different. She’s Marvin’s little sister. I want her to enter into this with her eyes wide open. I want to give her every chance to change her mind. I broke my promise to stay away from her, but she practically begged me to take her virginity. A stronger man might resist it, but I’m not that man. I love women and their bodies. Nothing pleases me more than hearing a woman plead with me to make love to her. I can’t wait to teach Brooke everything I know. We’ll have loads of fun together. She might change her mind. But the hunger in her eyes was real. The passion I ignited by touching her was too real. 

Waves of guilt come over me, but I tell myself that if I don’t, another man will. And worse, he might not take Brooke’s feelings into consideration. Or he might be a terrible lover and her first experience will be something she’ll regret. No, I won’t let that happen. 

I can’t wrap my mind around the fact that Brooke wants me. It’s a crazy change and to be honest it worries me. It’s happened so fast. I thought she hated me! But we’ve been through a lot together and we’ve become close over the last couple of weeks. Maybe she’s seen a side of me that she likes. 

Something hard hits me on the forehead.

“Fucking concentrate Cooper!” Jonah yells. 

“Sorry,” I mumble to my teammates. Not a great idea to fantasize about Brooke in the middle of a basketball game. I push away thoughts of Brooke and concentrate on the game. It lasts for another half hour and when we stop, I’m soaking wet with sweat. A shower sorts me out and in the changing room, I chat with Collins, one of the guys. 

“How’s Liam and Marvin’s sister? What was her name, Brooke?”

Just hearing her name increases the pace of my heart. My cock swells and I turn away to hide my growing hard-on. I’m a walking disaster. 

“She’s fine, coping well.”

Marvin had served in a different fire station within the L.A. precinct, but we all knew each other from working together when there was a big fire or another catastrophe. We chat a while longer and just as I’m leaving the locker room, the intercom goes off. 

There’s a fire downtown.  As we ride toward the scene more details emerge. The fire is in a working garage and there are homes nearby, one of which has caught fire. Adrenaline flows through my veins as we arrive on-site and get down to work. We are a team and our efforts are coordinated and flawless after working together for a long time. The priority is to ensure that there is no one in the house that has caught fire. 

Minutes later, I’m inside the house, aiming a water hose at the fire as popping sounds come at me from all directions. Thick smoke surrounds me, and I can’t see much through the breathing apparatus. The flames turn to gray stream when I douse them with water. The fire is hot and sweat trickles down my face inside the breathing gear. My body feels too hot. I’m so engrossed in my work that I don’t realize what is happening and when I do, I’m burning. I signal to Gary who is on my right and slowly back out. 

The medics on site come to my side and help me take off my gear. They examine my face and body. 

 “You must have scalded yourself from sweating too much,” one of them says. “We’ll cool you down.” They hose me down. 

I have first degree burns on my chest and neck. It’s not serious but the chief insists I get checked out at the hospital and I also get a week off. 

Later, a crewmate drops me off at home in the rig and as soon as he leaves I go across the street to Brooke and Liam. 

She flings the door open before I knock. She catches me with my hand on my stomach and my face a grimace of pain. 

“What happened?” 

I try to grin to show her all is well. “A hi would be nice.” Liam extends his chubby hands toward me and I promptly take him. I inhale sharply as his body comes into contact with my chest. I pepper Liam’s face with kisses, and he giggles. God, I missed him. Them. 

“I saw a fire truck at your place,” Brooke says. 

“Yes, it was dropping me off. I didn’t want them to drop me off here. We don’t want any gossip about you.”

“That’s sweet of you but I don’t really care. In any case, we haven’t done anything wrong.”

Not yet. I grinned and shook my head. I am single and so is Brooke. Whatever we decide between the two of us is no one else’s business. 

Liam kicks and catches me in the belly. I try to keep my face passive. A look of concern comes over Brooke’s features. 

“I’m not as bad as I look. Just a little scalding on my neck and chest.”

She narrows her eyes. “Not bad, huh? Is that why you were clutching your stomach earlier? You need a rest. Go straight to bed. Vet’s orders.”

“Yes ma’am,” I say and gesture at her to take the baby. 

She takes Liam and leads the way in.

***

I wake up from my nap feeling reenergized. The feeling of complete exhaustion is gone, and I swing my legs to the edge of the bed. The sweat on my skin feels like a second layer. I need a shower. I get up too suddenly and a shot of pain zips across my belly, reminding me sharply of the burns. 

More careful now, I hobble to the ensuite bathroom and minutes later, I’m under the shower. Rivulets of warm water cascade down my body, washing off the grime and leaving my skin feeling like it can now breathe. 

After showering and grabbing fresh clothes from my bag, I leave the room and make my way down the hallway to the open plan living room, dining room and kitchen. Smells of burning meat waft up to my nose and I quicken my pace.

Brooke is bent over the oven; her shapely legs bare in a short red skirt and black sleeveless blouse. My eyes return to her legs and up to her ass. My cock stirs and hardens instantly. Not even a burn can curb the lust that comes over me when I see or think of Brooke. 

I feel alive again as I watch her. What would it feel like to rub my erection on her ass? 

Liam sees me and bangs the table. He makes happy noises. His face is covered with food. I cross the distance between us and kiss his forehead, the only place without food. 

“Hi, sleepyhead,” Brooke says. “Liam and I were debating on whether to wake you up. How do you feel?”

“Not too bad,” I say. “I’ll take some painkillers later.”

She frowns. “Did they give you anything else at the hospital?”

“Yeah, some cream to apply on it.” 

“I’ll help with that,” she says and now I can’t think of anything else but Brooke rubbing cream all over my body. “I hope they don’t expect you to go back to your regular shift?”

“No, I have a week off,” I tell her and turn to Liam. “I hope you don’t get tired of seeing me.” My words are directed at Liam but really, I mean Brooke. It’s one thing to see me every so often but very different when I’m in the house all the time. 

Drool drips from Liam’s mouth to the table. I chuckle. “Charming.” I grab a napkin and wipe Liam’s mouth. I love Liam’s life. He doesn’t have to impress any girl. “Not yet, buddy. But soon.”I slide into the chair next to Liam. His answer is to continue banging the table.

My stomach growls. I haven’t eaten all day. I watch Brooke from the corner of my eye. I’ve noticed that she likes wearing skirts. I like that. She is clearly a woman who knows her strengths and is not afraid to show off. She has beautiful, shapely legs and all sorts of images form in my brain. None of which belong at a dining table. I drag my eyes away. 

The three us have forged a life that doesn’t include other people. It’s as if we’re living in a cocoon and I like it. I missed them when I was at work and I’m glad I have a week off. I intend to spend all my time with Brooke and Liam. 

Brooke serves our food. I eye the grilled chicken, potatoes, and broccoli. I choose my next words carefully. “Looks nice.” The trouble is that the chicken breasts are charred and the broccoli is so overdone so that it is a lime green color. 

“I got it from Ellie’s recipe book,” Brooke says as she sits down. She stares down at her plate. “This doesn’t look quite right.”

“It’s fine,” I say and attack the food. I’m starving and just glad to have something to still the hunger pangs gnawing at my stomach walls. 

Only after I’m done do I notice that Brooke has not eaten her dinner. “Aren’t you eating?”

“I’ve eaten as much as I can stomach,” she says with a shake of the head. “It tastes terrible. I don’t know why, and I followed the recipe to the letter.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” I comfort her.

She cocks her head and contemplates me. “You come out all tough and unfeeling and yet you’re a very sweet person.” She gets up and takes our plates to the sink. 

It’s not in my nature to sugar coat words but since we lost Marvin and Ellie, I’m ultra-careful with Brooke. She’s gone through so much and she needs someone to bolster her spirits, not tear her down. My tender feelings make me uncomfortable. I know it’s because she’s Marvin’s sister. I’m responsible for her. 

Brooke returns with a wet wipe and mops Liam’s face. “I’ll just clean up and give you a bottle later?” she says and kisses his cheek.

“Do you always talk to him?”

Brooke turns to be surprised at the question. “I guess I do. I’ve never given it much thought, but I suppose I do. The house is quiet when it’s just the two of us.”

I’d never thought about how Brooke and Liam spent their days when I wasn’t home. “What did you do yesterday?” 

She speaks as she washes the dishes. “We went for a walk after breakfast but not too far. Aunt Brooke was afraid of getting lost and not finding her way back home.”

The image of Brooke and Liam afraid to venture far for fear of getting lost makes me chuckle. “How about I walk with you two tomorrow?”

 “Have you forgotten about your injuries?” Brooke says.

“It’s not a big deal, I’ll be fine,” I say, touched by her concern. “Besides, it’ll do me good to be out in the fresh air.”

Brooke turns to Liam and makes faces. “Did you hear that, sweetheart? We have company tomorrow!”

As if he can understand her words, Liam bangs the table in response and makes loud unintelligible noises. We chat easily as she finishes cleaning up and afterward, we move to the living room area with Liam’s bottle. 

“Let me give him his milk,” I suggest. “I feel bad for not doing anything.”

“You need your rest right now,” Brooke says and proceeds to make Liam comfortable on her lap for his bottle. “Stretch out on the couch,” she suggests.

I do as she says, and it feels wonderful to just lie there. Everything feels just right in my world at this moment. The evening was wonderful and it was all because of Brooke’s company. She’s easy and undemanding. The easy silence is broken by Liam’s slurping noises as he drinks his milk. My heart fills with sadness. Liam will never know what wonderful people his parents were. But he has me and Brooke and I’m determined to be the best ever guardian. He’ll lack for nothing. 

My gaze bounces around the walls and I remember how close Marvin and Ellie came to losing this house. I shudder now at the thought of how terrible it would have been for Brooke with a baby under her care without the security of the house. 

I’m glad I did what I had to do no matter the anxiety it causes me now. I hate being in debt but because I helped a friend, I’m in debt. I look at Brooke and contemplate confiding in her. No! My brain screams. Why should she carry an extra burden when she had nothing to do with it?I had loved Marvin like a brother and would have done anything for him, but that did not blind me to his faults. Marvin was impulsive, especially when it came to financial matters. I’m sure that Brooke doesn’t know that about her brother and I’m not going to tell her. It’s better that she stays with the perfect image she has of Marvin. I’m not going to be the one to destroy it. 

“Liam’s asleep. I’ll take him to bed and come and put your cream on you,” Brooke whispers.

I nod and blow a kiss to Liam even if he can’t see it. I lay on my back and wait breathlessly for Brooke. I cross and uncross my legs with anticipation. Minutes later, she returns carrying the cream I was given at the hospital.

“You found it.”

“Yes, sorry I entered your room without asking but I figured you wouldn’t mind as it’s for your own good.”

I laugh softly. “That doesn’t sound like an apology, more like a dare to contradict me.”

She laughs and kneels by the couch near my stomach. Her thick wavy hair frames her face and she tucks it behind her ears. She’s so close I can hear her breathing. Her lemony scent wafts up my nose and I let out a contented sigh. 

“Do you want to lift up your t-shirt?” she asks in a serious tone of voice.

“I can do better than that,” I say and remove the t-shirt. I lay back on the couch and close my eyes, every nerve ending in my body tingling. Why am I so nervous? She’s only applying the cream to my skin, that’s all. I open my eyes a little and peek at her. Her eyes are glued on my bruised belly. My skin is a bright pink color with dark streaks. It’s an eyesore but not too bad. 

“What happened?” she asks as her fingers gently touch the edges of the burns. 

“We’d been called to a burning garage and the fire had spread to the next house. I hadn’t realized how hot the fire was and I was sweating like mad. My own sweat is what scalded me,” I explain. 

The compassion in her eyes when she looks at me makes my breath pause. She turns away and opens the lid. She squeezes a dab of cream into her left hand. 

“It’s going to be cold,” she warns. 

“I don’t mind,” I say, my voice husky. My mind is not on my burns. I can’t wait to have Brooke’s hands on me. It’s going to be pure delightful torture. 

Brooke moistens her lower lip with a flick of her tongue. Is she as nervous as I am? The only time we’ve been this close was in the throes of passion. It is strangely intimate to lie passively while she nurses me. The cold cream touches my skin and I cringe.

‘Sorry,” she says and gently spreads the cream on the burns. Her movements are light, and I don’t feel any pain. 

The relief is instant, and I relax under Brooke’s soft rubbing movements. Warmth fills my middle and I close my eyes to concentrate on the feel of her hands on me. Her hands move to my chest and she caresses the curly hair there. 

Her hands momentarily leave my body to squeeze more cream. As she continues rubbing it on my chest, her hands glaze over my nipples. Delicious sensations tumble through me. Who knew male nipples were so sensitive? Her hands awaken a hunger in me, and I fight to keep my body still. My cock hardens and no matter how much I steer my thoughts away from sex, my body refuses to cooperate. I keep my eyes tightly shut. It’s embarrassing to have my hard-on on display. She probably thinks I’m a perv, thinking about sex when I’m supposed to be in pain.

I’m in pain all right, but not the medical kind. My cock is rock hard, and I can only imagine the sight it makes jutting out of my shorts. A carnal urge to fuck her comes over me but it’s not something I will act on, no matter how much I want her. She’s a virgin and I must not rush it. 

It’s better to wait until I’m completely healed and then I can show her what she’s been missing. My cock though is about to explode. 





Chapter 11

Brooke

Jason’s eyes are tightly shut but there is no way he can be asleep. Not with the huge tent in his shorts. He’s thick and huge and my pussy quivers at the thought of wrapping my hands around him. I continue rubbing the cream on his chest, my fingers palming his nipples. 

I finished with the cream but I have to keep going; I can’t bear to step away. Juices gush from my pussy to my panties and my whole body aches to be touched. 

My gaze falls on his face. God, he’s handsome. His mouth is perfect for kissing. His chest rises and falls rapidly, yet he keeps his eyes shut. Whatever happens or doesn’t will be up to me. That’s the type of person Jason is. Sweet and caring. I was so wrong about him. I must be careful not to let my feelings get involved. He’s an easy man to fall for but I know he’s also a man who does not commit to one woman. I can’t let myself get hurt again. 

I inhale deeply and eye his cock. It’s now or never. Summoning all my courage, I hook my finger on his waistband and then dip my hand inside. I grip his hard cock and free it from the confines of his shorts. I gasp as it springs free. It’s huge and thick and all I can do is stare. After a while, I place my hand around its base and Jason gasps sharply. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“You didn’t hurt me,” he growls and then he opens his eyes. They’ve turned to an even deeper shade of blue as they train on me, blazing with an emotion I can’t describe. 

“Continue what you’re doing. It feels good.” He shuts his eyes again.

His words give me courage. I stick my tongue out and lick the tip of his cock, wiping it clean of the pre-come gathered there. This is the furthest I’ve ever gone with a man, but nothing can stop me now short of an earthquake. Even then, it would have to be life-threatening. 

“Fuck!” Jason groans. 

I freeze. This is new ground and I really can’t tell whether I’m doing well or not. “Did that hurt?”

“No...no,” he says. “Do you know what you’re doing to me?”

Relief floods me. His eyes are trained on me as I lower my mouth and attempt to take all of him into my mouth. Impossible. Jason reaches out to touch the hard peaks of my nipples and I groan at the touch. 

“I want to see you naked,” he says in a gruff voice. “Let’s go to my room.”

I give the length of his cock one last long lick and then I stand up. I lead the way and as I sway my hips, I feel sexier than I ever have, knowing that Jason’s eyes are on me. In the bedroom, my confidence dips somewhat and I stand uncertainly by the bed. 

Jason comes and stands close to me, pressing his hard body against me. He cups my ass cheeks. “You are so beautiful.” His lips gently touch mine and a sliver of excitement slithers through me. 

He slips his tongue into my mouth and I close my eyes and allow myself to drown in the sweetness of his tongue. His words build me up and I return the kiss with fervor. After a moment, he breaks the kiss. “I’m going to lie on the bed naked and you can do anything you want with me. That way, we won’t do anything you don’t want to,” Jason says. 

An avalanche of hunger courses through me. Jason hooks a finger under my chin, waiting for my answer. I can’t speak and I nod instead. He lowers his head, lifts my hair and teases my neck with soft sensuous kisses. I arch my neck to give him better access. 

His hands drop to grip my hips. I rock my hips and tease his cock. His mouth returns to my mouth and he devours me with an intensity that takes my breath away. I feel as if his hands are everywhere before they settle on my breasts, cupping them through the material of my blouse. His fingers tease my already taut peaks, grazing them back and forth. 

I moan unashamedly and ache for more. “Jason.”

He understands what I want without me saying it and he pops open the buttons of my blouse. I shiver slightly when the blouse comes off, but it’s not from the cold. He rubs my hands as he holds my gaze. I know he’s giving me a chance to put this to a stop. No way. 

His hands snake around me and unclip my bra, leaving me completely naked on top. Without warning, his mouth captures my left nipple and his hand tugs at the other one. I moan and run my hands all over his hair. 

Abruptly, he stops, and I murmur in protest. His hands go to my zipper and he slides my skirt down my hips, leaving me in only a red thong. Jason drops to his knees and runs a finger over my pussy. 

“Damn you are sexy!” he says. 

I press forward into his hands wanting something…anything to happen. 

He chuckles. “Patience, my sweetheart.”

His finger skims over the front of my lacy thong, sending shimmers of fear spiraling through me. Then without warning, he pushes the flimsy material to the side and licks my clit. He alternates between rubbing it with his thumb and teasing it with his tongue. 

I’ve died and gone to heaven. “Please…” I beg as Jason increases the tempo. 

His tongue delves deep into my pussy and his hands grip my ass cheeks. I hold his head tight. He can’t move even if he wanted to. He licks me until my legs start to shake. My moans grow louder and wilder. I tighten my hold on Jason’s head, needing to hold on to something as an orgasm rips through me, rocking my whole body. 

When it’s over, Jason carries me to bed and lies next to me. He gathers me into his arms, and I rest my head on his chest. We lie still for a while as my breathing slowly returns to normal. 

Five minutes later, I remove Jason’s hand from my waist, sit up and straddle him. He rolls onto his back and watches me with a smile. I glance at his huge rock-hard cock and doubts come over me. 

Jason sees it in my eyes. “We don’t have to do anything, sweetheart.”

Pleasure buzzes through me at the endearment. It means nothing I try to tell myself. I’m using Jason and he, in turn, is using me. Just two adults pleasuring each other. No feelings involved. 

I lift my hips and poise myself above Jason’s jutting cock. With my right hand, I guide his cock to the entrance of my pussy. Okay, I’m there. I look at Jason. “What do I do now?”

“Anything you want,” he says and reaches out to tweak my nipples. 

I rub my pussy over his cock, up and down, coating it with my juices. I whimper at the torrent of sensations his cock creates as it rubs over my clit. Jason grabs my hand, the one gripping his cock. 

“Give me a moment, huh,” he says. 

I grin and lower myself to kiss him. I plunge my tongue into his mouth and tease his tongue. “Better?”

“Much better,” he says. 

I arrange his cock at my entrance again and tease my clit with its tip. “I want to do this.”

“Do it!” Jason says. 

I look down and as much as I want it, I simply can’t imagine it fitting into my pussy. “I can’t. Come on top please.”

Jason flips me and I find myself lying on my back. He hovers on top of me and searches my eyes. “Are you sure about this?” he asks giving me one last chance to back out. 

I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want his cock to be inside me. I show him by wrapping my legs around his waist and pulling him closer. 

“It’s going to hurt at first,” he says as beads of perspiration form on his forehead.

I smile. “I’m a vet. I have a little medical knowledge.”

He nudges his cock into my pussy. Without warning, he plunges it in, in one movement and I let out an involuntary sharp cry. I can’t breathe. I feel as if my body is going to split in two. Thankfully, Jason doesn’t move and slowly the pain recedes, and I begin to relax. 

Another sensation comes over me. An ache for movement. I move my hips and Jason begins to slide his cock back and forth in slow movements, each time going deeper into my pussy. Jolts of pleasure sizzled through my core. I writhe and moan softly. 

“How does that feel, Brooke? Do you like my big cock in your tight pussy?” Jason growls.

My face heats up at the words. It’s one thing to do and quite another to say it. “Yes,” I manage to say. 

“Yes, what?” 

He’s going to make me say it? I don’t immediately respond, and he stops thrusting. I move my hips but that doesn’t work either. I’m growing desperate. My pussy is on fire and the only way to douse it is for Jason to continue fucking me. 

“Please,” I beg and still he doesn’t move. I inhale deeply. “I like your big cock inside me.”

With one big thrust, he was deep in my pussy again and I dug my fingers into his shoulders. He increases the pace of his thrusts, fucking me harder each time. I rock my hips, burying his cock even deeper into my pussy. 

“Jason…” I’m spiraling out of control. 

“Yes, sweetheart, come for me,” Jason urges thrusting deep until he could go no further.

“Oh god, oh god…” I cry, throwing my head back as an orgasm explodes inside me. 

Jason grunts and I feel gushing hot liquid flood my pussy. He props himself on his arms and gazes into my eyes. He brushes back strands of hair from my face. I feel suddenly shy. 

“That was nothing like I’d ever imagined!” I say. 

He grows solemn. “No regrets?”

I put on a mock thoughtful expression. “Just one.”

The alarm comes over his features. “What’s that?” he says with difficulty. 

“That we hadn’t done it earlier,” I reply straight-faced. 

It takes a moment for my words to make sense and when they do, Jason chuckles. “You had me worried there.”He rolls off me, lies on his back and pulls me to his chest. He slides a finger between my legs and touches my swollen clit. “Is it sore?”

“A little,” I admit. 

He withdraws his hand and I murmur in protest.

“You need a rest.”

Maybe I do, I admit to myself. 

Jason wraps his hands around me, and I feel warm and safe. I’ll enjoy it for now because I know this is not something that can last. Jason is simply not that man and I’m also not that woman. Eric broke something in me, and it can never be fixed. 





Chapter 12

Brooke

I can’t keep a grin from my face as I give Liam his bottle. He drinks noisily, hungrier than usual as he only woke up once during the night. I’d crept out of bed quietly, without waking Jason up and gone to feed Liam. Afterward, I debated on whether to go to my own bed or to return to Jason’s. I opted for my own bed. Waking up next to Jason in the morning would have been too intimate. It suits a couple who are in love and a relationship. That’s definitely not us.

Images of last night have been playing like a movie in my head. I can’t believe what I’ve been missing! But something tells me it’s not like that for everyone. Jason is a wonderful and considerate lover and I know it took a good amount of self-control for him to take it slowly. He’d made it so special for me and for that I’ll always be grateful. Shame floods me as I remember how much I’d disliked him. I hadn’t taken the time to get to know him and had judged him based on my standards. I understand now that two consenting adults can decide to pleasure each other without a commitment from either side. With those kinds of bedroom skills, I understood now why he always has women swirling around him.

Liam wriggles in my lap. The bottle is empty. I pull it out of his mouth and sit him up. “Playtime?”

I kiss his soft cheek and carry him to the playpen. He likes to hold the bars and pull himself to his feet. I stand and watch and when he manages to stand, he looks at me for approval. I clap and make cheering noises. After five more times of standing, he gets tired and contents himself playing with the colorful toys in the playpen. 

“I’ll clean up while you play, right, Liam?” I poke my head between the bars. Liam looks up and giggles, melting my heart. 

I get the vacuum and plug it in. Just then, Jason strolls in and my heart stops. He has that just woken up look and it gets my insides tingling. I remember the things his tongue did to my pussy, and I become wet. 

He kisses Liam on the forehead, and then comes to me and does the same.

“Let me do this,” he says, and I hand the vacuum to him. 

That gives me time to fold laundry and tidy up the bedrooms. Twenty minutes later, my chores are done, and I look at the nursery proudly. I’m starting to get the hang of this mom thing. Then I remember Liam’s food. I need to shop. I’m glad Jason’s around for the week. I’m not the best cook and I need all the help I can get to cook healthy meals for Liam. All the recipes I’ve seen are pretty basic but knowing myself, I’ll somehow manage to burn boiled carrots and potatoes. 

Back in the kitchen, Jason feeds Liam and I excuse myself to go shower. I’m looking forward to that walk. Jason makes everything seem so easy. It takes Liam and me forever to get out the door. I hope he’s in no hurry to return to his house. 

After my shower, I pull on a pair of shorts and a light top. “Ready!” I announce as I carry Liam’s baby carrier into the living room. 

Jason looks at me appreciatively. “You can tempt a man into ditching his plans.”

“Oh yeah?” I place my hands on my hips in what I hope is a seductive stance. 

He jumps to his feet and comes to take the carrier all the while keeping his gaze locked on mine. If Liam was asleep, the temptation to go back for more of last night would be very strong. He takes the carrier and our fingers brush. Bolts of electricity zip through my body. 

I help to secure Liam into the carrier, leaning against Jason’s chest, facing forward, that way, he’ll have a good view of everything we pass on our walk. 

Outside, Jason takes my hand and I try not to take anything out of it. It feels natural. It helps that we’ve slowly eased into the friendship zone. Sleeping together is an added bonus and something completely separate. 

The sky is a startling blue with no clouds but it’s not hot enough to make it uncomfortable. A slight breeze keeps the air fresh and makes the leaves on the trees dance. Liam makes happy noises as he looks around him.

There are quite a number of people who have the same idea as us and are out for a walk. As we pass a gray-haired woman, she smiles and nods in approval. I know what’s going on in her mind. She thinks we’re a family. The thought makes me feel warm all over and I instantly chastise myself. Those are the kind of thoughts that lead to trouble and heartbreak.

As we walk, my mind goes to something that has been troubling me. I decide to talk it over with Jason. It’s easier when we’re walking and not facing each other. I feel like a failure as it is. 

“There’s something I want to talk to you about,” I begin. 

“I’m all ears,” Jason says.

Nausea churns in my stomach. I brace myself. “I know it hasn’t been long and my plan was to stay at home for a while, but it’s driving me insane. I love Liam to death, and I want to do everything his mom did for him but staying home all day is killing me.” I’m talking too fast and I’ve run out of breath. I gulp in air and continue. “I don’t know how Ellie did it without losing her mind. I’m not cut out to be a stay-at-home mom.”

There! I said it. My stomach is in knots as I wait for his reaction. I’m sure he’s disappointed in me.

Muffled sounds come from Jason and his shoulders shake. He’s laughing! He stops walking and wipes his eyes. “I wondered how long you would keep it up. I knew it was driving you crazy.” He pats my shoulder. “You’re sweet to want to do that but thoroughly misguided.”

I grin sheepishly. Am I that easy to read? I thought I’d been doing a pretty damn good job of hiding my boredom. I miss the work environment and knowing that I’m making a difference while earning a living for myself. It’s even more important now when I have an extra responsibility. 

“Listen,” Jason says solemnly. “You’re not Ellie and you can’t try to be her, even for Liam. She was a different person, Brooke and don’t forget, this was her neighborhood. She’d built friendships and bonds with other moms.”

I frown. I hadn’t thought to seek out other moms. But that would entail explaining that I’m not really Liam’s mom and how that came about. I still don’t like to talk about Marvin and Ellie. It’s still too raw. 

“I’m not suggesting you do that. That was Ellie’s way. Do your own thing. A job even.”

My heart leaps. I’d been working toward bringing the idea of a job into the conversation. “A part-time job would be a lifesaver,” I gush feeling like I’ve been offered a lifeline. “But what about Liam? You can’t watch him all the time because of your work and he’s too little for daycare.”

“What about Ellie’s mom? I’m sure she misses him. She’d probably enjoy a chance to spend some time with him especially with Ellie gone.”

I’d thought of Ellie’s mom but figured it was a lot to ask of her. After all, her child-rearing days were over. “I don’t know.”

“It won’t hurt to ask,” Jason says. 

I don’t have a choice and I decide to call her as soon as we get home. 

Forty-five minutes later, we’re back home and after giving Liam his mid-morning bottle and putting him to sleep, I brace myself to make the call. Ellie’s mom answers on the first ring. I can hear a smile in her voice and I’m glad she’s happy that I’ve called her. 

“I’m thinking of looking for a part-time job here in L.A. and I was wondering if you can mind Liam for me,” I explain. 

She doesn’t let me continue. She’s more than happy to babysit. Her obvious joy and excitement put my soul at ease. Immediately after I get off the call, I fire up the computer in the little alcove off the living room. When it comes on I’m confronted with a photo of Marvin and Ellie, both holding Liam. My lower lip trembles and I clamp down to stop myself from breaking into tears. With trembling fingers, I point the mouse at the browser and try to continue as if nothing has happened. 

Hours zip by as I search for jobs and apply online. At some point, Liam wakes up and Jason gives him his lunch. I break and join Jason for a simple lunch of chicken sandwiches. 

“Well done,” Jason says.“I bet your inbox will be flooded with job offers in a few days.”

I clasp my hands together. “Oh, I hope so. I hadn’t realized how badly I need this.”





Chapter 13

Jason

I can hardly keep my eyes open after dinner, but the doctor had warned me that the pills I was taking would make me drowsy. He’d explained that they were to guard against infection and were the main reason I’d gotten time off work. 

“Bedtime for me,” I say as I push myself to my feet. “Be sure to come and say goodnight.” There is no way I’m going to sleep without a nibble on those delicious lips, I think as I make my way to my bedroom.

After brushing my teeth, I strip and slip into the cool bed sheets. Sleep beckons but I’m determined to wait for Brooke. My eyelids grow heavy. I’ll just close my eyes for a bit. I wake up in the middle of the night, engulfed by darkness. I reach for the bedside lamp and glance at the clock. Two in the morning. Brooke. I curse under my breath. She probably came to say goodnight and found me asleep. I had plans dammit! They did not involve just a goodnight kiss. 

The mere thought of Brooke makes my body all hot and bothered. My bed suddenly feels cold and uninviting. I hatch a plan. I’ll tiptoe into Brooke’s room, slip into her bed and spoon her. 

I get up and pad out of my room completely naked. Her door is open, and I make out a dark form facing the wall. 

Lifting the covers, I slip in. The warmth immediately engulfs me. I edge closer and inhale sharply. She’s naked. I grin in the darkness. Naughty Brooke. And to think that I once thought of her as an ice queen. I couldn’t have been more wrong. 

I place a hand on her hip and caress her softly. My cock grows and I press it against her ass, in that space between her legs and hump softly. My right-hand goes to her nipples and I play with them. It doesn’t take them long to harden. 

Brooke moans and then turns and lies on her back. Perfect. I check to see if she’s awake. Nope. Unable to help myself, my hand snakes to her pussy and to my delight, her legs are thrown carelessly apart. Her pussy is soaking wet. She must be having delicious dreams, hopefully about me fucking her senseless. 

I spread her pussy lips with my fingers and run another finger up and down her clit. Brooke writhes and moans but from what I can make out, she’s still asleep. I push a finger into Brooke’s slick pussy and it’s instantly squeezed by her pussy walls. My breathing comes out fast. I pump my finger in and out and Brooke arches her hips to meet my finger. I add another and use my thumb to rub her clit in circles. I can’t wait to see how much it takes to wake her up. 

Before I explore that thought, her eyes pop open and she holds my gaze in the darkness. “I want you, Jason. Now!” she commands in a sultry voice.

My cock is already on fire, throbbing and desperate to slide into her warmth. I shift on top of her and lift her legs to my shoulders. Instead of plunging into her pussy and ramming into her as I want to, I hold my cock and rub it up and down her slit. 

“Oh Jason…” she cries over and over again.

Juices gush from her pussy and when I can’t bear it anymore, I plunge my cock into her so deep she lets out a cry of surprise and pleasure. Her hands flurry around as I begin my assault. I fill her to capacity as her walls press tightly against my cock. I’m lost. Sex with Brooke is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Every time is special. Her pussy is like a slice of heaven. If I had a choice, I’d fuck her every hour of the day. 

“More,” she cries, and I increase my tempo, ramming deep into her. Her movements become urgent and erratic and I know she’s close to the edge. 

A few more thrusts, her pussy clenched around my cock and she moans loud. I make out her features in the semi-darkness. Her face is contorted with pleasure. She’s hot. Intoxicating. And she’s mine. For now.

That thought drives me to my own release and I explode into her pussy. 

Only later do I worry about it. I’ve never fucked a woman without protection. I’d forgotten to ask Brooke if she’s taking contraceptives. Then I decide not to, remembering what she said about having a medical background. She’s a vet. She knows these things. 





Chapter 14

Brooke

“That’s it!” I admire the little containers lined up on the kitchen counter ready to be stored in the freezer. I whirl around to face Jason. “Thanks, I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You’re welcome,” he says and moves to the sink to begin washing up. 

I’d put Liam down for his nap an hour ago. We have an hour to clean up the mess in the kitchen before he wakes up. 

“Where did you learn how to cook?” There’s so much about Jason that I don’t know. I stand next to him and rinse the dishes. 

“My brothers were a lot younger than I was, so by the time they were born, I was mom’s little helper around the house.”

At the mention of the family he had lost, my chest constricts, and I understand a little of what he had gone through. Losing Marvin and Ellie felt like one of my limbs had been cut off and I wasn’t functioning well without it. “How did you manage to survive?” I ask softly. 

The silence stretches on between us and then he speaks. “I had Marvin.” Jason’s voice cracks. “Your brother was right there with me every hour of the day it seemed. He was like glue.” He chuckles and I join him knowing this character trait of Marvin only too well.

It reminds of when Eric broke my heart and I came to L.A. with Marvin and Ellie. I was never alone except when I slept and even then, they checked on me constantly. I was always with one of them and though it irritated me slightly, overall, I felt less lonely. 

“I don’t know if you ever truly heal. I keep thinking about how old my brothers would be now. Life would be so different...” his voice trails off.

Marvin and Ellie will never age. Jason, Liam and I will change over the years but the two will remain the same. It is a sobering thought and one that truly drives home the fact that we will never see them again. It is worse for Jason because his brothers were younger. 

“How old were they?”

“Stuart was thirteen and Edward was eleven. The three of us were inseparable when I was home. They looked up to me and when they died, I missed that the most. Having people who looked up to me. They made me want to be a better person.”

“There’s something about older siblings. I looked up to Marvin too. He was the perfect big brother. Protective and loving. We were friends. I miss that. He would call me just to chat and catch up. Then he brought Ellie into our lives and she became a big sister.” 

“How are your parents doing?” Jason asks.

My throat tightens painfully and my chest aches. “They are doing okay I suppose.” 

“Haven’t you spoken to them?” Jason asks.

I spoke to Dad a few days ago and he’d told me in the most diplomatic way he knew how to give Mom some time to mourn. Apparently, speaking to me and hearing Liam in the background was a painful reminder of the son she had lost. 

It had always been this way but with Marvin there, it hadn’t mattered. He was her favorite, second only to the child she had lost. But I’d never been resentful because it had been Marvin. I push away painful thoughts of my childhood. 

I had clamped my mouth with my hand to keep the words on my tongue from leaving my mouth. 

What about me?

Instead of blurting out words that would make things worse, I had murmured soothing words to him but inside, my heart had been crying. I wanted my parents in my life. They were not the only ones who had lost Marvin and Ellie.

I’m too embarrassed to tell Jason the truth. That my parents want some space from Liam and myself. I’ve never witnessed such selfishness in all my life. In bad days, I think that I must be the problem. Why is it so hard for mom to love me as she had loved Marvin.

“I spoke to Dad briefly and they’re well,” I say and hope he doesn’t pursue the matter.

My support system has shrunk to Jason, the one person I’d never have imagined to be a friend. Even Madison seems to have done a disappearing act. I’m tired of calling her and getting her message service. 

My way of coping is to shut out that part of my life. As far as I’m concerned, Minnesota and its people do not exist. I never understood the concept of living one day at a time before now. All I care about is making each day a good one for Liam. 

“I’m glad they’re well,” Jason says. “Knowing Marvin, he’d want all of us to live our lives and not mourn him too much. I always imagined we’d have grown old together. Laughed about the good old days.”

I can’t even picture Marvin as an old man. “So many what-ifs.”

“I keep thinking he’ll come bounding into the house and laugh at us for worrying,” Jason says, and I know exactly what he means. 

Only when the front of my top grows wet do I realize that I’m crying. My shoulders shake and I bow my head. 

“Hey, come here,” Jason says and takes me into his arms.

I lay my head on his chest and cry uncontrollably. It’s as if a dam has broken and no matter how much I try I just can’t stop crying. Jason strokes my hair and rubs my back and slowly I feel my control coming back. 

“I’m sorry,” I say and pull away from his arms. “I don’t know what happened there.”

He touches my cheek. “You’re doing really well, taking care of Liam just as his parents would have wanted. When I lost my family, I didn’t handle myself very well. I was a mess for a really long time.”He tears off a piece of tissue from the kitchen towel roll and hands it to me. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t begin to imagine how you came out of it,” I say and blow my nose.

“Human beings are wired to survive. But I don’t know how I’d have managed this time without you and Liam.”

I look at him in surprise. “Me, why? I haven’t done anything.”

We lock gazes and my belly tightens at the intensity of his stare.

“You’ve done everything. You changed your whole lifestyle, moved to a place where you know nobody and have to start again. You lost a brother and a sister-in-law but instead of feeling sorry for yourself, you dusted yourself off and every day you do what needs to be done. Every day I tell myself this—if Brooke can do this, then so can I.”

By the time he finishes speaking, tears are flowing down my cheeks, but I’m also smiling. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever told me. Thank you.”

A shrill noise interrupts our conversation. The sound is alien and it takes a moment to recognize what it is. It’s the house phone which rarely rings now. “I’ll get it,” I tell Jason and hurry to the side table by the couch. 

“Hello.” My tone is hesitant. The last time I picked up the phone, I was reduced to a crying mess. It had been Ellie’s old school friend who’d not heard what happened. It had been left to me to explain to her and to deal with her shock and grief. 

“Brooke!”

Relief floods me when I hear Madison’s voice. “I’ve been calling your phone, it’s switched off. Why?” she screams and I hold the phone away, laughing. God, I’ve missed her. 

“Because nobody ever calls, that’s why. Where’ve you been?” I can’t help that my tone is accusing.

“I’m sorry,” Madison says. “I know I’ve been terrible, and I’ll tell you why soon.”

“It’s a man isn’t it?” I ask.

She laughs. “Maybe. Forget about that. Let’s talk about more important stuff, like you. How are you coping?” 

 I play with the phone cord and contemplate my answer. A while ago, that question would have made me break down. Not anymore. I have come a long way and it’s all due to Jason. “I’m pretty good actually.”

“I’m glad to hear that. How is life with ‘the asshole”?

I almost choke on my own saliva. “I’m sorry. What asshole?”

“That’s what you called Jason, remember?” she says with a chuckle. 

I sneak a glance at Jason. Our eyes meet. I quickly turn away and face the wall. “He’s fine but I don’t call him that anymore,” I hiss into the phone. 

“Don’t tell me you succumbed to his charm,” Madison says. “I wouldn’t blame you. He’s hot.”

I want to die. This is not the right time to talk about Jason and what is going on with us. Not when he’s in the same room. I steer the conversation away from Jason and we catch up on news from home. I tell Madison about my search for a job and she’s just as excited as I am.

When we end the call, Jason is putting the last of the food containers into the freezers. He comes to me with an amused look on his face. 

“Asshole, huh?”

I look down, shamefaced. 

“It’s okay,” he says and chuckles. “I didn’t make it easy to like me.”

I want the ground to swallow me whole. 





Chapter 15

Jason

“Peek—” I hide behind a sofa as Liam’s eyes widen with wonder and anticipation. When I show my face, he laughs so hard he almost topples from his seating position. 

We continue with our game and every so often I sneak a peep at Brooke. She’s serious as she sits behind the computer. Then she squeals and Liam and I turn to her. 

Her eyes sparkle and gleam and she waves her hands around as if they’re on fire. “I got an interview.”

“Fantastic,” I say and stand. “I knew you’d get it. Which one is it?”

She’d applied to three positions, but I knew she was hoping to get the job closest to home. 

“The animal hospital one,” she says and comes to me. 

It was a large animal hospital and even had an inpatient for sick animals. Brooke had been drawn to it for the opportunities available to progress in her career. I loved that about her. How seriously she took her job. 

“Congratulations,” I say and open my arms. It’s a congratulatory hug but I take any chance I get to hold her. “When is the interview?” I ask as I enjoy the feel of her soft body in my arms. 

“Day after tomorrow,” she says happily and then she stiffens. She moves away from my arms, a worried expression on her features. “I don’t have anything remotely official to wear.” 

“That’s easily solved,” I tell her, eager to wipe off that look of worry. “We’ll go shopping.”

She looks at me and grins. “I like your thinking, Jason. But what about Liam? It’s too much for him to go shopping. Besides he’s almost due for his morning nap.”

“Call Ellie’s mom.” The last time she and Brooke had spoken she’d been pleased to be asked. 

Brooke thinks about it. “Okay. I need to call Madison to have my stuff shipped here. I’ve been dilly-dallying…I know, but it’s such a big step.”

“You already took the biggest step of all.” She’s easily the bravest woman I know. 

She shoots me a grateful look. “Thanks. What would Liam and I do without you?” She heads for the phone.

Her words though said in a casual tone mean the world to me. I’ve discovered how good it feels to be needed. For the first time, I have an idea of why married men enjoy their lives so much. That feeling of having your own people and knowing that you’re contributing to their wellness is awesome. 

I continue playing with Liam and from listening to Brooke’s end of the conversation, I can tell that Ellie’s mom is more than happy to babysit Liam for the morning. 

“That’s settled,” Brooke says when she’s done with the phone call. “We agreed it’s easier for her to come here. I’ll pop into the shower and then watch Liam while you get ready.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say. 

 Ellie’s mom arrives just as I’m coming from my room after a shower. Brooke shows her in, and she stops in the living space and looks around. For a few seconds, she looks so vulnerable and small. She shakes off whatever she’s feeling, and smiles at me.

“How nice to see you again,” she says. 

“Liam is down for his nap, but I’ll show you everything in the meantime,” Brooke tells her. 

“You’re doing a good job, the two of you,” she says. “Ellie and Marvin did well.”

We leave the house fifteen minutes later and get into my car. “We’ll go to West Third Street,” I tell Brooke. “It’s only about half an hour away.”

The palm trees sway in the breeze and the air is sea-tinged which happens when there are winds coming in from the Santa Monica area. “Have you been to the beach on previous visits?”

“Nope,” Brooke says. 

“We’ll have to put that on our list of things to do.”

She throws me an amused glance. “We have a list?”

“Of course, how else are we going to make you a real L.A. girl?”

She laughs and looks out the window. “I like the easy vibe of people here. Most people are in shorts or casual wear.”

That’s one of the reasons why I love my city so much. I don’t want to ever live anywhere else. L.A. is perfect for me and I hope Brooke grows to like it as much as I do. 

We grow silent but it is not uncomfortable at all. Brooke does not rush in to fill in gaps in conversations as most girls do. She’s comfortable with silence and I like that. 

“Are you still in pain?” Brooke asks and it takes me a moment to understand what she’s talking about. 

“I completely forgot that I should be in pain. Nothing like some loving to take away discomfort,” I say in a cowboy twang that makes her laugh. 

I can’t believe that someone was stupid enough to stand Brooke up. If I was the kind of man who liked the whole commitment thing, I’d make her mine very quickly. Waking up next to Brooke is the best way to start the morning. 

It also helps that she loves sucking on my cock. It’s like a challenge for her to see how much of it she can take in her mouth. I’m happy to be used in that way. For me, I like to see how long I can suck on her clit before she comes. Usually, it’s less than three minutes but the more I know her body, the faster she comes. I’m willing to bet that in a month’s time, I can make her come in under a minute. 

I shock myself at my train of thought. I don’t usually stay with a girl for as long as a month and yet I’m already planning a month down the line. I scare myself. Then I remember what it is: two adults having a good time. Besides I like being in the teacher role, not that I’ve taught Brooke anything. She knows a lot of stuff instinctively. I’m determined to enjoy Brooke’s sweet body for as long as I can. 

There was not much traffic at this time of the morning, and we get to West Third Street faster than I thought we would. I get out and walk around to open the door for Brooke. She’s in a denim skirt that clings to her curves in all the right places. 

We walk down the street holding hands and peering into different shops before Brooke likes one enough to enter. She’s the kind of person who does things after a careful evaluation. We’re polar opposites; I’m rather impulsive. The store is cool and as soon as we enter a store assistant comes to our side. Brooke explains what she’s looking for and we trail after the assistant as she goes to one side of the store. 

“It’s easy to find sexy clothes in your size,” the assistant says to Brooke as she pulls clothes from the racks and drapes them on her arm. 

“Not too sexy,” Brooke says.

“Yes, too sexy,” I say. 

The store assistant chuckles. When she’s satisfied with the clothes she has, she leads us to the changing rooms, a secluded area at the far end of the store. It is early for shoppers and we’re the only ones there. 

“I’ll leave you to try them on, call me if you need me,” she says as she places the clothes on a long couch. 

“Thank you so much,” Brooke says. 

I sit down on one side of the couch, my legs sprawled out in front, as I relish the thought of watching Brooke in sexy official outfits. 

“Here goes,” Brooke says and lets out a nervous chuckle. 

I don’t get why she’d be nervous. She has a perfect body with curves in all the right places. “You’ll look beautiful in all of them.”

She carries the bunch of clothes into the changing room. She shuts the door and I wish I was in there with her. I can hear the rustle of clothes and I imagine her in her panties and bra and my cock strains against my shorts. She emerges moments later and for a second I’m speechless.

She looks hot in a high-waist gray pencil skirt and a red blouse with a neckline that plunges deep into her cleavage. 

“Do you like it?”

Brooke is easily the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. My eyes roam over her body and bare legs and I want to fuck her there and then. “I love it,” I manage to say.

She stares at my shorts and giggles. My erection has lifted the front of my shorts. How will I walk out of here? This is not a good idea, I tell myself as Brooke parades outfit after outfit. The last one is a red-hot number that clings to her curves and is still decent enough to be worn to an office. Brooke teases me by modeling in front of the changing room and exaggerating the movements of her hips. My cock grows stiffer by the second. She blows a kiss and disappears into the changing room.

“Jason,” she calls moments later. “Do you mind getting the store assistant for me? My zip is stuck.”

I jump to my feet. “I know how to fix a zip,” I growl and push open the door, my erection leading the way. 

“I can’t get it to open,” she says. 

“No problem. Turn.”

She faces the wall and I stand behind her with my cock nestled between her ass cheeks. I take my time fixing the zip and then I open it. In slow movements, I slip the sleeves from her shoulders and bend to kiss her shoulder blades. The dress falls to a heap at the bottom and I pick it up and toss it to the side. 

 Brooke doesn’t move from her position and I caress her ass cheeks and snake my hands to the front to her breasts. She moans softly, driving me wild. I drop to my knees and lick her exposed ass cheeks. Then I pry her thighs apart and turn her around. 

I bury my head in her pussy and then run my tongue on the edges of her panties. She gasps. I want to tease Brooke and I eat her pussy through the lacy material of her panties. It’s not quite enough and she pushes my head with her hands. 

Finally, she pushes her panties to the side herself and I plunge my tongue in and fuck her with it. 

“Jason,” she moans. “More.”

I don’t need to be asked twice. I get to my feet and by the time I free my cock, Brooke is on her knees facing away. Her pussy shines and moistens with wetness. I go down to her knees and work my cock to the entrance of her pussy. She moves back impatient to have my cock inside her.

I would have loved to tease her some more but there’s no time. Anyone can come to the changing rooms at any time. My knees go weak as I push my cock in. Every time feels like the first time. I grip her thighs and take her in hard powerful thrusts. I know she’s fighting to be quiet but soft moans escape her lips. I drive my cock in and out as my hips slam against her ass. Her body vibrates and I know she’s close to coming. It’s a good thing as it takes all my will power to hold in my come. 

“Jason, I’m going to…” Brooke cries. 

A knock comes on the changing room door. I don’t stop fucking Brooke. I can’t stop. It’s beyond me. 

“Are you all right in there, ma’am?” It’s a shopping assistant. 

“Yes, I’m fine,” Brooke says in a choking voice. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Footsteps step away just as Brooke’s body trembles and her pussy clamps on my cock. That pushes me to my own climax, and I pour hot seed into her body. 

“Fuck Brooke!” I say. 

I carefully stand up and help Brooke put on her own clothes. I follow suit. 

When we’re decent, I push the door open and peer out. I don’t see anyone. I step out and that’s when I see her. The shopping assistant. Her hands fly to her mouth as she covers her giggles. Then she flees. 

“That was close,” Brooke says as she steps out. 

I save Brooke from the humiliation of knowing that not only was it close, but we’d been caught. 





Chapter 16

Brooke

I step out of the clinic glass doors and almost bump into a ginger-haired woman carrying a box with cats, closely followed by a young boy. I smile and hold the door open for them. 

“Thanks,” the woman says as they disappear into the reception. 

Next week on Monday, I will be one of the vets in charge and adrenalin rushes through my veins. I don’t walk on the ground, I fly. It feels so awesome to have a job. The two directors who interviewed me were impressed with my qualifications. 

How soon can you start?

The words keep ringing in my mind, and I can’t wait to get home and share the news with Jason. The sun warms my bare arms, and everything feels right again. I haven’t felt so settled in a long time. It takes me fifteen minutes to get home and when I enter and shut the door behind me, it’s eerily quiet. I’d left Jason home with Liam, but the plan was Ellie’s mom to pick up Liam for a day and a walk. 

I kick my shoes off just as the phone shrieks, breaking the silence. I hurry into the living room, pick up the receiver and collapse into the chair. 

“Welcome home.”

I giggle when I recognize Jason’s husky voice. 

“Thanks. Where are you?” I don’t know why or how but my voice has suddenly gone sexy. 

“Right across the street. I needed to do a few things in the house and Liam’s grandmother took him for a walk.” Jason says.

“Anything I can do to help?”

“All under control, thanks. How did the interview go, I bet you blew them out of their minds.”

I laugh softly. “I did more than that. I got the job!” 

Jason whistles. “I’m impressed by you, lady. Congratulations. We must celebrate tonight. Our way.”

Pure, raw need races through me at his words. I push my thighs together as my pussy pulses. I breathe harder and I’m sure Jason can hear it. 

“Are you touching yourself?” Jason asks and I inhale sharply. 

It’s on my lips to say no but my pussy aches and I open my legs. My hand inches toward my pussy and I cup it the way Jason does. “Yes,” I breathe. 

“Tell me what you’re doing, sweetheart,” Jason says. 

I’m frightened and excited at the same time. I’ve never done anything like this before. 

“My hand is on my pussy,” I tell him shocking myself with the words. 

“Do you have panties on?” he asks.

“Yes.”

Now, I rub my pussy earnestly. 

“Push them to the side. I want you to touch your clit.” Jason says. “My cock is so hard right now, I have to get it out of my pants.”

I imagine Jason pulling his huge hard cock from his pants and I almost creamed myself. I push my panties to the side and part my legs further to gain access to my clit. At first, my touch is gentle but I increase the pressure as my clit pulses. I moan as I lay sprawled on the sofa, one hand in my pussy and the other holding the phone. 

“How does that feel, Brooke?” Jason says, his breathing coming out first.

“It feels good.” It does but I want more. I insert a finger into my pussy, and I let out a sharp cry. One finger becomes two and I’m thrusting them in and out of my pussy. I imagine my fingers are Jason’s cock. The phone drops as I writhe on the couch. The sound of the door opening interrupts me and before I can withdraw my hand, Jason calls out. 

“Brooke?”

He comes into the living room and when he sees me sprawled there with my legs thrown apart. His gaze is on my pussy and I widen my legs more so that he can see me fingering myself. I should be embarrassed but I’m not. Veins streak across his forehead. His eyes are red-rimmed. 

A groan escapes his mouth. “Fuck Brooke.”

He quickly frees his cock and comes to me. He stands over me and wraps his hand around his cock and starts to stroke it. It’s hot but I need more. I need his cock inside me. 

“Jason.” I don’t need to say more. 

He lets go of his cock and comes to me. He turns me over in one movement so that my ass is raised in the air and I’m at the edge. His cock plunges right into me. The pleasure is too much. Tears stream down my eyes. I cry out meaningless words. I can’t even remember my name.

He grips my thighs and takes me quick and hard. He slaps my ass cheeks and then rubs it. God. Within minutes we’re both coming. It is the most intense sex we’ve had. It takes a long time for our breathing to return to normal. Jason is turning me into a wild cat. 

As I remember the store changing room. I giggle as Jason withdraws.

“That was hot,” he says. 

“You’re turning me into someone I don’t recognize,” I tell him.

“Are you complaining?” Jason asks as he helps me to my feet. 

“Not at all,” I tell him. My life has become an adventure and I don’t want to change anything. I’ve never been as alive as I’ve been in the past weeks. 

A crazy thought pops into my mind. If we were married, we’d live like this all the time. Jason makes me want him with just a word, a touch or a look. I can’t seem to get enough of him.  





Chapter 17

Jason

“You’ve been smiling all morning like someone who’s just won the lottery,” Collins says as we clean one of the trucks. We’ve done all the checks to ensure that it’s in good working condition and now all that’s left is to wipe it down. 

“I’m generally a happy guy,” I say, circumventing the question. I’ve been thinking of Brooke all morning and I wonder how her first day at work is going. I can’t wait for lunchtime to go and give her a call. 

I’ll also call the house and check on Liam and his grandmother, though I have to take it a little easy there. Brooke warned me against calling too many times as she might think we don’t trust her with the baby. 

 We go out for a call which involves a pregnant woman standing out on her front lawn. The paramedics arrive just after us and they take her to hospital. It’s rather quiet for a fire station and at lunchtime, I get my cell phone from my locker and go outside for some privacy. I turn it on and immediately recognize the attorney’s office number. I call him back.

“Jason Cooper here,” I say to the receptionist when she answers.

“Hold on a second for Mr. Thompson,” she says and moments later he comes on the line. 

I listen intently as he explains that the attorney representing the drunk driver who caused the accident wants a meeting with me. 

“What do you mean, just me? What about Miss Forster?” It doesn’t make sense. 

The attorney skirts around my question but eventually I think I understand, and indignation swells in my chest. 

“Mr. Thompson,” I begin but before I can say anything, he jumps in.

“It won’t hurt to listen. All you have to say is no but go meet with them. I know Guy Rogers, the defense attorney and he’s a pretty decent guy.”

Against my better judgment, I agree to go to Guy Rogers’s office the following morning after my shift. Resentment simmers in my chest. I was looking forward to going straight home to Brooke and Liam. Brooke will also be home as she’s working Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 

Still, as he says, I only have to say no. 

There’s an MVA that night but luckily this time there are no fatalities but it leaves me feeling incredibly sad and wishing Marvin and Ellie were still with us. There’s no other call that night and in the morning, the oncoming shift starts to arrive. 

At exactly eight o’clock, I park my car in an underground parking lot in downtown L.A.. The attorney’s offices are on the fifth floor and occupy most of it. I tread on the thick brown carpet as I follow the secretary down a hallway. 

“Ah, Mr. Cooper, come in. I’ve been waiting for you. I’m glad to see that you’re a man that respects time.” He talks too much and I can’t keep track of the words flowing from his mouth.

He jumps from one topic to another as he ushers me into a leather chair by the table. 

“Now, Mr. Cooper, I’m sure Aaron hinted at what this meeting is all about,” he says and smiles. He explains how sorry his client is and how he’ll never forgive himself for the lapse in judgment that caused the loss of two lives. 

“They were not just two lives,” I shout, and Guy Rogers is shocked into silence. “They had a boy, Liam and now he’s an orphan. All because of your client’s lapse of judgment.”

He bows his head. When he looks up, he names a figure that makes my heart drop to my feet. “He wants to make sure that little boy never lacks for anything. It’s a lot more than we expect to be awarded by the courts.”

I don’t know what to say. It’s my turn to be shocked into silence. I slump back into my chair and look out the glass walls at the view of the city. I’m in debt and I hate it. My house is remortgaged and that frightens me. I feel exposed to the elements. I think of how much that figure could change our lives. 

Then I think of what we’ve lost. The money doesn’t seem so much then. As I leave the office, I feel dirty even though I had a shower before leaving the station. 

I want to go somewhere with Brooke and Liam. Someplace that can wash away the melancholy I feel. I know just the place. I walk in just as Brooke is feeding Liam his breakfast. They both shriek when they see me and my spirits lift. I kiss Brooke on the mouth, lingering longer than necessary and I kiss Liam on his forehead. 

“I missed you guys,” I say and follow the scent of freshly brewed coffee. 

“We missed you too,” Brooke says. “Didn’t we Liam?”

I’d planned on calling Brooke but after the conversation with the attorney, I’d completely forgotten. “I’m sorry I meant to call you yesterday to see how your first day was going. I got caught up with something else.”

She shrugs. “You don’t need to. I’m not your responsibility.” 

A painful tightness comes over my throat. I don’t understand this conversation. Usually when a woman says something like that I just shrug it off and try to charm her back into a good mood. Now, I want Brooke to understand that I mean it. 

“I know I don’t need to, but I wanted to,” I tell her. “And you’re my responsibility now Brooke. You and Liam.”

She turns away but she doesn’t seem so wrung up about it. 

“Anyway, I had an idea. What do you guys think about a few hours on the beach? We could be there by ten, stay for two or three hours and come back home. It’s not crowded during the week.”

Brooke smiles and nods. “Sounds good. Can we stop on the way and buy a swimsuit? The other option is to swim naked.”

“I’ll take option two,” I say. 

She laughs and I’m glad she’s back to her old self again. “I thought you would.”

“I want to hear everything about yesterday,” I tell her. 

“Okay,” she says. 

We spend the rest of the morning getting ready for the day out. We stop in front of a clothes boutique and Brooke goes in leaving me in the car with Liam. I think of that day in the changing room and grin. She’s hot and adventurous and I’m loving every moment I’m with her. 

She returns empty-handed. 

“No luck?” I say.

“I got one. A little too sexy but the choices were limited,” she says as she pulls her seatbelt across. 

“Where is it?” 

She lifts her t-shirt and reveals a leopard print. She leans in to whisper into my ear. “My bra and panties are in my pocket.”

Immediately my body floods with heat. When will I have enough of Brooke? At this rate, not any time soon. 

It’s a forty-five-minute drive to the beach and Liam is asleep most of the way. I consider telling Brooke about the meeting with Guy Rogers. I glance at her. The passenger window is open, and the wind blows across her face. She looks happy and relaxed and I know if I tell her, that will spoil the day for her. She doesn’t really need to know, I decide. I’ve already made the decision for both of us. I look at Liam through the rearview mirror. He looks comfortable in his car seat. 

“How was your first day at work?” I ask Brooke. 

“It was fabulous,” she says, and I smile at her choice of words. “Time just flew by. It was nice meeting people and their pets and their kids.” 

She tells me how a little girl and her mother came in with an old cat whom they had to put down. I find the whole thing extremely sad. 

“How do you deal with that? Putting animals down.”

“You think of it as a service you’re doing for that animal. Ending their suffering. After that, another family brought in their newborn puppies to be checked.”

“New lives.” 

“Exactly,” Brooke says. 

I think about Marvin and Ellie and I know she does too. My brothers had a golden retriever that was adopted by another family after they were gone. I wanted that dog more than anything but there was no way to keep it on campus with me.

“Animals are way easier to deal with than human beings and they need our compassion just as much.”

I can hear the passion in her voice as she speaks. “You really love your job!”

“Yes, I do. It’s the same for you, isn’t it?” Brooke asks.

“It’s more than a job. It gives me a purpose when I know I’m making people’s lives better.”

“That’s exactly how I feel about being a vet.”

We reach the beach and I park the car and carry our stuff to the beach. Brooke packed well and we even have an umbrella, which will cover Liam from direct sunlight. I can’t wait to see Brooke in a swimsuit. 

By the time we set up everything, Liam is awake. He keeps staring at the sand and when I lower myself into one of the two foldable chairs we carried, he tries to touch it. I lower him until he’s standing. He reaches down and scoops the sand. 

“Guess where that is going?” Brooke says, just as Liam raises his hand to his mouth.

“Oh, no you don’t, buddy,” I say with a chuckle. Brooke fishes out a colorful ball which keeps Liam occupied. “The water looks inviting, why don’t you go for a dip and I’ll watch Liam.”

“Okay,” Brooke says. “We’ll take turns.”

She slips out of her shorts and I ogle her shamelessly. 





Chapter 18

Brooke

The water is like a warm blanket around me as I float on my back. The few times I’ve been on the ocean I’ve loved it and now I’m loving every moment of it. I feel weightless and as though all my problems have been washed away. I swim for a while longer before guilt comes over me. It’s my turn to watch over Liam. 

I wring my hair as I leave the water. Jason is teaching Liam how to walk by standing in front of him and holding his hands. He giggles and laughs when he manages a few steps. 

“Hello, boys,” I say and grab a towel. 

I love how Jason caresses me with his eyes. It feels wonderful to be desired. I wipe myself down and then wrap it around me. 

“It’s time for your lunch, young man,” I say to Liam. I unpack his lunch and settle myself on the foldable chair. 

Jason plops him on my lap and then proceeds to remove his shorts. I multitask and feed Liam while enjoying the view. His legs are muscular and strong and he wears shorts-style swimming trunks. 

“A speedo would have been amazing,” I tease him.

He raises an eyebrow. “Really? Are you forgetting something?”

My face heats up. I know he’s referring to the size of his cock. He has a point there. Containing it in a speedo would be nearly impossible. He removes his shirt and then runs to meet the ocean. He cuts an alluring figure as he enters the water and then disappears under the waves. 

The ocean is a pretty azure color and you can’t tell where it ends, and the sky begins. Liam loves it too. He’s relaxed leaning against me and he’s eating quickly and without fuss. 

I finish feeding Liam and offer him a sippy cup of water which he drinks. By the heaviness of his body, I can tell that he’s falling asleep. 

Jason emerges from the water, his hair matted to his scalp and his eyes matching the color of the ocean. Just looking at him makes my insides contract. 

“He’s asleep,” Jason says as he gets closer. He grabs a towel, wipes himself down and plops down on the foldable chair. “This is as close to perfect as it gets,” he says. 

“True. I could live happily right here next to the beach,” I say.

“It gets pretty windy at night,” Jason points out. 

Everywhere I look is either beach, sun or water. I look back at the last couple of weeks and see a pattern. I’ve done new things and taken risks I wouldn’t otherwise take. The only reason I’ve done the things I’ve done is because of Jason. Life with him is one big adventure even if we’re just spending a day at home. He manages to infuse excitement and joy in everything. I turn to him. 

“Do you have any regrets in life?”It’s a pretty deep question and he doesn’t immediately answer. 

“I try not to have,” he finally says. “I like to have fun and enjoy each day and that’s not so hard to do.”

“You’re a risk-taker,” I say.

“Me? Really? I wouldn’t describe myself as a risk-taker. Not really. Not when it matters the most. Then I don’t take risks.”

I don’t really know what he means but I back out of the conversation. I’m not sure I want to know more. 

“You know, I used to think I knew myself and my family so well before we lost Marvin and Ellie. But I had to start afresh and learn everything anew. The people I thought I’d count on disappeared. Thanks, Jason, you’ve been my rock and Marvin and Ellie were lucky to have you as a friend.” I choke on the last words. 

Jason touches my thigh and squeezes gently. “I know what you mean. That day at the accident site, the only thing that pulled me from the brink of collapse was the thought of a stranger telling you the news. I had to tell you myself.”

Fresh tears filled my eyes. “It would have been terrible hearing it from a stranger,” I tell him.

“And afterward, since you had no one here in L.A, I couldn’t do what I really wanted to, which was to lock myself in the house and see no one. I had to be there for you and Liam. So really, I’m the one who should be thankful. You and Liam saved my life.”

We hold hands and watch the waves as they crash into the sand. 

 

***

I’m tired but in a good way and after I settle Liam for the night, I return to the living room to find Jason flicking through movies. He pats the space next to him on the sofa. “Come and relax. Do you like movies?”

It’s odd that we live together, and we’ve had sex several times and yet we still know so little about each other. “Yes, I do.” I use movies as a way to relax but I’ve been so busy with Liam that my former life seems like it belonged to someone else. 

“I bet you like romantic comedies. Most girls do. I don’t mind either,” Jason says. 

I sit on the couch leaving some space between us. “Wrong, I tell him. I love fantasy.”

“Really? Like which one?” 

I recite a list of my favorite movies and with each one I say, Jason comments that he watched it too. At the end of it, we realize that we actually enjoy the same type of movies and it becomes easy to decide what to watch. 

“I’ll switch off the lights,” Jason says before the movie starts. 

The room is plunged into darkness as he switches off both the living room and kitchen lights. The only light comes from the TV. 

“Scoot over,” Jason says when he returns to the couch. 

He stretches on the couch and lies on his side and then pulls me to lie in front of him so that he’s spooning me. Jason lifts my hair and lowers his head to kiss my neck. Then he plays with my hair. 

“I love your hair. It’s long and curly and smells like a dream.”

I’m glad someone loves it because I certainly don’t. It used to take hours to straighten it and take out the curls. These days I only have time to shove it into a hairband. A baby does that to you. It’s nice to hear that he likes my jungle look.

“Thank you.”

The movie begins and Jason’s hand rests on my belly. I can barely concentrate. All I can think about is the feel of his big hand and how much I want it on other parts. 

When he begins making small circling movements on my belly, I let out a happy sigh. He slides his hand under my nightshirt and the feel of his hand on my bare skin is electrifying. I’m not wearing a bra and he inhales sharply when he comes in contact with my bare tit. He kneads it and then touches my nipple. His cock pressed against my ass and I wriggle it a little. His mouth goes to my neck and blazes a trail of kisses along my neck. I feel an urgent need to kiss him and I turn around to face him. Our mouths find each other in the semi-darkness, and we ravage each other. 

His hands grab my ass and he grinds his cock against my pussy. I rake my fingers through his hair in frantic desperate movements. Being together all day at the beach and wanting each other makes our lovemaking more intense. Jason breaks the kiss and raises himself and takes me with him. 

He sits at the edge of the couch and turns me so that I’m facing away. He pulls down my shorts to reveal my bare ass and he grabs each ass cheek and squeezes. Movements tell me that he’s also removing his shorts. He grips my waist and guides me down to his lap. 

Only he lowers me slowly to his cock and I scream as it enters my pussy. When it’s completely in, Jason lets go of my waist and his hands seek my nipples. This gives my pussy time to expand to take him in. Jason knows my body more than I do. He knows exactly how to hold and touch my nipples to make me cry out in pleasure. I arch my back as he rolls them between his thumbs and fingers. 

I lean forward and place my hands on his knees to anchor myself. Then I raise my hips and his cock slowly inches out but not completely. It’s slow torture for us both and Jason makes loud guttural noises. He drops his hands to the couch and I’m completely in charge. 

The tip of his cock is the only part inside my pussy. I wait for a few seconds before I slam back down and Jason shouts. “Oh, Brooke,” he moans as I begin raising my hips slowly again. I’m enjoying this and though my instinct is to thrust deeply, this is ultimately more satisfying and erotic. 

I feel all the ridges on his cock, and I don’t know how long I can keep this up. My descent is slower this time and we both cry out. 

“Brooke, please,” Jason cries.

I can’t do it anymore and I give in to my primal urges and I bounce up and down on his cock. Jason takes it as a sign and grips my waist. He controls the thrusts now, moving me up and down as I throw my head back. 

“Jason...I’m so…” I don’t even know what I want to say except that my pleasure is at its peak. My legs shake and my pussy walls contract squeezing his cock hard. Jason groans and we come together, our bodies dripping with sweat. Jason wraps his hands around me, and I lean back and relax on his chest. The movie goes on as I let my eyes shut for a moment. 





Chapter 19

Jason

Brooke tries to hide it, but I can tell that she’s a little stressed. She can’t get hold of her friend Madison and she wants a few of her things shipped to L.A. 

“I don’t know why she’s doing these disappearing acts these days,” Brooke says. She runs her hand through her thick hair, and I remember how it had sprawled on my chest at night as she slept. We’d spent the whole night together and for the first time Liam didn’t wake up even once during the night. It’s nice to turn and bump into Brooke’s nakedness. 

Now I turn over my mind to Brooke’s problem. “You’re not working after Thursday, right? And I go back to regular shifts next week. Why don’t you go to Minnesota and do it yourself?”

She doesn’t want to bother her parents, so the next option is to go to Minnesota. The idea of being in the house without Brooke is not exciting. Another genius idea pops into my mind. “We could all go. It will also be an opportunity for your parents to see Liam.”

An uncertain look comes over Brooke’s features and then she nods and smiles. She doesn’t look very enthusiastic and I think it must be because she doesn’t want people to know about us. It hurts a little but it’s also completely understandable. I’m quick to reassure her. “Don’t worry, I won’t act all weird. No one will know about us.” I place a finger on my lips. “I won’t tell a soul.”

She cocks her head. “What’s there to tell? There’s no us.” She paces a little in front of the phone and when she stops, she faces me. “Okay. Let’s do it. Let’s go to Minnesota.”

“Where will we stay?” I ask Brooke. “Should we book a hotel for me maybe?” 

Her eyes widen. “My parents would be horrified. Their house is huge and there’s more than enough space for all of us. Besides, it will be easier for me to sort out my stuff when I’m home.”

From our late-night conversations, I know Brooke moved back home after that idiot fiancé of hers canceled their wedding. 

“All right just be sure to tell them that we’re coming. I’ll book the flights for the day after tomorrow.”

“I’ll chip in,” Brooke says.

“No need to. I’m okay,” I say even if my house mortgage payments are killing me. Where I come from, men take care of their women and that includes financially. 

“Thanks,” she says. 

Making arrangements to travel alone versus with a woman and a child are vastly different. There seems to be so much to do. We’re planning to only stay for three days but already Liam’s stuff has filled a whole suitcase. He needs so much in a single day. Multiply that by three.

Brooke goes to work the following day while I mind Liam. She wrote a list of things to do the previous night and stuck it on the freezer. When I get a moment, I do something and tick it off on Brooke’s list and I’m rewarded with a grateful smile when she returns in the evening from work.

Dinner is already cooked, and she sniffs appreciatively as she enters the house. Liam is in his playpen and she leans in and gives him a noisy kiss and then stands uncertainly in front of me. It’s always an awkward moment for Brooke when we haven’t been together.

She doesn’t seem to know how to greet me. Whether to kiss me, shake my hand or throw a casual ‘hi.’ I save her the trouble and pull her into my arms. She wraps her hands around my neck, and I hold her close for a second. 

She’s become so important to me in a few short weeks. In my mind, I’ve stopped seeing her as Marvin’s little sister. They don’t really look alike, and her personality is totally different. Marvin was impulsive while Brooke mulls over things very carefully before making a decision. The only exception to that is our affair.I’m pretty sure that if she’d have thought about it, she wouldn’t have gone for it. I’m glad she did. She’s a remarkably strong woman and passionate woman. I especially like the last part. It’s taken us on a journey I’d never have imagined. Sex with Brooke is a process, not an event. 

My hands roam over her ass, squeezing and sliding between her legs. I reluctantly withdraw when I realize dinner will get cold if I continue. There’s also Liam. I don’t want to scar him for life with images of his godfather and aunt having sex. 

After dinner, I leave for a couple of hours to do my own packing. It doesn’t take long to toss the clothes I need for our trip into a suitcase. My first time to Minnesota had been to attend Brooke’s non-wedding but I didn’t get to go to her parents’ house. 

We have an early night but share a bed. I sleep in her room which is closer to Liam’s and it’s easy to hear him if he wakes up. I switch off the lights and spoon her. 

“Are you excited about going home tomorrow?” I ask her. 

“It feels strange. Not like home anymore,” she says and yawns.

It’s a strange thing to say. After all, she’s spent all her life in Minnesota. A few weeks in L.A. can’t change the fact that it’s home. 

***

It’s as if Brooke metamorphoses into someone else the farther we get from L.A.. The pilot announces our descent and in a few minutes the plane touches down at the Saint Paul airport in Minnesota. Brooke has been quiet since we woke up and in the cab ride to LAX. 

Maybe she’ll relax once she’s home. I carry Liam as we leave the plane and go for our luggage. Brooke takes Liam while I place our belongings on a trolley. I scan the people waiting for passengers and I don’t see Brooke’s parents.

“They’re not here yet,” I tell her.

“Who?” 

“Your parents.”

“Oh, they’re not coming. We’ll take a cab,” Brooke says and smiles but her face is pale. I wish she’d tell me what’s wrong. I’m pretty good at solving problems and I hate to see her in obvious distress. 

“Okay,” I say and lead the way out of the airport. 

Brooke gives the cab driver her parents’ address and then keeps her nose pressed against the window as if she doesn’t want to miss anything. Twenty minutes later, the cab enters a neighborhood with sprawling ranch style homes with expansive well-cared-for lawns at the front and massive old trees. The cab stops in front of a beautiful home that reeks of money. 

“This is your home?” I ask Brooke. 

She’s already out of the cab. I follow her out and I give her Liam to hold while I get our luggage. We walk up the porch and ring the bell. When the door is opened, I understand why her parents were not at the airport. Brooke didn’t tell them. 

Her father grips the door and stares first at Brooke and then at me. I smile but he doesn’t seem to see it. His gaze returns to Brooke and then Liam. All color leaves his face. Then he does the oddest thing. He steps out and pulls the door almost shut, leaving only a small space. Not the reaction I expect from a loving parent. 

“Brooke,” he hisses. “What are you doing here, with them?”

I’m shocked at this. Marvin’s father knows my name and he’s always been friendly. 

“I had to come and get my stuff,” Brooke says. “You, Mom and Madison won’t pick up my calls. I have a new job and I need my clothes. Jason offered to come with me.”

This time he shoots me an almost apologetic smile.“I meant what I told you. Your mother hasn’t been well. I don’t know how she’ll handle seeing the baby.”

“Jack?” A voice calls and the door swings open.

Brooke’s mom stands there and she’s the picture of health. I don’t understand what’s going on. When she left L.A., she’d been pale, and grief-stricken but now she looks quite robust. 

“Brooke!” she cries. “What a surprise! Oh, and what have we here, my grandson? Bring him to me. Jason, welcome. She takes Liam and enters the house and we have no choice but to enter. 

We all troop through an entrance hall that’s as big as a room. A huge chandelier hangs from a high ceiling. 

“Let’s sit in the dayroom, shall we?”

They are clearly swimming in money and I wonder why Marvin did not go to his parents when he almost lost the house. We sit down in a room that’s almost as big as my whole house. And to think Marvin and I was so proud when we bought our modest homes. This place makes my house look like a toilet. Despite the opulence surrounding us, no one in this room looks happy apart from Liam who has wriggled his way from his grandmother’s arms and is crawling on the rug.

“Look at him!” she cries out. “He’s gotten so big.”

Her husband’s gaze does not leave his wife’s face. I don’t understand what is going on, but it all seems so creepy. 

Brooke sits stiffly at the edge of the chair as if she’s about to bolt. 

A uniformed maid comes in and Mrs. Foster instructs her to show us to our rooms. I carry our luggage and Brooke takes Liam. We get rooms which are side by side and as soon as the maid leaves I go to Brooke’s room. I close the door and lean on it. Liam is playing contentedly on the carpeted floor. 

“Are you all right?” I ask Brooke and when she looks at me, I see that tears are streaming down her eyes.

I close the gap between us and gather her in my arms. Her shoulders shake and she sobs noisily. “What is it, sweetheart?” I ask when she gets a measure of control. 

It all comes out then and the more I hear the sadder and madder I get. Apparently, Marvin had been a favorite child to his mom and Brooke had grown up being a second-class citizen. There had been a sister, Kate, born after Marvin. She died from accidental drowning when she was just a year old. Brooke had been born bearing no physical resemblance to her sister and her mother had rejected her on sight. She had done what was necessary to ensure Brooke’s growth but no more. It had been left to her father to try and offer his little daughter attention. When she grew up, he had had to choose between his daughter and wife countless times. 

“If I’d told them I was coming, Dad would have convinced me not to. I really needed to come not only to get my stuff but to go and see Madison too. I think something’s wrong with her. She’s not herself.”

It’s a lot to take in but so much makes sense now, Marvin’s obvious adoration of his sister and willingness to do anything for her. That’s why we were best friends. Marvin had been a champ, the kind of guy who stood in your corner always. I hope I’m that person too. 

I still don’t get why Mrs. Foster dislikes Brooke. “Why does she hate you? You’re her child, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but I’m not Kate. The way I see it, I think she had hoped for another girl who looked exactly like Kate. Then maybe she could forget her loss and pain.”

I think back to her mother’s behavior. She had seemed pretty happy to see Brooke and I point out this to her. 

Brooke lets out a bitter laugh that does not suit her at all. I can’t wait to get her back to L.A. “Mom is a good actress,” she says. “I know you probably think I’m crazy, but I’m willing to bet that we don’t see her again. Dad will give us an excuse about how she’s not well blah blah blah.”

“And where will she be?”

“In her room until we leave. She used to do that a lot when I was living at home. When she couldn’t stand my sight, she’d lock herself up in her room for days.”

It seems like stuff out of a movie. People actually lived like that, with so much drama? I don’t mean to be judgmental but there are other ways to handle one’s grief. Taking it out on one of your children is not fair. I think back to my own family and gratitude flows through me. I may have lost them, but I have nothing but happy memories of the time we shared. I always thought that losing one’s family was the very worst thing that could happen to you. It’s not. I look at Brooke’s sad eyes and I know that rejection is worse. 

“What about Liam? Shouldn’t she love him because he’s Marvin’s child?”

Brooke shakes her head. “I thought she would too but when Marvin died and she saw Liam for the first time, she screamed that we should take him away. I was glad no one else witnessed it apart from Dad and I. Oh, and Ellie’s mom. What must she have thought of us?”

“I’m sure she thought it was a reaction from grief.”





Chapter 20

Brooke

Telling Jason everything was the smartest thing I could have done. I laugh at something he says as we go down for dinner. All the tension has left my body and I feel happy again. Dad is the only one in the dining room and he stands up when we enter. 

“Where’s Mom?” I ask even if I know the answer. 

“She won’t be joining us I’m afraid,” he says, and my heart goes out to him. “She’s not well and is resting.”

Jason’s face looks pale. He shifts Liam. Anna, the housekeeper comes in carrying a high chair. “This is for the young man,” she says and places it between two chairs. “I’ll bring his dinner in a moment.”

“Thanks, Anna,” I say. I hadn’t thought or planned for Liam’s meals and I’m grateful someone has. 

Mom has a way of bringing out the worst in me and reducing me to an emotional mess. It’s not just me either. Everyone is happier when she’s in her room. 

“You’re most welcome Brooke,” Anna says. “If you like I can babysit him tomorrow. He looks just like my Oliver.”

Oliver was her grandchild from her only daughter. If I remember correctly Oliver had been born almost at the same time as Liam. “How is Oliver doing?” I ask her and her sweet face creases into a smile. 

“He’s doing wonderful, growing every day as I’m sure this young man is.”

Her smile fades and I’m sure she’s thinking about Marvin. He was that kind of person who is loved by everyone. 

“I’ll get his dinner,” she says and turns but not before I see her eyes well up with tears. 

We settle down and Anna returns with a nice meal of mashed peas, carrots, and potatoes for Liam. He eats happily while indulging in his favorite activity—banging on the table. 

Dinner is enjoyable and it feels good to catch up with Dad. He’s a different man when his wife is not there, and I enjoy his company. So does Jason, I think, throwing a glance his way. 

“So, you’ve decided to move to L.A. permanently?” Dad asks me. 

I nod. “Liam’s home is there, and I have to be where Liam is.” And I’m not wanted here. 

“You got a job?”

I nod. “At the local vet clinic. I like it. Everyone’s very nice and it’s a short walk from home.”

“I’ll miss you,” Dad says, and I know he means it, but I accepted a long time ago that my dad is not an emotionally strong man. Had he been a stronger person, he’d have confronted his wife a long time ago and taken her to a therapist if that’s what she needed. Instead, he went along with everything she wanted even if it was clearly wrong. 

We change topics and move to a safer conversation. Later we sit in the den and talk some more and then its bedtime. We don’t have a crib and Jason and I agree that I’ll sleep with Liam on my bed. Just as I finish changing him into his pajamas, a slight knock comes on the door and Jason walks in.

“Can I sleep with you guys? It’s too lonely by myself.”

I giggle at his request. “Of course. Come in.”

We each sleep on either side of Liam and chat softly over his head before we fall asleep. 

 

***

I know it’s early to go to someone’s house, but I really need to check on Madison. Jason and I leave my parents’ house and take a cab to Madison’s. Liam is safe in Anna’s capable hands and I feel at peace leaving him with her. 

Madison lives in a one-bedroom apartment across town in a nice neighborhood inhabited by young people. 

I pay the cab fare amidst protests from Jason. Taking his hand, I lead him into the apartment block and up to two flights of stairs. I always choose the stairs over the elevator and I know my thighs thank me for it. 

We stand outside her door and I brace myself and knock. There’s no answer and I knock harder, almost pounding it.

“Maybe she’s not home,” Jason offers.

I hadn’t thought about that. Before I say anything, a sleepy-eyed Madison opens the door. She looks at me in disbelief and rubs her eyes. “Brooke!”

“The very same,” I say happily. I’m expecting a scream, a hug, and tears of joy. 

“You never told me you were coming.” 

“I know, I should have,” I say. I don’t understand why she’s been like this. Then it hits me. She’s with someone. That’s why she’s not inviting us in. Her behavior mimics that of Dad yesterday. She holds the door behind her as if guarding it. 

Then the door flings open and I come face to face with Abe Harris. The biggest jerk from our high school. But what is he doing in Madison’s house? His hair is tousled and he’s in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. Clearly an overnight guest.

A heavy feeling fills my stomach. I turn my gaze to Madison. Her chin trembled and she refused to meet my gaze. 

“What is he doing here?” I ask.

No one answers.

“Do you know him?” Jason asks me.

“Yes, he’s a jerk and he’s married. That makes him a married jerk.” 

Abe married the prom queen right after high school and rumor had it that on the night she gave birth to their first child, he’d been in a hotel room with another woman. He was a nasty piece of work and Madison and I had discussed him more times than I can count. I can’t believe Madison could be so stupid.

I don’t understand how she could pick him. 

“Give me a minute, will you?” she tells Abe and he retreats into the house. 

“How could you?” I tear into her when the door shuts. 

“I knew you’d react like that, that’s why I never told you,” Madison says. She speaks in an offended voice as if she’s the one hurting from all this. This is not the Madison I know. My best friend may be crazy at times, but she was never stupid. 

“This is Abe Harris we’re talking about, Maddie!”I want to shake her until she returns to her senses. 

“He’s changed,” she says.

I fold my hands across my chest. “Is he still married?”

Madison’s face reddens. “Yes, but he’s moved out of the house. He’s living with me now and soon, he’ll start the divorce proceedings.”

I shake my head. “How can you be so stupid Maddie? He’s lying to you as he’s done to countless women before you! When he’s tired of you, he’ll toss you aside and go back home to his wife.”

She shakes her head. “No, he won’t.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“I love him and that’s all there is to it. If you can’t accept him, then I can’t have you in my life.”

Sadness comes over me. Jason drapes his hand on my shoulders. “Bye, Maddie.”

Back home, after checking that Liam is all right, I go to the attic where my mother has put all my stuff. I’d gotten a shock when I entered my room and found it resembling a guest room, but I hadn’t wanted to tell Jason. It’s humiliating to have someone else witness your own mother’s rejection. Now, we go together to the attic and find my belongings are already packed in suitcases and boxes. 

“This is harsh,” Jason says. 

Tears sting my eyes. I don’t ever want to come back to Minnesota again. It has been pain after pain since we arrived. I can’t wait to go back home tomorrow. All I have to do is to sort out the things I want to take with me to L.A. 

I lean into Jason and he pulls me into his arms. I wrap my hands around his neck, and we sway together as if there’s invisible music. My mind goes back to Maddie. What could Abe have told her that made her forgot what he was? 

I feel as if the world has turned on its axis and I’m standing upside down. Only Jason and Liam make sense. 

Later in the evening, my mother surprises me by coming down to dinner on our last evening. Dad seems just as surprised as I am, and he pulls a chair for her. It’s just as well she’s come for dinner. I want to tell them about the compensation case. 

I broach the subject after dinner, as we’re sipping on coffee. “Marvin’s attorneys suggest we file a case against the man who caused the accident.”

Mom freezes and then blinks rapidly. “I don’t understand.”

“Compensation for Marvin and Ellie’s death.”

Her face seems to throb. “That won’t bring my son back to me,” she says in a deadly calm voice.

“It’s not for you, Mom. It’s for Liam. He’ll never lack for anything.”

“A court case you say? No. I won’t allow anybody to splash my son’s face across the newspapers. He deserves better than that.” Her voice rises. She points a finger at me and her eyes blaze. “You’ve always been jealous of him. That’s why you’re doing this.”

My heart thumps hard. Before L.A., I’d have fled the room, now I face her squarely. “You’re talking nonsense, Mom. Marvin loved his son and would have wanted the best for him.”

She turns to my dad. “Harold! Did you hear that? Can you see how much she disrespects me!” she screeches.

I realize then what we should all have known years ago. My mother is stark raving mad and she needs help.

“You need help, Mom,” I say trying to speak in a calm voice. “Dad, you have to take her to see someone.”

Mom jumps from her chair and starts pacing madly. Liam starts to cry. He looks at my mother in terror. Anna must have heard the shouting, she rushes in and speaking soothingly, she lifts Liam from the highchair and takes him with her. 

Dad looks from my mother to me, caught in the middle again. An urgent need to get help for her comes over me. I must convince Dad that she needs help.

“What have I ever done to you, Mom?” I feel bad pushing her buttons but if I leave now, she’ll never get the help she obviously needs. 

She doesn’t answer but continues pacing. 

“Is it because I’m not Kate?”

You can hear a pin drop as soon as I say my late sister’s name. Mom freezes and slowly turns around, her eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

“I said do you hate me because I’m not Kate?”

I expect rants and raves but instead, she breaks down into tears and falls to her knees on the floor. She cries as if her heart is breaking. Dad shoots me an accusing glare. He goes to her and tries to help her up, but she doesn’t cooperate and she’s a strong woman. 

Then she starts calling Kate’s name over and over again. It’s heartbreaking to watch and at the same time hurtful. She mourns the loss of a daughter she only had for a year and can’t stand the one she’s had for twenty-six years. It’s a little hard to be compassionate. What I want is to have a semblance of a mother but that is something that will never happen. Jason gets up and together with Dad, they lift Mom up and carry her away to her room. I’m left alone in the dining room and I allow the tears to fall. 

How did it come to this? Marvin had been the shield between my parents and me, especially Mom. His love had been enough, and Mom’s rejection had not hurt as it does now. 





Chapter 21

Jason

We’re back home! I’m preparing our dinner and Brooke is feeding Liam. It feels good to be performing these mindless activities after the emotional turmoil of the last couple of days. It’s Saturday evening and I feel bad that I have a twenty-four-hour shift tomorrow. I won’t be there in the evening when Brooke gets home. She’s very fragile right now and I feel so protective of her. Mrs. Foster clearly needs help and I hope that her husband will see it and get it for her. Brooke has no hope in that regard. She says her father has always been blind when it came to his wife. 

We have a quiet dinner and have a light easy conversation. Bedtime is early for all of us as we both work the following day. 

I can’t let Brooke sleep alone tonight, I think when I’m in my room. I retrace my steps and go down the hallway to her room. She’s already in bed but the lights are still on. She gives me a smile that lets me know that I made the right decision. I haven’t come to sleep. Not at first. I want to make slow love to her so that by the time I’m done, she’ll know how much she’s valued. 

I slip into the bed and I gather her into my arms. She smells sweet of shower gel and cleanliness. I kiss her deeply and then break the kiss to pepper her neck with more kisses. I go lower and lower, part her thighs and get in between her legs. 

Brooke cries out softly as I part her pussy lips with my hands and taste her sweetness. I lick the inside of her thighs, biting the flesh softly and then returning to her sweet nectar for more. Today is not about me, it’s about Brooke. I want to wash away all that sadness she’s experienced in the last couple of days. 

She moans and arches her back as I eat her pussy. She grips my shoulders. “I want you, Jason. I want your cock inside me.”

I bring my cock to her slick pussy and nudge my cock into her folds. She raises her hips and my cock slides in. I fuck her in slow measured thrusts until she begs for more and I increase my pace. Her nails dig into my ass cheeks and she pushes me down hard. I do what she wants and pound her fiercely.

“Yes, Jason, like that,” she says over and over again. 

I slam into her over and over again and her pussy clenches and unclenches and I know she’s in the throes of an orgasm. A few more thrusts and I come, hot seed spilling out of me and into Brooke. 

We hold each other tight when it’s over and fall asleep in each other’s arms. 

***

At work the following day, I think about everything that’s happened and I realize that my feelings for Brooke have changed or grown or whatever it is. I just don’t know how to describe them. I break out into a sweat as I sip on my coffee. I feel something that I’ve never felt before with a woman. I want her to be mine permanently. I want to take care of her. My heart races as I examine my feelings. Could I be in love with her? I’ve never considered myself the type of man who falls in love with a woman but the more I examine myself, the more it makes sense. 

On my first break, I rush to call Brooke, but the receptionist tells me that she’s left briefly. I worry. Is something wrong with Liam?

With trembling fingers, I call the house number and it is picked up on the third ring and by that time, I’m going out of my mind. I grip the phone and try to act calm. 

“Hi, Mrs. Stewart, it’s Jason,” I say. 

“Oh yes, how are you? We missed you this morning,” she says cheerfully.

She can’t be this cheerful if something had happened to Liam. Tension eases out of my shoulders and I lean on the wall. In the background, I hear Liam’s gurgling noises and I smile. The relief I feel is indescribable. 

“I was just checking if Brooke is home,” I say.

“No, she’s in the office,” Mrs. Stewart says and then we hang up. 

Probably Brooke just went on a walk or to visit a client. I spend the rest of the day restless and I can’t wait for the morning to go home. This convinces me that I have strong feelings for Brooke. I wonder what she would feel about a semi-permanent relationship between us. I laugh softly to myself. I can’t believe I’m already thinking this way about her and it’s been less than two months. 

Fear comes over me. Maybe I should take it a little slow but it’s such a wondrous feeling I want to tell everyone. Shout about it from the rooftops. I like this girl a lot. Time drags on. I keep hoping Brooke will call me back, but she doesn’t, and I don’t want to seem like I’m checking up on her. 

Or rather I don’t want to frighten her away. When I want something, I get pretty intense and that is frightening to someone who doesn’t know that side of me. She doesn’t call by bedtime and I swallow my disappointment and console myself that I’ll be home by seven-thirty the following morning.

I’m the first one to leave the station and I get home in record time. I enter noisily and find Brooke and Liam where I expect to, at the dining table having breakfast. Or rather Brooke is trying to feed Liam while he’s doing his best to remove it all from his mouth. 

Brooke looks up and our eyes meet, and I see something in her eyes that makes my heart stop. Something is not right. I play it cool and follow my usual routine. I kiss Liam and then Brooke. She doesn’t respond. It’s like kissing a tree and now I’m seriously worried. 

“I called you at work yesterday,” I tell her. 

She looks at me coolly. “Yes, I was told.”

I wait for an explanation and when none comes, I’m at a loss for words. I pour myself some coffee and carry it to the couch. I’ve never been in such a situation and I don’t know what to do to make everything right again. I mull over the possibilities.

Maybe she got some bad news from home but what does that to do with me? She’s clearly upset at me so it must be something I’ve done. The longer I try and figure out what it is the more frustrated I feel and when she places Liam in his playpen, I just blurt it out. 

“What’s wrong, Brooke?”

She sits down opposite me and from her facial features, I know whatever it is, it must be very serious. Fear clutches my chest. I don’t want to lose her just when I’ve found her. She’s touched a part of me that no woman ever has, and I want to explore and see where it leads. 

“Some attorney called Guy Rogers called me at work yesterday.”

My heart drops to my stomach and I feel sick. Suddenly I wish I’d been honest with Brooke and told her when they made me that offer. Then I tell myself I’m not guilty of anything except for withholding information. I weigh whether I should tell her now or not. 

I decide not to. 

“They said they made you an out-of-court offer and you accepted.”

I’m shocked and I don’t immediately react. My mind goes back to that day in their offices and searches our meeting to see if there’s anything I said that might have given him the idea that I was in agreement. Nothing. I had been adamant. We were not going to settle out of court.

I knew Brooke would not go for it and I didn’t want to either. Sure, I’d thought about the money they were offering. Who wouldn’t?

“How could you do that, Jason? How could you go behind my back and do something like this? I thought you were different but you’re just like everybody else!”

Her words slice my heart. “It’s not true, Brooke. I didn’t accept their offer. Yes, I went to their offices at Marvin’s lawyer’s request but that is all. I told Guy Rogers that I… we would not be accepting the offer and to leave us alone.”

“That’s not what he said,” Brooke says. Her face is tight with tension. “We’re talking about a reputable attorney here. What reason does he have to lie?”

“I don’t know. All I know is what I told you and it’s the whole truth. There’s nothing I can do or say to prove to you that I’m the one speaking the truth. You’ll just have to trust me.”

It all comes down to that. Trust. She nods but the rest of the evening is fraught with tension. We speak to each other as strangers would. I can’t believe how quickly something that was so good has turned sour. It proves to me what I’ve always believed. I’m not cut out for relationships. 

The next couple of days, our communication gets a little easier but we keep our distance. For the first time, I start to question how this will work out in the long run. I could move out and go back to my house but something I can’t explain makes me hang on. 

I’m not ready to give up on us or rather my heart isn’t. 

The following week, Brooke finds me in the nursery as I’m folding laundry. She leans on the doorway. She has tears in her eyes. 

“I’m sorry for not trusting you,” she says.

I blink rapidly and can’t believe my ears. I stop folding and look at her. “What has changed?”

Tears fill her eyes. “Nothing. I just thought about it and all that time we’ve been together. The only reason you didn’t tell me about your meeting with Guy Rogers is that you didn’t want me to worry and think about all that again. It’s not because you were hiding something.”

Her words break all my walls. That’s all I’ve been wanting to hear from Brooke. To know that she trusts me. 

I go to her and pull her into my arms. “Thank you for trusting me,” I whisper to her. 

We cling to each other and it’s a good five minutes or more before we part. I lean in and kiss her on the mouth and her hands go back to my neck. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” I say. 

“Me too,” she says, sounding teary. 

“Where’s Liam?” I say. 

“In his playpen,” Brooke says, and I give her another quick kiss before we have to go and check on Liam. 

Dinner is a lively affair and I enjoy myself so much I want to weep. I’d missed our conversations. Afterward, we relax on the couch, but we go to bed early. This time I’m sure it’s not just sex. I make love to Brooke and her hands touch me gently as if she too wants to tell me something. 

We make love most of the night and come morning any doubts I had are gone. Brooke and I are meant to be together. Then I think about the state of my finances and doubts grow in my mind. I just need a bit more time to put myself back in a secure position.

For the first time, I dislike Marvin for his carelessness. If he hadn’t put his and Ellie’s house at risk, I’d be secure and free to ask Brooke to marry me. It is a sobering thought but that’s how I feel. I want Brooke in my life forever.





Chapter 22

Brooke

I draw in a sharp breath as Jason parks the car by the side of the road behind other cars. Panic swells in my chest. I should not have agreed to this. I’m not a fan of parties, especially where I don’t know people. Except this cookout is by one of Jason’s workmates and he really wanted us to come.

There’s also a part of me that wants to see Jason’s other life. Meet his friends from the station and their families. Now that we’re here, I don’t feel so confident. Liam happily makes his baby noises at the back unaware of his aunt’s anxiety.

Jason kills the engine. “Are you all right? You’re a little quiet.”

I smile brightly. No need to tell Jason how nervous parties make me. It’s embarrassing to admit that something as normal as parties makes me a little anxious. “I’m fine. It’s a beautiful day for a cookout.”

He grinned. “It is and everyone is looking forward to meeting you under different circumstances.”

These days, a reminder of Marvin and Ellie doesn’t affect me as it used to. I don’t think about the accident or the period surrounding their death. I remember the time before that. Good times. 

Jason gets out of the car and goes around to open my door. He’s in khaki shorts and a navy-blue t-shirt that stretches over his chest and shoulders. He’s the picture of confidence and a surge of pride goes through me that we’re together. It doesn’t matter that nobody else knows it.

He opens my door with a flourish, and I giggle. The tension in my muscles ebbs away. I get out and open the passenger back door to get Liam out while Jason gets his stroller. 

After securing Liam, Jason leads the way to the back of the house where everyone is. I falter in my step at the crowd of people milling around. The aroma of grilled chicken, hamburgers and hotdogs fill the air. Sweetly sickening smoke wafts up my nose. Normally, I love it, but now it makes me nauseous. 

“Jason,” A buff dark-haired man says coming toward us. “You made it.” He’s a little older than Jason but has the same ripped chest and shoulders. They give each other a man hug and then Jason drapes an arm around me and holds the stroller with the other. 

“Brooke, this is Collins, we work the trenches together. Collins, you remember Brooke Foster?”

“Yes of course,” he says with a friendly smile. “Welcome to our home.”

“Thanks,” I murmur.

“And this is Liam, Marvin and Ellie’s son,” Jason says. 

The man peers into the stroller at Liam who is enjoying his afternoon nap. If I’m not mistaken, his eyes are wet with tears. A pretty dark-haired woman sidles up to him and slips a slim arm around his waist. 

Introductions are made all around. Turns out she’s Collins’ wife, Debra and she comes to my side as soon we’re introduced. 

“Come with me and I’ll introduce you to everyone. We’ll take Liam with us,” Debra says. “He’s grown so big in a few weeks.”

Jason shoots me an encouraging smile and I square my shoulders. I can do this. All I need to do is make small talk—something I detest. 

She leads me to a table with a group of women, at least three of whom have strollers next to them. That relaxes me. At the very least, we can talk about babies. Introductions are made and I swear I don’t think I’ve gotten anybody’s name. They are just a flurry of faces. 

“I’ll watch Liam,” Debra says. “Go and serve yourself some food.”

I’m about to say no, but I realize it may seem a bit rude, so I smile my thanks and make my way to the buffet. I grab a plate and go for the salad and buns. 

“I wish I was that careful with my food,” Debra says when I return to the table and plop down with my meager meal. 

The ladies around the table laugh uproariously, something Madison and I would do. My heart squeezes at the memory of how Madison and I parted ways. I’ve tried not to dwell too much on the fact that she chose a jerk over our friendship. 

“Brooke,” one of the ladies whose name I can’t remember says, “I just want to say for all of us what a good job we think you and Jason are doing. You’ve made a huge sacrifice for Liam.”

“Your brother and Ellie were blessed to have you,” another lady says. 

I’m surprised they know so much about me and I must be showing it because Debra explains, “We’re a small community of firefighters’ wives and girlfriends and Ellie was one of us. We’ve been cheering you on from the sidelines.”

My eyes fill up at the kind words that the ladies are showering on me. Apart from Ellie’s mom, nobody else has showered praise on me. Not that I need it, but it sure does feel good to be appreciated.

“Jason won’t let anyone near you,” someone quips. “We’ve been hinting most of the summer about coming over, but he keeps saying you’re not ready.”

“I think he wants to keep her for himself,” Debra says.

“Do you blame him?” someone else says.

By now, my face is burning with embarrassment. It wouldn’t be so bad if there was nothing going on. Thankfully, Liam chooses that moment to wake up and the ladies all fuss over him. He’s passed from one to the other, being bounced on the knee and tickled before been passed around. 

When he gets to me, he’s giggled so much that his face is pink. His bottle is in a thermos thing that keeps his milk warm. My mom skills have not extended to knowing the names of a lot of his baby stuff. He leans against me and I give him his bottle. 

As the conversation moves on to another topic, my eyes seek Jason and when I see him, my breath stops. His blue eyes are on me. Our gazes lock and something intense passes between us. 

“Are you okay?” he mouths, and I smile and nod. 

It’s actually true. I feel comfortable with these eight or so women seated around the table. They’ve extended friendship without being pushy about it. 

“Are you working, Brooke?” Debra asks as their conversation moves to their jobs. 

I smile. My job is the one thing that I absolutely love talking about. Next to Liam of course. “Yes, I’m a vet and just got a job at the animal clinic on Elm—”

“Yes!” A woman with pretty purple streaks in her hair says. “I knew I’d seen you from somewhere. I was there last week with my friend. She called me for moral support. She’s the one who had left her dog in the car for too long.”

It comes to my mind pronto. The dog had been saved but it had been so close. “I remember. I’m glad it worked out for your friend but it’s happening more and more. We had a similar case on Monday,” I say.

We talk some more and then I notice everyone’s attention switches as a couple walk in. Like most men in the party, the man fronts a massive chest and he is sandy-haired. Marvin was a firefighter, but other than that I never really knew the details of his work.

Living with Jason, I now know that the reason firefighters are so buffed is that they work out a lot. They have to be fit because of the nature of their jobs. He has mentioned a gym at work and also regular basketball matches between themselves. 

Without even being told, I deduce that the new arrival is a firefighter. Debra stands up and makes a beeline toward them. My interest shifts to the lady with him. She had orange streaks in her hair but what draws me is her denim shorts. These are not your regular shorts. These are short shorts. I bet if she turns, we can see her butt cheeks. I love L.A. for its crazy people.

Minutes later, Debra brings the woman to us, just as she’d done with me and she introduces all of us. She refuses the invitation to get some food and she looks rather bored. Her gaze keeps going to her man and Debra and other women try hard to include her in the conversation. 

Some soft music comes on. A few couples dance on the grass a little way away from everyone. 

Jason comes and bends to kiss me on the mouth and my heart stumbles in my chest. His aftershave engulfs me, and I forget everything except how much I would love his hands to be all over me. 

“Would you like to dance?” he asks.

“What about Liam?” I say.

Debra overhears because she immediately offers to hold him. Jason pulls me to my feet and leads me to where the other couples are dancing. It’s shaded by a huge oak tree and as soon as Jason encircles my waist, I forget everything except how wonderful it feels to be in his arms. 

His hands are splayed on my back and he softly caresses me. Our bodies mesh together, and I feel every contour. He leans in and kisses my neck and I purr. 

“I could take you right now, right here,” he whispers into my ear and my legs turn to jelly. 

My body responds immediately to his husky voice and the words. I feel sexy and wanted. Feeling daring, I rock my hips a little and his cock immediately springs up and strains against my belly. 

Jason hisses. “You realize this means we have to dance all afternoon?” 

I giggle. “Why?”

“If we part everyone will see the huge hard-on I’m rocking,” Jason says. 

His cock grows bigger by the second. My nipples tingle and I press my chest against his chest. They are so taut, Jason immediately feels them. He turns us around so that his back faces everyone else and then brings one hand to my chest. He grazes my hard nipples through my dress, and I groan.

His mouth captures mine and he kisses me deeply, erasing my worries that people can see what we’re doing. He ignites my body on fire with his mouth and hand. I snake a hand between us and feel his cock through his shorts. He groans into my mouth and I become braver and grasp it. 

“You have to stop!” Jason growls. “It’s one thing to hide a hard-on and quite another to cover up patches of wet in front of my shorts.”

I laugh at that and withdraw my hand. The tempo of the song has changed to a fast one. 

“I think this one’s not for holding each other,” I tell Jason and he responds by holding me tighter. 

“I don’t care,” he says, and I giggle. 

I raise my head and we kiss again. I can’t get enough of his kisses. He tastes so good. His cock pulses against my belly and I feel a deep ache to have it inside me. “I want you, Jason,” I moan.

Jason pauses. “Say that again. It’s music to my ears.”

“I want you,” I say without shame. My body aches for his. I’ve never felt this way before about anyone. 

“Should I tell you what I’ll do to you when we get home?” Jason asks, his warm breath fanning my neck.

“Yes.”

“I’ll tear off your panties and bury my head in your pussy,” Jason whispers and my thighs begin to tremble. 

“Then what?” I whisper.

“Are you wet?” Jason says. 

I’m soaking wet. I hope it doesn’t seep into my dress. “Yes.”

“Good. I’ll lick off all those juices and then part your thighs as wide as they can go and fuck you with my tongue.”

“Oh, God.”I’m going to come right here. 

“I’ll withdraw my tongue slowly and flick your clit with the tip of my tongue and use my finger to fuck you.”

I arch myself. 

“You’ll beg me for more, for my big cock to fuck you.” His voice is low and husky and oh God, I don’t know if I can listen anymore. I’m growing desperate and I’m afraid I’ll embarrass myself in front of all these people. 

“I’ll grip your legs and push them back. Do you want it hard or slow?”

“Hard,” I breathe. 

“I thrust it in, and you scream. Your walls tighten around my cock and I have to exercise all my control not to come immediately.”

“Oh God, please stop,” I beg. 





Chapter 23

Jason

After that dance, I spend the whole afternoon ogling Brooke. I can’t wait to get her alone to rip that dress off. I keep hearing her voice begging me to stop. Brooke is good for my ego. I’ve never done anything like that, spoken dirty to a woman until she begged me to stop. Had we been alone, I would have lifted her dress and shoved her panties to the side. I would not have bothered with removing her clothes. My cock stirs now at the thought of grabbing her thighs and lifting her up. And then sliding into her pussy. 

I don’t know how I get through the rest of the afternoon. It’s been pure torture imagining everything I want to do to Brooke. I’ve distracted myself by playing with Liam and keeping him amused but I’m glad that we’re about to leave. Brooke is saying goodbye to the ladies while I carry Liam and push his stroller to the car.

“Did you have a good time?” I ask Brooke as we drive home. 

I glance at her just as she turns to look at me. Her cheeks redden and she looks away quickly. I know she’s remembering the dance. 

My eyes are drawn to her thighs. Her dress has ridden up and the view of her creamy thighs is distracting. I’d give anything to run my tongue up her inner thighs right now. If we were not with Liam, I'd find a deserted spot and park the car just to have a lick and a taste. And to hear her sweet moans. What has this woman done to me? All I can think about is getting between her thighs and fucking her senseless. 

“I did. One of the ladies has been to the clinic and she remembered me from there.” She smiles and leans her head against the headrest.

I pull my mind from my dirty thoughts and focus on the conversation. “You’ll be recognized by even more people. A lot of people have pets and at one point or another, they’ll come to the clinic.”

It’s the same thing with me. As a firefighter, I get to meet a lot of people and when I go to public places, I recognize some of them and vice versa. It’s nice to be a part of a community. 

Brooke sighs deeply and I glance at her briefly. She tucks her hair behind one ear, and I know that she’s deep in thought. Finally, she speaks. “We’ve been getting too many cases of pets losing their lives after being left in hot cars. I have a feeling it will get worse.”

As a firefighter, I’ve done more than my fair share of rescuing dogs locked up in cars when the owner cannot be located. The pets are usually in terrible shape. “Unfortunately, people don’t really understand that opening the windows an inch doesn’t help either,” I say. 

“I’ll bring it up at the meeting on Monday. I’m thinking that we can do an awareness program, perhaps a week-long,” Brooke says.

“I like your thinking. People need to be taught and I’m sure those cases will go down. Any ideas?”

“Not yet,” Brooke says.

“People love videos these days. You could show one demonstrating what happens to a dog when left inside a hot car.”

She turns to me. “Sounds interesting but I don’t want to hurt a dog.”

“You could use yourself.”

Brooke clasps her hands together. “I like it! It might just work. We could put it up on the internet and direct people to it. We could also have it run all the time in the reception room.”

“And speak to the hospital as well. I’m sure they’d be happy to help. Have it run over and over again in the emergency and waiting rooms.”

“I can’t wait for Monday,” she says, and I laugh. She’s like a kid who’s been promised a new toy. 

We get home in time to give Liam his dinner. Brooke and I stuffed ourselves at Collins and Debra’s and we lounge on the sofa and watch Liam play. My eyes keep returning to Brooke’s thighs. Its sweet torture to watch the hem go up, wait in anticipation for a view of her panties and then nothing. 

She gives Liam his bottle and takes him to bed. I feel like a caged animal from my need of her. It’s grown worse by the hour and I can’t wait to fuck her. 

“Remember what I promised?” I growl when she returns to the living room.

She giggles nervously. “Here?”

I glance around. No. I want her in bed. “In your bed.”

She nods, turns around and I follow. Brooke is a tease. She takes her time and sways her hips knowing that I’m watching her every movement. In her bedroom, I shut the door and go straight to her. I grab the hem of her dress and yank it over her head. 

Her eyes blaze and I know she wants me just as much. I run my hands over her breasts, down her belly and her hips. Then I slip off her panties and slip my hand into her folds. She whimpers. She’s soaking wet, which is just as well because I desperately need to sink my cock into her pussy. 

I slide my hands under her hips and carry her effortlessly to the bed. Lying there, her eyes blazing with desire, she looks gorgeous with her hair sprawled on the bed, arranged around her head.

“You look so beautiful,” I say, my voice rugged. She is all mine! I never thought I’d ever think about a woman like that, but I think of Brooke as mine. 

I trail kisses from her mouth, down her neck to her nipples but before I can go further, she pulls me up. 

“I want you inside,” Brooke says, her voice tinged with urgency. 

“Not just yet,” I tell her.

My cock throbs painfully and I can’t wait to sink it into her sweet pussy. But I want to taste her more. I kneel between her thighs and lift up her legs, pushing them all the way back to her shoulders. Her pussy is soaking wet and I bend and give it a nice long lick. She cries out and I do it again and again. She raises her ass to meet my tongue. I lick it and this time instead of withdrawing my tongue, I lunge it into her pussy. 

It’s hot and sweet. I’ve never tasted anything so sweet and I lap her juices like a man who hasn’t drunk anything for days. 

“Jason. More. Please. Fuck me. I need your cock.”

Her words almost make me come. Tendons spring up on my neck. I feel as tight as a pulled wire. I guide my cock to the entrance. I push it in slowly, relishing the feel of her hot tight pussy as it gives in to the pressure and opens up for me.

“Oh Jason,” Brooke moans.

When my cock is into the hilt, her pussy walls press against my cock. 

“Fuck me, Jason,” Brooke cries and I thrust in and out slowly. I must go slowly and give her pussy time to adjust to my girth. With her legs pushed back, it’s a tight fit but oh so deep. She writhes and I groan as I increase my tempo. I keep my hands on her thighs stroking them as I pump. I concentrate on giving her as much pleasure as I can. It’s so easy to let myself go but I won’t allow it. 

“I want to touch you,” she says, and I stop pumping long enough to drop her thighs and slide along her body.

Her hands immediately snake to my back and she grazes me with her fingernails. Every part of my skin she touches leaves a trail of burns and I don’t know how long I can keep myself from coming. I fuck her harder and faster and I can tell by her grip on my ass that she loves it.

“Fuck, Jason!”

I grin. I’ve taught Brooke well. Two months ago, such filthy words would not have left her mouth. It turns me on to no end. 

“You’re so sweet, Brooke,” I groan. 

 Her sexy sweet moans are my undoing, but I only give in to my orgasm when I feel hers coming on. We come together in an explosion of ecstasy. 

Afterward, I lie on my back and pull her to lie on my chest. My breath slowly goes back to normal and we fall asleep like that. I wake up in the night and feel her next to me. I place my hands on her soft ass and spoon her. Going back to sleep is easy when I’m holding her. 

I rouse myself again and the warmth of Brooke’s ass teases my cock into semi hardness. She moves and I arrange my cock between her legs. She’s hot and wet, but her breathing is deep so I think she must be asleep. The sun casts an orange glow on the curtain announcing a new day. 

Is it my imagination or has Brooke pushed herself further back? I inhale sharply as the tip of my cock rests on her slit. She pushes one leg in front, giving me access to her pussy. I push my cock into her folds and this time my movements are slow and unhurried. 

My hand explores her ass and kneads her right thigh. I place my hand on her waist and rest it on her belly. It’s intimate and sweet and I can’t remember feeling so in tune with another person ever before. It’s as if Brooke and I have become one person. It should frighten me, but it doesn’t. It feels right. I kiss her shoulder and neck and she arches her back and our tongues reach out for each other. She tastes sweet and innocent and I feel so lucky to be the one that Brooke wakes up with. 

I reach around with one hand to cup her breast. I palm her hard nipples and her hand grips my thigh. My thrusts are slow and gentle. She’s so wet that my cock glides in and out easily. I’m in a cocoon of lust and pleasure and that I don’t want to get out of. I kiss her back and neck and nibble on her shoulders. 

Our orgasms build up slowly, but no less sweet when they come.

Brooke cries out my name and I hear myself call out hers. When we’re done, she turns around and smiles. I caress her cheek. I wish I could keep that ‘just fucked look’ on her face all day. It would keep my cock in a permanent hard-on. 

“Good morning,” she says lazily.

“I reckon we’ve already said that in our own special way,” I say and lean in to kiss her on the mouth.

She giggles. “I suppose we have.”

She opens her mouth and I slip my tongue in. We kiss deeply and she wraps her hands around my neck her breasts crushing against my chest. I roll onto my back and pull her on top of me. My hands knead her ass and she grinds her pussy against my cock. 

She lays her hands flat on my chest and then trails circles on my chest with her fingers. 

I groan. “I need time, Brooke. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

Before she can reply, Liam’s cry cuts through our lovemaking haze. Brooke freezes and then jumps from the bed, unconscious about her nakedness. I like that she’s now so used to me, she doesn’t act embarrassed when she has to walk naked across the room.

I admire the view of her nicely rounded ass, and firm, strong legs as she hurries out of the room. At the door, she throws me a glance and licks her mouth. My cock starts hardening. This woman will be the death of me. 

I don’t linger in bed after she’s gone. I dress and head to the kitchen. Liam will be wanting his milk and breakfast soon. 





Chapter 24

Brooke

“My name is Brooke Foster. I’m a vet and today I want to demonstrate to you what happens if you leave a dog in a car. As you can see, the windows have been left open an inch or so, as most pet owners do. It’s hot in here and although it’s only been five minutes, I’m beginning to sweat.”

The video has been edited and it swiftly moves on. My voice sounds weird like it doesn’t belong to me but that doesn’t matter. What matters is the message.

“It’s now been ten minutes and sweat is pouring down my face and back. Animals don’t sweat, so your dog’s body which has been left in the car has no way of getting rid of excess heat.” I pause to mop my face. 

I gesture at the windows and move my camera to show the open windows. “The inch left open on all windows is not helpful at all. Not in the hot weather we’re experiencing now.”

The camera zooms in on my face, to the part where beads of sweat are quickly gathering on my forehead. I look at my workmates' reactions and they are completely engrossed in the video. We shot it in the morning and from everyone’s reactions, I can see that we’ve achieved our goal—to educate people on the dangers of leaving their pets in the car.

Afterward, everyone comes to congratulate me on my acting skills. It’s a subject close to my heart and requires no acting skills. I can’t wait for tomorrow morning when Jason comes home from his twenty-four-hour shift. 

I consider calling him. Sweat forms under my armpits at the thought. I can’t. That would be crossing the invisible boundaries of our relationship. If you even call it a relationship. We’re attracted to each other and we have sex, but we don’t do the things couples do. We don’t call each other to catch up and we don’t date. 

We leave the conference room and I return to my office and find my next appointment waiting. It’s a vomiting dog, brought in by a sweet older woman who looks teary with worry. As vets, we find ourselves treating our patients and comforting their owners. I admit the dog, to receive fluids and for tests. 

The rest of the afternoon goes by fast in back to back consultations and before I know it, it’s time to go home. I usually enjoy the walk home as it gives me time to clear my mind. These days though, whenever I’m free, I find my thoughts meandering to Jason. I wonder what he’s doing now and whether he thinks about me when we’re not together. 

At work, when something funny or interesting happens, I immediately think of telling Jason. Then I have to remind myself that we don’t have a relationship. Not a real one anyway. I know I’m treading on dangerous ground by allowing myself to think about Jason and the future. We are two adults giving each other pleasure but my feelings for him are growing. The worst of it is that there’s nothing I can do. I find myself fantasizing about the two of us falling in love and having a family together.

It’s childish and stupid and yet so delicious. 

I hate myself for it because I know that Jason is not the man I’m making him out to be. His only goal where women are concerned is to give and receive pleasure, and he’s extremely good at it. My face grows hot as I remember our lovemaking the previous day. It had been intense, sweet and intimate. I remember the intensity of his eyes as he gazed at me and the gentleness with which he held me afterward. It’s easy to believe that something is happening between Jason and me. Surely those are the actions of a man with feelings.

I let out a nervous laugh just as I pass a woman pushing a baby stroller. She steers the stroller away from me and hurries along. Great. Now people think I’m insane. Jason has taken over my heart, my mind, and my thoughts. As long as I’m not busy at work or with Liam, all my waking thoughts are with him.

My crazy feelings for him have even pushed away things that would by now be making me burst into tears instantaneously, like the situation with my parents. If Jason and I were not in this amazing affair or whatever you want to call it, I would be terribly sad and resentful.

But the person who would have broken my heart would have been Madison. Even now, air leaves my lungs as I recall her last words. She had more or less shoved me out of her life because of a man. And a jerk at that. I shake my head. It’s as if another force has taken over Madison. We grew up together. There’s no one I know as well as I do Maddie. But that person I met in Minnesota, the one who looked at me coldly as if I was a stranger, now that is a person I don’t know. Tears sting my eyes. I don’t want to believe that I’ve lost Maddie. She’s my very best friend,the one person who always has my back and now she’s gone. The pain expands in my chest and I realize that people are beginning to stare at me. 

I miss sharing stuff with her. She would have been shocked at my having a physical-only relationship with someone and would have made me recount everything. I miss that. Someone to giggle with. She’s always urged me to try it, to live recklessly for once in my life.I’m doing exactly that now except that I’m going a step further. I’m making what Jason and I have mattered. Oh, Maddie, I miss you. 

I push thoughts of Maddie from my mind. I can’t think about her now. It’s not difficult as I’m home now. The thought of wrapping my arms around my Liam occupies me mindfully as I bound up the steps to the porch. I enter the house and find Mrs. Stewart and Liam on the carpet. 

They are playing with toy cars, driving them in circles. They both look up as I come in and the look on Liam’s face makes all those nearly sleepless nights worth it. His face lights up and a huge grin splits his face. 

“Book.”

I freeze and shift my stare from Liam to Mrs. Stewart. 

I drop my bag and go to the floor. “Say that again sweetheart,” I say, my heart pounding against my chest. 

He waves his hands around and says it again and this time I’m sure that he’s saying my name.“Book.”

Tears fill my eyes. I cover my mouth to stifle the sob threatening to escape. Ellie and Marvin would have loved to hear their son say his first word. It hits me then just what their deaths meaning. They’ll never know their son. And he’ll never know his sweet parents. 

“He’s been saying it all day, over and over again,” Mrs. Stewart says. She gets to her feet. “I’ll go now that you are home.”

This is the routine we usually follow but I see something in her eyes. “Why don’t you stay and have dinner with us.”

Her gray eyes light up. “If you’re sure it’s no trouble. I don’t want to invade your privacy.”

“I’m sure, besides you’re family.”

She turns away but not before I see the tears in her eyes. “I made a pie for dinner,” she says. “I’ll warm it up now and set the table while you catch up with Liam.”

Admiration and gratitude fill my heart and I murmur my thanks. I can’t help but compare her with my own mother whose life revolves around herself. Ellie was lucky to have Mrs. Stewart as her mother. She takes charge of situations and is an awesome grandmother to Liam. 

It’s my mother’s loss, I tell myself. 

I play with Liam and try to get him to say Jason’s name. “Say, Jason.”

He stares at me and then blurts out, “Book.”

I burst into laughter and clap hard which makes Liam say my name over and over again. 

Later as the three of us are having dinner, Mrs. Stewart and I chat. She’s easy to be with and doesn’t ask difficult questions. She’s caring and yet respectful. Our conversation veers to Ellie and Marvin and how much we still miss them. 

“It does get easier though, doesn’t it?” I tell her.

“It sure does,” she says. “My grief is over, but I miss her terribly. I miss our calls the most. We had no set times when we spoke. She’d call me any time something exciting happened with Liam.” She chuckles as her memories take her to another time. A happier time. 

“How do you do it? How do you manage to stay so positive,” I ask thinking of my mother whose grief has pushed her to the boundaries of sanity and madness.

Mrs. Stewart smiles. “Life must continue in good and bad times. Ellie and Marvin are gone but they left us Liam and he needs happy people around him. Besides, no amount of moping will bring them back. Life is still a gift to be enjoyed.”

I don’t know much about Mrs. Stewart’s life and now curiosity comes over me. “Do you keep yourself very busy?”

“I try to,” she says. “I have a group of friends and we meet once a week in the evenings for a game of scrabble and a chat. On some days, I go to the local theatre a lot especially if we’re practicing for a play.”

I stare at her incredulously. “You act?”

She chuckles. “Amateur acting. We put on productions at the theater several times a year. You’d be surprised at how many old people roles there are.”

I lean forward in my seat. “Have you always acted?”

She shakes her head. “No, but I loved it when I was young. I got married early as most of us did in those days, but Ellie’s dad passed away just before our second anniversary. From there, I had to go back to work to earn a living for the two of us.”She speaks without self-pity and my feelings of admiration grow. Her stature is tiny but that is so deceiving. She’s a strong woman and I wish my own mother was made from such stuff. 

“How was Ellie as a little girl? Was she always so sweet?”

Mrs. Stewart’s eyes light up. “Oh yes, even when she was a teen. Ellie was the sweetest child a mother could ever want. She never had raging hormones and she always told me what was going on in her life.”

Despite being married and having a child, Ellie had still retained a sweet innocence about her. I always thought that Marvin had been very lucky to find her. And I was a better person for having known her. I can think that now without bursting into tears. 

The evening goes by fast as we talk and enjoy each other’s company. 





Chapter 25

Jason

I drive faster than I normally do and when I reach home, I kill the engine and jump out. I need to see Brooke and Liam. A twenty-four-hour shift is a norm but this morning I feel as if it was a week-long shift. They have grown on me. We feel like a real family and when I’m not with them, I miss them terribly. I live for the moment when I return home. I sprint across the road to the place I think of as home now. I kick off my boots as I enter the house. A grin threatens to split my face at the sight of my people. Brooke and Liam. 

“Book!” Liam shouts. 

“Is he saying, Brooke?” I ask.

“He’s saying my name,” Brooke says. 

“Traitor,” I say mildly and Brooke laughs.

When Liam sees his Aunt laughing, he joins in and says her name again. It’s fascinating to hear him forming a word now and I can’t wait to hear more. I go to them at the table and kiss Liam and then Brooke stands to hug me. As my hands wrap around her waist and she lays her head on my chest, I let out a satisfied sigh. I’m home. 

“Jason,” I say to Liam as I slide into a chair. He looks at me blankly. 

Brooke brings me a steaming mug of coffee.

“A girl after my own heart,” I say as I take the mug. It hits me how true that statement is. 

I like everything about Brooke, and we gel naturally. We are such different people and yet we are the same. It doesn’t make sense but then again it does. 

“We had a great day yesterday with grandma, didn’t we, Liam?” Brooke says as she slides into a seat opposite me. 

“She’s a nice person,” I say.

Brooke tells me all about Mrs. Stewart’s acting and I’m not surprised. There’s a spark in her that hints at an adventurous person. There’s so much to talk about. It’s as if we’ve been apart for weeks rather than a day and a night. 

“How did it go yesterday at work?”

Her face lights up and she goes on to tell me how her idea was well received and that they shot the video. 

“Do you have it?” I ask.

“No, it’s playing in the reception area and they’ll try and have it play in the hospital as well. That was a good idea, thanks.”

I’m proud of her. It takes a lot to present your idea at work but when it’s adopted there’s no bigger motivator. 

“Was it difficult to act it out?”

As she speaks, I look at her individual features and try to figure out what makes her so beautiful. Her green almond-shaped eyes blaze when she’s turned on and sparkle when she’s amused. Her mouth is full and perfect for kissing. All her features are perfect and when put together, they create a face that you just want to keep looking at. 

“What?” she asks now, pulling me back to the present.

“I was just thinking how beautiful you are,” I tell her. 

She cocks her head. “I bet you tell that to all the girls.”

I can’t deny that I’ve complimented other women. “I mean it, Brooke. A man could stare at you all day and not experience a moment of boredom.”

Usually, I can’t wait to tear Brooke’s clothes off especially after a twenty-four-hour shift, but right now I’m content to be in her company. Not that I don’t want her. I do, more than anything. But it’s also oddly satisfying to just look at her and converse. 

Afterward, I take Liam for an hour of playtime on the living room floor. He tries to lift himself up from the ground and I help him practice by offering my hands as a lever. We’re so engrossed in our games we don’t realize how much time has gone. 

“Milk and then nap time for this young man,” Brooke says and hands me the bottle. “Mrs. Stewart said we should try and give him milk with a sippy cup. He drinks water with it just fine, but he resists the milk for some reason.”

His bottle is a signal that playtime is over and he comes to me and I carry him to the couch. He gets comfortable in my hands and takes the bottle and holds it himself. 

“This is why,” I tell Brooke. “See how cozy it is when he drinks from a bottle.”

We both chuckle as we gaze at Liam. It’s clear that he loves being held tightly in our arms. 

“In that case, we won’t rush you,” Brooke says to him softly.

Is this how it feels like to be married? To have a family? If so, I like it. I understand now why it was so difficult to get Marvin to go out for a drink. He was forever postponing our plans. I chuckle now at the memory of how he found excuses not to go. Except he never said the truth, that it was more enjoyable to be home with Ellie and Liam. 

“Your mind is very far away,” Brooke says. I hadn’t even noticed that she had sat down.

I contemplate brushing off the question but then I don’t want to. There’s no reason not to tell her the truth and it can’t be bad to talk about Marvin and Ellie. I tell her how her brother used to evade leaving the house. 

“It’s difficult to leave this,” I say and glance at Liam and then Brooke.

Her cheeks turn red. 

I inhale deeply and continue. “It’s nice to have a family, even a made-up one like this.” I search her face for a reaction. Will that frighten her? It hits me then that I really don’t know what Brooke feels about relationships. I turn to her now.

“How is it possible that no one has snagged you?”

She looks relaxed with her hair caught in a loose ponytail that falls to the side and her gorgeous body in a strapless top and sunlight yellow shorts. 

“I don’t think I give anyone that chance,” she says and then adds softly. “And after the humiliation of being left at the altar, anything serious scares the hell out of me.”She looks at me straight in the eyes as she speaks.

All air leaves my lungs. Disappointment floods me. That is exactly what I’d been afraid of, that she’d been scarred for life. Bastard! I don’t like the words, but I appreciate her honesty. I’ve never shied away from a challenge and I don’t intend to now.

“You mean to say that if you met the right person, you wouldn’t agree to a relationship or even marriage?”

Our gaze is intense. 

“I don’t know. He’d have to be pretty special and he’d have a lot of work cut out for him to convince me that he won’t bolt at any moment.” 

I swallow saliva. “I’m sure if he loved you that would be pretty easy,” I say out aloud. Inside I think that I’d like to be that man. The man that Brooke will trust with her heart. 

Her gaze is so open and so trusting it takes me back and makes me think and question my thoughts. I’ve never thought that any woman could hold my attention for more than a month or even that I’d want her to. I’m a lover of all women. I adore them all. 

A cold sweat comes over me. My hands are clammy. I push away thoughts of commitment and the future. I’ll just enjoy what we have now. I don’t have to think too far into the future. 

She stands up. “Let me take him to his bed. I’m going into the shower after that.”She takes him from my arms and a whiff of her perfume wafts up my nostrils reawakening my desire. 

I wait until I hear the shower running and then go to Brooke’s room. I strip outside the open bathroom door and then enter the shower cubicle. Brooke is under the shower spray and water hits her full on the face and cascades down her glorious body.

She senses my presence and opens her eyes. Like magnets, we gravitate toward each other and our mouths and bodies gel. I want to touch her everywhere and to feel every contour of her body. 

She reaches for my cock and arranges it between her thighs, and I groan. I rock my hips and my cock slides back and forth over her wet and hot slit. Our tongues desperately swirl around each other. My hands are on her ass cheeks, pulling her even tighter against me. I slide further down and lift her hips. She wraps her legs around me and as she does so, my cock slides into her pussy. 

I move us against the wall for leverage and take her fast and hard. Her cries and urges to go faster let me know that she wants it like that too. Her hands rake my hair and back, driving me out of my senses. She’s hot and sweet and she’s mine. 

“Please, Jason,” Brooke begs her hair flying like that of a wild woman. The image is erotic, and I keep my eyes on her. 

“I’m coming,” she cries and her pussy clenches, driving me to my own orgasm. 

“Let me wash you,” I tell her as I gently drop her to the ground. 

I use a washcloth to gently rub her body and when I’m done, she takes the cloth and washes me. She gives extra attention to my cock and it springs back to life. When we’ve rinsed off, I dry her, and she does the same to me and we go into her room. 

I slip into her cool sheets and watch her as she dries her hair. She’s naked and beautiful and I can’t get enough of feasting on her lush curves. When she’s done, she comes to bed and slips in beside me. She smells of cleanliness and I envelop her in my arms. I smooth her hair back and drink in the sight of her freshly scrubbed face. And then I cup her face and kiss her deeply and gently. Unhurriedly. 

“I want to kiss you everywhere,” I tell her. “I missed you so much.”

She smiles uncertainly as if debating whether to say something or not. “We missed you too.”

I note the ‘we’ and I understand. It’s scary for me too. I don’t know what’s happening and I don’t want to question it too much. If I examine it closely, it might frighten me. 

Brooke initiates the kiss. Her lips are soft, and they mold against mine as if we were made for each other. I drop my mouth to her jawline and trace it to her neck. My hand slides down from her shoulder to her breast. My fingers gently tease her nipples until they harden.

She splays her hands and caresses the hardness of my chest as if she wants to memorize every plane and contour. We rediscover each other with our hands and mouths, touching, licking, feeling. We’re in another world. A slower one that revolves only around what we’re feeling. 

There’s not an inch of her skin that I don’t explore with my hands and tongue. 

“Jason.”

She speaks my name and is so laden with a passion that my cock threatens to spill my seed. I pause for a moment to gather my control. I distract myself and soon the intense feeling of wanting to come retreats. When I enter Brooke, we both gasp and cling to each other.

Her soft curvy flesh wraps itself around my cock as I drive into her over and over again. When we come, it’s intense and rocks us both and we cling to each other. 





Chapter 26

Brooke

I give the kitchen counters one last wipe before I’m satisfied that it’s as clean as it can be. Behind me, in the living space, Jason and Liam play on the carpet. The peals of laughter from Liam warm my heart. One day, Jason will make an awesome father. My heart squeezes as an image of Jason and a family pop up into my mind. The face of the woman is blurred but reality tells me that a person cannot be me. That’s not what we are about. My brain thinks this but my heart refuses to listen. I want that so badly. 

I shift my thoughts to a more realistic scenario. Will he have time for us then? When Jason meets someone and starts a family, Liam and I will not occupy his time as we do now. A heaviness fills my chest. I tell myself to stop being silly. Best to concentrate on here and now. When that time comes, we will deal with it as we have with everything else that has happened. 

I prepare Liam’s bottle as these disturbing thoughts torture my mind despite my best efforts to push them away. With a sigh, I leave the kitchen. Jason looks up and smiles. My heart does somersaults in my chest. He stares at me in a way that weakens my legs. The air between us sizzles. I’m not wrong. Something is happening to both of us. Joy and fear explode inside me. 

“What do you guys feel like doing today? We could laze around all day or we could go to the zoo,” Jason says and then turns to Liam. “I bet you and Aunt ‘Book’ will like it.”

I smile at the name that Liam uses to call me. “The zoo sounds like fun.”Because of our work schedules, Jason and I are able to plan activities during the week when most social places are quiet. We arrange to go immediately after Liam’s lunch so that we come back in time for his afternoon nap. 

“What’s that noise?” Jason asks. 

I stop all movement and listen. It’s coming from the sink. I retrace my steps to check if I left a tap loose. I tighten both taps. They are fine but the tap-tap noise doesn’t stop. “It’s coming from under the sink.”

I take Liam for his bottle while Jason goes to check the sink. I hum to Liam as he drinks his milk and idly watches Jason. 

“I’ll go get my tools,” Jason finally says and heads out the door. 

I’m not surprised that Jason wants to fix the sink himself rather than call for a plumber. I’ve noticed that he’s quite handy and skillful. He does a lot of the small repairs that come up without a lot of fuss. The more I know him, the more I like the person that he is. 

Liam is tired from all that playing, and he drinks his milk with his eyes closed and as soon as he’s done, he falls asleep. I carry him to the nursery and change his diaper. He doesn’t wake up and when I’m done, I carry him to the crib and tuck him in. I stand over the crib for a few minutes and watch him sleeping peacefully. These days, Liam makes facial expressions and it’s fascinating and funny to watch. He has a shocked face, an upset face and even a puzzled one. He’s changing so fast and I feel lucky to be able to see it all. 

I lean in and plant a soft kiss on his forehead and then I return to the kitchen to check on Jason’s progress.

The sight that greets me instantly gets my body humming with desire. Jason is on his back and his head has disappeared under the sink. He sprawls on the floor with his strong muscular thighs bare and the outline of his cock clearly visible against his shorts. 

I know I’m drooling but I can’t help it. I stare at his cock and imagine how it would feel like to rub my pussy against it. The feel of his muscular thighs against my soft ones. His huge cock pushing into my folds as it makes its way into my pussy and then completely fills me up. 

But first I’d like to taste him. 

“How’s it going down there?” My voice is squeaky, and I clear my throat. 

“It’s fixable,” Jason says. “A clog. Shouldn’t be too long.”

I’m barely listening to his explanation. I go on my knees and tell myself that I want to see what he’s doing. Except that my eyes are glued on his lower body. Unable to help myself, I place my hands on his thighs and he stiffens and then relaxes. 

I stroke the top of his thighs and then the insides, my eyes on his growing cock. Nothing short of a fire can tear me away now. Jason’s chest rises up and down rapidly. I like the way he responds to my touch. I gingerly place my hand on the swell of his cock.

It’s throbbing and hard. My breath comes out in rasps as I dip my hand into his shorts and free his cock. It’s huge and beautiful and I take a moment to feast my eyes on it. I take it into my mouth and Jason groans. I swirl my tongue around its length and Jason thrusts his hips upward. 

I withdraw, take his cock deep into my mouth, withdraw and take it even deeper still. 

“Brooke.” He says my name in a way that leaves me in no doubt of how hot this is for him. 

I manage to take most of his cock into my mouth while one hand grasps its base. Then I reach further down with my fingers and massage his balls. I lick his balls and the length of his cock and pre-cum gathers at the tip which I promptly lick off. It tastes salty and sweet at the same time and I lick his cock dry. 

I pump his cock with my hand, alternating between sucking him. He arches his lower body and my insides are swamped with desire as I watch him. By his groans, I know he’s about to come. Not just yet. 

My pussy aches with a need to be filled and I withdraw my mouth. 

Jason makes protesting sounds but stops as soon as I plonk down again, and my pussy comes into contact with his thigh. We both gasp at the same time. I pull down his shorts and he helps by raising his lower body.

My body screams to feel him. I straddle him and push up his t-shirt and caress the hard planes of his chest. I love the blond curly hair on his chest and the way his nipples harden when I palm them. His cock rubs my slit in a most delicious way. 

Jason’s breath comes out in short, quick gasps. My own heart is pounding. I lower myself and lick his chest and tease his nipples. He groans and raises his body. I feel powerful and in charge, knowing that the only way Jason can take back control is to come out from under the sink. I inhale his manly scents and trail kisses to his navel. 

His cock stands rim rod straight and I stroke it lovingly. Its size doesn’t frighten me anymore. More pre-cum gathers at the tip and I bend to lick it off. Yum. Jason raises his right thigh to rub my pussy. I groan at delicious feelings the friction creates. 

I want more. I want his cock inside my pussy. I slide along his body and angle myself above his cock. 

Other than groaning, Jason has been quiet all this time. 

“My beautiful Brooke,” he says and my chest squeezes with happiness. 

Juices drip from my pussy to his cock and when I lower myself, his cock is slick and slippery. 

“Oh God,” I cry as his cock smoothly enters my pussy, filling and stretching me until I think I can’t catch a breath. 

My thighs tremble as he completely enters me, and pleasure threatens to bury me. I arrange myself in a squatting position and place my hands on his flat hard stomach for leverage. I slide up and down the length of his shaft and his cock goes in and out, I scream and cry out. 

Jason’s hands shoot out and grip my thighs. His hands are hot, and they almost scorch my skin. I crouch forward and place my hands on the floor on either side of him. I pull up until only the tip of his cock remains in my pussy. His hands grip my thighs harder and pull me down, hard on his cock. Intense pleasure spears through me. I feel like I’ve lost my mind. We’re encompassed in a world of our own, as our thrusts grow faster and deeper. I cry out louder with each thrust and Jason calls out my name over and over again. My breathing grows raspy and my voice hoarse as I scream my way to an orgasm. It rocks me from the very core and as it abates, I become aware of Jason’s orgasm coming on. 

He groans and digs his fingers into my thighs, and I squeeze my pussy walls in response. Hot seed floods my pussy and panic comes over me. Then I remember the pill I swallow every evening and I relax and collapse on top of him. His cock grows soft inside me. I take that as my cue to move. 

“I’ll wipe you down,” I say to Jason. 

“You’re a wild woman,” he says. 

“Is that I complaint?” I ask as I grab a kitchen towel.

“I won’t have you any other way,” he says and lets out a satisfied sigh. 

I kneel and wipe him down gently. Then I get his shorts and boxer briefs and help him pull them up. All the while, he has not emerged from under the kitchen sink.

I giggle. “Are you going to stay there all day?”

“I never start something that I don’t intend to finish,” Jason says.

His words make me shiver. What does that mean? Is he talking about the sink or us? These days everything Jason says appears to have a double meaning. 

“Um…I’m going to take a shower,” I say. 

“Want some company?” 

As alluring as that offer is, my pussy is sore, and I need some time to think. To understand the avalanche of emotions swirling in my mind. Whatever this is I have with Jason, it has shifted and it’s growing larger by the day, sweeping me along with it. I’m frightened and exhilarated at the same time. 

Jason clears his throat, pulling me back into the present. 

“I think I’ll pass, lover boy,” I say and swab him playfully with my blouse. “You’re insatiable.”

“Only for you, sweetheart,” Jason says, and my heart goes wild again.

I stand and stare at him. I want to know so much and yet I cannot ask. Asking would be showing him my vulnerability and worse, it could bring our affair to a grinding halt. I can’t have that yet. I need Jason’s body. 





Chapter 27

Jason

The zoo is almost empty at this time of day except for four women and a couple with small babies. The babble of water surrounds us as we walk into the Wonders of the Deep section of the zoo. Massive boulders are arranged in an artificial river and in the water, colored fishes swim around. 

Liam is perched on my waist so he can have a better view of everything. His little eyes are wide open as he takes in the unfamiliar environment. With my other hand, I hold Brooke’s hand and lead her to a huge glass aquarium filled with sea plants. Liam reaches out to touch the glass. Brooke giggles at his facial expression. 

“He doesn’t understand why he can’t touch the fish,” she says as an orange fish whizzes past and Liam tries to grab it. 

I chuckle. “Say fish, Liam.”

He ignores me. He’s too engrossed on the aquarium. He lounges forward to press his face against the glass. 

“It’s so beautiful,” Brooke says, gazing inside the aquarium. 

“It is,” I say, except my eyes are on Brooke. I need to keep my mind on the present otherwise, I’ll walk around the zoo with a permanent hard-on. That’s what Brooke does to me. 

“Have you ever gone snorkeling?” 

She looks at me sheepishly. “Nope.”

“We’ll add that to our to-do list,” I say. “It’s something everyone should do. Colors become magnified and it’s like entering a different world.” Words are not sufficient to explain the experience of snorkeling. It’s like flying past corals and sea creatures. 

“Put it at the very bottom of the list,” Brooke says, and I laugh. 

The sharks don’t interest Liam much, but Brooke is fascinated. I love to watch her facial expressions. She’s the most expressive person I know. To think that I once thought of her as an ice queen. That could not be further from the truth. 

She walks ahead of us to the west side of the zoo. She looks hot in denim shorts and a sleeveless top. We head to the gorilla enclosure. We peer in through the reinforced glass. A huge older gorilla mom sits and leans against the wall and looks at us. 

I kneel down and prop Liam up so that he is standing. He places his hands against the glass and the gorilla mom comes to the glass and places her massive black hands against Liam’s. An “Aawww,” ripples through the room as people close in to watch. Liam laughs out aloud and bangs on the glass. 

He tries to jump up and down. The gorilla grins, revealing massive huge teeth. I look up at Brooke. She too is entranced by the interaction between animal and baby. She senses my stare and looks at me. Her face creases into a smile that transforms her from a beautiful woman to a captivating one. 

Liam drops his hands and turns away, tired of the game. I pick him up and get on my feet. A cheer rippled through the room. 

“He’ll be a crowd puller when he grows up,” Brooke whispers into my ear. 

“He’s a star and will be an even bigger one,” I say and nuzzle Liam’s neck. 

It’s fun to walk around the zoo with Brooke and Liam. Brooke and I laugh at silly things and I don’t want the day to end. It’s perfect. We make a perfect little family. 

After an hour or two in the zoo, Liam is cranky, and we know it’s time to leave. We make one stop at the grocery store and I shop quickly for what I need to cook for dinner. I also pick up a couple of beers. 

Back home, Brooke changes Liam into more comfortable clothes, I give him a bottle and put him to bed. I’m cooking dinner and head to the kitchen for an early start. I feel tired but, in a fulfilling, rather than exhausting way and I enjoy the simple task of dicing vegetables. 

“Can I help?” Brooke says, coming into the kitchen area. 

“I have this under control, but you can grab us some beers,” I say. 

She gets the beers, hands one to me and pulls out a chair and sits down. From the corner of my eye, I notice a frown come over her. It happens sometimes when she thinks no one is looking at her. My heart goes out to her and I want to grab her and hold her tight. I know she’s worried about her parents and her best friend. I open the can and take a swig of beer. It’s cold and it tickles my throat as it goes down. I fry the onions and tomatoes and then put in a chunk of beef. The sweet scent of cooking food fills the air.

We’re having rice and beef and when everything is simmering, I join Brooke at the table. 

“Have you heard from Madison?”

We haven’t spoken about this since we left Minnesota. I didn’t want to poke my nose into Brooke’s business, but I know it’s bugging her, and she might want to talk about it. I want to know everything about her, and I want to comfort her. 

She shakes her head. “I’m not expecting to hear from her. You heard what she said.”

“It’s just for now,” I tell Brooke. “She’ll come back to her senses.”

We chat about everything and nothing. I realize how much I want this to be my permanent life. I don’t want to wonder how long our affair will go on for. I’ve never done this before, so I don’t know the next step. Is it to ask her to be my girlfriend? No, that would not be enough. I want more than that. I want Brooke to be my wife. Air leaves my lungs as I let that thought settle. I never imagined that I would one day find a woman I would want to spend my entire life with. I love her beautiful, animated face and I want to wake up next to her every single day. I want to see Brooke grow old and to love her all her life. 

I’ve wrestled with this question for a couple of weeks. First, it was the change in our sex life. I know that what we’re doing now is making love. Every moan that Brooke makes is like a song to my heart. Her happiness makes me happy. I’m in love with Brooke and I can’t run away from it anymore. I like to jump into something as soon as I make a decision and I’ve decided that Brooke is the one. I can’t tell her with words only. I have to show her. Leave her in no doubt that I mean it. I reach out across the table and take her hand. She raises her eyebrow as I keep my hand in hers and then she relaxes. 

“Your skin is so soft,” I tell her, and she laughs nervously. 

Brooke doesn’t take compliments well. That’s something I’ll have to work on in the future. Shower her with compliments every day so that she knows how special she is. 

This is way over my head. I’m not a romantic man and I can’t think of how I want to do this. All I know is that I want to propose to Brooke. But not just a regular proposal. I want to woo her and leave her with no option but to say yes to my marriage proposal. 

She’ll be skeptical and who can blame her. I remember the Jason she knew when she came to stay with Marvin and Ellie, and I cringe. I hate to think what she thought of me going out with a different woman every evening. I’m a different person now. I hope Brooke can see that.

Still, I know she’ll need some convincing. And I know just who can help. 

Marian Stevens. We were good friends in college and often double-dated with Ellie and Marvin. We were just out to have a good time and meet other people. Marian is great and more like the sister I never had. We’ve never had any chemistry between us. She met someone after college and moved across the state but returned to L.A. a few months ago. We met at Marvin and Ellie’s funeral and only chatted a little. I do remember that she gave me her card and said something to the effect that she’d started her own business as a wedding planner. 

Excitement courses through my veins and I itch to get the wheels moving. I squeeze Brooke’s hand and let go. “I need to get something next door,” I tell her and stand up. 

“Okay, I’ll check the food,” she says. 

It takes longer than I expected. I can’t for the life of me remember where I kept Marian’s card. I pull open drawers in my study and finally find it between sheaves of papers. I sit down and punch the number into my phone. Marian answers on the third ring. I’m glad to hear her throaty voice and I smile as I speak. After everything that’s happened with Marvin and Ellie, it’s nice to connect with an old friend. 

“How’s the baby doing and Marvin’s sister?” Marian asks. 

“They are well,” I say and that provides me with an opening. “Actually, that’s one of the reasons I called you,” I tell her. “It’s about Brooke, Marvin’s sister. I want some advice and I might also have a job for you if everything goes well.”

“Don’t tell me, Jason Cooper, that it’s finally happened?” she shouts. 

I laugh. “I can hardly believe it myself,” I tell her. “Are you free tomorrow? I’m minding Liam but I can leave him at his grandmother’s for an hour or so.”

We make arrangements to meet the following day and afterward, I call Mrs. Foster to ask her if I can leave Liam with her for an hour at lunchtime. She readily agrees and urges me never to hesitate to ask her to babysit whenever we need her. 

I lean back in my chair and luxuriate in the happy feelings swirling inside of me. I can’t ever remember feeling this way in my life. I can’t wait for the future. This is coming from a person who has never seriously contemplated the future. I frown as an unpleasant fact creeps into my thoughts.

My house is heavily mortgaged and that worries me. It’s not the right way to start married life. But I can’t wait for another five years which is how long it will take for me to clear my financial mess. 

Brooke and I are pretty simple. Our expenses are low and if we can keep it like that, I’ll be okay. I feel like a slimeball at planning a future with Brooke and keeping such information from her. But what choice do I have? Telling her is burdening her and worse, telling her things about Marvin that she doesn’t need to know. 

I go back to the house feeling pleased with myself. 

“You look like a cat that’s just discovered a mouse’s nest,” Brooke says. 

I nod. “It was a good day and I’m in the best company, what’s there not to be happy about?” 

Brooke smiles and proceeds to serve the food. We sit down to dinner and it takes every ounce of self-control not to blurt out my plans. The more I spend time with Brooke, the surer I am that what I feel for her goes beyond sex. 

What would Marvin have made of this? I shift in my seat. He’d have been mad as hell. At least at first. 

“What is it? You’re frowning?” Brooke says, cutting into my thoughts. 

“I was thinking of Marvin.”

She cocks her head. “I’ve thought about him a lot too lately.”

“He’d have punched me to the ground if he knew about us,” I tell her.

Brooke’s eyes widen and then she bursts into laughter. I join her. 

“He was very protective,” Brooke says.

“Don’t I know it,” I say as I recall the scowl that would come over Marvin’s face at the mention of his beloved sister. If Brooke was my sister, I’d be that way too. 

“I’d like to think he’d understand,” Brooke says softly. “We’ve needed each other these past few months.”

She sums it up perfectly. Only for me, it’s grown into something more. I hope it’s the same for her. 

 

 





Chapter 28

Brooke

“Thank you so much,” Mrs. Gibson says again as I walk her out of my office, her golden retriever trailing behind her on a leash. 

“You’re welcome,” I say and stretch as soon as the door shuts. 

My body is stiff, and I do quick stretches by leaning on my desk. My next appointment is late, and I decide to check on the inpatients. Before I can move, a slight knock comes on the door and Amelia peers in. She’s one of several receptionists and we’ve become friendly over the last few weeks. 

“There’s someone here to see you,” she says with a wink. 

Puzzled, I follow her and stop at the end of the hallway where I have a view of the reception area. It’s hard to miss him with his fireman’s uniform. He stands on the side, behind the seats, his attention wholly on the screen. He’s watching the video we made about leaving animals in cars during hot weather. 

I’m happy but puzzled at seeing Jason here. I left him at home with Liam in the morning and he wasn’t supposed to be working today. 

A whistle breaks into my thoughts. It’s Amelia. I hadn’t realized she’s still by my side. 

“I reckon that one is yours, but does he have a friend?” she asks. 

I laugh and walk toward Jason. He senses my approach and whirls around. His right cheek is smeared in mud, but it doesn’t take away his appeal. He smiles and my heart skips a beat. 

I stand on tiptoe and kiss him on the mouth. 

“This is awesome,” he says and points at the video on the screen. “You’re really good at it.”

“Thanks,” I say and suddenly feel shy. “I didn’t know you were working today,” I continue. 

“Yeah, I was called for an emergency, but we’re done now. I left Liam with Mrs. Foster.”

“I bet she liked that.” Mrs. Foster is the ideal grandmother. Always willing to help and spend as much time with her grandson but is not pushy. 

“She was. Anyway, I won’t take any more of your time, I know you’re at work. I just wanted to take a peek at the video. My plan was actually to come in, take a look and go.”

“Without talking to me?”

He grins. “Yes.”

“I’m glad you did.” I walk him to the exit. People stare at us. Jason cuts a fine figure in his fireman’s uniform. 

He drapes a hand around my shoulders and pulls me to his side. A slow, sensual heat rises from my shoulder where his hand rests. Jason pulls me to the side as a woman comes in holding on to a leash pulling a black lab and a young boy hanging on to the dog’s collar. We both stand to one side to give them away. 

Jason stares at them a wistful look on his face.“I once had a black lab. His name was Charlie.”

His voice is sad and my heart squeezes. “What happened to him? Did he die?”

“No, I had to give him away. My brother developed an allergy. I understood why he had to go but I missed him. He was a dog but so smart.”

I nod. “Most dogs are.”

Jason shoots me a stare and smiles. “It was a long time ago. I saw that boy and his dog and remembered.”

I decided to cheer him up and tell him about a sick dog who had come in earlier and how he peed inside his owner’s open handbag. It works. Jason chuckles and the sad look leaves his face. 

“Do you think we should get Liam a dog?” Jason asks. 

I’ve not given it much thought but it’s a good idea. I look at him shrewdly. “A black lab perhaps?”

He looks at me sheepishly. “It’s a good dog.”

“It is. I’ll ask around.”

“Thanks,” Jason says. “I hate to go.”

I know what he means. It’s nice standing here in the hallway, looking out and just chatting. 

“I’ll see you at home,” I say, and he nods and with a wave, he goes through the double glass doors. 

I walk on air as I head to the animal wards. I feel like a kid who has just received an unexpected treat. Seeing Jason is a breath of fresh air. I mention to Amelia about my need for a dog and she promises to ask around. She knows more people than I do, having worked at the clinic for long. 

The morning goes quickly and at lunchtime, Amelia comes into my office. “I’m going for a sandwich run, do you want anything?” she says. 

I’ve been indoors all morning and the thought of the sun warming my bare arms is too appealing to ignore. “Better yet, I’ll come with you.” 

“Great!” she says.

I grab my purse and we leave together. I love the contrast in L.A.. Men and women in power suits stride by and others in shorts and sunglasses. 

“I love L.A. and summer,” Amelia shouts as we stroll down the street. A few people turn to look at her with amused smiles, but Amelia doesn’t notice or care. 

I laugh at her exuberance. “Have you lived here for long?” I ask. 

She glances at me. “Pretty long.”

By her answer I know she doesn’t want to talk about it, and I respect that. So many circumstances take people away from home. Take me for instance. I wouldn’t want to talk about the circumstances that brought me to L.A., not to someone who’s a relative stranger. 

We keep our conversation topics light, like interesting places to go in L.A.. Before long, we’re entering the sandwich shop. Scents of fresh vegetables and meats waft up my nostril. We head to the counter and as we join the queue I look around at the brightly colored space. 

On the right side is a seating area and it’s buzzing with conversation from people having their lunch. I’m about to look away but before I do so, I catch a familiar face. It’s Jason. Or maybe his identical twin. I blink rapidly and look again. It’s definitely Jason. 

He’s dressed in a crisp white shirt and he leans forward on the table as he speaks. 

My gaze shifts to his date. She’s got a mass of gorgeous golden-brown hair that cascades down her shoulders. She laughs at something Jason says and then places her hand on his arm. An unfamiliar emotion grips my heart and twists it painfully. 

“Which one do you want?” Amelia asks me.

I drag my eyes away. I hadn’t realized we’d reached the counter. I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Beef.”

Thankfully Amelia doesn’t question me further. I’m not capable of giving coherent answers. I stare at Jason and the woman again and they’re so engrossed in their conversation, they only have eyes for each other. Maybe they are just friends. But we were together just a few hours ago. He could have mentioned it. 

Tears prickle my eyes and I’m afraid I might embarrass myself by bursting into tears. 

I’m glad when we get our order and leave the sandwich shop. I throw one last glance their way. Jason’s eyes do not leave his date. Nausea swirls in my tummy and my chest contracts painfully. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation of what Jason is doing on a date with a gorgeous woman. 

Like what?

My feet tremble and weaken and I can’t wait to get to the office. Amelia chatters on and doesn’t notice my distress. I’m frightened. I feel like a fool for thinking that Jason had changed. In the privacy of my office, I let out a bitter laugh. What madness had made me believe that Jason could change because of me?

Then I remember how he looked at me just hours ago. How he makes love to me with such gentleness. Is that fake? I don’t know. I want to believe there’s a logical explanation why he’s out with a woman and did not mention it.

I’m being foolish and dramatic. I’m jumping to conclusions without waiting to hear from Jason. I begin to feel better. 

I’m sure that as soon as I get home, he’ll tell me all about his day and how he met with this woman, who is probably a relative or a friend. I remember the touches between them, but I tell myself that friends touch each other. It’s an internal fight to keep my thoughts from assuming the worst. 

After work, I’m the first one to dash out of the door. I don’t walk in my usual leisurely pace. I hurry, pounding my heels on the ground, worried that one might get stuck to the spaces between the pavement blocks but not slowing down. I need to hear it from Jason, for my sanity’s sake. 

My breath comes out in gasps as I walk up to our street and I try to bring it back to normal. By the time I reach the house, I feel more in control of myself. I inhale sharply before I turn the doorknob. Everything looks normal, with Jason and Liam sprawled on the couch. 

Jason is reading a storybook to Liam and he puts it down when I enter. He smiles brightly and I try to stretch my stiff lips into a smile. I go to them and kiss Liam first and then Jason. Liam lifts his hands and I pick him up. As I cuddle him and inhale his sweet baby smells, I momentarily forget the turmoil in my heart. 

“Did you have a good day?” I coo to Liam and he calls my name and grabs my hair and then giggles. 

I sit down with Liam on my lap. “So how was your day?” I ask Jason.

He shrugs. “Pretty good. I got a lot done and I picked Liam up early from his grandmother’s. We had a good afternoon, didn’t we, buddy?”

I wait, hoping that he’ll come clean and tell me that he met someone for lunch. Even if he doesn’t explain who she is, I’ll be happy for the honesty. 

My throat tightens and I’m close to tears. “I need a shower, will you watch Liam for a few minutes?”

“Sure, no problem.”

I flee to my room and shut the door. I strip my work clothes off and hurry to the bathroom. With the shower running, I’m finally able to give in to the pain. Tears course down my cheeks and mix with the shower water. What a fool I am. I knew from the beginning what we had, and yet I’ve allowed myself to get carried away. 

Do I have a sign on my forehead that announces to every man that I’m a fool for love? First, it was Eric, now it’s Jason. My heart expands to painful proportions. I lost my common sense and now I’m paying with heartbreak. When will I ever learn to keep my feelings from getting involved? 

I had gone into this affair with my eyes wide open, knowing full well the type of person Jason was. And then what do I do? I fall in love with Jason Cooper. The last man I should have allowed into my heart. How will I get over this?

 If he knew, he would laugh and look at me with pity in his eyes. 





Chapter 29

Jason

Brooke has been quiet all evening and she says she’s fine when I ask her about it. Her eyes are red-rimmed as if she has been crying but that makes no sense as she has no reason to cry. I don’t know what to make of it. We have an early dinner after Liam has eaten his food. 

“Long day?” I ask her and she nods. 

“Uncle Jason will make it right for you,” I say and try to tease a smile out of her. “I’ll give you a massage at bedtime.”

She cocks her head and looks at me as if I’m a stranger. As if she’s trying to figure out who I am. It’s unsettling. 

“You’re sure everything is okay?” I ask.

She shakes herself out of it and smiles. I’m relieved when she goes back to her normal self. 

“I’ll clean up while you give Liam his bottle,” Brooke says after dinner. 

I feel rushed as she clears up the dinner dishes. Something is off and I can’t quite put my finger on it. Maybe taking care of us and working is taking a toll on Brooke. Then I remember how happy she had seemed earlier at work and it doesn’t make sense. 

I left the animal clinic feeling ten feet tall especially after our conversation about the dog. I can’t believe I told Brooke about Charlie but I’m glad I did. She didn’t think it foolish of me to be thinking about a dog decades since I last saw him. 

I’m excited about having a dog and introducing Liam to pets early in life. I remember how comforting it was to have Charlie when I’d had a particularly rough day at school. 

“Any luck with leads for a pup?” I ask Brooke.

She looks at me confused before understanding dawns. Something is really bothering her. 

“No not yet,” she says. 

Maybe she’ll confide in me later when we’re in bed. That’s the thing about Brooke. She takes her time before confiding in someone. That much I’ve learned about her and sometimes I have to coax it out of her. Now, I take the bottle and lift Liam from his highchair to the couch.

As we settle down and he drinks his milk, my mind returns to my meeting earlier with Marian. She had some great ideas for a grand proposal. I did warn her to come up with inexpensive but creative ideas to propose. As much as I’d like to, I can’t afford to splash out on a proposal. Not with my financial state. 

We’d tossed ideas back and forth and eventually, she asked what we liked to do in our free time. Thinking about it made me realize that all our excursions include Liam and we like it that way. I told her about going to the beach and the zoo. 

Marian then suggested an idea that was creative and yet inexpensive. She’d helped another client plan it years ago. The idea was to have the divers in the zoo aquarium hold up a sign with my proposal in it. Perfect. I can just imagine Brooke’s face. Shock. Excitement hopefully. I don’t want to think of another option. 

I once witnessed a proposal in a restaurant where the man went down on his knee to propose to his girlfriend. All conversation had stopped as we all watched the couple. The first sign of trouble was the girlfriend’s gaze which bounced around the restaurant as if searching for an escape route. 

“I can’t!” she’d blurted out and then fled from the room leaving the man still on his knee wondering how everything had gone so wrong. I don’t want that to be us. We haven’t expressed our feelings for each other, but I’ll work my way to it over the next couple of days. 

It takes an hour for Liam to fall asleep and when he does, Brooke carries him to the nursery. I clean up the living room while I wait for Brooke. She returns just as I finish and leans on the doorway. 

“I’m really tired. I hope you don’t mind if I turn in early,” she says. 

I look at her in surprise. “Of course not. I’ll be along to give you that massage I promised.” 

She smiles and turns away. I give her time to get ready for bed and then I follow, turning off all the lights. I knock lightly on her door and enter. She’s already in bed and lying on her stomach. I grab a bottle of oil. Her head is turned to the wall. She sighs and I take that as an invitation. 

I open the covers and inhale sharply when I discover that she’s naked. I admire her hourglass figure before I straddle her. I know my way around a massage as I once had a girlfriend who was a masseuse and she taught me a lot. 

I pour a dollop of massage oil into the palm of my hand and rub my hands together to warm it. I start with Brooke’s back and massage it using long, fluid strokes. I can feel the tension in her muscles and as I rub down her back, I can feel her relaxing. 

I start at the base of her back and work my way up to her shoulders, separating and kneading each muscle group. I rub her neck in circular motions and use my thumbs to massage the edges of her skull. Only after I’ve worked on her shoulders and back do I lower myself to her legs to work on her feet.

I gently pull each toe and she lets out a soft groan. The first of the evening. I’ve missed hearing her moan. When I’m finished with her feet, I push her legs apart and arrange myself between her legs to massage her thighs. The scent of her arousal reaches me, and my cock responds and begins to stir. 

Unable to resist, I trace a finger from her ass crack down to her pussy. I inhale sharply at how wet she is. I manage to extricate my finger and I knead her inner thighs. Brooke lifts her ass and I oblige by brushing my hand over her clit in teasing movements. She writhes and moans and pushes her pussy into my hand, but I’ve no intention of going further until she asks.

My other hand caresses her thighs and ass cheeks. 

“Jason,” she finally says gritting her teeth. “Please?”

I grin and slide a finger into her pussy and play with her clit using my thumb. She moans and cries out and my cock throbs with the need to be inside her. I use one hand to remove my shorts and briefs and then enter her from behind. 

“Oh God yes!” Brooke cries as I push my cock deep inside her body. 

I kiss her shoulders and neck. My hands are on each side of her body for support as I don’t want to put all my weight on her. I want to be slow and gentle, but Brooke turns her head to me and urges me to go faster. 

Her words spur me on, and I fuck her hard and fast, just the way she wants it. Nothing is different, at least not physically. When it’s over, I shift to the side and pull her to my chest. I love everything about us, the making love and this part, where we fall asleep in each other’s arms. 

It used to scare me, this intimacy with a woman. After sex, I like to clean up and part ways. I’ve never wanted to wake up next to a woman, but with Brooke, it’s natural and right. When I wake up in the middle of the night, I like to reach out and pull her closer to me. 

Nothing is sweeter than making love the first thing in the morning, even before my mind is completely awake. It gives a happy tone to the day. 

Brooke resists my pull. I think she wants to go to the bathroom first and I let her go. She sits up and looks at me straight in the eyes. My body tenses at the coldness in her normally warm green eyes. 

“Brooke?” I say.

“Do you mind going to your room? I like to sleep alone,” she says. 

“Oh.” My mouth is open, but I can’t help it. I like to sleep alone. Her words keep repeating themselves in my brain. I’ve just been thinking how much I like to sleep with Brooke and then she says she likes to sleep alone. 

I feel like I’ve been slapped. She doesn’t give me time to recover and gets up from the bed. 

“I don’t understand,” I tell her. “Is there something that’s happened that I don’t know about?”

She refuses to meet my gaze. “Of course not.” She grabs a robe, slips it on and pads to the bathroom without a backward glance. The bathroom door slams shut. 

I’m still staring at the door a minute later. I don’t understand what just happened. One thing is clear though. She expects to find me out of her room when she comes out of the bathroom. I pull on my boxer briefs and pick up the rest of my clothes. 

I wait but she doesn’t come out of the bathroom. I can’t sleep without knowing what just happened. She wants to be sure that I’ve left her room before returning. I get up, open the door and noisily shut it and then return to sit at the edge of the bed. 

Just as I thought, she leaves the bathroom and grinds to a halt in the middle of the room when she sees me. 

“I thought you’d gone,” she says. She refuses to meet my gaze and looks at a spot on the wall behind me. 

“I won’t go before you tell me what the matter is, Brooke. Something has changed between us and I want to make it right.”

She looks at me then. Expressionless. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“We’re friends, Brooke—”

“Jason, look, I’m a big girl and I accept what we have for what it is. We’re two adults enjoying each other’s bodies. Fucking if you need the right term for it.”

I cringe at the words. True, I once thought of what Brooke and I do as fucking, but not anymore. Hearing those words from her feels like a knife to my dreams and fantasies. 

“We don’t need to pretend it’s anything other than what it is,” she continues. 

I freeze. Those are my lines. Before Brooke happened. 

“I thought we liked each other,” I say. 

She smiles. “Of course, we do. That doesn’t mean we have to get all sentimental about it.”

She speaks to me like I’m a fool. Someone who needs things explained to him very carefully. She stops short of drawing for me the situation on a paper. This doesn’t bother me as much as it should. I’m confused. How could I misunderstand things so badly?

I search her face for clues. Her face is expressionless and then a look of pity comes over her features. That propels me into action. 

I stand up and nod. “Okay, if that’s how you want it, then fine,” I speak in crisp tones to hide my hurt feelings and leave her room, shutting the door firmly behind me.

In my room, I punch the air. I can’t believe that I actually planned on proposing to her. I’ve never been so wrong about someone. My pride, my feelings. Everything hurts. The pain gives way to anger. I feel as if she led me on.

Something occurs to me. This is how the girls I’ve let down gently in the past feel. Discarded. Used. I try to search for Brooke’s past behavior. She was loving and she enjoyed our lovemaking but she never once voiced her feelings or gave me reason to believe that she had feelings for me. 

I’m an idiot but I’ve learned a lesson. We will do it Brooke’s way. 





Chapter 30

Brooke

I wake up feeling like I’ve only slept two hours. My eyelids are heavy and yet I can’t sleep anymore. I glance at my alarm clock by the bed. Half-past six. Another half an hour and Liam will be awake. The events of the previous night come to me. I should be pleased and proud of myself.

Instead, I feel miserable. Jason’s hurt look pops into my mind. At the time I had felt powerful and in charge of my life and emotions. But that’s all gone now, and I just want to close my eyes and drift off to sleep again. Except my mind is fully awake. 

I miss waking up in his arms and feeling his hands touching, probing, and turning me on so that I want him inside me before I do anything else. A desperate ache comes over me. Right now, I don’t care if Jason has no feelings for me. I just want the heat of his skin against mine. 

My body feels the loss of Jason not being in my bed. Pleasuring me. Loving me with his hand and his tongue and his big delicious cock. My nipples ache with wanting to be kneaded by Jason’s expert hands. My pussy throbs to be filled with his cock. 

I’m a step away from moaning. I would give anything to have Jason’s cock inside me now. I let out a frustrated groan. Keeping my distance from Jason is going to be harder than I thought. Not with my body craving him like he’s an addiction. 

I push the covers and get up. Misery comes over me as I think how different my morning would have been if things were still the same between us. I shake myself out of my misery. This is how it has to be now. There will be no more spending the nights together in each other arms. That’s for people who are in love and we’re definitely not that. 

I expect to feel the pain for a few more days but I’ll heal, and I’ll be better for it. 

I pad into the living room and I’m surprised to be met with the scent of frying bacon. Jason is in the kitchen, his back turned to me. I admire the stretch of his t-shirt over his back muscles and I’m tempted to go to him and wrap my hands around his waist. That’s the kind of thing I must stop now. It implies an intimacy between us that does not exist. I’m not going to leave myself open to being hurt again. 

“Hi,” I say instead. 

Jason swirls around and smiles. No sign that anything happened last night. 

“Good morning, beautiful,” he says, and I force myself to smile. 

This just proves that what we had meant nothing to Jason. If he had feelings for me, he would not be so cheerful this morning. He looks like a man who has brushed off all his problems. Well, I decide, squaring my shoulders, I will adopt the same attitude, even if for me, it’ll be faking it.

“Good morning yourself,” I say and walk into the kitchen. “You’re up early.”

“I slept heavily last night. Let me pour you some coffee, you look like you need one.”

I ignore the implication that I didn’t sleep well. It’s true. I tossed and turned half the night, thinking about what I’d seen and if my interpretation had been correct. I came back to the same conclusion. If it had been an innocent meeting, Jason would have mentioned it. That was a woman he was interested in. His next conquest. Did he usually line them up before he actually got tired of the current one? Last night’s sex was awesome. He hadn’t acted like someone who was tired of us. 

I don’t understand Jason and I doubt I ever will. All I can do is to keep my heart safe. But I’m not ready to give him up;not when he makes me feel so good. 

Jason pours me coffee and as he does, I admit that he cuts a fine figure in jeans and a t-shirt. His blond curls sit untidily on his head as if he was out in the wind. He walks with the assurance and confidence of a dancer. 

My heart clenches at the realization that he has probably moved on from me already. It’s only a matter of time before he tells me that our affair is over. I swallow a lump of saliva as feelings of loss and grief come over me. 

“Are you all right?” Jason asks, staring down at me. 

I nod and attempt a smile. “Yes, I’m fine.” I pick the coffee and take a sip and as soon as it gets to my stomach, my stomach walls contract and I bolt from the chair. 

  Seconds later, I’m kneeling and leaning over the toilet bowl emptying the contents of my stomach. There’s not much but my stomach heaves and it’s another couple of minutes before it stops. I become aware of Jason behind me, holding my hair away from my face. 

He grabs some tissue and hands it to me and then he flushes the toilet. He helps me to my feet and guides me to the sink. Just then, a loud yell jolts us out of the moment. It’s Liam’s way of announcing to the world that he’s awake. 

“I’ll get him,” Jason says and hurries out of the bathroom.

I rinse my mouth and face and peer at my reflection on the mirror. I look as terrible as I feel. I try not to think of how kind Jason was and the tenderness he’s shown me. It doesn’t mean anything. He’s generally good to women. It doesn’t mean that he thinks I’m special.

When I’m ready, I return to the kitchen and find Jason giving Liam a bottle of milk. I make a production of greeting Liam and he grins and giggles as he always does. My heart warms and my feelings of melancholy and hurts ebb away. Liam is all that matters. Anything else, including my feelings, is secondary. 

“Do you have a fever?”Jason asks when I settle back down to drink my coffee. 

I sip tentatively at first but thankfully, it tastes fine now and doesn’t react at all when I swallow it. “Fever no,” I say. “I don’t know what happened there, but I’m fine now.” 

The pain I feel knowing that our affair is almost over has caused me physical illness. But I’ll get over it as I’ve done in the past. Our gaze meets over Liam’s head and I go still at the sadness in his eyes. Then he turns away and I know I’m seeing what I want to see. The same mistake I made when I fell in love with Jason. I’m a fool. 

“We’re low on vegetables, do you two feel like going shopping?” Jason asks. 

I want to say no, but what comes out is yes. I want to spend time with him because I enjoy his company. And I want to keep my heart safe. I feel conflicted but I convince myself that going with him will cause no further damage to my heart.

 

***

 

I can’t tear my eyes off Jason’s blue jeans as he walks ahead of me in the grocery aisles. I push Liam’s stroller and watch as Jason expertly picks up the things we need. He’s a man who knows his way around the grocery store. I wish I could say the same for myself. 

Jason has spoiled me in the last couple of months. He does the majority of the cooking and shopping. I can’t remember the last time I entered a grocery store. I try to imagine life after Jason and fail miserably. It’s a blank space. 

Sooner or later, I know he’ll move back into his own house. He’ll want his space and freedom. Panic swirls in my chest. I feel teary and sad. What’s the matter with me? I’m getting all emotional about something that hasn’t even happened yet. 

Except that I know it will happen and it’s just a matter of time. I’ll spend the next days and weeks waiting for that moment when he’ll tell me he’s going to move back to his house. Do I really want to live like that? Just waiting for something that is inevitable.

I can take charge of my own life and not wait around for Jason to make decisions that affect me. 

“Do you ever think about moving back to your house?” I say to his back. 

He whirls around and his eyes bore into me. I tremble inside and suddenly wish I could take it back. 

“Just say what you want to say, Brooke. You don’t have to skirt around the issue. I’m a big boy, I can handle it.”His eyes are cold and distant. 

I wet my lips. “Well, I thought since we’ve gotten over the worst of it, isn’t it better if we went back to our normal lives?” I manage to say.

“What is this ‘it’ that you’re referring to?” Jason says. 

I shrug. “What made us live together in the first place. Marvin and Ellie’s death.” The moment I speak their names, it hits me how far we have come from the people we had been then.

Without even knowing, I’ve grown from that tragedy. I’m not the vulnerable girl I used to be. A girl who was only comfortable in Minnesota surrounded by her family and friends. I moved to a strange city, adopted a new life, and even got a job. Best of all, I think I’ve done a pretty decent job of taking care of Liam. I can handle anything. 

This situation with Jason will be the final proof that I have become my own person, an adult at last. A woman of the world who can have a physical affair with a man and not let her heart get crushed. I haven’t quite succeeded, but I will. My heart hardens with determination. 

Jason looks at me without speaking and then he shrugs. “If that’s what you want, sure I’ll move back to my house. I can do it this afternoon.”

My hardened heart instantly disintegrates. He can’t wait to go back to his house. My lungs constrict and make it hard to breathe. Before I can answer, Jason turns away and continues walking down the aisle. I feel like a fool for thinking that he enjoyed our living arrangement as much as I do. My emotions have become a yoyo. I don’t know what is happening. One minute I’m confident in myself and the future and in the next I’m an emotional wreck. I want to burst out into tears. 

I’d fooled myself into believing that Jason had feelings for me. That he enjoyed sleeping and waking up together as I do. He’s probably relieved that he can get back to his life. A life of different women every night. I should be relieved. Except I’m not. 

A brunette cashier smiles at Jason as she rings up our shopping. She subtly flirts with him. Women practically throw themselves at Jason wherever he goes. He can have his pick of any woman he wants. What made me think that someone like him could be tied to a single woman forever? 





Chapter 31

Jason

I shut the door to what was my bedroom and punch the air. Sweat drips down my back and it’s not from the heat. I pace the width of the room as a man possessed. I can’t believe that Brooke just told me to move back to my house. Her words pop into my mind and pierce my heart as a knife would.

I have allowed my feelings to get involved. Worse I’d led myself to believe that I was in love with Brooke and she with me. Lust and love are two different things and what we feel for each other is lust. We’re wildly attracted to each other. 

A bitter laugh escapes my lips. She must be laughing at me now. She’d laugh even harder if she knew that I had spoken to a wedding planner. That will remain my secret. My eyes stray to the bed and I remember the image of Brooke sprawled on it, moaning with need.

I should be angry but what I feel is a longing to hold her soft body in my arms again. To plant kisses on that creamy long neck of hers. To inhale her sweet scent. To ease my cock into her wet folds. Even now, I lust after her. I try to reign in my desire and concentrate on the task at hand. 

I pull a bag from the closet and start to dump my stuff inside. No point in delaying my move. It doesn’t take me long to pack all my belongings. I feel rejected as I leave my room and trudge into the living room. 

Brooke stands up and faces me her hands clasped in front of her. “This doesn’t mean that you can’t be coming here. After all, we’re both Liam’s guardians and he needs you.”

“Sure,” I say trying to sound as casual as possible. I search her face. There’s no sign of any emotion. She truly is an ice queen. What had made me think that she had changed? Ego. I had convinced myself that I had changed Brooke into a sensual feeling woman. Failure clings to me like a cloak. I made the mistake of letting my guard down and now I’m paying for it with the pain in my heart. 

She looks at me politely, waiting for me to leave. My eyes graze over her slim curvy hips and my cock stirs. This changes nothing. I still want her. And I will have her again. Except for the next time, my heart will not get involved. 

“Will you come for dinner?” she says. “Liam and I would like that.”

I want to say yes but I need to keep my distance. That’s the only way I can go back to my normal self. I need some time.

“Probably not. I have a few things I need to do.” It’s not a lie. In the weeks I’ve been living with Brooke and Liam I’ve let a lot of things slide. I haven’t been opening my mail and I know I have a stack of correspondence waiting for me. 

“Okay,” she says and flashes me a smile. “Bye then.”

“Call me if you need me, I’ll just be across the street.” I wave and trudge toward the front door, feeling like I’m leaving a part of myself behind. 

The silence in my house is deafening as I shut the front door. It feels different as if no one has lived in it for years. I look around and feel like a stranger in my own home. I need something to occupy me and I dump my bag on the floor and head to the study. 

Hours later, I’m surrounded by darkness. I have no concept of time or place. I’ve gone through my mail but I’ve spent more time staring at the wall. My muscles have stiffened from sitting in one position without moving. 

I push myself up and go to the window. It faces Brooke’s house. The lights are on and I wonder what Liam and Brooke are doing now. I still can’t believe that she kicked me out of the house. I’ve tried to not overthink it, but I find myself going back to it. Had I become too attached to her making her feel crowded? I remember her saying that she had no intentions of ever getting married again. Why hadn’t I paid attention to that? 

I catch that thought and shake my head. This is not me. I’m not the type of person that gets hung up over a girl. Especially one that doesn’t want me for anything other than for sex. Brooding about Brooke and her reasons for kicking me out of the house won’t help. I need a distraction. With a last longing glance at the house across the street, I leave my study and go to the kitchen. I fling the fridge door open and see there is almost nothing in it. My stomach growls and I realize that I haven’t had anything to eat for hours. I decide to go out for a quick meal at the local deli. I pause outside Brooke’s house and like a magnet to metal, I head toward the front door. It’s only fair to ask her if she wants a bite of something. 

I knock and hearing no answer I push the door open. The house is quiet, but the lights are on. 

“Brooke?” I call out.

Suddenly I feel like a stranger even though I’ve been living here for months. A door opens and seconds later, Brooke emerges. I inhale sharply at the sight of her in a towel that barely covers her thighs. Her hair is wet and matted to her scalp. 

“I thought I heard my name,” Brooke says. “For a second there, I thought it was Liam.”

We both laugh nervously. 

My eyes stray to her cleavage. A droplet of water slithers down from her neck and makes its way between her breasts. My hands ache to cup her breasts and my mouth wants to tease her nipples. I want to hear her beg for me to take her. To ravish her. 

I drag my eyes away from her breasts to her face. I follow her lowered gaze and shift uncomfortably when I realize that my erection is showing. 

“Jason.” Her voice comes out tortured. Lusty. 

I don’t think about it. I close the gap between us and wrap my hands around her waist. I haul her against me, and our mouths mesh together. Pleasure erupts inside me and I forget everything except how sweet and hot her mouth is. I kiss her like a man who has not had anything to drink in days. 

She kisses me with the same fervor, her fingers raking through my hair. I break the kiss and bend to give some attention to her breasts. I pull away from the towel and it crumples into a heap on the ground, leaving Brooke deliciously naked. I grab both her breasts and suck her nipples, moving from one to the other in a frenzy. They feel heavier and fuller. Probably because I’ve missed her. 

“Jason.”

I love hearing her say my name. She arches her back and squirms with desire. I straighten up and mesh my mouth to hers. I suck on her lower lip and rock my hips so that she can feel how hard I am. Her hands fumbled with the zipper of my jeans. 

I break the kiss to remove my jeans and my shirt. All the while, I keep my eyes on her face. Her eyes are smoldering with passion. She looks so hot with her hair wild behind her and hands on her nipples. She palms the taut peaks and that drives me crazy. I’ve never seen Brooke touch herself before. It’s erotic and hot and my cock hurts from throbbing. 

I pop some buttons as I tear off my shirt. I crowd into her and place my hands on her hips. My cock nestles in the V of her legs and her wetness slicks over it. The thick head of my cock nudges her clit, teasing it. She moans into my mouth as we kiss. 

A primal urge comes over me. I want to fuck her. To make her scream my name while she comes. I lift her in one smooth movement and carry her to her bedroom. I don’t want to see her face as I fuck her. That’s the only way I can stop myself from saying things I’ll regret later. 

I ease my hold and she stands next to the chair. 

“Hold the chair,” I tell her. 

She turns and does as I say, holding the back of the chair. This is like any other woman. There’s nothing special about Brooke. I part her thighs and she bends, and I caress her ass cheeks before I plunge my cock into her folds in one fluid movement. She lets out a cry. This is all I want from Brooke. Her body. She’s hot and tight and it takes every inch of self-control not to come as soon as I start moving. I withdraw and sink into her again. I fuck her in slow thrusts until she urges me to go faster. She screams my name and pleasure builds upon pleasure as I lose the sense of time and place. 

Brooke writhes and pants and I know she’s close. My own orgasm is so close I’m barely holding on and when her pussy clenches and unclenches, I give in to the hot waves. 





Chapter 32

Brooke

I finish cleaning myself and put on some clothes. When I’m done, I lean my ear on the bathroom door. Silence. Relief flows through me. Jason is gone. I can’t face him just yet. I’d behaved like an uncontrollable lusty woman. And that’s exactly how I feel around Jason. Still.

I open the bathroom door and pad out. It’s still quiet as I walk down the hallway and hope swells in my chest. Perhaps he’s gone. No luck. I grind to a stop when I find him sprawled on the couch as if he never left in the first place. I long to lie down next to him and have him wrap his strong arms around me. 

He sees me and stands up. “I’m off to buy some food. That’s what I came by to tell you. Want something?”

I should say no and then I won’t have to see him again. “Yes, please. Anything.”

He smiles and my heart lurches. “Okay. Be back soon.” 

He leaves behind a masculine scent that is wholly Jason. It wraps around me and if it were possible, I would lick it to feel close to him again. This man, Jason. Fear courses through my veins. I know it will not end well. Not when he has another woman in his sights. 

The only thing that awaits me at the end of this road is heartbreak. If I was a smart person, I’d end it now. The thought is enough to induce nausea in my stomach. Sadness comes over me like a dark cloud. No. I can’t end it with Jason. Not yet. Not ever. A Jason-free future is unbearable. It’s dark and cold. My heart starts cracking. I need him. Whichever part of Jason I get. I’ll take what I can. Shame comes over me. What kind of person have I become? To know that my lover has feelings for another woman, and I don’t break up with him?

Now I see that telling Jason to move back to his house was an empty gesture. All he has to do is look at me and I’m ready to remove my panties. Still, I feel powerful and in charge. I’m not waiting for him to dump me and go back to his house. At least I’ve accomplished that much. 

I troop to the nursery and check on Liam. He’s sleeping peacefully, a soft snore coming from his crib. I shut the door and go back to the living room just as I hear Jason’s car pull up in the driveway. He comes in as I’m setting the table. Jason flashes me a smile and places the bags of food on the table.

He pulls out a chair for me. I’m tense and my hands are clammy. “Thanks for dinner,” I say desperately to fill the silence. 

“You’re welcome,” Jason says and proceeds to serve the food onto plates. 

Tension hangs thick in the air between us. I eat mechanically without really tasting the food. It’s as if the friendship we’ve cultivated over the last couple of months has evaporated. We’re like strangers to each other. 

“Did Liam eat his dinner well?” Jason asks in between mouthfuls.

Relief swarms me. Liam is a safe topic. “Yeah, he finished everything. Oh, and I noticed a tooth on his bottom gum peeking out.”

Jason's eyes twinkle. “Oh yeah? I’ll check him out in the morning.”

My heart sings at the knowledge that he’ll pass by before going to work. Regret snakes its way into my mind. I should not have acted so hastily. I would love nothing better than to sleep in his arms tonight. Forget everything and just revel in being held and made love to.

Our conversation gets easier after that and we almost go back to our old selves. After dinner, we clear the dishes together and wash them in the sink side by side. When we finish, Jason grabs a towel to dry his hands and instead of handing it to me, he takes my hands. 

He dries my hands, his eyes glued on mine. The air between us is charged and my heart thuds a wild drumbeat in my chest. His gaze drops to my mouth and I unconsciously part my lips. I think he’s going to kiss me. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he finally says, and I nod, unable to speak. Disappointment floods me and I try to shrug it away. 

I want to ask him to stay but that would be showing weakness. Weakness leads to heartbreak. I’m not that person anymore. I follow him to the front door.

“Be sure to lock up,” he says. 

“Thanks, I will.” 

I’m used to Jason doing all those things. Closing up for the night and doing all those manly tasks. Well, he’s not my man and the sooner I learn to do them, the better. 

He leaves and I feel bereft, which is silly as he is only across the street. I busied myself tidying up and then I remove Liam’s meals for tomorrow from the freezer and slide them into the fridge to defrost overnight. The house feels empty and too quiet. I sigh and head to bed even though I don’t feel sleepy.

Thoughts of Jason swirl around my mind as I try to fall asleep. Just a few days ago, everything was perfect between us. Before I saw Jason having lunch with that woman. My chest burns from jealousy. I see them now, eyes glued on each other. It’s like a knife to my heart. 

I force the images from my mind. I’ll never sleep at this rate. 

 

***

 

My eyes hurt from lack of sleep. I drag myself from bed and stagger to the bathroom to wash my face. Afterward, I dress and cross the hallway into Liam’s room. I stop short when I find him wide awake, standing in his crib. 

“Hey sweetheart, why didn’t you shout for Aunty?” I ask hurrying to him. 

He grins in response and extends his arms. Instead of picking him, I kneel down and hide my face behind the bars of the crib. Peek-a-boo is Liam’s favorite game and within seconds he’s giggling helplessly and calling my name. We play for five minutes and then I lift him from the crib for a diaper change. 

“You’re growing bigger by the day,” I tell him. 

He kicks his chubby legs in response. Once Liam is dressed for the day, I perch him on my hip and we head to the living room. A knock comes on the front door just as we’re walking past. 

I turn the key and fling the door open, my whole body alight with anticipation. A feeling of weightlessness comes over me and I grin like a fool. So does Jason as he looks from me to Liam. How can this not be real? He steps into the house and kisses Liam on the forehead and does the same to me. 

“Did you have a good night?” he coos to Liam and takes him. 

“We did,” I reply and lead the way to the kitchen. Jason sits on the table with Liam and I prepare a bottle and hand it to him. I feel ridiculously happy to have Jason in the house. It’s not the ideal reaction for someone who intends to protect her heart but right now, I don’t care. 

I make some coffee and pour Jason a cup and join him at the table. 

 “Any plans for the day?” Jason asks.

“Yes, we’ll go for a walk and maybe go and visit Grandma in the afternoon.”We’ve developed the beginnings of a friendship with Ellie’s mom. I enjoy her company and I know she loves spending as much time as she can with Liam. 

“Sounds like a plan,” Jason says. He finishes feeding Liam and holds him standing up on his lap. Jason makes silly faces and Liam laughs. He’s such an awesome father figure. I like everything about Jason, apart from the part where he loves women and hates commitment. 

A shrill sound pierces over Liam’s laughter. Jason fishes out his cell phone, glances at the screen and frowns. 

“Hey Marian,” he says with a smile that softens his features. 

Ice settles in my stomach. So that’s her name. Jason’s reaction is that of somebody who is clearly smitten. I can’t hear the words but from Jason’s response, I can tell that he’s uncomfortable. Probably because of the lack of privacy. 

“I should have, I know and I’m sorry,” Jason says and then listens keenly. 

He shakes his head. Then as if remembering that I’m here, he covers the mouthpiece and excuses himself. I take Liam while fighting back tears. We’re not in a relationship and I’ve no reason to get hurt by Jason’s interest in another woman. 

I busy myself by wiping Liam and carrying him to his playpen. Jason returns and the atmosphere between us is cold. He digs his hands into his pockets. 

“I’ll be off now,” he says. “I’ll see you tomorrow. 

He kisses Liam and waves at me awkwardly. When he goes, I feel as if I’ve lost an important part of me. Which is stupid. How can you lose something you never had in the first place?





Chapter 33

Jason

“I don’t understand. So what is it that makes you think that she doesn’t love you?” 

I don’t know how to explain myself to Marian. I gaze around the café that is next to the fire station in the hope of getting inspiration. I can’t really tell Marian that Brooke and I have been having sex all along and cozying up afterward. I can’t explain the sudden coldness that has sprung up and there is no other explanation for it other than she doesn’t want that kind of closeness. 

My gaze returns to Marian and I shrug. “It’s a lot of things. Besides, I’m not really ready for marriage. What do I know about long term relationships and living with someone?”

Plenty, a voice in my head says. I examine that thought and the realization comes over me that I do know something about it. Losing Marvin and Ellie changed me but so has to live with Brooke. I’m not the same person I was before. Needs I never knew I had have sprung up in me.

I want a family. People to come to every evening. A woman to wake up to every morning. I’d have loved that woman to be Brooke, but it won’t be. That makes me sad, but I know that I’ll find someone. When I look at my life before Brooke, it looks empty, sad and meaningless. 

Brooke has taught me how good it can be between two people. Nothing is as important as a friendship and now I know what to look for in a woman. I want someone I can be friends with. Someone I can laugh over silly things with.Someone I can take to the beach and look at it with new eyes. Someone whose company I enjoy. And of course, someone I have great chemistry with. Doubts creep into my mind at that. I’ve never been as hot for a woman as I am for Brooke. No matter how many times I take her. Is it possible to find that with someone else?

“I know what you mean,” Marian says in a dejected voice that makes me snap to attention. 

“Hey, cheer up,” I tell her. “It can’t be that bad.”

She smiles. “It’s not, but L.A. can get a little lonely when you’re by yourself. Is it just me or are there couples everywhere?”

I laugh at her while understanding what she means. “People here are very expressive of their feelings. I agree with you. It can bring on feelings of loneliness.”

An idea pops into my mind. Lucas, one of the guys is having a birthday for his one-year-old son and Liam, Brooke, and I are invited. It would do Marian some good to tag along. She might meet someone and it’s nice to go out once in a while. 

I tell her about it. “I know a child’s birthday is not exactly how a single person would choose to spend their Saturday.”

She cocks her head. “Actually, I’d love to come. Only, are you sure it won’t be awkward? I mean everyone there will probably have a child.”

I shake my head. “It’s an excuse for a party. Everyone at the station is invited, whether you have a baby or not.”

Marian rubs her hands together gleefully. “In that case, I say yes. I’m not looking but it can’t hurt to feast my eyes on all those firefighters.”

I laugh at her enthusiasm. 

“I also want to meet this woman who has knocked the great Jason off his feet.”

I narrow my eyes. “I wouldn’t say she’s knocked me off my feet.”

She chuckles. “Jason, you were going to propose to her.”

I grow testy. “Yes, and I told you that was a mistake on my part as well. She has no feelings for me and what I feel for her is not really love. It’s something more short term.”

“Easy, tiger,” she says. 

My beeper goes off as we’re eating, and I jump to my feet while apologizing to Marian. She waves a dismissive hand and urges me to go. At the station, I join the others as we change into our uniforms. There’s a fire downtown and soon we’re in the blaring truck on the way there. 

I like it when I’m busy. Work is the one thing I can rely on to keep me more focused on my own life and goals. 

 

***

I love my job for the satisfaction it gives me but right now, I love it because it leaves no space in my mind for anything else. All thoughts of my life outside of work are shoved to the side. Thoughts of Brooke plague me when I’m not at work or when I’m getting ready to leave after a shift. 

It’s been a busy night and I’m glad it’s over. I exchange goodbyes with the guys and go to my car. It’s a tight morning as I have to relieve Brooke so that she can go to work. I drive fast and minutes later, I’m easing my car into her driveway. 

“Am I late?” I ask as I burst into the house. 

Brooke’s laughter wafts from the hallway before she emerges carrying Liam. “Not at all. I have a few more minutes. Come in for coffee.”

Unlike my house, this feels like home. I take Liam and we follow Brooke to the kitchen. Brooke is in a fitting black skirt and my eyes are glued to the hem, where her thighs show. I forget to breathe. 

“How was work?” Brooke asks and I give her a summary of the night and previous day. 

“Sometimes I worry about your safety,” she says, her back to me as she pours the coffee. 

My pulse speeds up. Her words make me ridiculously happy. I don’t question myself. There will be time for that later. For now, I enjoy knowing that she cares about me. Even as a friend. “We’re very careful.”

I secure Liam into his highchair and pull out a chair next to him. He reaches out with his right hand and touches my face intently as if it’s very important he knows the texture of my skin. I cup his hand and look into his sweet face. This little guy is precious to me. My gaze shifts to Brooke as she brings my coffee and toast. She goes back to the kitchen counter and returns with Liam’s breakfast. 

I remember the birthday party we’ve been invited to on Saturday. I’m looking forward to it. I like going out with Brooke, whether it’s to a party or a simple walk. “I don’t know if you remember Lucas, he’s one of the guys at the station. Anyway, he and his wife are having a birthday party for their one-year-old son.”

Brooke’s eyes light up and she turns to Liam. “Did you hear that sweetie? You get to go for your first birthday party, with people of your age!”

As if understanding his Aunt’s words, Liam claps and grins. 

Brooke turns to me and frowns. “We’ll need to buy a birthday present.”

“We can go tomorrow when we’re both at home.” As soon as I say the words, I want to take them back. I’m slipping back into the person I was before Brooke told me to move out. I’m assuming the role of a lover or a boyfriend. The very thing that Brooke clearly doesn’t want.

“Sure, that sounds great,” Brooke says enthusiastically and I’m relieved. 

“I invited my friend Marian to come along with us,” I tell Brooke. 

“Oh, I haven’t met her, have I?” Her voice sounds strained. 

“No, you haven’t.” I’m sure Brooke and Marian will get along just fine. They are both down-to-earth interesting women. 

“Does she have a baby too?” Brooke says and sips her coffee. 

 “Nope, just her.” 

Marian carries a shadow of sadness in her eyes, but I hate to invade her privacy and ask her what happened. I know she met someone and they hurriedly left L.A. and moved across the state. Marvin, Ellie and I never met the mystery man and after she left, she stayed out of touch. Whatever happened was not anything good. She needs cheering up and I’d like to support her as a friend.

I’m about to give Brooke a rundown on Marian, then I decide not to. It’s not important and besides, it wouldn’t be fair to Marian to speculate on her past. 

“I have to go,” Brooke says and pushes back her chair. She takes Liam’s empty plate to the sink. 

I stand up. She goes to Liam and kisses his forehead and then looks at me uncertainly. We don’t know what we are anymore. My hands itch to grab her and hug her tight. I take a step toward her but when she meets my gaze something in her eyes stops me cold. I let my hands drop to my sides. 

“All right,” I say. “Have an awesome day, we’ll see you in the evening.” 

Talk about awkward.

She doesn’t look at me again and hurries out of the kitchen. I stare after her retreating back in confusion. What happened there? I used to pride myself on how well I understood women, but Brooke is an enigma. I can’t figure out what she’s thinking. 

 The front door bangs shut, and I turn to Liam. “Do you have any idea where I went wrong?” I must have said or done something to upset Brooke but for the life of me I can’t figure it out. 

Liam grins at me in response. 

“I guess you missed it too. It’s tough being a man, isn’t it? All right, it’s just you and me buddy. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I keep myself busy with minding Liam all day but every so often my mind wanders to Brooke and how her day is going. 

“Your godfather is in trouble, buddy,” I tell Liam as I carry him to his crib for his mid-morning nap. “I’m hung up over your Aunt.”

Liam looks at me with sleepy eyes. I kiss him and lay him on the crib and watch him fall asleep. As soon as that’s done, Brooke is on my mind. That’s how it is these days and no matter what I do, I can’t seem to stop myself. 

I’m frightened for myself. Surely, I can’t be in love with her, can I? Why then can’t I stop thinking about her? Is it because she’s rejected me? The little psychology I know tells me that people tend to fixate on what they can’t have. Maybe that’s why I can’t shake Brooke from my mind. I don’t know what to make of the whole thing. It’s idiotic to keep on thinking about someone who clearly doesn’t feel the same about you. I remember how I used to scoff about people who claimed to be heartbroken. I feel bad for dismissing matters of the heart. It’s something beyond one’s control. 

It’s not like a switch that you can flick on and off. I’m glad for the housework waiting for me. I grab the vacuum cleaner and start on it. If I keep myself occupied, I won’t have to think of what might have been and what could be between Brooke and me. 





Chapter 34

Brooke

There’s a lull in my day and I’m taking that time to update my records. My mind is completely focused on the computer screen when my stomach lurches. I grab my stomach and jump to my feet. I can feel my breakfast bubbling up and I run for the washroom. 

I’m relieved to make it to the washroom on time and I throw up in the toilet bowl. When I’m done, relief washes over me. I try to think about what I could have eaten to cause that reaction. Then I remember I’d felt nauseous when I woke up, but it quickly went away.

A knock comes on the cubicle door. 

“Brooke, are you all right?” It’s Amelia.

“I’m fine now,” I say and yank the door open. “This horrible nausea came over me, but I feel much better after throwing up.”

She looks at me quizzically. “Are you pregnant?”

My jaw drops and I start laughing. Then something startling dawns on me. I can’t remember the last time I got my period. I’ve never been one to keep track, but I really can’t remember. All I know is that it was quite a while ago. But I’ve been on contraceptives. 

I close my eyes and groan. I shake my head. No, I couldn’t be. I can’t possibly be. 

“No, I don’t think that’s it.”

I walk to the sink and splash cold water on my face. 

“Won’t kill you to be sure. Do you want me to run to the pharmacy next door and grab you a pregnancy test kit?” Amelia asks while she rubs my back. “You don’t look so hot right now.”

“I don’t feel myself,” I admit. “Go on then. Thanks!”

Amelia goes off and after drying my face and hands, I return to my office. It seems like my next appointment is a no-show and I’m glad for it. I sit down and glance unseeing at the wall. My fingers tremble slightly. Deep down I know I can’t be pregnant. 

That would ruin my life. Pregnancy is for happy couples who are in love with each other. People who’ve discussed it and made a decision to have a child together. To be honest, I’ve never really given much thought to having a family. At least not before I came to L.A.. Now, there’s a chance I could become a mother soon and without a partner by my side. 

A slight knock on the door interrupts my musings and Amelia comes bounding in. “Here,” she says and hands me a package in a small white bag. 

I take it gingerly as if it contains a bomb. Amelia giggles. “It won’t bite. Besides, even if you are pregnant, that hot firefighter boyfriend of yours has your back.”

I let out a sound that’s a mixture of a laugh and cry. “It’s not quite like that,” I croak. 

“What do you mean?” Amelia asks and leans on my desk and waits for an explanation.

Normally, I’m a private person and I like to keep my business to myself. But I feel vulnerable and I need to talk to someone. Besides, Amelia and I have developed the beginnings of a solid friendship and I feel comfortable with her. 

“Jason and I are not in a relationship,” I tell her and then I tell her everything. 

I search her face as I speak. To her credit, she doesn’t appear shocked by my tale of lust and no commitment. “I’m a slut, aren’t I?” I ask her when I’m done. 

“If that makes you a slut, then there’s a lot of us. I once had something like that. It went on for two years. Best two years of my life.” Her voice is wistful as she speaks. 

I lean forward in my chair. “Then what happened?” I really want this to have a happy ending, but I don’t know how that can be when Amelia doesn’t have a boyfriend or husband. A little odd considering how pretty she is. 

 Amelia makes a face. “His ex-girlfriend came back into the picture. One of us had to go and I can tell you, it wasn’t her. They had a history together.”

My heart shrinks. “I know what you mean,” I say thinking of Jason’s lady. The one he’s invited to a birthday party for babies. There’s only one reason he would invite her and she would agree to go. They have something together. “That could be my situation too.”

I sigh deeply. 

“Look at us!” Amelia says suddenly and straightens herself. “We’re all gloom and doom and it could just be a bug. Go and do the test, I’ll wait for you here.”

I’m grateful for the privacy. I’m not sure I want anyone to witness my horror if indeed I’m pregnant. 

In the toilet, I follow the instructions and pee on the test stick. I try not to look at it as I wash up and wait for the required minutes to go by before looking at the results. Sweat gathers under my armpits. This is worse than when I sat for my final Vet exams. 

When I finally gather the courage to look at the results, my legs buckle, and I grab the wall for support. I blink rapidly as I peer at the small glass window. It can’t be. My sight is blurred. Otherwise, why do I see two pink lines when there should be one?

As the shock wears off, I slowly accept what I’m seeing. There’s no point in burying my head in the sand. I’m pregnant. There’s no doubt about it. Everything I’ve been feeling for the last few weeks makes sense. The unexplained exhaustion, nausea, and mood swings. 

I place my hand on my still flat belly. I’m carrying a child. A moment of wonder comes over me. A real live human being is growing in my belly. My moment of wonder doesn’t last. Jason is already tired of our affair and he has someone else. 

How will I cope with having two children? Panic closes over me and the walls of the toilet feel as if they are caving in. I push the door open and stagger out. I glance at the results one more time, hoping, praying for a mistake. Nope. No such luck. Two clear pink lines. 

I throw it into the bin and return to my office. 

“I almost came to look for you,” Amelia says as I enter the office.

She takes one look at my face and she knows even before I tell her. She comes to me and opens her arms and we hug. “It’s all right. Everything will be just fine.”

The tears come then. I cling to her and cry as if my heart is breaking into pieces. It feels like that. I feel so many things at once. Regret for bringing a baby into the world when I’m not in a stable relationship. Pain and jealousy that someone else gets to have Jason. Fear that I won’t be able to cope. 

We finally part when I regain control of myself. “I’m sorry for breaking down like that.”

“It’s perfectly understandable. And for the record, I think you’re awesome. I’d be worse. I’d have run out of the bathroom screaming and waving the test wand.”

I giggle at the image her words conjure. “Thanks, Amelia,” I say softly. 

“You’re welcome,” she pats my back. 

“I don’t feel any different though,” I tell her. Which is odd because my whole world has shifted. I’m going to be a mother in several months. I’ll have to make an appointment to see an obstetrician. It hits me how much there is to do. I need to make a list. Lists make me feel prepared and less panicky. 

“When are you going to tell him?”

Amelia’s question pierces through my rising anxiety. 

“Tell who?”

She cocks her head and looks at me like I’ve lost my marbles. “The father of the baby of course. You didn’t make this baby alone.”

I raise a hand as if to ward off trouble. “Whoa, hang on. I’ve barely gotten used to the idea myself.”

She narrows her eyes. “You’re actually considering not telling him, aren’t you?”

I shrug and lower my gaze. “It’s complicated.”

“Look, let me give you a break and leave you alone but you have to tell him. This is not the kind of thing you keep a secret. It wouldn’t be fair to either of you.”

I’m glad when Amelia leaves. I know what she says makes sense but I’m not ready to deal with Jason just yet. I grab a notebook and a pen and start scribbling like made. 

Ask around for a good obstetrician

Make an appointment

Shop for healthy food

Thankfully I get a call that my next appointment has arrived, and I shove thoughts of the baby to the back of my mind. I work steadily throughout the day and only take a short break for lunch. Amelia brings me a sandwich which I force down my throat as my appetite is nonexistent. 

I look forward to going home every evening but today I head to the grocery store to shop for fruits and vegetables. I tell myself it’s because of the baby but deep down I know it’s to delay the inevitable. I’m frightened that I might take one look at Jason and blurt out the truth. 

I’m having your baby.

I was so upset about his new girlfriend but now I feel sorry for her. I hate to be the one to spoil their affair as I know how heady those first days are. If I tell Jason that I’m pregnant, that will be like pouring cold water on his affair and I feel bad about that. 

Weird but true. I take my time picking the perfect oranges before moving on to the vegetable section. It takes me a good hour to finish my shopping and when I’m done, I Uber a ride home. I find Jason and Liam on the rocking chair on the porch. Jason places Liam in his swing set and comes to help me carry the shopping bags. 

I admire his muscles as he walks ahead of me. This is the father of my baby. I can’t help but think what our baby will look like. A little boy who looks exactly like his father. I shake my head. This is insane. I’m already thinking of the baby’s gender when the father doesn’t even know of its existence. 

I go to Liam, pick him and cuddle. “You’re so uncomplicated, my darling,” I say to him. 

“I bet he would say that about you too.”

I hadn’t heard Jason coming back to the porch and my face heats up from embarrassment. 

“We’ve made dinner, haven’t we, buddy?” Jason says. 

He leans to touch Liam’s cheek. He looks at him with a look filled with complete and utter adoration. Jason will make a great dad if I give him that chance. Tears fill my eyes and I lead the way into the house. 

I watch Jason throughout the evening and everything I see convinces me that he ought to know that we’ve made a baby together. Something stops me from saying it. Maybe it’s fear of rejection. It’s easy to love Liam, after all, he’s Jason’s godchild. 

His own child is another matter altogether. What makes it so different is that he had no say in its conception. You weren’t asked either! A voice in my head shouts. 

I feel a headache coming on. I don’t know how I’ll get through this. It’s easier when I’m at work, but here at home with Jason and Liam, everything magnifies. I wish we were not going shopping tomorrow. I can’t bear to be in Jason’s company. It’s too painful. 





Chapter 35

Jason

 I’m excited as Brooke, Liam and I drive into town to buy a gift for tomorrow’s birthday party. The sky blazes a startling blue color and the sun casts golden rays on everything below it. It’s the kind of day that makes you feel happy to be alive. 

I glance sideways at Brooke. Her eyes are shut but I know she’s not dozing. Probably just enjoying the feel of the sun on her face. In the back seat, Liam makes happy noises. He likes being in a moving car. I hum as I drive, enjoying the view of people relishing being outdoors. 

Brooke sits up when we reach downtown. 

“Can you see a toy store?” I ask her. 

She presses her nose to the window. “Yes, further down the street.”

I follow the direction of her finger and see it. There’s a parking spot right outside the store and I ease my car into it. Minutes later, we are surrounded by a riot of color in the toy store. I’m carrying Liam and he starts to wriggle his body in my arms. 

There’s a play area for children that has a thick carpet and toys. Liam and I immediately make a beeline for it while Brooke disappears into the aisles. There are two children on the rug and Liam stares at them in fascination before he grabs an oversized teddy bear. 

The mothers and I exchange quick smiles and concentrate on our respective children. When Liam gets bored with playing, I lift him, and we go in search of Brooke. We find her in the third aisle which is full of toys for younger children. I inhale sharply as I watch her deep in concentration.

My gaze ripples down the length of her body and lingers on her legs encompassed in a pair of fitting denim shorts. My body grows warm and I shift my gaze to her face. Brooke is becoming a true resident of my side of L.A.. We live in shorts, t-shirts, and sandals. 

She senses my stare and turns her head. She smiles and my breath hitches. She is beautiful. 

“What do you think of this?” she says and raises a colorful xylophone. 

I move closer and nod. “I like it. Can we get another for Liam?”

She grins. “I thought of that too. Great minds think alike huh?”

A strand of hair falls across her face as she speaks, and I reach out and smooth it back. Our gazes lock on each other. It strikes me anew just how green her eyes are. Electricity sizzles between us. An urge to kiss her comes over me. I lean in. Brooke turns away and grabs another xylophone. I take a step back, my pride wounded. I grab a toy octopus from the shelf and tickle Liam with it and he giggles. We play some more and then follow Brooke to pay for our shopping.

“I’ll get it,” I tell Brooke and fish out my wallet before she can protest. 

It’s a beautiful day and a good one to be outside. “Do you feel like a stroll to the duck pond? I bet Liam would love to feed the ducks.”

Brooke shrugs as if she doesn’t care either way. I tell myself that it’s for Liam but going home to my own empty house does not hold much appeal for me. No fun at all. 

I help Brooke and Liam into the car and then excuse myself to hop into a shop next to the toy store. I buy some drinks for us and bread to feed the ducks. 

The duck pond is less than fifteen minutes away and in no more time, we are parked and getting out of the car. Brooke has fed Liam some milk which will keep him going for an hour or so. Orange groves rich and heavy with fat yellow oranges line the sides of the walkway. The expansive pond comes into view, dotted with white and gray ducks, geese, and turtles. 

Brooke gasps. “It’s beautiful. I didn’t expect this.”

The pond has that effect on a lot of people. Tranquility in the midst of a bustling albeit relaxed city. We walk to the edge of the pond and Liam tries to reach for the water, making us laugh. 

It’s a relaxing hour as we feed the ducks and look at the turtles. We sit and sip on our drinks while Liam plays on the grass. There’s something I’d planned to tell Brooke but sitting here with a slight breeze blowing is distracting me. The air around us is scented with the tangy-sweet smell of ripe oranges. 

We swap stories of our workplaces until it’s time to leave. As we gather our stuff, I remember what has been bugging me and turn to Brooke.

“Oh, and by the way, the attorney called yesterday. The trial date is a couple of weeks away. He wants us to reconsider the offer to settle.”I know what Brooke will say and I agree with her, but I have to ask. 

“Do what you think is best,” she says over her shoulder as she straps Liam into his stroller.

My heart swells and almost bursts with happiness. Despite everything that’s happened, I’m glad that Brooke trusts me to make the right decision for Liam and all of us. 

When it’s time to go, Brooke looks more relaxed and that makes me happy. 

Back home, I help carry Liam into the house, stay a little and then excuse myself. I don’t want to overstay my welcome and put Brooke in a position of having to draw boundaries. 

***

The birthday party is at noon. I’ve been ready since ten in the morning. I’ve been in my house all morning, as I don’t want to crowd Brooke. I did see her lights come on at dawn and I know they are well. I sit down to read a manual on firefighting, but I can’t concentrate.

Time drags by and when it’s eleven, I grab my car keys and leave. I knock on the door, the palms of my hands clammy. I see Brooke almost every day, so why am I nervous? The door flings open and a sweet scent envelops me. Brooke looks ravishing in a polka dot dress that shows off her figure and legs to perfection. 

“You look beautiful,” I tell her, and her cheeks redden.

“Thanks, come in. We’re just about ready.”

Liam beams when he sees me, and I reach for him inside the playpen. “How was your night, buddy?” I say and kiss his cheek.

He smells sweet of baby smells and cleanliness. “Are you ready to rock that party?” I ask as Brooke walks past. 

“I just need to pack his food and milk and we’re good to go.”

“No probs, take your time,” I say and play airplanes with Liam. He loves it when I make him stretch his hands and then together, we make airplane engine noises and pretend to fly around. 

We leave the house at half eleven. Our first stop is at Marian’s house, twenty minutes away but in the general direction of Lucas and Janet’s home. I leap out of the car as soon as I park and go and knock on her door. 

She emerges moments later. I’m excited for Marian to meet Brooke and I don’t know why. They might have met at the funeral but there were so many people and so much going on that I doubt either of them remembers. 

“Hi, thanks for doing this,” Marian says and leans in to kiss my cheek. “I’m happy to not spend another Saturday working.”

I know exactly what she means. Life as a single person is not all that it’s touted to be. It gets lonely especially during the weekend and there’s nothing happening. My life has changed considerably since Brooke and Liam came into my life. We always have plans and activities to keep us busy.

And even if we don’t, we’re happy to stay indoors. Well, we were, before Brooke asked me to go back to my house. Still, I can’t compare to a life of being completely single, like Marian’s.

I’m not worried that she might not hook up with anyone today. Marian is pretty and she has an outgoing personality. Like me, she makes friends easily. She just needs to meet a few people who’ll hopefully liven up her personal life. There a lot of the guys in the station who are single. Actually, the majority are. And even if it’s not one of the guys, she might strike up a friendship with one of the ladies who in turn will introduce Marian to her social circles. That’s how these things work. I remember I used to hang around Marvin and Ellie a lot and I got to meet tons of people that way. 

“You’re welcome,” I say and then grin at the gift-wrapped package. “I see you managed to get a gift?”

“I did but I’ll tell you this, it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. What the hell do one-year-olds like?” she demands as we walk toward the car.

I laugh. “If it weren’t for Brooke, I’d have been in the same situation. There’s too much to choose from.”

“Exactly!”

I open the back door for her, and she slips in. I go around to the driver’s side and I enter and introduce the two women. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Brooke. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Marian says, and I shoot her a glare that stops her from continuing with whatever she wanted to say. 

Brooke smiles and they shake hands. 

“Jason tells me you’re a vet at the animal hospital on Elm Street?”

Marian is shrewd. The easiest way to get friendly with a person is to ask about their work. Unless they don’t like their job in which case that conversation opener will fall flat in your face. In this case, she hits a gold mine and soon, she and Brooke are conversing like old friends.

“What do you do?” Brooke asks Marian when there’s a lull in the conversation.

“Nothing as grand as you I’m afraid. I’m a wedding planner.”

“That sounds like so much fun!” Brooke exclaims and I look at her discreetly. I’m surprised she thinks so after the disappointment of her own wedding. 

“It’s fun if everything goes well. A nightmare if the weather takes a turn for the worse at a garden wedding, or if one of the parties gets cold feet.”

You can hear a pin drop in the silence that follows. I glance at Brooke. Her face has turned pale and she turns and meets my stare with an accusing one. Confusion clouds my mind until I realize what the matter is. She thinks I told Marian about the wedding fiasco.

“I didn’t,” I tell her and instantly her features relax. I can’t believe she would think that of me. All I want is to protect her.

“Didn’t what?” Marian says from the back. “Did I miss something?”

We look at each other sheepishly. “Nothing,” we reply simultaneously. 

Marian sighs. “Ah, it’s that couple’s thing.”

I peer at her through the rearview mirror. She doesn’t meet my glance. I told her there was nothing between Brooke and me. Why would she say something like that? 

“What couples thing?” asks Brooke sounding puzzled.

“You know how it is with people who’ve been together for a while. They have these inside jokes, but don’t mind me,” she finishes with a laugh.

I hear Brooke’s deep exhale and I want to punch Marian. Now Brooke thinks I’ve been telling tales. Making out something between us that is nonexistent. I make a note to myself to never confide in Marian. She has no filter for her mouth.

The party is in full swing when we arrive. It’s being held in the back yard and a large table has been set up as well as an area for the kids with huge cushions and gigantic teddy bears. 

Brooke knows a lot of the ladies now and after I make sure that she and Liam are comfortable, I take Marian around and introduce her to everyone.

“Isn’t that Marvin’s sister?” one of the guys asks me and gestures at Brooke. “Is she single?”His interest in Brooke is unwelcome but I don’t blame him. She’s on the outdoor mat, completely unconscious of herself as she crawls while playing with the kids. A lot of laughter is coming from that side of the party.

I’m at a loss for words. He nudges me on the shoulder. 

“No, she’s with someone,” I say and promptly change the topic. 

I should be ashamed of myself for lying but I’m not. I don’t want anyone hitting on Brooke. Not while I’m there anyway. I search for Marian and see that she’s speaking to someone, a man I don’t know. I’m glad she’s enjoying herself. 

I stroll over to where Brooke is and when Liam sees me, he lifts his hands to be picked up, which I oblige. 

“I’ll show him around,” I tell Brooke.

There’s a small bouncy castle and I take him there and hold his hands while he bounces. His shrieks of delight attract Brooke who comes to join us.

“He’s loving it!” she exclaims. 

Liam grins at us as if he’s discovered something very important. 

“He is. I wonder how he’ll take to the slide.” I say, eyeing a small red slide.

Brooke shakes her head. “That’s too much for him.”

“You have no faith in our Liam.”

“He’s a baby,” Brooke says.

After he’s bounced enough, I carry him to the slide, and he doesn’t protest when I sit him on it and help him slide along. He looks around in wonder and turns his shining eyes at me when we reach the bottom. 

I can’t remember a nicer way to spend a Saturday afternoon. 





Chapter 36

Brooke

My mind is reeling as we drive toward Marian’s house after the party. I’m a fool. A real idiot. Marian and Jason are not a couple. I jumped to the wrong conclusions and acted in haste. I asked him to move back to his house. I created a wall between us. A knee jerk reaction. I should have thought it through. I feel teary and stupid and I don’t know what to do about my situation. It’s so much to take in. Jason never betrayed me. He’s not interested in another woman. I’d already shut my mind off to any future between us and now it’s open again.

An avalanche of emotions come over me. Is it too late? Is it possible to get back to where we were? I don’t know. I wish I had someone to speak to. Someone to offer me advice. Then I think of Amelia. She’s the perfect person to speak to. I’ll call her as soon as we get home. 

I don’t want to do anything hasty this time. I’ve already done so much damage. Marian and Jason chat in front and I hope they don’t notice how quiet I am. We drop her off and I say goodbye with promises to keep in touch. As we drive off, I catch Jason’s gaze in the rearview mirror. 

“You’ve been pretty quiet, is everything okay?”He asks this in a quiet concerned voice, and I know now that he’s genuine. He’s never lied to me. I’m the one who lied by omission. By not asking him about his date with Marian rather than jumping to conclusions. 

“I’m fine,” I say and try to smile. 

When we get home, Jason helps to carry a sleeping Liam into the house while I carry the rest of the stuff. We bump into each other in the hallway. 

“I’ll see you later,” he says and makes his way to the door.

I’m relieved to be left alone with Liam. I need time to think of a plan. But first, I call Amelia. 

She answers on the first ring. “Thank God for friends,” she says. “I was going crazy with nothing to do over here.”

I laugh at the drama in her words. L.A. is not friendly to single people. Marian said the same thing to me at the party. 

“I can’t wait for my classes to resume,” Amelia says and that throws me back. I wasn’t aware that Amelia is in school.

 “Oh really! I didn’t know that.”

She gives an embarrassed laugh. “Yeah, I keep it a little quiet.”

“What are you studying?”

There’s silence from the other end. “You’ll think I’m crazy but here goes. I want to be a vet.”

I’m in awe and I balance the phone against head and shoulder and clap. “Can you hear me clapping?” I ask her.

“So, you don’t think I’m a fool for wanting to be a vet when I’m just a receptionist?”

“What are you talking about?” I’m genuinely perplexed. “Of course not. It doesn’t matter when you go after your goals. All that matters is that you actually do it. Amelia, you’ve got this!”

“Thanks. I’m a little teary right now,” she says. 

“Is that why you don’t have someone? Because of school?”

“That’s one of the reasons. Yeah. Look at me. I haven’t even asked about you.”

I crack a smile. “Actually, I was calling for advice,” I tell her as I tuck my feet under my body in the couch.

“I love dishing out advice to other people,” Amelia says. “I’m just not good at giving it to myself.”

I inhale deeply and begin. I tell her about Marian and how today proved to me how wrong and paranoid I had been. 

She whistles.“I have to tell you this, girl, you are good at getting yourself in fixes.”

That strikes me as funny and I giggle. No one has ever described me that way. L.A. has changed me. I’ve been a sober person most of my life. A person not prone to emotional outbursts and making rash decisions without weighing everything. I feel like a stranger to myself.

“So, should I confess all to him?” I hold my breath as I wait for Amelia’s opinion. 

“It depends on what you hope to achieve from the confession,” she says. 

I don’t know if I can voice my feelings. “I don’t know. Maybe I want to know if there’s a chance for us.” I speak in a soft voice. It is so difficult to admit vulnerability. 

“Live and let live I like to say. Tell him. But don’t expect him to confess his undying love to you. Do it to lighten your heart. No expectations. Zilch. Can you do that? And then follow it up with the big one. That you’re carrying his child.”

“I was going there,” I say. 

“Good!”

We chat a little longer and then hang up. I feel a whole lot better after our conversation and I get up and go into the kitchen to get dinner started. The phone rings just as I’m getting cheese and sandwich meat from the fridge. I glance at the screen. It’s Mrs. Stewart. 

She wants to have Liam tomorrow afternoon and I quickly agree. This will give me a chance to speak with Jason uninterrupted. It’s difficult to predict whether Liam will wake up again or he won’t. The good thing is that he had dinner at the birthday party so if he does wake up, it will be from thirst.

A knock comes on the door and my heart leaps when I see Jason. 

“Just checking how you’re doing,” he says and leans on the door frame. 

God, he’s hot. 

“We’re good. Liam is still sleeping. I was just making a sandwich for dinner. Want to join me?”

He smiles in that way of his that weakens my knees. “A man never turns down an offer of a meal.”

I can feel his stare on my back as I walk. Questions swirl in my mind. This is the perfect moment to tell him everything. Except my mouth won’t move. I finish making the sandwiches while Jason makes coffee for us. 

We sit across the table and talk about the party. 

“Before too long it will be our turn to host Liam’s first birthday,” I tell Jason. 

He grins. “That will be an awesome day. Hard to imagine that one day, Liam will be big and going to school.”

“And with a little brother or sister,” I blurt.

Jason grins. “Yes, that’s if either of us does the deed and gets a family.”

It’s the perfect chance to tell him about our baby. My throat is dry, and the walls are closing in.  

Jason frowns. “You don’t look too good.”

I pull my lips into a smile. “I’m fine. Just a little queasy.”

At that Jason goes into protective mode. He insists that I drink my coffee on the couch where I can stretch out my legs. This loving attention brings tears to my eyes. It gives me hope. Maybe I wasn’t wrong that first time. He might have feelings for me.

Hope swells in my chest at the heady thought. I don’t want to fantasize about us. Amelia warned me against doing that. I happen to agree with her, but my heart doesn’t. 

I can’t help but picture us as a family. It’s a far fetched dream. 

 

***

 

I stand at the porch and wave goodbye to Mrs. Stewart and Liam. As soon as they disappear, my gaze moves to Jason’s house. I know he’s home because of his car but I haven’t seen him all morning. My heartbeat is racing and almost explodes. I try to organize my thoughts. 

The temptation to return to our house is great but I fight it. I slowly start to make my way across the street. Every part of me that can move trembles, from my insides to my limbs. What will he think of me? That I’m a fool? A psycho? Someone to steer clear of? My mind is painting the worst-case scenarios. My hands are wet, and I wipe them dry on my skirt. 

I walk up the porch and knock lightly. There’s no response and I push the door open and enter. 

“Jason?” I call out. 

I peer into the living room and then see an open door down the hallway. I head there and see that it’s his study. Papers are strewn all over the desk. I should leave but my feet and brain overturn my decision and I enter. I go behind the desk and sit down on the leather chair. 

It’s wrong to read people’s private correspondences but a burning urge to know everything about Jason comes over me. The first document I pick up is stamped all over and as I read, I realize it’s a formal document detailing a second mortgage over his house. 

Odd. Marvin and Ellie’s house is completely paid for and they bought at the same time as Jason. Why isn’t his? I shrug, it’s really none of my business why Jason needed to remortgage his house. I pick the second sheet of paper. Bank statements. 

My eyes almost pop out of my sockets as I read the contents. Every month his salary, which is considerable, goes into his account and then most of it is immediately deducted leaving Jason with very little to live on. My hands tremble and the sheet of papers shake so bad that I can’t read.

I drop it on the desk and continue reading. His financial situation is a mess. I grab more documents. His credit cards are maxed out. Jason cannot support a child, let alone himself. Fear lodges itself into my heart. The father of my child is broke. Bile churns in my stomach. Everything had seemed so clear a few minutes ago.

I hadn’t told Amelia the whole truth when she asked me what I hoped to achieve when I told Jason about my assumptions about Marian. I had hoped that when I told Jason about our baby, he would want us to be a family. Marriage is going too far but I had envisioned us living together as one big happy family. That dream is shattered into tiny pieces. 

The one thing I value above all else is financial security. In all my years of working, I’ve saved up my salary every month and now I have a nice nest egg for myself. After all that and then what do I do? I get pregnant with a man who is clearly careless with his future. An irresponsible man,that is what Jason is. He had me so fooled. There’s so much I don’t know about him. Is he a gambler? Is that how he’s amassed so much debt? Tears prickle the edges of my eyes. I’m a fool.

First Eric and now Jason. What is it with me and men. Why can’t I fall in love with a normal man, get married and live happily ever after? Now, it’s even worse than before. I’m carrying Jason’s baby. Jason will always be in my life. 

Then another thought strikes me, one so painful, it makes me cry out. 

He had lied about his reasons for meeting with the attorney of the man who caused Marvin and Ellie’s death. Jason wants to settle out of court. Anger courses through my veins. I remember the short conversation when we went to the pond. Jason asked me to reconsider the settlement. 

I bang the table and papers fly everywhere. How dare he? If he thinks that he’s going to benefit from Marvin and Ellie’s death, he’s got another thing coming!





Chapter 37

Jason

Sweat trickles down my back as I enter the back door into the kitchen. The yard is now in pretty good shape and it’s been therapeutic working with my hands for two hours. The headache brought on by perusing my finances has receded. I wash the dirt from my hands in the kitchen sink and then grab a drink of cold water from the fridge. 

As I gulp it down, a banging sound comes from the interior of the house and I place the bottle of water on the kitchen island and follow the noise. I walk down the hallway and make for the study. I left the window open and the noise could be a bird stuck inside unable to find its way out. 

I enter and grind to a halt. Brooke. My heart thumps wildly as my gaze moves from her tight features to the documents in front of her. She leans back on the chair and smiles. A smile that does not reach her eyes. She swings the leather chair as if preparing for a nice chat.

My mind works fast. There’s no doubt in my mind that my secret is out. She has read my bank statements and credit card statements. I mentally chastise myself for leaving everything out in the open. I quickly sift my mind through various explanations. 

“You must have thought I was a real fool!”

I make a movement toward her. She holds up a hand and I stop. 

“Now I understand why you wanted to make a deal with that drunk driver, the one who killed my brother and his wife,” she shouts, her composure completely gone now. 

“You don’t understand Brooke—”

Her features grow still. The only sign of emotion is in her green eyes. They blaze as though they are on fire. 

“Then make me understand.”

I lower my gaze. How can I destroy her last memories of her beloved brother? I know how much Brooke loved and looked up to Marvin. She thinks her older brother could do no wrong. And in the most part, she’s right. But Marvin was impulsive. He had a tendency to jump into situations without due diligence. Take the case of the house.

Marvin had come bursting into my house one morning waving a printout of an email he had received from an old high school friend.“This is the opportunity we have been looking for,” he said and handed me the paper. “It’s from this smart dude I went to high school with. His name is Peter and he’s been investing in real estate and made a killing from it.”

We had wanted a side gig, something we could do to earn extra money. We were almost finished paying the mortgages of our houses and we would have extra money every month. My dad had taught me the value of investing for the future and Marvin and I had spoken about it at length. We both wanted the same things. Only, Marvin wanted his faster than I did. And he was willing to do anything to get it, including remortgaging his house. 

He had paced back and forth, impatient for me to start reading. In essence, Peter wanted Marvin to invest in real estate by buying in on houses facing foreclosure by becoming a lender in Peter’s company. The returns were astronomical if everything went according to plan. 

There was a fixed interest rate that would be compounded monthly and an assurance of money doubling every two years. Peter had covered everything. If they did not get a buyer for the house, there was no loss to the lender. They would end up with a house in an awesome neighborhood. 

There’s something else my dad told me: To never be in a rush to be wealthy and if a deal sounds too good to be true, it probably is. The deal had sniffed of rotten meat and I told Marvin as such. 

“Why not take the time to research a little?” I asked him.

“There’s no time,” Marvin said, agitated. “See what he says here? The first people who jump in on this deal are the ones who’ll reap the rewards.”That’s another red flag. Anyone rushing you to commit so much money is out to defraud you. 

Marvin would not hear of it. I had begged him to see reason, to not throw away his hard work in a moment of greed. Besides, what was the rush? Then I resorted to the one person who would make a difference. The only person who could convince him otherwise. 

“Have you spoken to Ellie about this?” I asked. Ellie was levelheaded and they balanced each other out. 

Marvin frowned. “No. I don’t want her to know about this yet. You know that the pregnancy is taking a toll on her.”

I couldn’t refute that. Ellie had an appointment every single week. She wasn’t eating well and she threw up whatever little she ate. I could understand Mavin’s reluctance to involve her. 

“I don’t know about this,” I finally told him. 

He shrugged. “I thought you’d say that and I’m willing to go in on my own. I just thought I’d let you in on it in case you were interested.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

Marvin went ahead and took a second mortgage but what he did not tell me was that his friend Peter kept promising more and more money if only Marvin would invest more. He’d maxed out his credit cards and taken loans until there was nothing left. 

This he told me almost later when he came to me in tears and confessed everything. Ellie knew all of it and she was devastated. Marvin had been like a brother to me and immediately we’d sat down and devised ways of helping them save their house.

I took out a second mortgage on my house to pay for theirs as well as a hefty loan from my bank. Their home had been saved and knowing that my godchild would always have a roof over his head had been worth it for me. Ellie and Marvin’s gratitude had known no bounds.

But that was not the reason I did it, why I put my financial security on the line. I did it because they were family and family backed each other up with action and not just words. Marvin had proved himself when I lost my family. He had left everything and gone home with me. He had stuck to me throughout the whole ordeal and months after. It didn’t matter that he had made bad financial decisions. Marvin had been my brother. 

The scraping of a chair jolts me back to the present. I meet Brooke’s accusing eyes. There’s no way I’m going to tell her about Marvin. It’s better if her memories of her brother remain untarnished. 

Something strikes me then. We’re both in my house. “Where’s Liam?”

“His grandmother took him to the park,” Brooke says, and relief floods me. She gets up. “Though from now onward, Liam’s life and whereabouts are none of your concern. I don’t want you in our lives anymore.”

“You can’t do that. Just because I didn’t tell you I was broke is no reason to punish me from spending time with my godson. Marvin and Ellie wanted me in his life.”This is not a fight I intend to lose. I have lost Brooke but I’m not going to lose Liam. 

A hesitant look comes over her face. Sadness grips me. Brooke is a kind and decent human being. She’s reacting from the belief that I’ve lied to her. A part of me is sad that she thinks so little of me. That she never considered that I might have had a good reason for keeping it from her. She’d gone straight for the kill, accusing me of using her. It does look like that from where she’s standing but benefit of the doubt would have been nice. 

I step aside as she moves to the door. I see that her eyes are brimming with tears. My hands itch to take her into my arms and comfort her, but I know that will earn me a slap. 

“And to think I was coming to tell you that I loved you,” she says, and a sob escapes her mouth. 

My heart skips a beat. “What?”

She stands in the doorway and we face each other. “Yes, you heard correctly. I’d deluded myself into believing that there was a future for us. I was coming to confess my feelings for you.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to confess all. To tell her everything. That I’m not the person she believes I am. That I’m in this mess because of my best friend’s impulsiveness and weak financial decisions. But I can’t. I can’t sell out Marvin so that Brooke can love me.

The only way she can take me is by knowing that I’m a flawed human being, as we all are. And I know that will never happen. 

Before I know what’s happening, she closes the gap between us, comes to me and punches my chest over and over again.

“Did you hear what I said? I loved you, Jason!”

My hands hang by my side as she pummels my chest with her fists. Finally, she stops, spent. She walks out of the study and doesn’t look back once. My tears come then. It’s truly over for us. My one chance at forever love. The kind that Marvin and Ellie had.

The kind that endured financial insecurity. My chest is a hollow hole where my heart used to be. Intense pain rumbles through me and seizes my lungs. It burns my soul. 





Chapter 38

Brooke

I sit in the doctor’s office and twist my hands on my lap. I feel nervous about this and I don’t know why. After all, I’m an adult and surely, I can’t be the first woman to be pregnant without a partner to show for it. 

“Would you like your partner to come in?” the doctor, kindly woman who looks to be in her mid-forties says. 

I raise an eyebrow. “Partner? Oh.” 

Heat rises up my neck to my face. Out in the waiting area, most if not all pregnant women are with their spouses. I brought along Amelia for moral support. Now the doctor thinks we’re a couple. I consider letting her keep this thought then decide otherwise. Sooner or later, the topic of the baby’s father will come up and I don’t want to have to lie about sperm banks. 

I can’t wish Jason away. 

“That’s my friend and work colleague.”

“Oh, sorry about that,” she says. “Your weight is good for eight weeks but bordering on a level that could cause concern.”

I nod furiously and promise to eat more. She lists everything I should be eating and I obediently listen even if I already know most of it. The trouble is my appetite. I’m disinterested in food. My appetite is nonexistent. I can’t tell this to the doctor without explaining that I’m going through heartbreak. 

“Is the father of the baby involved at all?” she asks gingerly.

“No,” I say and leave it at that.

I can hear Amelia in my mind screaming that I should tell Jason. I agree with her. Most of the time. Other times I disagree vehemently. He does not deserve to know or to have a say in my baby’s life. And then Amelia points out that the baby is not mine alone. 

I’m still sitting on it, but I know eventually I’ll have to tell him. It’s been almost a month since our big fight and we largely stay away from each other. Jason sees Liam when I’m at work. He and Mrs. Stewart have an arrangement where he gets to spend time with Liam, and we don’t have to see each other. That suits me just fine. 

Who am I kidding? I miss him every second of the day. 

The doctor’s visit is over, and I go to the reception desk for my next appointment scheduling. 

“How did it go? Did she ask you about the baby’s father?” Amelia asks as we leave the building. 

I giggle. “She thought you were my partner.”

Amelia’s eyes widen and then she giggles. “Glad to know I have a taste.”

I squeeze her shoulder. “Thanks for coming with me.”

“You’re welcome.”

We stop in the deli and have a quick bite before going back to the office. It’s become my sanctuary. Here, I’m not plagued by thoughts of Jason. Sick animals keep my mind occupied and my colleagues have become my friends. All in all, I’ve finally come into my own in L.A. except for my love life. It’s nonexistent and will be for a long time. I expect that I’ll still be pining for Jason in years to come. Pathetic really. 

The afternoon goes by fast and soon it’s time for me to go home. I take my usual walk which is turning out to be a wonderful exercise for me. I feel more energetic and the horrible nausea is gone. Until the memories come over me. They hit me as soon as I make the turn onto our street. The three of us at the zoo. Jason throwing his head back to laugh at something I had said. The pain follows soon afterward, gripping my heart like a vise and twisting. Every memory sears my heart. He wronged me and yet I miss him and ache for him. 

I thought losing Eric was painful. That had been nothing compared to this. Nursery stuff to be perfectly honest. This one is a pain that never abates. If anything, it seems to grow stronger with each passing day. I also know it will get worse when I give birth to our baby. 

Late at night when I’m in bed, I think about our baby. What if he’s a boy and looks exactly like Jason? Will I ever get over him with a constant reminder. My heart doesn’t seem to understand that it’s over between Jason and I. My body aches to feel his arms around me and sometimes I don’t care about his lies.

I just want him back in my life. In the glare of daytime though, I return to my senses and I resent him a hundredfold. How could he do this to us? At night, the cycle begins again. Will our baby have a smile like his? Piercing blue eyes like his father? Will Jason be a present dad to our baby?

But I can’t think of that now. I have to focus on today and now. 

“Hello, everyone,” I call out as I enter the house. 

“Book,” Liam says and comes crawling toward the front door at full speed. I laugh and lift him up. 

Mrs. Stewart follows closely behind.“How was your day, my dear? I hope you’re taking great care of yourself, especially now.”

My smile freezes on my lips. Before I can say anything, she’s whirled around and is walking to the kitchen. I hurry up after her. 

“We’ve got a nice cup of tea ready for you, haven’t we Liam?” Mrs. Stewart says as she busies herself pouring tea into two cups.

I pull out a chair and sit down. My heart pounds like crazy. I wait until she sits down. “What did you mean by taking care of myself?” I ask. 

She reaches across the table and places a small, warm hand on mine. “A woman can tell, especially one as old as I am.” She smiles gently. There’s no judgment in her face. But then again, that’s not Mrs. Stewart’s style. 

I sit up straight as a thought crosses my mind.“You haven’t told Jason, have you?” I ask.

“I wouldn’t,” she says and I’m ashamed that I even asked. “It’ll be nice for Liam to have a little brother or sister. I know that’s the one thing that Ellie missed. She was so happy when she found out that Marvin had a sister. She thought of you as the sister she never had.”

Tears filled both our eyes at the memory. “I loved her like a sister too.”

“I bet Liam would love a father as well,” she continues. 

I sigh deeply. “It’s not that simple. Jason is not the person I thought he was.” 

Mrs. Stewart raises an eyebrow. “Who is?” she says. “Don’t let love get away from you just because of things that can be resolved.”

I think what the hell and proceed to tell her the whole story without describing the earth-shattering sex we had. God, I miss that. My body had been used to sex and then without warning, it was gone. I doubt I will ever meet a lover as awesome as Jason.

She looks thoughtful as if she knows something that I don’t. “I’ve known Jason a while now and the person you describe is not him at all.”

I can’t believe that Mrs. Stewart is doubting me. I expected Mrs. Stewart to be shocked at my revelations of Jason’s financial situation. She doesn’t appear shocked at all.

She continues before I can jump in to protest. “And no, it’s not that I don’t believe you. What I mean is that there may be other facts of that situation that you don’t know about. Did you ask him how he got into debt?”

I shake my head.

She changes the topic and asks about the baby. 

“I’m eight weeks along with her,” I say as I stand up to carry Liam to the carpet where it’s easier for us to play. 

Mrs. Stewart follows us. She chuckles softly. “You’ve already decided the baby is a girl?”

I grin at her. “Liam would love a baby sister.”

“I know you need time to get used to it, but you need to tell Jason.”

This does not come as a surprise. Everyone is right and I will tell Jason in my own time. When my heart has healed somewhat. I know Jason. He goes into a situation full throttle. Look how he threw himself into caring for Liam. The moment he knows that he’ll soon be a father, I won’t be able to shake him off. He’ll want to be there for every doctor’s appointment and will appoint himself the overseer of my life. I’m not ready for all that Jason. It will be too painful, knowing that we cannot be a family.

“I will,” I tell Mrs. Stewart. 

She nods and picks up her shawl from the chair. “I better be going. I have a neighborhood meeting tonight and I don’t want to be late.”

I stand up and walk her to the door. We hug. “Thank you for everything, grandma,” I tell her. She’s been a friend, a mother, an advisor, a grandmother for Liam. 

She looks at me with a twinkle in her eye. Her gaze bounces to my belly and back. “And I have another one on the way.”

The door bangs shut and tears rapidly flow down my cheeks.





Chapter 39

Jason

We live like a divorced couple, Brooke and I. I ensure that I visit Liam only when Brooke is at work and if there’s a change, Mrs. Stewart lets me know, like today. After I shower and get ready for the day, I leave my house and hurry across the street. 

How time flies. Summer has given way to autumn and some of the leaves and branches show sepia colors. That month since our big fight has been hell. I miss Brooke with every fiber of my being. I’ve come close to telling her the truth but each time I’ve managed to talk myself out of it. It’s gotten easier and easier. 

What has not changed is my love for her. I have no doubt now that I love Brooke. I loved her from that moment I saw her, standing proudly in church while everyone around her lost their cool. 

Brooke is a part of me, and I feel lost without her in my life. Things that gave me joy no longer do. When I don’t see her, the day stretches on endlessly with nothing to excite the soul. 

I push the door open and I’m immediately met with the scent of pancakes. I follow it to the kitchen where Brooke and Liam are seated in the dining table. Intense pain rumbles through me as I look at Brooke. She grows more beautiful every day. Her face glows. 

“Good morning,” I say and manage to infuse cheer in my voice. 

“Morning,” Brooke says just as cheerful and even Liam says his own version of morning. These days, he’s saying a few words but unfortunately, my name is not one of them. I’m nothing if not patient. 

Brooke jumps from her chair and immediately excuses herself after inviting me to pour myself some coffee. I do and take a pancake as well which I eat as Liam and I chat. Or rather Liam’s version of chatting. Brooke returns moments later wearing a coat and she bends to kiss Liam. 

“Have a good day, both of you,” she says and flashes me a smile.

My heart stops. This is the first time in a month that she has been friendly toward me. I grin and cling to it all morning like a drowning man.

The house phone rings at eleven, just as I put Liam down for his nap. I hurry to pick it up. The voice on the other end is unfamiliar. She asks for Miss Foster. My stomach grows cold. I hope she means Brooke. 

“I’m sorry she’s not here, can I take a message?” I say.

“Yes please, that would be wonderful,” the voice at the other end says. “Please tell her Dr. Wilson’s office, her obstetrician called. We want to schedule an appointment.”

Everything in me goes still except for my brain. Obstetrician. That’s a doctor who specializes in childbirth. My heartbeat pounds in my ear. 

“Is she expecting?” I say. 

There’s silence from the other end.

“I’m sorry, who did you say you were?” the lady asks.

“I didn’t say,” is my response and I’m immediately contrite. It’s not her fault that Brooke is pregnant, and she hasn’t told me! “I’m sorry. But please tell me. How far along is she?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t divulge such information. It’s confidential.”

She murmurs something and the phone goes dead. I’m stunned. I don’t know what to think. My first instinct is to call Brooke at work, but I change my mind. I need to confront her in person. 

I get angrier by the second. She’s carrying my baby. I can’t believe she would keep something like that from me, something so momentous. My own flesh and blood. As I cool down, a lot of things begin to make sense. Brooke’s recent weight gain especially around her middle.

I’ve been ogling her new curvy figure and want to wrap my hands around her. Now I know why. She goes out of her way to avoid me. I wonder who else knows about this. Mrs. Stewart. It’s not fair to involve her in our differences but I need to speak to someone or else I’m going to burst. 

I call her from my cell phone and she answers immediately. 

“I knew you were going to call one of these days,” she says with a sigh. 

If I needed more confirmation, this is it. “Why hasn’t she told me? Her doctor’s office called and that’s how I know.”

“She thinks of you as irresponsible,” Mrs. Stewart says. 

That’s not news. 

“I’m sorry that my daughter and my son-in-law put you in this situation,” she says surprising me. I didn’t know anybody else knew. “Ellie told me,” she says. “I’ve thought about it for a while and I decided that if you don’t tell Brooke, I will. You deserve to be happy, Jason. You and Brooke. I don’t know what you told my daughter and her husband but I’m telling you now, you’re not obligated to them. Or to anybody.”

I don’t know what to say.

“You’re a wonderful boy. Your parents must have been proud to call you their son.” 





Chapter 40

Brooke

I can hear Liam and Jason playing in the living room when I get home from work. I kick off my shoes and go in, eager to put my feet up. I tire easily these days, but the doctor says that will soon go away. 

“Hi boys,” I call out as I enter. 

I kiss Liam and he wraps his hands around my neck. I squeeze him and he continues to play. Jason gets up and goes to the couch and sits down. He hasn’t spoken and I turn my gaze to him. What I see in his eyes makes me tense. His gaze is cold. 

“When were you going to tell me?”

A sudden coldness hits at my core. I stagger to the chair and plop down. Mrs. Stewart wouldn’t tell him, and Amelia and Jason are not friends. I wrack my brain for how else my secret could have leaked. 

 “How did you find out?”

“Is that all you care about, how I know?”I hate the tone he uses. As if I’m a criminal in the accused box in court. “Brooke, how could you keep something like this from me? My child. My own flesh and blood.” His voice softens. That tugs at my heartstrings. And my guilt.

I’m getting emotional over that fact that he hasn’t asked me if the baby is his. He trusts me. He doesn’t see me like a slut. 

“I was going to.” I sound like a child.

“When? When the baby is five years old?” 

That makes me giggle. “I’m sorry, I should have told you as soon as I found out.”

“How far along are you? Are you eating properly? And resting? Is work too much?” 

I laugh as Jason proves me correct. As of this moment I’ve become a project that he’ll see through to completion. “I’m fine, I tell him.”

“I’m going to the next appointment with you,” he says, his tone leaving no room for argument.

“I expected that,” I murmur under my breath and he glares at me. 

“I can’t believe I’m going to be a dad.”

I sneak a glance. His face is filled with wonder. “We can co-parent,” I say. “Many people do it successfully.”

His expression grows fierce. Surely, he doesn’t think that I’m going to give him my baby. Our baby. 

“I don’t want to co-parent,” he growls.

“What do you mean?”

“I want all of you.” 

All the air leaves my lungs and I can’t breathe. 

“You’re my family.”

Oh God. I’m not prepared for this. “Are you going to lose your house?”

He shakes his head. “No, I’ll manage.” A vein pops up across his forehead. 

I want this so badly. But I can’t. Not in the situation that Jason is in. “How did you get into that mess?”

He looks away.

“You can’t keep hiding stuff from me. I need to know.”

He seems to sag into the chair. I wait. 

“Okay,” Jason says. “I never wanted to tell her, buddy,” he says looking up.

Is he speaking to Marvin?

He tells me everything. As he speaks joy spreads in my heart. It starts small, a dot of hope and as he tells me all of it the joy grows until it encompasses me completely.

“I didn’t want you to think less of Marvin because of me.”

Unbelievable. “You sacrificed our happiness for my memory of my brother?” I try to sound stern but what comes out is a flood of tears. That’s the kind of man I fell in love with. An honorable man. I can’t believe I thought less of him. That I believed he was an irresponsible man, not worthy of a family. 

“Please don’t cry,” Jason says and comes to kneel by my side. “I love you, Brooke, with all my being. Will you, Liam, and the baby marry me?”

I laugh through my tears. Only Jason would include two other people in a proposal. 

I nod. “I love you, too.”

He cocks his head to one side. “There’s one other thing I don’t understand. What did I do to make you kick me out of the house?”

My face heats up. I frantically search for an excuse. 

“We can’t have more secrets between us, Brooke,” Jason says. 

He’s right. I inhale deeply. “This is embarrassing,” I say. 

He grins. “That’s all right.”

I study my fingers as if seeing them for the first time. Then I gather the courage to tell him. “I saw you and Marian one day having lunch. You were so engrossed in conversation that you didn’t even notice me. I watched you as you held hands and stared into each other’s eyes.”

A laugh escapes Jason’s mouth. “I’m sorry I shouldn’t laugh, but Brooke, Marian is my old friend. She’s like a sister to me.”

“I know that now but at the time…”

“I had gone to meet Marian so that she could help me plan the most romantic marriage proposal. That’s what we were talking about.”

My hand flies to my mouth. “I can’t believe you were going to propose! And I ruined it by believing there was something between you and Marian.”

He cups my cheeks. “All you had to do was ask.”

I nod miserably. “I know and I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m to blame too. You had every reason to believe that we were together. After all, I’d never given you any reason to trust me. In the future, we have to speak to each other.”

“I agree.” I feel like a weight has slid off me.

He stands up and pulls me to my feet. He holds me against his body, as tight as he can without crushing me or the baby. Emotion overwhelms me. I can’t believe that Jason and I will be together again. Completely this time. With no secrets between us. 

“I love you,” he says in my hair over and over again.

“I love you,” I tell my soon to be husband and father of our babies. 

 

 

 





Epilogue

One year later

Brooke holds Liam’s hand and with the other, she hangs onto Charlie’s leash. He bounds along, stopping every so often to sniff at something he deems as interesting. He turns back sometimes to gaze at me but mostly to check that Ellie, our little girl is safe.

I peer into the stroller without breaking my stride. Ellie is snoring gently, undisturbed by the gentle breeze blowing around us. An old woman with a walking stick stands to one side to let us pass. She smiles and nods at me and I smile back. 

I know what she’s thinking. I have a beautiful family. I agree completely. There’s five of us now, including Charlie the second, who we got as a pup. Then just six months ago, we had the baby and Brooke and I decided to name her after Ellie. When we told Mrs. Stewart, she had broken down and then insisted they were tears of joy. 

This last year has been the most fulfilling time of my life. I’ve never been so busy experiencing life to the fullest. I’m a dad to two wonderful kids and even sweeter, I’m a husband to the woman of my dreams. 

That one year has enabled me to become the husband and dad I wanted to be. After our small intimate wedding, Brooke and I agreed that I’d move in with her and Liam and rent out my house. With that income as well as my salary, I’ve managed to pay off most of my debt.

I’m glad I did it my way despite a lot of anger and sulking from Brooke. That was not something I was willing to be swayed from. I had offered to help Marvin and Ellie and I intended to fulfill my end of the bargain without Brooke’s help or taking from the settlement money.

That is for Liam. It’ll be nice for him to know that his parents reached out from heaven to ensure a secure future for him. My debt has gone down to manageable levels and I’m pleased that I can support my family.

My gaze bores into Brooke’s back now as she sashays along the street.

My mind instantly flashes to this morning but I fight it. I don’t want to remember the sweetness of Brooke’s pussy as I licked it until she woke up moaning and writhing. She grabbed my head and held me as a prisoner between her legs, pushing my face harder into her sweet pussy.

I’d slipped a finger and then another into her pussy and used my thumb to tease her clit. She’d come with a scream and a spurt of cream on my face. Remembering this now makes my cock hard. Unfortunately, we’re outside Mrs. Stewart’s house for our regular Sunday lunch. 

Brooke turns to talk to me and pauses when she catches sight of the bulge in my shorts. 

She giggles. “I can’t help you.”

“I know.” 

“But I could take the stroller and walk ahead of you,” she says with a laugh. 

“It’s all your fault,” I tell her as she takes the stroller from me. 

Liam skips ahead to knock on the door. Mrs. Stewart opens the door and immediately lifts Liam up. He wriggles and protests. “Grandma, I’m a big boy now.”

“Not to me you’re not,” Mrs. Stewart says. Her eyes sparkle with happiness. She thinks that Brooke and I do her a favor by coming to lunch every Sunday. 

It’s the other way around. She’s given us so much by being an active grandma in our children’s lives. She’s definitely given us more joy than we give her. We feel like we have an extended family with Mrs. Stewart in our lives. 

We exchange greetings and hugs and she immediately lifts Ellie from the stroller and carries her into the house. 

Brooke and I are left alone on the porch. She takes a step to me and presses her body against mine. My cock which had softened immediately swells and hardens. 

She’s wearing a dress and she grinds her pussy against my cock. I groan.

“What are you doing, sweetheart?” I growl. “You know I’ll have to stay a good ten minutes out here.”

She laughs, a sweet sound that warms my soul. I reach behind and playfully slap her ass. 

“I’ll make it up to you at home.”

“Oh yeah?” I say as my cock grows even harder as I imagine taking Brooke against the wall in our bedroom. 

“I promise.”

THE END

 

Dear reader, 
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Chapter 1

 

Julia 

 

“Are we going to Provoc?” I asked as we all piled into the cab. 

“Oh, my God I love Provocateur,” Teddy said in his usual flamboyant draw. 

“Yeah, it’s the only place to be seen right now,” Sarah added. “I’ve got to find a hot stockbroker to give me some tips.” 

“Why do they need to be hot?” I teased. 

“Technically they don’t, but if I’m going to pretend to be interested in the guy so I can get free financial advice, I’d prefer if they were hot.” 

“You know you make enough money to actually pay for stock advice. You could date whoever you want,” I said.

I was finishing my makeup while we rode in the cab. Teddy was perpetually relegated to the front seat while Sarah, Kendra and I sat in the back. He hated that we always made him sit up there but as our only male friend who came out with us, he sucked it up and sat up there. 

Going out dancing at the clubs in New York was one of my favorite things to do. This evening it was particularly exciting because I’d just landed a huge client for our hotel chain and Teddy, who was also my supervisor at work, offered to pay the alcohol tab for the evening. There was no way we were going to turn that down; drinking in New York was expensive business. 

“I’m not paying someone to give me advice when these guys will give it for free. Plus, when have you known me to ever actually date someone? I’m not looking for that sort of commitment,” Sarah added. 

“Right, who would want to have a guy for more than one night?” Kendra chimed in. 

“I’m not opposed to more than one night. I just don’t like these clingy guys who want to come over all the time and start getting mushy. Short term is all I have time for.”

Sarah was perpetually single. She managed the marketing at King Hotels and was damn good at her job. The key was her ability to make anyone feel like they were wanted in both personal and professional environments. Sarah had the ability to walk into a meeting full of CEO’s and have the whole lot of them eating out of her hands in a matter of minutes. I envied her ability to connect in that way. 

“Let’s remember this celebration is for Julia,” Teddy added. “Thank you for making me look so good to my bosses,” he laughed with his distinctive high-pitched cackle that made all of us smile too. Teddy was the first boss I had out of college and I was so lucky to have him. He was funny, supportive, and refreshing compared to what I’d heard about the hotel sales industry while I was in school. 

“I’m just in it for the money,” I teased. 

“You’ll get a huge commission check, girl. I’m telling you, this one is going to rattle your cage when it hits your account.” 

“I can’t wait. I’ve decided I’m going to go ahead with the baby thing.”

“What? No!” Sarah blasted from the other side of the vehicle. “You are way too young. Come on Julia, you’re only twenty-five. This is something people my age do, not people your age.” 

Sarah was forty years old and totally right. Women her age in New York were deciding to have babies on their own, but I didn’t want to wait until I was forty to have a baby. I’d always dreamed of a big family and nowadays blending families just wasn’t as big of a deal as it was in the past. If I had a baby now, I still expected that somewhere down the road I could have more children once I met the man of my dreams. But the cruel reality was that might be way down the road and I just didn’t want to wait. 

“You know how I feel about it,” Kendra said under her breath. 

Kendra didn’t like the idea at all. She and I were similar in age, she was only two years older than me but she didn’t have a problem waiting to start her family. I’d always planned to have my family young and in this day and age, I just didn’t need to wait for a husband in order to get started. Kendra and I had come to an agreement that I was going to do this and she was going to be supportive, even though she didn’t fully agree with my plan. 

“I’m all for it,” Teddy said. “You know we offer maternity leave, and you can even work from home if you decide to.”

“I think I’ll just take a couple of weeks and then work from home. But hell, I haven’t gotten pregnant yet so who knows. I did make an appointment with that fertility clinic near the office. It had a six-month waiting list and my appointment should be coming up soon.”

“Did you pick a Daddy yet?” Sarah laughed. “Tall, dark, and handsome with an Ivy League degree?” 

“Yeah, something like that. Anyways I don’t want to make this all about me,” I said as we pulled up to the club. I’d actually spent an exhaustive amount of time reviewing sperm donor profiles. I’d spent so much time looking at profiles and changing my mind about what I wanted that when I finally came across the perfect profile I still wasn’t sure that was what I really wanted to settle on. 

Picking a man based on his identifiable features and education wasn’t exactly a romantic way to have a child. I’d chosen the hair color, eye color, and height as if this person was some doll I was ordering to fit predefined criteria. In real life, finding a mate was so much more involved yet in some aspect it was easier because you knew you loved the person. When you were in love I imagined that the specific looks of your partner wouldn’t be an issue. 

“Girl, tonight is all about you and if you’re going to be having a baby soon then you should be partying like a rock star tonight!” Teddy said as we all climbed out of the cab. 

Teddy knew the bouncer and we quickly made our way past the long line and into the club. He liked partying more than anyone I knew at King Hotels. It always surprised me that he managed to make it to work on time even after staying up until three or four in the morning on some nights. I definitely couldn’t party that hard or that often. Once a week was about all I could handle and only on Saturdays so I could still sleep in and recover all day on Sundays. 

My red sequined mini dress had been sitting in my closet for months just waiting for this night on the town. The fall weather was warm enough to handle the hurried rush into the club and not freeze my butt off. 

We followed Teddy to a reserved couch he had near the main dance floor. He was never the sort who wanted to sit off in the VIP area or in a back corner. If we were coming to Provoc then we were going to be seen. It was fun to be friends with someone who was so outgoing because I certainly wasn’t that way. I could fake my way through a sales meeting or even a night on the town, but the truth was that I always preferred an evening on my couch watching movies. 

Ordering bottle service was a requirement for most clubs if you wanted your own assigned area and this club was no different. Teddy had pre-ordered mixers, red bull, bottles of water, and Grey Goose for our group and the waitress brought it over to us as soon as we sat down. There was something so exhilarating about being with Teddy when he was splurging like this; it wasn’t at all what our night was like when we paid for our own drinks and Kendra and Sarah knew it. 

“Thank you, Teddy, for making this night amazing,” I toasted as soon as we had all put together our drinks. 

“Cheers,” everyone said and tapped our glasses together. 

“Let’s make a pass around the club,” Sarah ordered as she pulled me up from the couch. “I need to get my sights on a few options.” 

“Okay.” 

Being Sarah’s sidekick was normal for me. I didn’t have trouble with finding decent men to talk to for the evening but my issue was making any sort of connection that would last longer than just one night. The men in New York were more finicky than the women. Not many of them wanted a real relationship and instead were typically looking to get laid as quickly as possible and then drop the girl. I’d seen it so many times that I totally understood Sarah’s outlook on casual dating, I just wasn’t sure I could manage that much longer. I really did want to find someone who I could have more with and was willing to wait it out and find them somewhere down the road. 

“Him?” Sarah asked as she pointed to a very young looking guy standing with a group of women. 

“The one holding court with the bevy of twenty-somethings?” 

“Yeah, I think he looks like a stockbroker. What do you think?” 

“Maybe, but that’s a large group of ladies to fight off. Are you really up for that?” I laughed. 

“No problem,” she pulled me with her toward the group. “Let’s do a server-distraction,” she laughed. 

I had no chance to make a run for it. No chance to stop the madness before it began. This was going down whether I agreed with it or not. Sarah slipped me a hundred dollar bill and pushed me right into the middle of the group before I could protest at all. 

“Hey, we’d like a bottle of Grey Goose. Keep the change,” I said and handed the sexy looking guy in a suit the hundred dollars that Sarah had given me. This move worked for Sarah a lot and she had only recently started making me do the initial contact. I’d agreed the first time and then been roped into doing it ever since. I walked away right after handing him the money and joined Sarah a few feet away. 

Just as planned, the guy quickly caught up to me and handed me back the money. “I’m not a server here,” he said with an annoying look on his face. 

“Oh, my gosh, Julia he seriously doesn’t even look like the servers. Wow, I’m so sorry,” Sarah said and I slipped her the hundred dollars as I got ready to walk away and leave her to her man hunting. 

“It’s okay, I’m sure she didn’t mean any harm.” 

“Now that I’ve gotten you away from the girls, how do you feel about buying a real woman a drink?” I heard Sarah say as I gave her a glance and headed back toward our table. 

When I rejoined the table there was a group of guys talking Kendra up and Teddy just rolled his eyes at the commotion. Kendra was a goddess, that was the best way I could describe how she looked in her tight black mini dress. Her ebony skin glowed and her long black hair was curled and looking especially lovely that night. 

Often I’d found that men just couldn’t resist hitting on her when we were out. It usually felt like she was the primary target of affection and I was a secondary target. Not that I didn’t look amazing in my red dress, but she just had that sexual vibe that radiated off of her. My vibe said something a bit different, or at least that was what I chalked it up to when the men picked her over me. 

“Our server disappeared, I need some cranberry juice,” Teddy said. “Want to walk with me to the bar?” 

“Yep,” I laughed as I looked at the three men talking to Kendra. 

If I had wanted any of them I easily could have joined the conversation, but I wasn’t feeling the vibe from them. I was looking for a fun guy to bring home for the night, but just for the night. With my newly found commitment to becoming a mother, I definitely didn’t want to get involved in more than a short fling. 

“No gay guys here at all tonight.”

“Teddy, I bet there are more than you think. You’ve got to get out there and socialize. Sitting with the three of us might be clouding your gaydar.” 

“I know, but it’s not that easy to pick up dudes here. This is a sausage fest for hetero women.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be walking around with me then,” I laughed. “You look straight as a board.” 

We both knew that was a complete lie. Teddy had on a decorative purple button up shirt and some fantastic Versace shoes; he was dressed to impress. As we waited for our turn at the bar I glanced up at a tall guy standing to my right. He was a remarkable-looking man, beautiful really. He towered over me, even with my Jimmy Choos on. I was staring at him as he looked over and caught me right in the act. He looked familiar although I wasn’t exactly sure until he started to talk. 

“It’s busy tonight,” he said with a boyish grin. 

I knew right away who he was. Mike Cooper, a friend of one of my older brothers and some sort of doctor, although I wasn’t sure what type of medicine he had gone into. For a minute I thought he might have recognized me.

“Yeah, it’s always wild here.” 

“Do you come here often?” he asked and then laughed at his own line. “Wow, that was as generic as they come.” 

“Actually, I don’t come here very often.”

Teddy moved up ahead of me in line and I saw Mike look at him and then at me. He seemed to realize we weren’t together rather quickly and continued his pursuit of me. Or perhaps he just didn’t care if I was with Teddy or not and was going to flirt with me anyways. 

“That’s an amazing dress. Would you mind if I bought you a drink? I’m Mike, by the way.” 

“Hi, Mike. I’m Julia,” I said in anticipation that he might actually realize who I was once I told him my name. 

Mike and my brother Rob had been fairly close friends growing up. Rob was seven years older than me and I was very much a child when Mike had been to our home. The last time I remembered seeing him was when he came home for Christmas break during my Junior year in high school. I’d tried to find reasons to be in the same room as him and Rob and my other brothers but I was always relegated to leaving the room. I was pretty sure Mike Cooper didn’t even know I existed. And as I waited for him to recognize me, it was clear he did not. 

“Well that’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” Mike said as he shook my hand lightly. “How about I get you a drink and you come sit with me at my table for a little bit?” 

“Still pretty generic,” I teased him. 

“It is, but the problem is that I would really like to talk with you and we certainly can’t keep standing here in this mess of people.” 

“I’m heading back to the couch,” Teddy busted right between the two of us. “Yeah, I’ll catch up to you later.” He winked at me and then looked at Mike. “Good catch.” 

“Well, you have his approval so I guess I have no other choice but to say yes,” I shrugged and walked up to the bar beside Mike. I was about to tell him what I wanted to drink when he leaned into the bartender and placed the order himself. 

I had no idea what he had told the man but we left the bar without our drinks. Mike slipped his hand down to hold mine and I followed him to the far back corner of the club where he had a private table. 

Holding hands in a club like this wasn’t exactly the same as holding hand normally. It was a necessity to ensure you didn’t lose the person you were following. But, his hand was strong and firm while also being extremely soft. He didn’t act like the surgeons I’d met in clubs before; they typically had an attitude about them that was fairly distinctive. I wracked my brain trying to remember what type of doctor Mike had become, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what my brother had said. In all fairness, it had been several years since we had talked about Mike. When I first moved to New York Rob had brought up that his friend also lived there.  

“Our drinks are on their way,” Mike said and held his hand out for me to slide into the small booth. 

Mike sat down right beside me instead of across from me. At this point, it didn’t seem romantic; more a little pushy. If he really didn’t recognize who I was, then he was basically just sitting with a stranger and trying to get laid. 

Guys in New York weren’t all jerks. I’d met plenty of decent guys, the problem was finding any decent guys who I also found attractive and had a connection with. In the twenty-first century women no longer had to settle for a man who was only half of what she was looking for and I just didn’t feel like dating around with men I knew weren’t a good match. 

A few guys here and there seemed promising, but the spark fizzled quickly and I jumped back into concentrating on my career. So far, there was a definite spark with Mike, but nothing too outrageous and a lot of my emotions about him were probably just a girlhood crush that I still carried over. 

“Oh my God, Julia, you need to come with me,” Kendra said as she approached the table and stood over the two of us. 

“Kendra, this is Mike,” I said. 

“Hi, Mike, I promise you can have her back in a minute, I need her.” She was insistent and reached for my hand to pull me out of the booth. Mike had no choice but to move out of the way. 

He was polite and smiled at the interruption but he was clearly annoyed. Kendra wasn’t the type of grab me away from situations though so I was a little curious to see what was going on and why this was such an emergency. 

“Ten minutes?” Mike asked Kendra and me with a playful raised eyebrow. “After that, I’m stealing her back.” 

“Yes, ten minutes is good,” Kendra said and yanked me off into the crowd behind her. 

“What was that all about? He’s super cute, you can’t really be this worried about me sitting with that guy?” 

“No, nothing about him. It’s about Sarah, she um…” Kendra stopped dead in her tracks.

I looked around trying to figure out what was going on. There was a crowd of people around us and when I looked at the couch where we had all been sitting I saw what the emergency was. 

“She’s not!” I yelled and my hand flew up to cover my eyes. 

“Yeah, I’m sure the cops have already been called, or maybe they will let her finish?” Kendra shrugged. 

Sarah had taken her new boy toy to the couch we had reserved. She was riding him, screwing the hell out of the guy, right there in the middle of the club. At first, I wasn’t sure I actually believed my own eyes. Sarah was extremely sexually free, and she’d been known to have a voyeuristic side, but this was extreme even for her. 

“Where’s Teddy?” I asked. 

“There,” Kendra pointed to Teddy standing about ten feet away talking to a man wearing purple shoes. They actually looked like an adorable couple with their matching styles. 

“Should I stop her?” I asked, hoping the answer was no. 

“Yeah, because I sure as heck am not going over there. She’s going to get arrested. Why does she do this stuff?” 

“I don’t know,” I replied and reluctantly made my way over toward the couch. I was almost there when three police officers came down the steps and moved in on Sarah and her new friend. 

There was no big commotion. No yelling or any sort of scene at all. One of the officers just stood next to the couch and both Sarah and her man looked up at him. For a minute I wasn’t sure they were even going to stop having sex, but they did and as Sarah stood up and slid her dress back down, a few people clapped around the two of them. 

Both Sarah and her guy were being handcuffed when I hurried over to see what I could do to help. I wasn’t a rule breaker like she was, I was terrified to even be by the police officers, but she looked calm as could be. 

“Do you want me to call someone?” I asked. 

“Yes. Teddy has the number for my attorney. Which precinct am I going to?” she asked the officer. 

“Just around the corner,” he replied. 

“Okay,” Sarah shrugged. “Just have him meet me there.” 

The officers walked her away before I could clarify where she was going so I really hoped Teddy knew what was going on and how to help her. Teddy was in the middle of full-on flirting mode when I interrupted him. He hadn’t even realized what was going on at all. 

“Sarah was just arrested for having sex right there on the couch! She said you have her attorney’s number. Can you call him and have him meet her? The police officers said they were taking her just around the corner.”

“Wait, was she having sex with the police officer?” Teddy laughed. 

“No, this is serious.” 

“Yes, I can handle it, just a second,” he turned back to his friend and basically ignored me. 

I didn’t know what to do. Teddy was likely to totally ignore what was going on and not call her attorney until tomorrow if he and this guy hit it off. I waited impatiently off to the side as Teddy and his guy friend talked for what seemed like forever. 

It was nearly twenty minutes before Teddy finally exchanged numbers with the guy and came over to me. By that time I was close to screaming at him I was so frustrated, but the one problem with being friends with your boss was that you couldn’t scream at them even when they were being a jerk. 

“Teddy, come on. Just call her attorney already,” I said as Kendra found her way over to us. “Where were you?” 

“I got caught up.” 

“What is going on with the two of you? Our friend just got taken to jail; you really don’t have anything better to do than flirt with people? She needs our help,” I said in a panic. 

Teddy laughed and Kendra just shrugged her shoulders. I was at my wits end with these two and about to just go over to the jail myself if one of them didn’t start helping our friend. 

“She got arrested three weeks ago when we were out together,” Teddy said when he stopped laughing. “This happens to her more than you would think. Is this the first time you’ve been with her when it happened?” 

“What? How have I never heard about it?” 

“Maybe she didn’t want you to know what a pervert she is,” Kendra laughed. 

“So what’s going to happen? Does she have to stay in jail for a long time?” 

“No,” Teddy patted me on the back. “They will book her and she will pay a fine. Her lawyer will go down and either they will drop the charges or she will get a day in court. Then her lawyer negotiates a fine or community service and it’s all over with. It’s really not a big deal. Calm down.”

“Really?” I asked a little bewildered by what I was hearing. 

“Yeah, she will be just fine. I’ll text her attorney. I’ve got his number. Go back to having fun. Where is that hot guy that was hitting on you at the bar?” 

My heart stopped when I realized how long I’d been away from Mike. He probably thought I had totally ditched him. How embarrassing it would be to even go back over there at this point. 

“We will figure it out,” Kendra said reassuringly as Teddy walked away texting on his phone. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he will still be over there.”

The two of us walked back to the table where we had left Mike. Instead of Mike, there was an equally handsome blonde haired guy sitting there with a woman. They were eating strawberries and drinking champagne, probably what Mike had ordered for me. 

“Well, I ruined that.”

“He’s still around. Let’s go find him,” Kendra said.

“No, actually, I think I’m just going to go home. I’m exhausted and I don’t want to date right now anyway. I’m ready to just get pregnant and be a mom. How about I meet you back at home?” 

“Sure, I’ll text you if I find someone to play with this evening and I’m not coming home. But are you sure? This was supposed to be your night to celebrate.” 

“I know, but it really is just fine. I like being at home,” I laughed. 

Kendra was looking at me when her eyes darted over my shoulder. I felt someone walk up behind me and knew it just had to be Mike. Kendra smiled so big that there was no other possible option. Kendra winked and then turned to walk away. 

Slowly I turned around. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever been ditched before the first drink,” he smiled down at me. 

 





Chapter 2

 

Mike 

 

She didn’t respond to my playful quip and instead just stared up at me like I’d actually caught her in the middle of something. Up until that look, I had honestly thought she just got caught up with her friends or something. Now I was beginning to wonder if she had intended on ditching me. 

“Yeah, I guess I’m not great at ditching people,” she mischievously touched my bicep and leaned in close to me. I leaned down so she could say something in my ear. “My friend was caught having sex on one of the couches. Sorry. I got distracted taking care of that.” 

“Best excuse ever,” I said. “But I did give our drinks to my friend. Should we get some more or go dance?” 

I really couldn’t shake the feeling that I knew Julia from somewhere. She was being much too nice to me to be a girl I had slept with and forgotten, so there had to be some other explanation as to why she looked so darn familiar. 

Her long brown hair was curled slightly and pinned back to show off her neck, a neck that I desperately wanted to kiss. Sometimes when I met a woman there was a good amount of chemistry between us but with Julia, it was dripping off of us. Her sequined red dress hugged every curve like a professional race car driver. 

She smiled at me while contemplating which of my offers she wanted to take me up on. I was happy to go buy some more champagne and strawberries if that was what she wanted, a good conversation with her was certainly on the menu. Or if she wanted to take me for a spin on the dance floor I was up for that as well, it would give me the opportunity to feel her body against mine. 

“Dancing first, then drinking,” she finally decided. 

Sometimes I don’t know what comes over me when I’m around a beautiful woman, but I grabbed her and lifted her off the ground a few inches as I carried her out to the dance floor. She was light as a feather and her lips were oh so close to mine. It would have been the perfect opportunity to kiss her if I hadn’t just met her an hour before and been looking for her in the club most of the time since I’d first talked to her. No, I had to restrain those primal emotions, at least for the time being. 

“Wow, okay then,” she laughed and threw her head back. “That’s a bold move.” 

“You deserve a bold move.” 

I didn’t know much about this girl but there was something drawing me to her like I hadn’t been drawn to a woman in a very long time. In college, maybe, there had been Lisa, but even that was short lived when our professional drives got in the way. This girl excited me and not just the physical excitement that was bulging in my pants. We started to dance to the house music. 

The dance floor was much too loud to be able to communicate effectively. It gave us the opportunity to use the physical charisma between us as a barometer for our communication. The music thumped and I did my best not to let Julia feel just how excited she was making me with her sexy hips and flirty dance moves. 

I didn’t get to be one of the most eligible bachelors in New York City by being bad with the ladies. I knew how to be kind, sweet and attentive. Often though it felt like a game I was playing, and it was becoming an old game. Women knew who I was, usually. They had seen an article or watched a story on television. Julia didn’t look at me like those women did though. Her gaze delved much deeper than I was used to; it made me slightly uncomfortable, she made me feel off my game. 

As we dance I kept a few inches between the two of us until Julia took control and slid her delicious ass right up against my body. There was no way to hide my excitement and I prepared myself for her to move away quickly. But instead of moving away from my hard member, Julia pressed her ass against me even harder. She looked back at me with a mischievous smile and I was done. At that moment I knew I was going to be bringing Julia home with me. 

I couldn’t behave another minute longer and grabbed her hips to hold her there against me. My normal suave etiquette was barely holding on as my desire for this girl throbbed harder and harder. Even as I gripped her and held her against me, Julia continued to dance seductively, enticing me to continue with our little game. 

“You’re killing me,” I mouthed when she turned around and pressed her body against me. 

I felt her soft breasts pressed into my body and let my hands move down the open back of her dress. When I reached to curve of her ass I was nearly able to stop myself, but I couldn’t. One of my hands slid into the top of her dress and I cupped her perfectly formed ass in my hands. This girl was delicious. 

It didn’t matter that the club was playing upbeat music, Julia and I were dancing to our own music. She slid her hands around and pulled the back of my shirt out of my pants so she could let her fingers glide up and down my back. 

Chemistry was the only way I could describe what was going on between the two of us; sexual chemistry. Our bodies were made for each other. Honestly, I’d met women that I’d wanted to manhandle like I was with Julia on the dance floor, I just hadn’t met a woman who actually reciprocated the level of lust I had.
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