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My name is Remington Reese Carter, and I’ve had a really bad day. It should have been an excellent day, after the prior evening spent with Elliot McAdams.
The experience had been amazing, but then the front door of Eli’s place opened, along with the biggest can of worms ever. I mean, really, what were the chances that not one, not two, but all three boys—well, now men, I suppose—that I ever loved, or thought to love, would all live together? And that Eli would live there as well? All. Together.
My mind couldn’t fathom it.
So I did what any self-respecting girl would do when confronted with four guys she has a major thing for. I ran. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have, either. I went straight to my best friend for some serious girl time.
Join Remi in the continuance of her journey in this sequel to Echoes and Entanglements.
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Chapter One

I was fifteen, they were sixteen…                                                                                                      
This is how the conversation with my best friend Alex began. The conversation needed to explain the absolute mess my life exploded into only hours ago.
My name is Remington Reese Carter, and I’ve had a really bad day. It should have been an excellent day, after finally admitting to myself—and to the man himself—that I loved Elliot McAdams, and that we’d ‘sealed the deal’ last night. The experience had been amazing, but then the front door of Eli’s place opened, along with the biggest can of worms ever. I mean, really, what were the chances that not one, not two, but all three boys—well, now men, I suppose—that I ever loved, or thought to love, would all live together? And that Eli would live there as well? All. Together.
My mind couldn’t fathom it.
So I did what any self-respecting girl would do when confronted with four guys she has a major thing for. I ran. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have, either. I went straight to my best friend for some serious girl time.
Now as Alex stares at me expectantly, I let out a heavy sigh. Well, I suppose it’s time to tell all. And to do that, I should go all the way back to the beginning.




Five years ago…
I was high up in one of the apple trees in the orchard that ran between my parents’ property and the neighbor's place. The residence, next door on the other side of the expanse of trees, was reserved to rent out to whichever current “important person” worked with my father and his agency. Usually it was someone military related. That's not something I was always privy to, nor interested in. It had been going on as long as I could remember, and I had lived here my entire life. The last residents, an older gentleman and his wife, had left in early spring. The new occupants had moved in a couple days ago. I had seen the moving vans and wondered if anyone my age would be staying there this time.
I was insanely bored after my long time BFF Alex went off to her grandparents’ place in Florida for the whole summer. It was the first time we’d been separated from each other for any length of time since we'd met in elementary school. I wasn't sure what to do with myself.
My attention snapped back to the immediate present as I heard voices. I pulled back a little further in the canopy of the tree, so as not to be seen.
“The housekeeper said there’s a family that lives on the other side of this orchard, and that there’s a girl our age living next door.” The voice sounded very British.
“I call dibs!” That one had a British accent as well.
“You can’t call dibs, you idiot. You haven’t even met her yet. Also, she may not like us. Or we may not like her. What if she’s hideous? Or has a really annoying voice or something? Then what? Sometimes I wonder how I got you for a brother. It's still a mystery.”
“I grew out of you, duh!”
“Are you five? Seriously, Beck, quit goofing off. We split and grew next to each other.” Sounded like a long time argument going on.
I leaned out a little further as the voices came closer and saw two tall, skinny boys with black hair. I couldn't tell what color their eyes were from my perch, but they were extremely good looking, from what I could see. They were both dressed in low-slung jeans and t-shirts. And they thought I might be hideous? How, rude! In retaliation, I decided it would be fun to mess with them.
I carefully and quietly, so as not to alert them to my presence, pulled several small apples from the tree and took aim. I waited until they weren't looking and let the first apple fly. It hit the grumpy one on the back of the head, almost knocking him over with the surprise attack. I had to muffle my snicker as he turned, and upon seeing the offending fruit roll away, hit his brother who now wanted to know why he’d been hit, looking bewildered.
“You hit me with an apple! In the head!”
“I did not!”
As they were arguing, I took aim again and, in quick succession, threw the rest of my ammo, bouncing the apples off their bodies to a chorus of ‘ouches, what the hell, and that hurts!’. Now I was openly laughing, hanging onto the trunk of the tree. When the boys calmed down, they finally looked up.
“Hideous, am I?” I couldn't resist teasing them.
“Hello, there. Come down, won’t you?” The request came from the one called Beck. I didn't trust him a bit, and no way would I be leaving my defensible perch.
Even if he did have a hot accent.
“No, way little man.” I didn't know them but thought that might get a rise.
“Little? I’ll have you know I’m six foot tall. That is not little.”
I picked another apple and chucked it at his head. He cursed while dodging it.
“What’s your name?” asked the other brother. They were mirror images of each other. Twins. Hot twins.
I was going to have an awesome summer; I knew it already. I debated making them wait, but also, I wanted out of the tree.
“Remi. What’s yours?” I replied.
“I’m Dylan, and this is my little brother Beckett.”
I grinned at the look on Beckett’s face.
“By six minutes, you toadstool! And I’m the more attractive one, anyway.” He sent a blinding white smile in my direction, one that I couldn’t help but match..
Oh, wow. I could stare all day. They’re just so pretty, and the smiley one…
“So, am I safe to get down? Or do I have revenge coming my way?” I interrupted their bickering.
“Guess you’ll just have to come down and see, won’t you?” Dylan smiled at me.
I couldn’t have explained how, but I instinctively knew which boy was which.
Settling my thighs firmly on my branch, I let go and tipped back to hang from my knees, upside down. The boys yelled and ran to catch me, but instead of falling on my head, I clasped my hands together, gave them a couple of swings and cherry-dropped out of the tree. The guys stared, a little stunned, when I landed on my feet, knees bent in a crouch. Beckett, the first to recover from his surprise, started clapping and whistling. Dylan gave me a look of worry and started in on berating me.
“You could have hurt yourself!” Maybe he was a teensy bit mad, too.
Waving off his concern, I retorted. “I’m perfectly fine. I do it all the time, and I’m always out here by myself. Well, so far this summer, anyway. My best friend Alex, who usually hangs out with me, is gone for the summer.”
“You’re really pretty.” Beckett again.
“Yeah? You think so?” I teased.
Beck nodded his head yes, and I saw Dylan flick narrowed eyes between us, watching intently.
“Well, what if I think your brother is cute instead of you?”
He looked confused, then outraged. “We look the same. Which means if you think he looks cute, then so do I!” He was getting petulant now, and Dylan’s shoulders shook in laughter.
“So, you’re saying if I like one, then I like the other?”
Beckett perked up and instantly nodded his head yes.
“And if I want touch one, then I should touch the other, too?”
Dylan sobered up, and Beckett nodded again warily. “I suppose so.”
Neither of them seemed to know where this was going.
“Then how could I choose one of you over the other, if I have to feel the same about you both?” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave Beckett a superior look. “See, no choosing who’s better.” I dropped my arms to wag a finger from one to the other in admonishment and started walking toward home. Dylan fell into step on my right and Beckett on my left.
“Where are we going?” There was rampant curiosity in Beckett’s tone.
“To my house. I’m hungry, we need snacks.”
Dylan high-fived Beckett over my head. We continued on until we got to the large, white Colonial home. It wasn't huge. Maybe over-large for the three of us. Me, my mom, and my dad. We went in through the kitchen entrance, and I headed straight for the fridge, pulling out a fruit, meat, and cheese platter and some sodas. Going to the pantry, I grabbed some crackers and set it all out on the island where bar stools lined one side. The boys climbed up on either side of me, filling their mouths rapidly. My platter dwindled quickly. Good thing Mom wouldn't mind.
“So, Remi, what’s there to do around here for fun? Anything good? Or just the usual stuff?” Dylan asked.
“You mean in the town or Connecticut in general?”
“Both.”
“Well, around the state there is Gillette Castle, The Mark Twain House… Candlewood Lake is pretty neat, too. Those need planning, but there’s other things locally to do. We have bowling, roller skating, a movie theater, an indoor ice rink, and a skate park. For other things, you have to go into Westport or catch a train to New York City. There’s pretty much anything you could think of to do there.” I wanted to know more about them but didn't wish to seem nosy.
“Do you guys want to watch a movie or play video games? The media room is awesome, and I’m the only one that ever uses it, so I have lots of comfortable stuff in there.”
“Video games!” they both yelled in unison.
“Video games it is, then. It’s this way.” I took them down the hall from the kitchen and turned into the room that had a projector set up instead of a television screen, and several game consoles to choose from. There was a super soft sectional that had a lounger on one end and two recliners on the other. Various bean bags and gaming chairs were in the corner. The walls were all painted a dark, flat gray, and the carpet was a lighter cream with speckles of color. One entire wall was filled with movies and games. The boys were going gaga.
“We don’t even have this many at home. Dad won’t let us. He says we’ll never go outside if we have all this, and he won’t have ‘lazy sons’.” Beckett unloaded the whole sentence in one breath, while Dylan glared at him for whatever portion of what he'd said that he hadn't cared for. Probably that he had been sharing private things with a stranger.
“Pick whatever you like,” I told them, and that commenced our gaming marathon. They were surprised that I was good enough to give them competition, and in Dylan’s case, completely trounce him. By the time we had finished, it was almost time for dinner. I walked the boys back to the orchard, and they made their own way back home from there, promising to see me tomorrow.
Back home in my room later that night, I couldn't quit thinking about how nice and fun they were. And hot. Had I mentioned hot? I didn't want to be that girl, though, the one that can’t hang out with an attractive boy and not keep it friendly. I couldn't stand those kinds of girls in school. And which guy would I pick, anyway?




Over the next few days, the three of us were inseparable. Mostly, we hung out at my place or out in the orchard. Beck had taken to calling me ‘duckie’ after I had asked about British slang, and they paraded out everything they could think of. I'd gotten stuck on that word, wanting to know why, and while I still never got my explanation, Beck continued to call me that instead of Remi. Dylan stuck with Remi or Love, in true British fashion (according to them, I still think they’re pulling my leg).
We played video games, board games, and outdoor stuff. Hide and seek in the orchard had been a blast. We learned quite a bit more about each other, being together so much.
For instance, Dylan hated snakes, and Beck loved to tease him with them. I had discovered this when I found a little gardener snake and picked it up to show Beckett. He immediately, nonchalantly walked up to his brother with it, behind his back, and stuck it in Dylan’s face. Dylan had screeched like a girl so loudly, I bent over laughing hard enough to make my stomach hurt. Dylan feigned going after Beck, who promptly took off and instead, tackled me. We tussled around on the ground for a few minutes, until I, suspiciously, ended up on top of him.
“I give, you win,” he said, panting and out of breath just like me. This close, his eyes were so clear and vibrant. The insane blue color was captivating.
I’d noticed that, even at sixteen, he had to shave every day. I trailed my fingertips against the grain, the stubble growth indicating he hadn’t shaved today. Capturing my hand and holding my gaze he slowly kissed each fingertip. My heart picked up pace. I had been trying so hard to avoid anything like this, to just be one of the guys. I hadn't wanted to cause any problems with the brothers, and I wanted them to be my friends. Alex was my best friend, and I had other people I’d hang out with from school, but not ones that I felt this comfortable with. And I’d known the others for years.
The bond the guys and I had forged in the short time I’d known them seemed impossible, but I knew they felt it, too. They weren't too shy to be affectionate or tease me equally, as they did each other. Except now. For the first time, we blatantly noticed each other on a level that wasn't platonic.
Lying on the ground, I wondered where Beckett had gotten off to. Right as the thought entered my head a body covered mine from behind, pressing me into the body beneath me.
Beck whispered in my ear. “What are you two up to, duckie?” The warm air from Beck’s mouth on my ear made me shiver, causing goose bumps to pop up and my nipples to tighten. I hoped Dylan didn't notice them hardening against his chest.
I only wore a tank with a built-in shelf bra today, since it had been so warm lately. Now I wished maybe I had put on an actual bra with some lining that would help hide my reaction.
“Since you ended up on top, I thought I should come help my brother,” Beck whispered.
I saw Dylan look behind me at Beckett, his eyes widening slightly, then narrowing in what seemed to be determination. I couldn't see what was going on, and I’d expected leaves in my shirt or a spider in the face. Instead, I felt a wet tongue tracing patterns on the nape of my neck up to the back of my ear.
I let out a small gasp at the sensation, and my eyes fluttered shut as I stretched my neck out in encouragement. That was definitely a new spot. I’d kissed boys before and done some petting, but I’d never really clicked with one well enough to go all the way. So, while I may have been virginal, I wasn't completely inexperienced.
Dylan spoke in a low voice that vibrated through his chest into mine. “Does it feel good, love? What my brother is doing to you?” Beckett was giving little sucks and nips all over the back and sides of my neck and across the tops of my shoulders. He had my hair gathered in one hand to expose the area as he explored.
“Do you remember what you said, Remi?,” Dylan went on, “The day we met, you said ‘if you like one you like the other, if you touch one you touch the other, if you choose one you choose the other’. Is that right, Remi, you choose us both?”
I felt like there was so much more to the question and what my answer would be, but I couldn't figure it out while being so distracted. I did the only thing I could in the middle of the gorgeous twin sandwich. I nodded my head. That’s all the encouragement Dylan needed.
He raised up and started in on the front of my neck. Getting down to my collarbone, he sucked and nibbled until I was squirming between them. The movement caused me to notice both were sporting erections.
Dylan arched his hips up to mine as Beckett ground his into my rear end. Beck used one hand to slide the top of my shirt down, freeing my breasts.  Dylan immediately latched onto one hardened point and gave it the same treatment my neck had received. Beck grabbed my other nipple in his long fingers, tweaking it, while propping himself up on one hand to keep his weight from crushing me.
The heavy petting lasted for what seemed like forever, yet also no time at all. I could have stayed like that all day. Eventually, Beck rolled to the side, taking me with him.
Dylan turned to face us. “I hope that was okay,” he told me.
Frankly that had been more than okay, and I was a little embarrassed by how okay I was with it.
He saw my pink cheeks and traced one with a finger. “I want to kiss you now, love.” He waited for my consent, and when he received it, cupped my face and leaned in, brushing my lips with his. He deepened the kiss and gripped onto my hip, pressing against me. I slid a leg over his, and he put his hand behind my knee to draw my thigh closer, grinding up against me.
Beck was still holding me, and as Dylan broke the kiss, he turned my head to take my lips next. The same, yet so very different. We broke apart, all of us breathing heavily.
“I’m really confused, guys. Are you okay with this? I feel sort of… slutty right now.” I’d looked down toward our feet and pulled my bra back in place, not able to meet their gazes. I felt a hand reach out and tip my chin up. Looking up into those vibrant blue eyes, I saw no judgement. Only the warmth of desire and affection.
I reached up and brushed back a lock of that midnight hair that had fallen over Dylan’s forehead, flicking my gaze to Beck I saw pretty much the same thing. “I think I need to think about this a bit,” I said. “I’m not sure about it, and I haven’t really gone very far before. I feel like I’ve known you both forever, but in reality, it hasn’t been that long.”
I was glad I made the decision to think on it. I couldn't say I wasn't disappointed that I might only choose one of them, or neither of them, but maybe that would have been for the best. I didn't wish to ruin our friendships, and I knew they’d leave at the end of summer to return to their school.  I pushed that thought out of my head, as I really didn't need to think about them leaving just yet. I wished Alex were there to talk to.
“You don’t need to decide anything right now. If you only want friendship, I’m okay with that, and I know Dylan would be as well.” Beckett, for once, was being sincere and earnest. I knew they would never push anything on me. Dylan chimed in echoing my thoughts.
“We wouldn’t pressure you into anything, Remi girl. Beck is right, if you only want friendship, then that’s what you’ll have.”
I twisted to put my arms around them both, and they reciprocated, enveloping me. They'd smelled of mint and apples, stronger than from the trees around us. The thought briefly crossed my mind to find out where the scent came from. Maybe it was a British product they used.
“I should probably be getting home, guys. I’m helping with dinner tonight. So, I’ll message you guys after I’m in my room for the night, alright?”
We all got up, straightening our clothes, and picked grass and leaves out of our hair, helping each other with any missed debris. The boys walked me back home, both holding one of my hands, only letting go when we got to the edge of the orchard. They stayed there to watch until I went inside my front door. I waved to let them know I’d gotten in and was safe, waiting to close it until they waved back and disappeared into the trees. I went upstairs to freshen up for dinner and then on to the kitchen to start the meal. My mind was in turmoil trying to decide what I would do.
Later that night, as I laid in bed and tried to figure out what to say to them, my phone buzzed. The screen lit with a message from Beck, and when I opened it, there was a picture. It was of him, encompassing from his neck to his thighs. Thighs that were only covered by snug-fitting, low-hanging boxer briefs.
I almost swallowed my tongue when a second one popped up. That one had his hand in his shorts. I quickly texted him to stop. I didn't need any more incentive to think it all over than I already had. He apologized, but with the little smirky face he sent along with it, I doubted he was very repentant.
Finally, I decided to just go for it. I did a group text and told them that I was alright with seeing how things went, as long as they were both okay with it.  Two messages came back almost immediately. Yes, they were ‘very okay with it.’ Beck sent another asking me to send a pic, and Dylan got on his case about it. A short argument ensued via text messaging. I kinda cracked up that they were arguing while in the same house.
I ended the argument when I sent my own pic. Me topless but with my arm crossed over my breasts, hiding my nipples to keep it somewhat chaste. Beckett said he was making it his new wallpaper, and Dylan didn't make a peep about it. He eventually sent a message telling me exactly how sexy he thought I was. After threats to Beck regarding my picture as wallpaper, I told them both goodnight. Snuggled into my bed warm and content, I fell quickly asleep.




Chapter Two

The following days were much the same: the twins and I, inseparable. I messaged Alex at her grandparents but kept it vague. I loved her like a sister, yet I wasn't ready to share. I hadn't gotten any further with the guys. I’d hesitated because I wasn't sure how this would work out long-term, or even if it would at all. For one, it was unconventional. Two, they were only there for the summer. And three, well, we weren't exactly adults, and feelings could change. Plus, there was no telling if their dad would still be here next summer, and I wasn’t sure how we’d stay in contact.
We were teenagers, and the likelihood of us staying together was, unfortunately, fairly slim. Not to mention what our parents or friends would have said about being with both of them. Add onto that, college and life plans, and it made it all very uncertain for me.
Their birthday was coming up, and they had secret plans they had been making. I decided to wait to talk to them until afterwards, so we could celebrate without any worries. I was so hung up on them already, I dreaded having the discussion.
My phone lit up with an incoming message:
Come meet us in the orchard.
That was our usual meeting place. Halfway between the houses and plenty of privacy. I pulled my shoes on and yelled to my mom in the other room that I was heading out.
I made my way to our tree, the one where we first met, and found them both waiting for me.
“What are you two up to today?” I asked suspiciously. They were both wearing identical devious smiles. Beck answered first, ever the impatient one
“We finished our birthday plans. Now we just have to convince you to go with us.”
At that, Dylan looked slightly uncertain but didn't say anything. Did he not want me involved?
“Convince me to do what with you?” I asked.
“This!” Beckett showed me his phone screen, and I saw a tattoo parlor on it. My brows rose in question. “We want to get tattoos for our birthday, and we want you to get one with us,” he explained.
“If you want to, that is. You don’t have to,” Dylan chimed in finally.
“I’m not old enough to get one without my parents’ permission and I’m not sure they’d give it,” I answered, quietly embarrassed. Beck didn't let that slow him down, though.
“We know one of the guys that works there, and he’ll do it on his off time. He’s really good. We know him from school. He just graduated and has his own place.” I wavered at Becks encouragement, but tattoos? Ouch.
“How about you two go ahead, and I’ll think about it?” I wouldn't outright say no, but I just wasn't sure. My parents would kill me. “Also, that place is in New York, how are you planning to handle that?”
“We’re going to stay the weekend and get them done,” Dylan piped up. “Our parents will be gone at a work retreat and so will your parents.” I was surprised, as I hadn't heard about that yet, but it wasn't uncommon that I’d be home while my parents went out. Usually, though, I stayed with Alex, so I wasn't sure what Mom and Dad had planned for me.
“So, are you in?” Dylan asked me.
“I’ll have to find out what my mom has planned for while they’re away, but it sounds like fun. No promises on getting one, though. Not sure how I’d explain a random tattoo. How do you plan to explain it?” I couldn't imagine that their parents would be okay with it, but I also hadn't met them, either.
“They’ll never notice, and we only have to avoid them seeing it for a year, anyway. I doubt they’d really care,” Beck answered before Dylan had a chance to.
We moved on from the topic with my promise to see if I could go and onto what we were doing that day. Beckett wanted to go see the new movie, something about a haunted doll, while Dylan tried to avoid it. I didn't think Dylan was a big horror fan, but I loved horror, so I went in with wanting to go, which of course, meant that we were going.
Later that evening, my mom brought up the retreat, and that she and my dad were going to be gone for the weekend. She wanted to see if Alex’s parents would let me stay there, but I talked her into letting me stay home. She’d been reluctant at first, but finally caved when my dad said he “couldn't see why not.”
I texted the guys that the trip was a go, and my phone went nuts with all the happy emojis they sent back.




Present...
“Okay, so let me get this straight. You met two, extremely attractive twins, messed around with them and then made plans to sneak off to New York?” Alex is indignant. Not that I can blame her—I never really gave her all the details. “And where is this tattoo? I’ve seen you naked and never noticed it.”
“Just wait, I’m not finished. I need a drink and something to eat, though. And before you get on me about it, I did tell you the majority of this, I just left some details out. Like, that I was fooling around with them both. And that I was sneaking out. I felt odd about it, like it happened to someone else. It had been done and over with so fast it didn’t seem real. Not to mention, I haven’t seen nor talked to them until last night.” I was so confused—and hurt, too, if I wanted to admit it to myself.
“I’m ready to hear more about Ethan,” she says. “I want details, woman. You’re not getting out of it this time. Also, as soon as you’re done explaining everything, we’re gonna talk about Eli. I know something happened, and I’ll wait, not so patiently, mind you, to find out. I think you’ve turned into a one-woman soap opera.”
We gather our snacks and drinks and go back to her room after finding her roommate and her roommates’ boyfriend on the couch. No way do I want to chance them overhearing any of this.
“Alright, so we made our plans to go to their friend’s place in New York. I should have known what would happen, but hindsight and all that right…”




Chapter Three

Five Years Ago…
“Guys I’m seriously nervous about this,” I said, worried as we pulled out-of-town bound for New York City. It had become real as we passed the city limits sign. “If my parents find out, they’ll never let me stay home alone again.”
“Duckie, it’ll be fine. And we’ll have fun, you’ll see.” Beck, the ever outgoing, reckless one, wouldn't even entertain the thought of getting caught or the consequences. Dylan at least gave me a sympathetic glance in the rearview mirror. I sighed and settled in for the drive.
I must have fallen asleep for the two-hour drive, despite my anxiety, as I woke to Dylan shaking my shoulder.
“We’re here, Remi.”
I looked around and saw we were at a warehouse type building. Dylan explained their friend lived in a loft apartment. I went to grab my bag, but Beck already had it, so I just hooked my purse over my shoulder and followed them to an outer door. Upon entering, I saw a set of stairs that went up, and I trailed behind Beck, Dylan bringing up the rear. I was still a little sleep dazed, but still took in the paint peeling off the cinder block walls in the stairwell and the musty basement-like smell from a lack of air conditioning. Summer in New York was sweltering.
At the landing, Beck went to a metal door and hit the buzzer. I hadn't noticed one downstairs and wondered at the security since we were in the city. A shirtless guy in sweats and bare feet answered the door. He stepped back to gesture us in. Beck embraced him, doing the bro-back-slap, and then Dylan was up next. I stood awkwardly just inside the door, waiting for them to finish their greeting.
Beck noticed first and dropped the bags, slinging his arm around my shoulders and pulling me forward with him.
“Derby, this is our friend Remi. She’s come to celebrate our birthday with us. Remi, Derby. He’s Alan’s boyfriend and roommate. Alan’s still at work right now, but he will be the one doing our ink.”
Derby said hello, and I had to wonder if that was his real name, even though I was nearly positive it wasn't.
“There’s only one spare room, and you can put your stuff in there, but we can make up the couch for Remi, if that works for you all.” Derby then directed us toward the room. I noted the bed was queen-sized and figured the guys were probably fine with sharing.
“That’s okay. I’m sure Remi doesn’t mind bunking with us. Do you, Remi?”
Put on the spot by Dylan, I was surprised it had been him to initiate it instead of Beck, who I’d expect it from. I glanced back and forth between the two. Beck seemed to be on board with the idea, and I wasn't opposed to it—even if it made me a bit hot under the collar.
I nodded. “That’s fine with me. But don’t complain if I hog the covers.”
If it surprised Derby, he didn't show it. He just nodded in agreeance and finished pointing out the bathroom and where the towels were stored in a hall closet.
“So, what are your plans for the day?” Derby asked. “You can hang out here if you want, until Alan is off, or take Remi around to some of the tourist spots if she hasn’t been here before.” He looked at me for an answer.
“I’ve been through the city a few times, but never got to see much. Dylan? Beckett? What do you guys want to do?” I waited for their answer, not sure what they had planned.
“We can go have lunch and see the sights if you’d like. There’s a really good Italian place not far from here, and it’s not formal so we don’t have to change.” Dylan kept answering everything while Beck remained silent. I wondered what he was up to. He had never been that quiet.
I freshened up in the bathroom before we left and applied some mascara and gloss as well. I rarely wore cosmetics, as I hadn't been allowed to until recently and was still getting the hang of it. I hadn’t put any on earlier in case I ended up with raccoon eyes if I fell asleep in the car. I'd eventually figure out how other girls did it without waking up to a mess.
Dylan drove again, and I asked Beck what his issue was.
“I don’t have one really. Are you sure you’re alright sleeping with us?” He seemed worried about it.
“I don’t have to, if it makes you uncomfortable.” This was awkward. I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I thought he had a problem with it. Maybe I had read him wrong?
“No, I’m fine with it. Just checking that you are.” After that, he shook off his funk and started asking about things I wanted to do while we were here. We decided to try an off-Broadway show matinee after lunch, then back to Alan and Derby’s after dinner. By then we had arrived at the restaurant and pulled into a parking space.
“Ginny’s is a place we like to go when we get passes at school," Beck explained. "Dylan, do you want a booth or a table?” The hostess overheard Beck’s question and let us know, if we wanted a table, there would be a bit of a wait, but a booth was available now.
When we got there, I saw why Beck had asked. I was going to have to pick a side, and we usually avoided any type of choosing. I slid into the booth first and left the decision up to them. Dylan sat opposite and said he’d get to sit on my side next time.
The hostess handed out our menus, told us the specials for the day and that our server would be right over.
“Is there something specific I should get, or is it all good?” I enquired, looking the menu over.
“The chicken parmesan is the best, in my opinion,” Dylan answered. Beck agreed with him. We all decided to have the same and set the menus on the edge of the table for our server to pick up. When she came, it was apparent she knew the guys.
“Dylan! Beckett! I haven’t seen you guys all summer. Where have you been hiding?” She completely ignored me in the corner of the booth while the guys gave her non-answers. At that point, she remembered she was working and asked for our orders. “Have you decided what you’d like?” They both gave their orders and I added in mine. She barely looked at me as asked about drinks.
“Do you have sweet tea?”
That got a grimace and a no, but they did have plain, and I could use the sugar on the table.
“You two having your usual Cokes?” She steered the order back to the guys, and I was getting the drift she was interested in one, or both, of them. Couldn't say I blamed her, even if it was a bit annoying being ignored when she was supposed to be our server. I nearly snorted when Beck answered. Apparently, I hadn't been the only one that noticed.
“I think we’ll both have tea as well. Right, brother?”
Dylan agreed with Beck’s choice, and the blonde got squinty-eyed in annoyance. She hid it beneath a smile, saying she’d be right back with our drinks.
“Don’t mind Alicia. She’s still a bit butt hurt after Dylan turned down her invite to a party during winter break.” Beck throws his brother directly under the bus.
Boys. They could have given me a heads up.
Alicia brought our drinks, dropping them off without issue, and soon after, our plates. The guys had been on the mark for this being a great place for food. I nearly cleaned my plate completely, much to their amusement.
“What? It’s good," I said as I mopped up some sauce with my bread.
Dylan held his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t say anything! I’m just surprised you could eat it all. Can you walk, or do I need to carry you?” He wasn't wrong in his assessment. I was almost uncomfortably full, but it was so worth it. I informed him I could walk just fine. Pretty sure I wouldn't waddle, at least.
Beck went to pay the bill, after telling me to hush when I offered to chip in. I shrugged; no point in complaining about him paying. We were on our way to the theater, when we passed a photo booth.
“Guys, I want pictures. Come on.”
They squeezed in, with me on their laps. After a few rounds of those, we did some alone so we could swap. With a handful of strips in my purse, we happily made our way to the theater to see a play about a jilted woman and her revenge. It was funny and lighthearted, and we all enjoyed it immensely. I was worn out as we made our way back to the apartment.
We arrived to find Alan home with his gear all set up. I’d decided to get the tattoo but hadn’t told the guys yet. Plus, I wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it.
I watched while Dylan got an apple on his upper arm. He said it was the first part of a sleeve he wanted. Beck had an intricate skeletal tree done between his shoulder blades. I was touched by what they chose, even if they’d be incorporated into bigger pieces later on. I knew then that I had decided well on what I wanted for my own.
While the guys were checking out their pieces, I quietly told Alan what I’d hoped for. He actually had the special ink, and we got to it. I chose my inner, right hip area to put it so it wouldn’t be easily seen. When I started undoing my jeans, Beck objected.
“Duckie, what the hell are you doing?”
Alan laughed while I explained.
“I’m getting a tattoo, ding dong. And I’m pretty sure Alan isn’t interested in what’s in my pants.”
Beck seemed mollified with the explanation and relented.
Alan got me set up as I laid back on the couch while he sterilized the area. At the first buzz, I got nervous, and Dylan settled next to me to grab my hand.
“Squeeze if it hurts.”
Yeah, he was about to regret those words. Beck hovered behind Alan until he told him to quit. At the touch of the needle, I tensed. It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would, but it still wasn’t pleasant. The guys had barely flinched, and I’d be damned if I was going to make a fuss. Other than crushing Dylan’s fingers, however.
It was over quickly, and other than the bleeding before it was wiped away, you couldn’t even tell I had gotten a tattoo. Dylan shook his hand out, muttering about Beck would need to drive home in the morning, while Alan went to get something.
Beck fired away with the questions. “What did you get? I can’t tell what it is. There’s nothing there. Did he not put ink in it?”
“Hold on you’ll see.” Alan was back with a black light. “You’re lucky I still had this in the closet from my poster phase in high school.” Plugging it in and turning it on while Derby shut off the other lights in the room, a picture appeared on my skin.
“Holy shit, she got a black light tattoo.” That from Beck, stating the obvious.
Dylan reached out to lightly trace around it, avoiding the tender skin, with an indecipherable look on his face.
“Well, what do you think? Happy birthday?” I started to get nervous that they thought it was too much. Quietly, Dylan finally spoke up.
“No, I think it’s perfect, and a great birthday surprise.” Looking down at it, it read Duckie, Love with a tiny rubber duck blowing heart kisses underneath it.
“Hey, at least this way my parents won’t see it after it heals, and I should be able to keep it covered up that long.” I glanced at Alan, but he didn't care about the permission thing.
Beck just grinned. “Now you’re officially our property, no takes backsies.” Little imp.
Alan got it cleaned up and bandaged, then gave me the same instructions he had already given the other two, along with a little tube of ointment. After helping clean up, we decided we were all tired and got ready for bed.
Dylan and Beck were both waiting when I came in the room, and Dylan was holding something in his hand.
“We were going to give this to you tomorrow, but I think we should do it now.” Beck nodded in agreement. Holding the little box out to me, Dylan waited for me to take it.
I looked between the two of them, trying to get a clue as to what it could be. Finally, curiosity won out and I opened the lid. Inside, nestled in pale pink tissue paper, was a necklace and a pendant with an ‘R’ monogram on it. “Thanks, you guys, but what is it for? It’s your birthday not mine.”
“We wanted to get you something for when we’re not here. Open it up.” Dylan rubs the back of his neck, earnest and slightly uncomfortable.
I hadn't even noticed that it was a locket until Dylan said something. Sliding my nail along the seam, I got to the catch and it popped open. On one side was a picture of me with Dylan, and on the other one was me and Beck.
“I knew I was missing some pictures. And thank you. This is amazing, and I can’t believe you guys did this for me!” I jumped in between them both and pulled them in for hugs. “You’re the best guy friends I’ve ever had.”
Dylan smirked. “Just friends?”
With Beck echoing him a second later, I gave them both a peck on the cheek without answering and sat up to put the necklace on. Before I could, Beck took it from me, and Dylan gathered my hair for him. It was hooked before I knew it. I held it up to look at it.
“Thanks again, I really love it.” I snuggled down into the middle of the bed on my side. Dylan and Beck quickly followed, with Beck spooning me from behind. I got comfortable, and the guys took that as a cue to do the same. Soon we were all wrapped up in each other, and not long after that, asleep.




Chapter Four

Something woke me in the middle of the night. Becoming coherent, I realized I was half on top of Dylan, and Beck was suctioned to my back. At a soft moan coming from behind me, I realized it must have been Beck that woke me. I couldn’t effectively untangle myself without waking them up. That might not be a bad thing, in Beck’s case. A hard bulge was pressed up against my rear, and the occasional grind and noise from him led me to believe he was having a naughty dream. I tried to wiggle forward some but only managed to get more trapped, which made Dylan stir and crack his eyes open.
“What’s going on, love?” He caught onto my predicament almost immediately and his chest rumbled with amusement. “Is he bothering you?”
“No, but I don’t want him to be embarrassed when he wakes up.” He really wasn’t bothering me. Not in that way, anyhow.
“Then why don’t you wake him up? Just remember the rules.” With that whisper, he trailed his hand down to more effectively pull my leg over his hip as he pressed up against me himself.
Eyes wide and firmly on his, I realized Beck wasn’t the only one turned on. Oh, boy.
I was so out of my league but determined not to show it. Keeping that in mind, I gave Dylan a smile and reached behind me to grip onto one of Beck’s tight ass checks as my anchor and rotated against him. He abruptly surged awake at my actions.
“Fuck, duckie, I’m sorry.” Making it apparent that I wasn’t, I repeated the move. “Oh hell, you might not want to keep that up.” He sounded out of breath and slightly pained. Must have been a heck of a dream.
Dylan took the opportunity to swoop in for a kiss, and I gave as good as I got, as both of us rubbed up against the other.
“So, that’s how it is, huh?” Beck finally got clued in. I gave a small giggle and shimmied back against him again.
Taking that as permission, Beck started nibbling the back of my neck while one hand crept up my stomach under my top to reach my breast. Slowly moving until he reached my nipple, he made me want more. I grabbed his hand and placed it firmly over my aching tip. Dylan took his cue and slid his hand around to the back of my thigh. He paused and waited for permission. I breathed “yes”, and his fingertips slid from behind into the crevice between my legs. Encountering a lack of panties, Dylan groaned.
“Remi you’re not wearing underwear.”
I think I had managed to shock Dylan.
“And how would you know that brother?” Beck demanded as he pinched and pulled at my nipple, making me rumble myself.
“Feel for yourself.” Dylan all but growled at him.
Beck looked over to catch my eye for permission again, and at my nod, trailed his hand down my front and into the band of my shorts.
“She’s not wearing underwear.” The gulp from Beck was almost audible.
Throwing my inhibitions out the door, I gripped the back of his neck and pulled him to me for a scorching kiss. Tangling our tongues as much as our bodies were tangled together. Boldly, their hands moved in together, one from underneath and the other from the top. I moaned when Beck found sensitive places, causing him to thrust against me again. Dylan lightly circled the rim of my opening, teasing me, muttering about how slick I was. Beck dipped a finger down and drew the moisture up to circle around my clit in lazy strokes, while Dylan gently probed shallowly into me with a single digit. Their fingers were bigger than mine and the effect was maddening, making me strain against them for more.
Getting my arm behind me free enough to trail down Beck’s hard stomach, I paused at the waistband of his pants. When he picked up the pace with his fingers, I began to ease my own down and quickly encountered the smooth, warm, and slightly wet tip of his erection. Startled, I pulled back some, not having expected to reach him there that soon.
At the same time, Dylan slid home, stretching me with his finger. He pushed in and out a few times before he added a second. I tensed at the fullness until he gently moved, easing me into it. Tilting his hand, he put pressure on the front walls of my sex, making me clench around him and press up into his hand.
At a strangled sound from Beck, I realized my grip had tightened. As I loosened my fingers, he started pumping into them and ramped up his own movements on my clit. With my free hand, I pulled Dylan into a hard kiss that muffled us both. Then I trailed my hand down until I slipped into Dylan’s bottoms to start stroking him in time to the thrusts from Beck. Soon we all reached completion. I was the first to go panting and moaning softly into Dylan's mouth, while Beck followed and bit my shoulder to keep his shout dulled. Dylan had buried his face into my neck, jerking his hips unevenly.
I never knew they would swell and throb like that. They made such a mess. I couldn't really say much, as I was wet enough for audible noises, and my thighs were slick with my arousal. I thought I should have been embarrassed, but I wasn't. These were two of my best friends, and they'd just given me an amazing experience.
“You alright, love? “Dylan sounded unsure at what my reaction and answer would be. Beck was tensed up behind me as well, for once not throwing a joke out.
“I'm better than fine. I've never done this with anyone before. It was very...nice.” It had been better than nice, but I wasn't sure how to convey that. “I do think I need to clean up, though. There seems to be a lot of mess involved in all this.”
“Mess is accurate, if unimaginative. But I won't burn your ears. I'm glad you liked it, Duckie, and glad you shared in it with us.” Beckett was never so serious. I knew he meant every word. “So, let's go clean this up and hope we weren't overhead.”
Oh, shit! I hadn't even cared about that, as caught up as I had been between them. I had tried to keep it quiet, but mortification set in anyway. And now that I thought that, what was between us? Were they my boyfriends? Just friends having a good time?
I pondered and worried as we went one at a time to the bathroom. Thankfully, it was attached to the guest room. I got to take my turn first and took my shorts off. No point to even try to wear them now. Unable to figure out any other option, I’d slipped quickly out the bathroom door to grab a pair of panties from my bag. The guys glanced my way but were gathering their own things and hadn’t commented. I’d have bet they had the same issue. Back in the bathroom, I had a quick rinse with a washcloth from under the cupboard and slipped the panties on.
Knowing the guys were waiting their turn, I hadn’t dawdled, but had taken a quick minute to splash my flushed face with cool water and pat it dry. I opened the door to hushed voices and paused uncertainly in the doorway as I watched them argue. I must have made a noise, because they looked up and stopped talking. Dylan poked at Beck and said something I couldn't hear as he made his way over to me.
“Did I do something wrong?” I felt on the verge of tears. I was obviously the topic of their discussion.
“No, love, just a disagreement.” Dylan slipped his hand behind my head to grip my nape. He dipped down to drop a brief kiss on my still swollen and sensitive lips. “We've not done anything like that before, together, and we just needed to straighten a few things out. Beck, talk to her.” He gestured toward his brother, then went into the bathroom and shut the door.
Unobtrusively as possible, I went to my bag and put my shorts in with my other dirty clothes before going to the bed to face Beck. Before I could get nervous, he pulled me to his chest with his arms wrapped around my torso.
“What's going on, Beck? Dylan said I didn't do anything wrong but I'm starting to feel like I did.”
“No, not at all. We don't do this type of thing. And Dylan wanted me to disclose some stuff after what just happened.” He paused, and I braced for something bad. “I like guys. I like girls too. Obviously. Dylan thought you should know. Not that I didn't think you shouldn't know. I didn't– don't, think you'd care either way.” He really was adorable, tripping all over himself, and I had to refrain from giggling at him. “What I'm trying to spit out is I've been flirting a bit with a guy at school and then we came here. Dylan said, and I agree with him, that you deserve full disclosure.”
“What does that mean for us? Is there an us? Was this just a good time between friends? I'm really confused.” I let it all out so he knew where I was coming from. The bathroom door opened, and Dylan joined us.
“No, we want it to be more. That's what we were discussing,” Beck went on. “We do have limited contact while we're at school, though. We’re not sure how that will work, or if you even want to put up with us. We can make phone calls. We only get to leave once a month on a pass. We can lose them, too. So, you wanna? Be with us, I mean?” I should have known Beck couldn't keep it serious the whole time.
“Yes, I wanna!” I gave into impulse and tackled him, knocking him back onto the bed. I straddled him and glanced behind me for Dylan who wrapped his arms around my shoulders.
“You're sure? We'd understand if you aren't. And we'd still be friends.” Dylan's voice rumbled through his chest into mine.
“I'm very sure.” Happy and content, I began to get drowsy. We got back into bed, this time just for cuddles and sleep.




Present…
“Hold up! You did what?! Girl, seriously, you've been holding out on me. So, that explains the necklace. But how did it all go to shit from there?”
My bestie looks torn between demanding more and being patient for the rest of the story. Sitting cross legged on her bed facing each other, I can tell she's excited for more of my drama. I go to play with the locket on its chain when I remember I left it back at Elliot's.
She notices my movement and gives me sad eyes. “Alright, I want to know what happened for you to take that off. You only take it off for work and showers.”
She's not wrong, and I feel a bit naked without it. I'm not sure I'd feel the same comfort with it any longer, though. They knew where I was, how to contact me, and they didn't. I don't know what to think about that.
With a long sigh I get back to the bitter end of me, Beck, and Dylan.




Eli
"Tattoo? I'm going to buy a black light." I'm mumbling to myself but it's loud enough Dylan hears and swats me.
"I don't think she ever told anyone,” he says. “Besides, she's your girlfriend now. Not ours." His delivery is bitter, and I know my best friends, my family, are hurting.
"What even happened? On your guys' end? You, too, Ethan. I can't convince her to come back here if there's a reason for her to stay away."
I instantly have Beck and Ethan's attention. Dylan is still glowering at the items on the nightstand. Beck, forever the outspoken one in our group, responds first.
"You'd bring her back?" At my nod he continues, "Why? What if one or more of us wanted her still?"
Like it wasn't already apparent there were still feelings all around.
I tug at my short blond hair, trying to word this in a way that won't break up my family.
"I'm in love with her. Obviously. I also saw her reaction when she saw you all. Whatever went down before caused her to run out of here. I won't drag her back to be uncomfortable."
Ethan clears his throat and says, "I'm not sure she should come back. She fucked me over. Well, us over, since I'm putting the pieces together that you all got told to stay away, too."
I'm really confused now, so they take turns explaining. They had all gotten letters saying to leave her alone, that she just wanted to forget all about them. That what had happened between them was a mistake. She was lonely, etc... None of them go into detail, but it sounds like she ghosted them. Number changed, emails, and snail mail marked ‘return to sender or undeliverable.’
I'm shaking my head before they even finish. "Remi isn't like that. I doubt she would have had those drastic changes to her personality, then switched back again more than once. You guys need to talk to her. Tell her and let her explain. I'll go over later and see if I can help."
I take a big breath in and then let it out. "I can't believe I'm even going to say this, but I won't interfere. If she's still into one of you. Or all of you– Fuck." I can't lose her now, and if everything that went down was a misunderstanding, there's a very real possibility of that happening. "Don't hurt her. If you can't make up or at least be friends just walk away. We're still family, that won't change. We'll still work together, too. I plan on marrying her one day. So, this needs to get fixed."
"Are you proposing a time share?" Dylan is incredulous.
"Well, how did you and Beck plan on it working?" I shoot back. That one has him stumped.
From Beck, "I thought you weren't sharing?"
"I panicked. What else should I have done, not stake my claim?" They all shake their heads. "Okay, depending on what Ethan has to say. After you two finish, let's just be open to that being an option."




Chapter Five

In the past…
Remi
I heard a phone ringing and realized it was my mom's ringtone. Rapidly coming awake, I disentangled myself from the boys and grabbed the phone from my bag on the dresser. Anxiously, I answered it, knowing it wasn't going to be pleasant. I had talked to Mom last night; I didn't know why she'd be calling this morning again. Unless something was wrong. With a lump of dread in my throat I pushed out a falsely cheerful greeting.
“Hey, Mom, what's up?”
“Remi, where are you?” Mom didn't beat around the bush.
I answered evasively. “Just hanging out with friends. Why? Is something wrong?”
It was worth a try, right?
“Oh, good I was worried something had happened when Mrs. Grant called and said you weren't home when she just went to check on you.”
I sighed in relief. “Nope, I'm fine. Did you need me to do anything?”
“Not unless you made a mess while we were gone or had a raging party. If so, you'd better hurry and clean up, we'll be there in an hour or so.” Mom dropped that bombshell like it was nothing. And to her, it wasn't. There was no way we'd make it back before her.
“I thought you were staying another night?” Fuck, fuck, fuck. I started grabbing my things, dumping them in my bag. The guys were still asleep. How, I wasn't sure.
“We were, but a few of the guests got called away so we decided to cut it short as well. I'll see you soon sweetie. Love you.” I returned with my own “love you too” and hung up.
“Dylan! Beckett!” I reached over and dragged the blankets off of them. “Guys, we gotta go. Right now! My parents are on their way home, early.”
They both sat up with matching looks of worry on their faces. I wished we didn't have to rush; they were adorable with bed head.
“They're what? You're joking right?”
“No, Dylan. I'm not joking. They're about an hour out. Best we can do is go and hope they don't expect me there right away.” They quickly tag-teamed making the bed and packed their own stuff. I grabbed a change of clothes and toiletries and went into the bathroom to change my clothes and brush my teeth.
As soon as we were all ready and had our turns in the bathroom, we went to tell Alan and Derby we had to cut our visit short. The guys promised to visit again, and we all thanked them for their hospitality and the tattoos, before we headed out. It was a much quieter ride home than it had been coming to the city. We were all in our own heads, worried about the fallout from our secret trip.
We arrived at my house not too far off the mark. Then the twins started swearing. Their dad's car was in the drive. We left our bags in the car, the guys planned to leave mine in the orchard for me to retrieve later.
“I'm nervous, guys. What if they know we were gone?” I was anxiously twisting my fingers together. I saw the guys exchange looks and do that silent speaking thing they do. It was cute but also annoyed me, making me feel left out.
“I think if your parents knew they'd be out here already. Better get inside. Text us and let us know what happens.” With that, Dylan hugged me through the gap in the seat and dropped a light kiss on my lips. They couldn't see from the house, but we didn't chance anything more, just in case. Beckett did the same while Dylan got out to open my door.
“We'll miss you, Duckie.” It felt so final when he said that. It made me wonder what else was up with them, both looking so somber. I didn't have time to find out, though, and as soon as I opened the side door to the house, Dylan put the car into gear to back out. Beck waved, and I returned it before they were facing away from me. I lingered until I could no longer see them.
Going into the kitchen, I found my parents and the twin’s dad. Mom swooped in for her customary hug and a kiss on my forehead like nothing was wrong, so I thought I everything was fine. I made my excuses after I said hello and went up to my room to text the guys that it was all clear here. I took a shower while I waited for them to reply.  Not long after I got out, I heard their dad leave. Checking my phone, I realized neither of them had answered me.
I decided to take a nap as we hadn't gotten much sleep the night before. Before I laid down, I pulled the pictures out of my purse and put them in a stationary box inside my nightstand drawer for safe keeping.
Later that evening after dinner, I finally received a text. It was from Beck, asking if I could meet them in the orchard. Nothing about if anything had happened or if everything was okay. At this point, I was really stressed out. I was glad my mom didn't think anything about me going for a walk out there at night. I did it often enough with Alex or on my own; it wasn't out of the ordinary.




I got to our tree to find the guys waiting on me. I embraced Dylan first, and Beck slid in behind me so that I was cocooned between them. Pulling back a little, I tried to turn my head to see them. They were quiet. It was unusual and worried me.
“What's going on? Did you get into trouble?” I looked from one to the other and back again.
Beck answered when Dylan remained silent. “We have to leave. Our father found out.”
A sense of dread overtook me while Dylan elaborated.
“He's making us leave in the morning. We snuck out to tell you goodbye in person. I'm not sure when we'll be able to see you again. He was furious. Said it could have caused an issue with his placement here. He knows we took you with us.”
I felt ready to cry. Like I'd never see them again. “We can still text and call and email. Write letters if we have to. Right?”
Neither answered for a minute and my heart sank into my stomach.
“Duckie, he indicated we're going to be on lockdown once we get back to campus. It's a good school, but it's also one that problem kids get sent to as well, and they have ways of limiting communication. I won't - we won't be surprised if that's what happens. He went off on us about jeopardizing his career with our stunt.” Beck stepped back to rest against the trunk of the tree, head hung in defeat.
“So, this really is goodbye, goodbye.” My voice caught. Dylan pulled me in and crushed me to his chest. I could feel his heartbeat. It galloped as fast as mine through the contact. I didn't want to let him go. I was going to miss them so much.
“We'll try. I don't know how long until we can contact you. If he really wants to be a dick, he could limit us until we're eighteen. If we defy him and get caught, he can send us to another school back in England.” Dylan was resolved with his statement.
I got angry. They weren't even acting upset! Like it was just normal procedure. Did they not care?
“Of course, we care, Remi!” I must have said that last part aloud. Dylan was pissed, Beck just looked hurt.
“Well, what am I supposed to think? It just doesn't seem like it. I don't understand why you can't be my friends. So, we snuck out. Teenagers do that and nothing happened. We're fine.”
“Duckie, it's not that. It's just how our father is. He worked a long time for this assignment, and he thinks we jeopardized that by taking you with us. He doesn't care that we were gone, he cares what your dad could do if he found out.”
“But he wouldn't.” I frowned. “I don't think so, anyway. I don't know.” I was so frustrated. “When do you have to leave?”
This time Dylan answered. “We're gone first thing in the morning.” He hugged me to him again. “Sorry I yelled, love. We're going to miss you terribly.”
“I'll miss you, too.”
Beck took his turn with hugs and with kisses that lingered. The pall of separation that hung over us we said our goodbyes was choking me. They stood there under our tree as I walked out of sight. I turned and waved, just before I could no longer see them. Returning home, I held my composure past my mom, until I reached my room where I let all my anguish out into my pillow. Hoping it was enough to muffle my heartbreak but not completely caring either. I clutched their locket in my fist until I fell asleep with my face tear stained.




In the present...
“Are you kidding me? That's what happened? What an asshole. I thought you must have gotten into something big. A little sneak out and a finger bang he didn't even know about.”
My eyes about bugged out of my head. “Alex! Really? I tell you I was heartbroken, and you land on finger banging? Is that even a thing anymore? It sounds so vulgar.” My friend turns mischievous.
“What should I go with instead? Moist love tunnel stroking?”
I pounce on my former best friend. Moist is for plant dirt and she knows it. I clamp my hand over her mouth, and we tussle until we both roll off the bed with a thump into a heap of pillows and comforter.  Laughing, we separate from each other and get up to straighten the bed.
“So, that's it. Got my teenage heart stomped all over by those two. Never heard from them again.  I tried to send letters a couple times, but not knowing if it would get them in trouble, I only sent a few.”
The gift box wrapped in purple catches my eye when I go to sit back on the bed. I get up to assuage my curiosity, wanting to know what Eli had gotten me. Alex, nosy friend that she is, is perched over my shoulder waiting. Wanting to keep the pretty paper for scrapbooking, I slide a fingernail to dislodge each piece of tape—and because it makes Alex nuts when I'm so methodical. Paper finally off and being folded by Alex who'd snatched it first chance she got, I lifted the lid off the box.
"Oh." I covered my mouth with both hands, eyes wide and tearing up as I stared at the contents. "That's what he went back for. I feel like an ass running out on him."
"Wow, what a gorgeous scarf. Where'd he get it?"
I told Alex about the stall at the festival we had gone to.
"That's so sweet!" At my crestfallen expression she hurried to add, "He loves you, ding dong. He'll understand. You'd better tell him thanks for that scarf in a big way." She waggles her eyebrows at me.
"Pervert. And yes, I'll have to call him soon."
Changing the subject, Alex says, “So that explains those two. Now, what happened with Ethan? You told me a little. More than the twins for sure, but I think I haven't gotten the full story either.”
“No, you haven't. I'm not sure why I didn't, but I was definitely heartbroken over him. I was also embarrassed.” Remembering what transpired that summer with Ethan was enough to dually make me pissed and melancholy.




Chapter Six

Four Years Ago…
It had been a year since I met them and almost just as long that they'd been gone from my life. I still didn't understand it all. Their dad was just a straight-up asshole. After they left, their parents stayed on, but I never had the nerve to go talk to them. A couple months ago, they had packed up and left as well. Probably on to the next assignment. The new liaison was moving in. I'd seen the box truck go by on one of my walks.
I turned my attention back to my dad and the dingy primer gray car he had gotten me last summer, a project to take my mind off the boys. It had been nice to have something to do with him that wasn't awkward parent talk. I was fairly certain he knew where I’d gone that weekend with the twins, yet he'd never brought it up. I appreciated his silence on the matter.
Over the last several months, Dad and I had gutted and restored everything from rings and spark plugs, to floorboard carpeting and light harness wiring. This week we had buffed out the rust and applied Bondo to the exterior, before putting on a coat of primer. The chrome had been removed and sent to be restored and re-plated.
When dad had first dragged the dilapidated 1967 Cougar in, I was a bit skeptical. I had loved old cars when I was little, and so did my dad. We used to save little trading cards of souped-up classics that I'd slide into the wooden frame of my full-length mirror in my bedroom. Today, we were hooking it up the car to a dolly to tow it down for a paint job. I'd picked canary yellow, and dad was still making corny jokes about Sylvester and Tweety.
Dad and I made it to the body shop to drop the car off, and soon enough, we had it unloaded into the bay. Assured it would be done next week, we got back in the truck to head home.
“You want to stop for ice cream?” he asked.
I side eyed my dad. It was almost dinner time. Mom would skin us both if we filled up on sundaes, as we were wont to do at the local ice cream parlor.
“Maybe when we pick it up? I don't want to make Mom mad.”
He deflated at my answer. Dad and I didn't have a lot in common anymore. You know, me being a hormonal teenage girl, and him a middle-aged father who worked in one of those acronym-loving intelligence agencies. It didn't leave a lot of middle ground. I knew he’d gotten the car as a distraction, initially, but we had really bonded over working on it.
Dad grunted an acknowledgement, and we continued on our way home.




“Dad! The body shop called, the car is ready to pick up!” I yelled through the house as I ran to put my shoes on. I was antsy to get it finished and have the freedom of driving. I had gotten my license a month prior, and it was burning a hole in my pocket. With Alex gone at her grandparents in Florida, again this summer, having just left last week, I was bored out of my mind.
I found my dad on his cell and hoped he hadn't gotten called in to work. I didn't want to have to postpone the pick-up.
“That was the chrome shop,” said after hanging up the call. “They're done with the rims and fenders. We'll grab those at the same time. The body shop can put them on as well, if you want to wait.” My dad's grin told me he already knew the answer.
“Yes, I wanna wait!” With a squeal and a happy dance, I ran out the back door through the mud room off the kitchen and bolted for the truck. My father followed more sedately, chuckling at my antics.
We headed for the chroming place on the other side of town. As dad pulled in, I had my hand poised on the release catch for my seat belt, I was so excited. Hopping out as soon as we were parked, I urged dad to move along. We entered the shop, the bell clanging from the glass door, and the smell of metal and chemicals wafted in the air.
“Hey, Dave, I'll be right with you two,” the owner called. He was speaking with a young man, leading him over to the open bay doors to a black and chrome monster of a motorcycle. Upon a second look, the customer appeared to be closer to my age, and he was hot. Like, really hot. So was the bike.
I checked myself to make sure no one noticed my over gawking. Dad was eyeing me and shook his head no. At the boy, the bike, or both, I wasn't certain. Probably both.
The hottie pointed out the pieces he wanted to have worked on, and Ben, the owner of the place, nodded and makes notations on a paper pad. I didn't really pay attention to what they said, I was so entranced by the customer.
Discreetly, I looked to see what dad was doing and if he'd noticed where my attention was still riveted. He sure did.
“No. Just no.” It was definitely a no to both.
In true teenage girl fashion, I rolled my eyes at him, like I hadn't just ogled the hell out of both objects.
They wrapped up their conversation and the guy went out through the other open bay door in the fabrication area to a truck with a bike trailer attached. Ben returned to the front, and we got down to the reason for our trip.
Soon enough, we were on our way to the body shop. My excitement was back with the cargo we carried, and the hot guy mostly forgotten. Dad dropped me off at the door to the front office, while he went around back to the service entrance to unload the parts to be put on. I took the opportunity to text Alex and update her on the progress of my car and to check in and see how she was doing. From her response, she was enjoying her visit but was bored without much else to do besides swim and work on her tan. My bestie had sprouted some serious assets over the last year and was eager to use them to her advantage. Not that I blamed her a bit. I would have been, too.
Shortly after, Dad came out to settle up the bill and then pulled the car already on the dolly and attached to the truck around. I went to check it out. It turned out just as I'd hoped it would. A few more final touches, and I'd be able to take it for a test drive. I couldn't wait.
The sound of the engine firing up was enough to make me squeal with joy. The proud look on Dad's face was the cherry on top.
“High five, baby girl!”
I slapped dad's hand back, and we towed it home.




I hooked my safety belt before engaging the clutch and putting the gearshift in reverse.
“Alright, now let off the brake and slowly let out the clutch while you give it some gas.”
I followed his instructions, and the moment the car started to roll backwards, I panicked. I fumbled the pedals, resulting in a couple jerks and a sputter of the engine dying. I slammed my foot back on the brake and turned wide eyes to my dad.
“Everyone kills it when they're learning to drive a stick. Don't worry about it, Remi. Worst that happens is the clutch can burn up, but now you know how to replace it. Try again.”
I pressed the clutch and the brake down together, returned the gearshift to neutral, and cranked the key to start over.
“I should have parked it facing out it would have been easier.”
“I can do it.” With determination I put it in reverse again and let off the brake. Slowly I pushed the gas down. I didn’t startle that time and let the clutch come up.
“It's just like a stair stepper machine. Up with one, down with the other.”
With a little more confidence, I gave it more gas, and the tires chirped as it was too fast which caused me to slam the clutch back down and rev it up instead.
“Aargh!! Come on feet!”
After a few more shaky tries, like a new colt using its legs for the first time, I backed out into the turn-around in the driveway and was now facing forward toward the lane.
“I did it!”
Dad gave me a grin and a thumbs up. “Okay, now we're going to go down to the end here and turn around at the main road. I want you to be comfortable shifting and stopping and starting before we go any further.”
I practiced for an hour with Dad before he turned me loose to try on my own.
“Just stay where we've been and call me if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Dad!”
For the rest of the afternoon, I practiced and finally pulled in to park it right before dinner. Before bed, I messaged Alex some pictures and told her I missed her already. I wished she hadn't had to leave before the car was done. We had all sorts of plans for when she got back. Now just to keep occupied until then.




For the next several days, I continued to practice until dad declared me cleared for driving around town. My first expedition alone? Mom's errands. First up was the grocery store.
Headed down our lane, I went past the house that my neighbors lived in, and noticed the moving trucks were all gone. As I came around the corner, a motorcycle almost ran into me. I slammed on the brakes as the driver cruised by, not even slowing down after cutting me off. I noticed that the person pulled into the driveway of the house where the twins lived last summer. Thoughts of the twins made me melancholy, but I was also angry at the driver that just cut me off. And I was going to tell him all about it.
I got up to the driveway when the rider removed his helmet. I realized it was the guy that I had seen at the chrome shop the other day.
“What the hell do you think you're doing? You could have hurt one or both of us!” I was furious now that the adrenaline had started to recede.
“I'm sorry. I misjudged the space. I didn't mean to scare you.” That calm, earnest response caused most of my anger to recede.
“You should be more careful. You're already at risk on a vehicle like that.”
He held out his hand in greeting. “My name is Ethan, by the way.” When he spoke I realized he had a slight accent. It didn't quite sound European. Could it be Australian? I shook his hand while I tried to figure it out.
“Remi. I'm assuming that you and your parents just moved in there?” I gestured toward the house we were in front of.
“Yes, my dad's the new rep for Australia.”
“I knew you had an accent!” He was prettier than most guys I'd come across. Shaggy auburn hair, clear ocean colored eyes that I couldn't decide were either blue or green, and full, pouty ruddy colored lips made up a uniquely gorgeous face. The thought crossed my mind that the bad boy persona could be in defense of his utter attractiveness.
I shook off the stupor as I tried not to be a creeper. “I should be going. You should be more careful in the future.” I backed my car out into the lane. I still had to go into town to finish my errands.
The entire time I was gone, I thought about the guy that I left in the driveway of the twins’ old house. I should have stopped thinking about them already. I hadn't heard from them in nearly a year.




Chapter Seven

Another week went by before I ran into Ethan again. I'd mostly kept myself busy with trips into town or walks in the orchard. Never far enough to reach to the other property, though.
I was at the grocery store when we ended up having an afternoon storm. I noticed Ethan was in the store waiting for the weather to clear before riding out. I took pity on him and decided to offer him a ride, even though I didn't really want to go back up to that house.
“Hey, Ethan, you want a lift? The storm is supposed to stick around for a few hours. I think I have a tarp in the back of my car, if you want to cover your bike up.”
Ethan startled when he realized that I was behind him. “That would be great. Thank you. I was just contemplating how long it would take for the storm to pass and if I needed to get the storm tarp out of the saddle bag.” We raced the storm, unloading both of our baskets into the trunk of my car, then Ethan got his bike covered. He came back to help me, and by the time it was all done, we were drenched.
Ethan waited until we were in the car to speak. “So, Remi, what is there to do for fun around here?” It was generic for small talk, but at least he'd made the effort.
I was having a hard time keeping my attention on my driving. I was hyperaware of him sitting next to me. He smelled good, too. The mugginess in the car from the rain and our clothes blended and amplified whatever hygiene products he'd used that day.
“Just the usual, nothing too outlandish. Movies, roller skating, just about anything outdoors,” I answered.
“When did you get the car?” That was a topic I could get behind.
“My dad and I rebuilt and remodeled it. I can't believe your parents let you ride a motorcycle.” I was jealous, even though I loved my car, and it came out in my tone.
“It was a gift from my mom. Her and my dad split, and it was a guilt gift.”
Well that had been an excellent guilt gift.
I turned down my lane and we pulled into his driveway. I unlatched the trunk so he could unload his purchases.
“Thanks for the ride, maybe you can show me around sometime," he said as he got out of the vehicle.
“Yes, it was nice to officially meet you. You know, without the risk of pancaking you in the pavement. Do you need any help getting your stuff inside?”
“No, I got it. Thanks, though.” He got out and grabbed a few bags out of the trunk and went inside with a wave.
It was several days before I ran into Ethan again, this time at the local pool at the Y.
I hadn't noticed he was in the water as I dropped my towel in a poolside chair. Went I got into the pool, I looked up and our eyes met, his quickly dropping to peruse my body. I felt a blush rise up at his scrutiny, even as I did the same to him. He was ripped in all the right places. Immediately, it sent my mind into the gutter on exactly what we could do if we weren't in a public pool. I'd crushed on guys in the past and went out with them, but I'd had a very quick reaction to Ethan.
I continued my way into the water and took up swimming laps. It wasn't long after that he cut across the blue tinted expanse and joined me.
“I see you've found me again," he said, like I've just been running around looking for him. I scoffed at him a bit.
Narcissistic much?
“What makes you think I was looking for you?” Ignoring him, I took off swimming in the opposite direction, and he was quick to give chase.
Eventually we wore ourselves out, and I allowed him to catch up to me again. Up close, I could see the water bead up on his thick eyelashes, turning them a darker brown and making his aqua eyes more vibrant than ever. His slicked back hair exposed the high cheekbones of his face and the extremely light pattern of freckles I hadn't noticed before. Now, as we stood so close together, he wasn't much taller than I was.
“So, are you going to take me up on doing something?” He was so freaking cocky as he said it. Like a girl had never shot him down.
I grinned remembering a flyer I'd seen in the lobby. “How do you feel about ballroom dancing?”
I expected his face to show disdain or for him to outright decline but neither of those things happened.
“When and where, and what's the appropriate dress code?” His return questions flew out all at once.
I think my jaw may have dropped enough to be noticeable. I had been quick to recover, and schooled my face back into a normal expression, one that didn't resemble a fish. He'd called my bluff, and now I'd have to follow through or look like an idiot.
I picked my words carefully. “I'm not sure when. The sign-up flyer was out front, we can look at it when we leave.” What's that saying, in for a pound, in for a… something? “Also, how do you feel about ice cream?”
The smug bastard smirked at me. “I love ice cream, are you offering to take me out?”
“Yes," I gritted out. "I'm going to stop and get some after I leave here. Want to follow or meet me there?”
He must have realized he'd irritated me.  He asked me to wait if he wasn't out before me after changing. I think he knew I'd ditch him.
We met up in the lobby—he’d beat me there. I could see damp spots through his dark clothing where he stood at the corkboard looking at the flyer for the ballroom dancing class. He was taking a picture of it with his phone. It seemed we'd be attending the classes three days a week. I thought I could handle being around him that much. It wasn’t like it was a hardship to look at him. As long as he kept his cockiness in check. I figured I could always “accidentally” step on his toes if he annoyed me.
I pulled into an empty spot in the gravel parking lot outside the ice cream parlor, with Ethan right behind and parking diagonally in the space next to me. It wasn’t a big brand chain, just a local mom-and-pop place that still had all the great toppings and flavors. They even made some of their own ice cream there and had unique combos like strawberry hazelnut and corn flavored. That last one was odd, but people seemed to like it.
Before I could get my own door, it opened from the outside. I looked up to see Ethan, his hand out to help me. I wasn't used to the treatment, but I didn't want to be rude, so I accepted his help and allowed him to pull me up out of the vehicle. He didn't let go of my hand as we made our way inside to choose from the flavors. He even paid. We made our selections and found a booth to sit in.
“So where would you like to go for our second date?” he asked.
I looked at Ethan incredulously. “Who said this is a date?” I replied with snark. Although, I suppose I had asked him.
He echoed my thoughts. “Well, you did invite me out for ice cream. I'd say that's a date in my book. How about a movie on Friday?”
I added up the days. Today was Wednesday, so it would give me two days to decide.
“I suppose I could be persuaded, depending on if we're able to sign up for the ballroom classes.” Once more, I tried at getting a reaction. Still got nothing.
“I'd go to the dances classes without the date. I still would really like to take you out, though. Would asking for dinner before be too much?”
I grinned at his good boy attitude. He’d really gone all out with this wanting to hang out thing.
I nodded noncommittally, and we finished up our ice cream. Before we left, he pressed to make plans to meet up. I gave in and exchanged phone numbers so I could text him after I found out if there was availability in the dance classes. He waited for me to pull out first, then followed me home before turning around to go back to his own house. I stuck my arm out the window and waved, then I turned into my driveway. He honked his horn in acknowledgement and pulled a U turn.




After examining my feelings, I realized I was excited to go out with a guy. It had been a while since I had, and I was looking forward to it.
The first class ended up being Friday evening, so we changed our movie plans to a Sunday matinee instead. We arrived dressed in comfortable shoes and loose clothing, per the instructions we'd gotten on the online sign ups. At the beginner's class we mostly practiced holds and posture. The instructor went over a few of the basics for the movements that went with the dances we'd be doing. Fairly quickly, the teacher caught on that it wasn't Ethan's first time with ballroom dancing.
"You've done this before!" I accused him.
Smug as usual, he explained that it was a requirement at his school. He wasn't great at it, but he was proficient enough on what we'd gone over so far.
"I can be your private tutor."
That's definitely something I'd consider. For one, I wanted to learn how, and two, I'd discovered I wouldn't mind spending more time with him.
After class he again followed me home. It was sweet and made me feel special that he'd pass his own driveway next door just to see me to my own. Later, after I had gotten in bed, he sent a text, asking if I wanted him to take his dad's truck or if I felt like riding on his motorcycle on Sunday. He convinced me to take his bike with the argument that it's not very far and there wasn’t a lot of traffic here. Which was true, as we were in a suburb of a bigger city and traffic was usually sedate here. Now just to deal with my dad on the subject.
Mom and dad were being intractable. It was Saturday, and I had all day to convince them to let me go on Ethan's bike.
"I don't want you riding with a boy that we don't know on the back of a motorcycle." Dad's reasoning was sound except for the fact that he did know who it was.
I explained that to him, getting my words out quickly before he could flat out say no. "It's the guy from next door, Dad. Surely you know his parents, since his dad works with you."
Dad seemed more upset by the news of who it was now than how I'd be getting there. I found his reaction strange but didn't think much of it when he decided to let me go. I peck them both on the cheek before going up to my attic hangout, making myself scarce for the day in the event one they rescind their permission.
The next morning, I got dressed in comfortable jeans and some leather ankle boots with a short stocky heel that I could tuck my jeans into, paired with a tank top and a sweater. Slipping an elastic over my wrist for when we got there, I ran down to wait in the kitchen. I could hear the bike pulling up the drive as I checked my cross-body bag for my phone and wallet.   I stopped and gave mom a peck on the cheek before pulling the door open to meet Ethan in the driveway.
“Have a good time and be careful!” Mom called. Dad was nowhere to be seen.
Ethan was parked, straddling the bike with his feet on the ground, the engine cut. "You ready to go?" At my nod, I headed down the steps, and he got off the bike and reached in the saddlebag, pulling an extra helmet out. "You're going to need this. Let's get it on and adjusted so the strap doesn't fall off."
I was trying to ignore my mother who I was sure was watching out the window. I didn't dare look to see, though. Imagining it was embarrassment enough.
Smoothing my hair back, Ethan helped me get the helmet on and the chin strap snug enough that it held where it was supposed to. He swung a leg over the seat to stabilize the bike while he showed me where to slide my feet into the footholds. I followed his instructions and continued to listen as he explained how to hold on to him and when to lean. He assured me we'd take it slow and take the back roads until I got the hang of it. His wording made me think that he planned on this happening quite a lot. I couldn't say that I'd be disappointed to do so.
Wrapping my arms around his middle, I held tight around his leather-encased waist. He confirmed my fears by waving to mom and yelling he'd bring me back safe. I wondered if I should have let him come to the door instead of meeting him outside. If we were going to be doing this a lot, I should probably get used to him coming to the door. And probably get the proper riding attire.
Ethan kept his promise to go slow, and I got used to the motion enough that I was able to look around without worrying I'd fall off. It was a lot different being on the back of a bike than in a vehicle with doors. It didn't take us long to reach the cinema with its two theaters inside. Our choices were a romcom or a horror flick. Ethan left it up to me to decide. I chose the scary one.
He grinned at me. "I'm glad you chose this one. I actually wanted to see it, but I would have watched the other one if you'd wanted."
I assured him I wanted to see it as well, then I grabbed his hand to pull him inside.
We waited in line at the concession counter to load up on popcorn and overpriced candy that Ethan insisted on paying for. By the time we were finished, we had our arms full of goodies.
Toward the end of the last half of the movie, we'd made good on the bottomless popcorn bucket and had eaten most of the candy. Now, we were happily miserable and enjoying the end of the movie. Ethan hadn't taken the opportunity to slide his arm behind my back, but he did place his hand, fingers facing up, on the arm rest in between our seats. I wasn't sure how long his hand had been sitting there before I noticed but didn't think it had been very long. I was engrossed in the scene and absentmindedly laced my fingers with his. We watched the rest of the movie like that until the final credits.
My hand was a little sweaty when we separated, and I'd hoped it wasn't super noticeable.
We cleaned up our mess before leaving and getting back on his bike. He asked if I was ready to go home or if I wanted to go for a drive first. I voted for the drive, as long as we didn't go for too long, upsetting my parents.
I'd expected Ethan to at least try for a kiss when he dropped me off at home after taking the scenic route home. Instead, he told me that he had a great time and hoped I'd go out with him again, before he gave me a quick peck on the cheek and left. I was slightly dumbfounded at his manner but figured he was being polite.
I received a text message late that night while I was in my attic space working on a project. It was from Alex asking how the date had gone. I'd forgotten to message her earlier and felt like a crappy friend. I filled her in on everything, including Ethan's reserve.
I noticed a missed message after I’d sent it. It was from Ethan. He asked to take me out again, this time swimming at a local lake.  We did still have the dance classes twice a week on Tuesdays and Fridays for the next three weeks, and I had the feeling that Ethan was going to be around a lot this summer. I fell asleep on the daybed in the attic while daydreaming about all the things that we could get up to.




Chapter Eight

The next two weeks were much the same; catching events in the park, going swimming, out for drives, or in general just hanging out. Ethan had also been helping me with the dancing on the side, and each time, things got more and more heated. The glancing touches and physical, yet platonic contact, wrecking my composure.
I was frustrated that he hadn't tried anything. Not that he had to be the one to make the first move. It made me consider if I should instead.
I took the initiative on one of those practice sessions not long after when we were close together. I touched my lips to his, and for a moment he paused like he was going to return the kiss, before he jerked backwards without explanation. Without even addressing the action, he just continued on with what we had been doing, like it had never happened.
Being beyond mortified, I let it go, keeping what dignity I had left. Maybe he wasn't into me like that. Maybe he just wanted to be friends?
I texted Alex about it after I was in my car alone, telling her I didn't understand what his issue was. I hadn't had a chance to check her reply after I got home, because Mom had called, asking what I wanted for dinner since Dad was going to be gone, leaving just the two of us. I decided to ask her advice. Maybe as a woman who had dated, she could help.
During our dinner of roasted chicken and salad, I explained a bit of what had happened but without going into too many details. I mean, it was my mother.
She said things would happen organically or they wouldn’t.
She wasn't a lot of help, but she did help put it in perspective and at least made me feel better.
The next day, I found out she must have discussed it with Dad. He called me outside for a surprise he'd gotten for my car. Great, big, fuzzy purple dice to hang off my rearview mirror. They were a little gaudy, but I loved them anyway. At the same time, he dropped the bomb that I hadn't been expecting at all.
He started out with his usual, "Hey Remi," when he was addressing something he wanted to talk about, and it only went downhill from there.
"Your mom may have mentioned you're having some issues with the boy up the street."
Mom, no, you didn't! I wanted to melt into a puddle to avoid whatever he was going to say next.
"Oh, my gosh, Dad. I know we are not discussing this. Mom shouldn't have said anything to you! I'm fine, it's fine, everything is fine! No need to worry about it!" I was so uncomfortable and embarrassed. I didn't want to talk about this at all. Mom should have had kept my confidence. I was feeling equal portions of embarrassment, betrayal, and anger. I'd be talking to her later, for sure.
"Just hold on a minute. I think I know what your issue is. You know that boy next door, Ethan, is gay right?" Dad didn't seem too broken up about delivering the news.
I swear I felt my heart hit my stomach as I paled so fast, my fingers and toes got tingly. Not only did I feel led on at this point, now my mom had broken my trust, and my dad got to witness my reaction. The least the asphalt could have done was open a convenient sinkhole I could wallow in or dad’s pager could go off. Something to interrupt and let me meltdown in peace.
I figured Ethan would have at least said something about it. Maybe I should have picked up on some of the clues or non-actions from him. Even though he just didn't really seem like it, and I know that was stereotypical of me, but I just really didn't get that vibe from him.
I thanked Dad for telling me the best I could and excused myself to go to my room. Of course, Mom had eavesdropped and was waiting inside the kitchen when I came through the door.
"Thanks a lot, Mom, for running to Dad. Don't count on me coming to you for anything again anytime soon. That was none of his business! I asked for help, and you took it upon yourself to betray my trust. You could have at least told me yourself, since you knew about it."
The guilt on her face confirmed that she'd known and had let dad handle it anyway. Before she could try to defend herself, I turned on my heel and raced up the stairs, all the way to the attic, locking both doors behind me.
Ethan and I were supposed to go swimming today, but I didn't think I could face him. It wasn't that I minded that he was gay, but he hadn't even tried to tell me. He should have, especially after I tried to kiss him yesterday. He should have said something.
I decided to take a few days before broaching the subject. I sent him a message, letting him know I couldn't make it today. Almost immediately, I got a text back, asking if there was something wrong. I assured him everything was fine and that I would talk to him when I could.
After two days, I'd gotten over my melancholy mood. I still hadn't said more than the bare minimum to my parents. Mom, especially, received the cold shoulder. She always, always, had to kowtow to dad. I didn't know why I'd thought it would be any different this time.
I'd sent a text to Ethan, asking him to meet me in the orchard. I was as prepared as I could be. Even if he didn't want to talk about it, that was fine, I just wanted it out in the open. It would be the first time meeting in the apple orchard together. Oh, I still took my walks, but I hadn't been out there with anyone other than Alex since Dylan and Beck had left.
Reaching the grove first, I made my way through to the other side to find a tree in sight of his property so I could see him coming, and I settled in to wait.
I could tell he knew something was wrong by the expression on his face when he walked up. I was sure not speaking for a couple days had already clued him in, if my request to meet hadn't.
"Hey."
That's all I got from him, one word.
"Why didn't you tell me?" I demanded.
He looked confused. "Tell you what exactly?"
I guessed I was going to have to be blunt and spell it out for him.
"Why didn't you tell me you were gay? I understand at first, but after we hung out for a while, you could have told me. You should know by now I wouldn't have cared. Well, not much, anyway. You even asked me out on dates. I'm feeling a little awkward, here, that I was interested and you weren't." I wrapped my arms around my middle as if to hold in everything I wanted to say and couldn't.
Understanding lit his eyes, and he was quick to answer me, rushing his words out. "Well, I thought I was, mostly. I guess you'd call it bisexual not strictly gay. I haven't ever really been interested in females, even if I found them attractive. Then I saw you and got interested, and thought… I might want to see how it would go."
Now I was the confused one. "But my dad said... Yours told him…"
Ethan sighed and answered my fumbling sentence. "I see the problem now. Yes, my father thinks that I'm gay. It's been an issue between us, so it's not something I usually advertise. As for your dad knowing, he probably checks into anyone you'd be around with. Mine does to protect his reputation.”
Now I felt bad as well as hurt. "I'm sorry if I offended you. I just didn't understand why you couldn't have told me. You know I wouldn't care, right? Other than obvious personal reasons, but we'd still be friends and hang out."
He started and stopped several times before getting out, "That's why, Remi. I don't want to be your friend. Or at least, I don't want it to stop there. I want to explore the feelings I have for you. Just wasn't sure how to reconcile that with other personal things." His usual confidence and smugness were missing.
I was confused yet again. "I'm not following. Sorry. For clarification, you do find me attractive, you want to act on that attraction, and you have other personal issues that make you hesitant to do so…" I ticked each item off on my fingers, and as soon as I said the last one, my gaze jerked up to meet his. "You're with someone already!"
I was crushed after the brief elation, but I wouldn't have any cheating going on. Not from my end and not knowingly from his.
He put his hands up, palms out. "No, wait, that’s not what I meant. I was interested in someone at school. I think he was interested back, but an all-boys school isn't exactly a place to fly the pride flag unless you want your ass kicked. Not that the majority isn't okay, but the ones that aren't, you have to live with. What I'm trying to say and am bumbling, apparently, is, yes, I had someone I was interested in. I'm also interested in you, and as I hadn't started a relationship with that other person, I would like to see where it could go with you. There, is that clear enough?"
I heard him mutter under his breath about now knowing why everyone says it's always so hard to talk to girls. That surprised a small laugh out of me, relieving a lot of the tension.
"If you're sure that's the case, then I would be interested in seeing where things go. And who knows, it's just a summer and then you have to go back to school, I'm assuming?"
"Yes, I'll be going back for my final year. So now that that's out of the way, you want to come over and watch a movie?"
That quick, the awkwardness was over. Funny how a conversation could have avoided the last couple days of stress and upset. I agreed to go watch a movie with him at his house. I texted my mom to let her know where I was going.




Chapter Nine

For the next couple weeks, we were nearly inseparable. I gave Alex nightly updates on the day’s happenings. I was completely, irrevocably infatuated with Ethan. Physically, things didn't progress much, as he'd not done much at all with females, which was fine with me. We discussed everything from birthdays to likes and dislikes of food and movies. When I told him how I'd gotten my name from Mom and Dad's favorite things and about the movie marathons, he took up calling me Reese Cup. I felt nearly as comfortable with him as I did with Alex.
One afternoon, we were hanging out together, and I was browsing his laptop for a movie for us to watch. It was my turn to choose, and I'd accidentally clicked over to another open tab. The contents caused my eyes to go round in surprise and curiosity. And of course, that's when Ethan happened to look over.
He lunged to close the lid yelling, "Oh bloody hell, I didn't mean for you to see that! I thought I closed that window. I promise I'm not a deviant… I was just looking at the different kinds of things there are."
Poor dude was embarrassed. I didn't think I'd seen a flustered Ethan before, and now it had been twice in one day. I had a hard time not giggling but subdued the urge. I didn't hurt his feelings.
"I have seen sex toys before, Ethan. It's not the end of the world. I was just surprised to see them on your screen. And the types that were there. But I guess if you're attracted to guys, you would probably need those kinds to figure out how things work.”
On the screen, I had caught glimpses of all sorts of insertable silicone and glass objects. Some to be used alone, and some looked like they had harnesses you attached them to.
"I've actually thought about buying some before myself," I said, trying to console him.
Ethan looked at me hopefully, yet a bit incredulously. "You have? I know we went over the subject, and that you haven't really gone that far with anyone."
"Yes, I have. Looked into, that is," I clarified when he raised a brow in question. "I decided I wanted my first time to be with myself. In that sense, anyway. I can't see how ruining a good time with pain and unpleasantness would be fun. Also, I'm pretty sure tampons took care of that a few years ago. And there's nothing wrong with wanting to self-pleasure. When something with batteries can get it done just as well, then why not?"
"I have to say, Remi, I'm really surprised at how laid-back you are about all this. I think most girls would freak out, thinking I wanted to do something to them that they weren't interested in. Um..." He paused to rub the back of his neck before finishing. "Since it's already open, do you want to pick something out and then we can share our first times while you're alone. If you want?"
I bit my lip while I contemplated it. I thought that it was really hot—and sweet, too—that he wanted to include me.
"Only if you pick one out, too."
Ethan looked surprised for a second that I agreed, before he grinned and nodded. "Should we get a variety?"
I laughed, kind of embarrassed, but he still wanted to know. "I think just one would work fine, maybe two," I answered. "I can give you cash for it, but I don't want these on my debit card. I think my dad goes through my statements regularly." I'd found that out recently and wondered if that had had anything to do with them coming home early last summer. I had used my card at a couple places with Dylan and Beckett.
"I have a PayPal account,” Ethan continues, “and it's my money that I earned from my last job. I just haven't worked this summer so I could hang out with you. Not that I really need to, I only worked last year for something to do."
I admit, I was curious but didn't feel it was my place to pry.
We made our selections and high-fived each other after we'd hit the complete purchase button. Admittedly, he'd gotten his way in the variety department with the excuse they were a gift. I'd shrugged it off. I wasn't going to complain about it.
We'd spent the rest of the evening talking about things, like what we wanted to do after school and playing cards. Ethan had wanted to play poker. I wasn't very good at it, but he said it would be something else we could practice.
We'd indulged in some heavy petting over the last week and I was itching to do more. One evening, that's exactly what happened.
After that night I had been elated. I'd even asked my dad to let Ethan teach me how to drive his motorcycle just on the lane. He'd finally caved, and I thought it was because that was the first time I'd really talked to him since the Fuzzy Dice incident, as I now referred to it in my head.  He'd said it was okay as long as we didn't go any further than our street. Dad kept busy outside the entire time Ethan had given me the riding lesson.
When I had the hang of it, Ethan had had me drive to his house to hang out. Midway through a movie while I was snuggled up to him on his bed, his dad came in. He hadn’t looked pleased to catch even though we weren’t doing anything wrong. He’d asked me to leave, as he had some things he needed to discuss with Ethan. I was embarrassed at being kicked out, but Ethan assured me that was just how his father was and he’d call me later or send a text if it was too late. I’d declined the offer for a ride home and walked instead, not wanting to anger his dad.
In hindsight that day was probably the final straw for my dad.
I'd caught the tail end of a conversation the next night at home. I hadn’t seen or heard from Ethan all day and had only gotten a text from him the night before that he was fine. Dad was on the phone, saying he'd thought 'this was discussed and wasn't going to be an issue'. I wasn't sure why, but a sense of dread had filled me. Maybe something like a budding woman's intuition or just plain paranoia after last year. It just seemed so much like Déjà vu, only this time I was more than a little invested in our relationship. It had progressed beyond mere friendship and into the possibility of a more serious commitment.
To reassure myself that I was being silly, I messaged Ethan. I got the 'delivered and read' response, but nothing else. Worried now that something was wrong, I called the house number. His father answered and told me Ethan was busy and he’d pass along the message that I’d called. Not having considered he might be in the middle of something, I’d decide I just needed to be patient and wait.
Come morning, it was apparent I wasn't getting any response. I had tried to call his cell after I sent yet another message and the number had been disconnected.
I wasn't going to let this happen a second time without getting an explanation. Shoving my feet into a pair of tennis shoes, still in my tank top and lounge pants, I threw open my car door, determined to drive over there. Before I sat down, I realized that there were items in my seat. A copy of The Complete Alice and a medallion from Ethan's school. My stomach plummeted. I knew then, that he wasn't coming back. I didn't know what happened or why, and my heart was broken.
Upset, I’d refused to believe it and had driven to his house, where I was informed by Ethan’s housekeeper that he’d left, along with his parents. She said she was closing the house up for them. Devastated, I left to go back home.
I called Alex, crying, and she'd consoled me the best she could from so far away. I spent the rest of the day going over what could have gone wrong. I'd napped on and off between bouts of crying.  Mom and Dad were still gone for the day; Mom running her errands and Dad at work. Thinking of him, I remembered the conversation that I had overheard a snippet of the night before. I couldn't believe that it would have been about me, but I couldn’t come up with any other good explanation. I'd waited for him to get home to confront him.
When my dad got home that evening, I gave him just enough time to get relaxed and have dinner before I'd asked him if he knew Ethan had had to leave. He made a non-committal sound but something in his expression told me he knew more about it than that.
"You were talking about him last night, weren't you?" I hadn't raised my voice, not yet. I was still hoarse from crying earlier. Plus, this was my dad—I didn't want to freak out and yell at him.
"Remi, it's not what you think." Of course, he'd have some logical reason. Just like last time...
"What, exactly, is it that I'm thinking, Dad? That I'm nearly positive that you had something to do with sending him away? You didn't even let me tell him goodbye." I wrapped my arms around my chest in defense, feeling like I'd fly apart without getting to see Ethan again.
After several attempts on what to say, Dad never actually got anything out.
"You did, didn't you? You made him go away. I don't even understand why." My voice expressed the exasperation I'd felt, while I tried to get a straight answer.
Dad chose his words carefully and spoke more slowly than usual, as if he didn't want to speak at all. "Ethan's father is an ambassador for another country. As a liaison for the agency, we work together, but he's still under my authority. You're my daughter. My only daughter, my only child. That means that I want to protect you from a temporary fling. That I don't want you getting pregnant before you go to college. This was already discussed, and it wasn't supposed to happen. You guys could be friends, but I was assured that he wasn't even interested in girls. That's what I thought until I saw how you were on his motorcycle the other day. I won't apologize for protecting you."
Now I wondered if he knew what we'd ordered and what we'd done with the items. I was mortified to think that my parents or his had found out about that.
"Are you spying on me?" I was incredulous.
"His father told me some of what you had been up to, just like last year—” He looked guilty as heck, probably wishing he'd cut off what he was saying sooner. 
I fell all the blood rush from my face for the third time that day, as a horrible realization about the twins and now Ethan was made clear. They'd all three gone without a word.
"You sent them away, too! How could you do that to me?  It's one thing for you to be overprotective, but this is insane! This is all what the car was about. To distract me or make up for what you did or both! What the hell is wrong with you?" My abused voice cracked as I finished on a yell. My mom had stood in the doorway, probably contemplating a way to smooth it all over. Like always.
"It's my job to know things. Did you think that I wouldn't be keeping tabs on you and whoever you're with? By the way, the things I've found out both times were unacceptable." He did know. About all of it. Thankfully, I was too pissed to be embarrassed.
"You couldn't have talked about it like normal people do? I may not be an adult yet but it's not like I'm a child that wouldn't understand. I may not have liked your decisions, but you could have grounded me. You could have done a lot of things. You could have at least let me keep my friendships or say goodbye. You didn't have to do what you did. I really hate you right now. And you, too." I directed the last at my mother where she just stood watching the drama.
Bawling, I took off past her for my bedroom. She'd tried to stop me, and I'd weaved around her, evading her outstretched hand. I heard my dad call behind me, and mom said something to him that I couldn't make out. I knew from her lack of surprise or support she had been complicit as well. The perfect fucking Stepford wife.




In the present…
"So, your mom did know? That explains you not talking to her a lot and being at my house so much after I got back. And what's up with your dad going all stalker mode? I never understood that part."
Alex was, and still is, my staunch supporter in my grudge against my dad.
"Looking back, I think Mom knew after the fact, with Dylan and Beck at least, but it's not like she would go against him. I wouldn't have either, for that matter, at the time. Now, if he were around and tried it, it would be a different story." I still hate that my mom let it happen, but I'm sure she had her own reasons for doing so.
"It's still crazy. And then him disappearing senior year." She trails off then pops out with the question I'm not sure how to answer. "What are you going to do now? With the guys, I mean. That's gonna be awkward, not gonna lie."
We both bust up. Awkward doesn't adequately describe it. Ugh. I seriously have the most insane luck! Not having a ready answer, I just shrug and change the subject.
"I'll deal with that later. Why don't we have a Reese's marathon?" Alex jumps up to grab keys for the store.
Reese's marathons are Reese Witherspoon movies, all the different Reese's candy, and all the different Reese's ice cream we can find. We do the same thing with Barbara Hershey too. Now that's a sad one. So are the Heath Ledger ones. We have a thing for candy-themed binges.




Chapter Ten

Eli
"Man, that's messed up. No wonder you were a wreck back at school." I couldn't believe their parents were such assholes. "And poor Remi. Explains a lot on why she was hesitant to commit. I was really pushy about it, too. And I took her medallion thinking it was yours. I suppose it was, but if I'd known…" I shake my head at myself. I'm surprised she didn't tell me to get lost.
Ethan alleviates my guilt somewhat. "You didn't know. I'm glad she has you and glad you pushed. She's a great girl. Woman, now. We all missed out on so much with her. But if it hadn't gone down the way it did, you wouldn't be with her. I wouldn't be with Beck. Maybe they'd have ended up with her. I'd like to think so, anyway."
"So, you really think the letter bullshit was just that?” Dylan asked. “That she really had nothing to do with them?"
Dylan isn't letting it go. In fact, he's starting to piss me off about it. Beck jumps him before I can.
"Bro, you know I never believed that. Not for a long time, anyway. She just wasn't like that, and from what Eli here has said, she still isn't. And what happened to us is tame to the shit she's gone through. I'm glad Ethan's aunt left him this place and we have a second chance. So… You getting on board or not?"
We all look to Dylan. Ultimately, he shakes his head mumbling “whatever” and walks out.
Ethan slings an arm around Beck's shoulders. "He'll come around. Let's just hope Reese does and that she doesn't kick his ornery ass to curb. Or ours, for that matter.” He makes eye contact with me, wearing a serious expression. “Eli, go get our girl, will ya’?"
Beck grins, and I take a deep breath, going to grab my keys to my Jeep. It's going to be an adjustment, for sure.
Adam
I'm standing at the side door and about to hit the buzzer to see if Remi is around. Her car is gone, but it could be in the garage. I hate that she chose Eli over me. Even so, I still want to be her friend. And I want to help with whatever trouble she's gotten into that Samantha, the secretary—no, the administrative assistant, as she'd corrected me—said Remi is in. 
I'm feeling guilty about reporting things to Samantha about Remi, even though the directive came from agents that have real enough looking badges and guns. The story about her dad had checked out, too. They thought maybe the guys that ran the Greyside Security business were possibly helping him and think she's gotten mixed up in it. Eli seems like a good guy, though, so maybe it's the others.
Speaking of others, the door flies open, nearly hitting me as I come out of my internal debate.
"Who the fuck are you?" The striking man looks like a thunder cloud and I wonder what his connection is here. Is he one of the owners?
I introduce myself. "Adam. I'm a friend of Remi's. Is she around? I've left a few messages, but she hasn't answered, and I wanted to check on her."
He rolls his eyes at me. "She's got them coming out of the woodwork, doesn't she?"
I'm confused on his meaning, but he doesn't seem happy with my girl.
"I'm sorry what?"
The guy isn’t much bigger than me, but the sheer presence of him makes me leery.
"She moved out this morning, so piss off." He storms past me, swiftly moving down the sidewalk.
I stand there debating what to do before I go back to my car. Sighing, I pull out my phone. As the other end picks up, I see Eli pulling out in his Jeep and, on a hunch, decide to follow him.
"Hey, yeah, um her phone's off,” I say in the phone, “and some pissed off dude said she moved out this morning. Listen, I don't want to do this anymore, alright? It doesn't feel right."
The voice in my ear is pissed. I don’t even care, I'm not doing it anymore.
I'm going to find a good time to talk to Remi and spill my guts and hope she'll forgive me.




Remi
After a good cry and an ice cream binge, Alex and I settle in and watch some movies. My stories are kind of crazy, but Alex gets it. She was there for most of it, even if peripherally. She just didn't quite know all the details before today.
Well, she still doesn't, but there's some things you just don't go into detail about, even with you best gal pal.
I side-eye her wondering if I should mention it.
"What?" Alex shakes her hair out, looking for a bug. Getting more frantic when nothing falls out of her purple locks, she starts slapping at her head.
Chest shaking until I can't take it anymore, I break out in laughter.
"You used to do that all the time! Stare at me like you wanted to say something then tell me, minutes later there's a bug on me!"
Nose wrinkling in apology, I say, "I’m sorry, I was trying to figure out if I should tell you the parts I left out."
Now I have her attention, narrowed eyes and all.
Hands up in surrender, I spit it out in a rush before she gets violent at my omission. "It's not bad. I had some sexy times with Ethan, once on my period and once with some...gadgets.”
Eyes round as saucers, Alex starts to ask, "And…?”
"Nope, not happening. Love you like a sister, and I think there's an incest borderline clause or something in there about TMI in my sex life."
Her mouth screws up in a moue of disappointment, but she doesn't press on.
I stretch
and go use the bathroom idly, wondering how long I have in my hideout.
My phone's been blowing up with messages. I haven't bothered to check any of them, and at some point, I think it died, since I don't hear it buzzing around anymore.
Although I’ve discussed with Alex all of what I could possibly do at this point, really the only person who could help me decide is Eli. The other three were in my life briefly, years ago, and while they featured prominently in my life and I cared about them, those relationships were cut off prematurely.
A knock at the bedroom door interrupts our movie marathon. We ignored the buzzer, but Alex's roommate, Gina, must have let someone up as she speaks through the door saying that I'm being asked for. Of course she would let someone else up even when it wasn't for her. This is one of the things that Alex complains about. The chick lacks good sense.
Alex goes out to see who's there. She comes back a few minutes later, and as I suspected, it's Eli.
"I can tell him to go if you don't want him here." Alex is poised to do just that.
I'm not sure what I'm feeling, but I do want to see him. My feelings for him didn't change just because complications entered the picture. Well I was feeling a little betrayed thinking there's no way he didn't know, but maybe they just never directly spoke about it.
I straighten my hair as I go through the open doorway. Waiting in the living room, is Eli, and he doesn't look much better than I feel. He asks if we can go somewhere to talk. Alex has a spare bedroom, the one I'll be using, and she indicates for me to go ahead, when I shoot a glance at her roommate. She turns on the TV in the living room to keep our conversation private from Gina and herself.
Eli looks at me tentatively and unsure as I lead the way. Sitting on the bed I pat the spot next to me for him to sit, too.
"Did you know? Did they know?" I dive right in.
He doesn't pretend to not understand what I'm asking.
"No, I didn't, and I don't think they did either. We all knew there was someone. Thought it was different people, not one person, though. We talked about it a little bit, but I don't think names were ever really mentioned other than the twins, and they never used your real name. Ethan may have said something, but he called you Reese, so again, we wouldn't have made the connection only based off that."
Putting his hand between us, palm facing up he waits to see if I'll take it. I don't hesitate, and I lace my fingers with his. He pulls our hands up and kisses my knuckles. His green eyes are bloodshot and his blond hair messy. He even has stubble from not shaving this morning.
"What's this mean for us? For me? Is it going to be a deal-breaker?" he asks.
"Of course not. I love you, and it's not going to change. I was overwhelmed, and staying there to talk about it, didn't feel like the right thing today. I think I should stay with Alex for a while, though. I'm not sure that it would be comfortable just staying at your place. This is where I was planning to move anyway…" I shut my mouth, realizing I'm rambling.
Eli looks on with understanding. "I get it, I do, I just wish that you had talked to me first before you took all your stuff."
Wanting to change the subject, knowing that we'll have to talk more in depth later, I say the first thing that comes to mind. "What are your plans for tonight?"
He raises his eyebrows at the subject change but lets it slide. "Well, hopefully, I'm doing whatever you're doing."
"So that's a girl’s slumber party?" I don't think Alex will mind, but I'm going to go double check. I hold my finger up for him to wait and go ask. She doesn't care but wants to move our party out to the living room instead of her bedroom.
Before I go back in the spare room, I grab my scarf from Eli that I left on Alex's bed.
"Thank you for this. I really loved it when I saw it."
His eyes light with pleasure. "I'm glad. I'd hoped it was the right one. I wanted you to have it in case you didn't want to see me."
I hug his head to my chest. Even sitting, he's still so tall. "Always, babe. I'll always want to see you."




After relaxing the rest of the day, Eli crashed with me in the guest room, and we snuggled the night away.
Hanging out with Eli while avoiding the others wasn't as simple as I thought it would be.
Although the weekend was fine, I'm finding out the only reason I hadn't ran into them before was dumb luck. Eli keeps trying to bring the subject up, but I'm just not interested in discussing it yet. That is until Samantha's name comes up.




Chapter Eleven

Adam is the one that inadvertently spills the beans.
Monday, on my way to class, I find him waiting for me outside the building as he likes to do.  Last night when I turned my phone back on, I saw all the missed texts from him. Between the texts and missed calls from Elliot, I'd just ignored most all of it.
Adam spots me and walks my way. "Are you okay?" He looks worried, now that I'm paying attention. I feel a bit like an ass.
"I'm good. Sorry about the messages. I had my phone off for most of the weekend."
Anger briefly flits across his face before it's erased. "I didn't mean to interrupt your time with Elliot, I was just saying hello. But then you didn't answer so I got worried and tried to call and it went to voicemail. I'm embarrassed to say I went to the apartment to check on you." He ducks his head. A little over reactionary but it's what a friend would do, and I appreciate it all the same.
"No, that's alright. I would do the same thing if I was worried about a friend, Adam. I'm staying with Alex right now. I’m sorry I didn't get back to you sooner, I just had a rough weekend."
His copper colored eyes are troubled, but his lips tip up in a smile. "I can imagine. I've encountered Samantha a couple times, and I can't say she's the most pleasant person to be around."
I look at him in confusion. "What does Samantha have to do with anything?"
"Oh, nothing I guess. I just assumed that, because she was at the apartment, there must have been an issue and you left. That's what I understood from what she said, anyway."
I see red. Why would Samantha be there? With my guys. Or guy. Fuck, that's confusing.
"Samantha doesn't have any say on where I am. I'm not sure why an administrative assistant, and in her case, a glorified secretary, would be at her boss’s house on a weekend."
Adam draws his words out
slowly, like it was something I should already know. "Because she's dating one of the brothers?"
I nearly shriek. "What?"
I know that can't be right… he must be confused. There seems a lot of that going on. Confusion, that is. I never really considered, or I, suppose, never really wanted to consider them having other relationships. Now that I'm thinking about it, I know that wouldn't have been feasible, but it still wasn't something I wanted to contemplate.
And they had kissed me! Dirty little cheaters.
A group of students interrupt our conversation, and I can see my shout has drawn a bit of attention. Trying to push the whole subject from my mind, I tell Adam that we should get to class and can catch up later.
All day, I'm preoccupied with who the guys are with now. I know I shouldn't care, but it's eating at me. I feel like they just didn't think twice about me and that hurts. I mean, I didn't even get into anything more than a date or two before Elliot. Granted, my dad was part of that, too. First with the interference, then the disappearing act.
I decide that it's a moot point, anyway. I'm with Eli, and while I may have some lingering feelings for the other three, those aren't his fault nor theirs. I'll just have to get over it. Somehow. But not with bitchy Samantha. Whichever one it is will have to dump her ass.
After classes, I go back to Alex's place, since Eli has football practice, and realize she and her roommate are in an argument. Catching parts of it, I realize it's about me staying. Alex has had issues with Gina and her boyfriend. Now Gina is trying to use my being here longer than the lease allows to get her own way.
Sometimes I really can't stand that chick.
She's demanding I'm gone tomorrow afternoon or it's a breach of contract, that her boyfriend can stay until January when she moves out. Alex responds with it being extenuating circumstances, but the girl doesn't care. Alex finally says to just let him stay. I knew she would do that, too. The guy is bad news. Wish she would have stayed with Eli's teammate. He was a decent guy.
At the smug look on Gina's, face I step in. I'm not letting Alex do this.
"I'm checking into a hotel tomorrow after class. It's a kitchenette that does weekly rates, and they'll probably work something out further, with me being a student and all."
Gina is well and truly pissed off now. If I'm gone, she has no reason for her boyfriend to stay.
"You can't afford a hotel long-term,” Alex says, clearly upset. “There's no reason that you can't stay here. There's a no-drug clause, and if he tries to peddle his shit here, I'll have him arrested and be booted out along with her." She points at a worried looking Gina, not so smug now.
However, I don't want Alex to have to let him in at all and chance getting in trouble, too.
"I'll be fine, Alex, it's not like it's for forever. It's actually not that far from here, if they still have openings. I'll call tomorrow and find out and go from there."
I do have the money, although it will eat into most of my savings. I need to see if I can pick up a few extra jobs. It means I won't get to have as much of a social life, but it's not the end of the world either. I could probably get refunded what I had left for the security company payment the school made, but I really don't want to bring that up to any of them. And I have a feeling that it would have to go through one of them. Not to mention Samantha.
The next day after class, I go to the housing building just to check on the progress and see if maybe I won't need to stay in the motel very long. The damage is more extensive than they originally thought. The repairs were estimated to take another month before it's livable.
With that in mind, I go to my car and look up the numbers for the local motels. By the time I find one that has a vacancy that I can afford long-term, I'm down to two choices, neither of them are the best.
The first one I don't even stop to look at; it was so run-down looking. The next one is a little better. Going inside, I inquire about the room letting the clerk know I was the one that had called earlier. The room he shows me isn't great either, but it is doable. I tell the guy I'll take it, then go with him back to the office to pay for it.
Going back to Alex's, I pack up what I need day to day and load it into my car. The rest she offers to store for me in the basement. She continues to try to talk me into staying, but I tell her it will be fine. I'll try it for a week and see how it goes, at least.




The next few days pass fine with classes during the day and hanging out with Alex and, occasionally, Eli in the evenings. Picking up extra work, I stay too busy to have any issues. There are occasional loud guests but nothing that's too bad to handle. Elliot, upon finding out where I'm staying, tries to talk me into moving back in with him, but I don't want to do that either. It just feels too uncomfortable.
One evening when I was getting out of my car at the motel, I thought I saw Ethan on his motorcycle, but I couldn't be sure. I suppose it's inevitable that I'll eventually run into them again.
Elliott has a home-game Friday night, and I promised him that I would go.
Alex and I manage to snag seats close to the players’ bench area. Hearing my name being called, I turn to look and see Adam waving from the trainer’s area. I lift my hand to wave back and that's when I see them.
All three of them, together, headed straight for where we are sitting. With Samantha in tow.
Steeling myself and making sure my composure is in place, I'm as prepared as I can be. Alex, not paying attention, doesn't notice them until the last moment, when they sit on the tier above us.
Before I can figure out how to make my escape—since I’ve decided I can't sit here and deal with it—the stadium quickly begins to fill up. There's no going against the tide of the crowd, now, so I'll have to wait until it settles down a bit before I can find somewhere else to sit.
By the time the crowd starts to settle, the players are already coming out on the field. I'm acutely aware of Samantha talking to her companions behind me. I stand to find a different place to sit, as the team heads to their benches after their brief warm up.
It's my luck that Eli looks up at the same time and waves at me. I can't not wave back, so I lift my arm and return the gesture. With nothing left to do except sit back down, I pull the hood of my sweatshirt closer around my face. Alex knows what my intent is and is ready to move with me. But now that Eli's spotted us, I don't want to hurt his feelings by moving and making him think I left. Behind me, I hear the voice that has haunted my dreams, waking and asleep, for years.
"Reese?"
I realize then that they didn't know I was sitting there until I stood up. I'm not sure if I'm glad or upset that they didn't notice. I studiously ignore that I heard anything; that is until I feel a tap on my shoulder.
Glancing back, I paste a smile on my face and wiggle my fingers in a quick hello and turn back to face the game dismissively. The game feels like it drags on, and instead of enjoying watching Eli play as much as I should have, my focus is torn with the group behind me.
Alex nudges me as halftime approaches and leans in to whisper. "Do you want to move or skip out?" I'm grateful she knows me so well. I nod and she begins to gather up her belongings. I follow suit, and as soon as the clock runs down and the players begin exiting the field, we're on our way out of the bleachers.
Out in the concession area we find a place out of the way of the crush of fans.
"Thanks, Alex. That was beyond uncomfortable. I'm going to head back to the motel. I'll text Eli and let him know I left."
"I'm so sorry they ended up right there. Have you talked to them at all?"
I shake my head and heave a sigh. "I wouldn't even know what to say. 'Hey, guys! I'm still a bit hung up on you, and can you hold off on your personal lives while I get my shit together but date your friend at the same time?' How would that conversation go with any of them? I haven’t spoken to them in years before the other night. "
"I can see your point. That would be awkward, at the very least." Alex looks past me and grabs my arm, tugging me with her. "I think you've picked up a couple new stalkers. At least Adam will have some company."
I bark out a laugh at that. Poor Adam. At least with him being needed on the field, I didn't have to make excuses for not hanging out with him this week.
We make our way through the exit turnstiles, and I spot Ethan and who must be Beckett, since I don't see Samantha. Both are talking and gesturing with their hands while looking around.
They left it for years and I’d prefer they leave it alone now. Do they need closure or something? I'm annoyed and grumpy as Alex and I split ways at our vehicles.
Pulling into the motel, I shut the engine off and slump over, putting my forehead on the steering wheel. I'm going to have some explaining to do to Eli. I'm not even sure what I'm going to say. With a defeated sigh, I grab my bag and get out of the car.
Looking up, I notice a couple guys standing in front of the door to the room next to mine. They watch me walk up, and I get my room key out to make a quick entrance. No one has bothered me so far here, but I'm a female, alone, and taking chances isn't on my agenda.
As I aim the key to unlock the door, the taller one steps forward, garnering my attention. I pause my action, debating if I should just go back to my car and to Alex's. These guys are too close. I'm not sure I could make it inside and get the door secured if they choose to follow me inside.
I notice they’re around my own age and don't look creepy, but that's not an indicator that they're harmless.
"Just wanted to say, if we're loud, smack the wall,” the tall one says. “We're visiting friends for the game but got in late. They'll be meeting us here. If you want, you can come hang out, too. We won't mind."
I blink and relax in relief. They're just here for friends. I politely decline the invitation.
"Thanks, I'm just going to stay in though." I push the key home and turn the deadbolt to open the door.
"If you change your mind, just come on over. By the way, I'm Ted, and this is Brock." He gestures to himself, then his friend.
I wave as I close and lock the door behind me. I toe off my shoes and flop down on the surprisingly comfortable bed. Sending Eli a text that I left early, I settle in to watch the rest of the game on my laptop. They are in the last quarter now, and I expect he'll call after it's over and he’s showered.




I must have dozed off at some point, as I wake to the feed on the game being over. A knock sounds on the door, waking me. Assuming it's Eli, I open it up.
It is definitely not, Eli.
"What do you want?" My tone is not friendly.
"We were hoping we could talk."
"About?" I stand, blocking the doorway, not wanting to let my visitors in, but also, I'm not sure how they knew where to find me.  "And how do you know where I am?"
Beautiful blue eyes in that angular face, so much more refined from boyhood, search mine. "We were hoping we could come in and discuss that as well."
I turn and walk back in to sit down on the bed, leaving the door open in invitation behind me. These two most likely won't leave until they satisfy their curiosity, and it's probably best to get it done here now, where Eli doesn't have to be in the middle.
"Why'd you leave the game?" Ethan speaks up before Beck has a chance to answer.
"What Ethan here means, is why did you run away to begin with?"
I don't hesitate to answer. "For one, I thought it would make things slightly awkward, and two, well, I don't have to answer you, but I didn't want to talk to any of you, if you must know." My temper is coming up, and I ignore the stunned looks on Ethan’s and Beck's faces.
Beck meets my ire with his own. "And why the hell not?"
Ethan places a calming hand on his arm, and something begins to click into place for me. I look between them. How they're standing close to each other. The body language of Ethan trying to calm Beckett. I feel my heart break all over again.
"Get out," I barely whisper, but I know they heard me by the way they stiffened.
Ethan snatches his hand back and steps away from Beckett. It's too late for that, though.
Holding my tears in until I'm alone, I sidle past them to open the door. Holding eye contact with them the entire time, I fail to notice another man holding his hand up to knock until their eyes go past me to focus on him.
I turn and find it’s the tall guy from earlier.
"Sorry to interrupt, I was just coming by to offer the invite again." Looking between all of us he senses something is up. "Are you alright? Do you want them to leave?"
I find his protectiveness sweet, if misguided. As I start to decline his assistance, Beck stalks in front of me to put his arm across the door, barring entry. I roll my eyes as they begin to get into it.
"Ethan! Take him and go. I'm not having you two get me kicked out of here."
While it isn't the greatest motel, there is a policy against 'causing a ruckus,' as the desk clerk that checked me in put it. Now I'm in very real fear that I might lose my room.
I tell my neighbor thanks, but I have it handled. People have arrived since I saw them last and we have all their attention.
After ushering Beck and Ethan out, I'm about to shut the door, when I hear the one voice I would have been happy to encounter a few minutes ago.
"What is going on here?" Eli sounds pissed. I'm sure the scene looks great. I thump my forehead off the doorjamb. The door is barely cracked, and the noise of some of the guests recognizing Eli from the game drowns out whatever response he receives. He must be closest to the door, because I can hear him clearly.
"I told you guys to fix whatever happened. Where's Dylan?" Eli demands.
With that reminder, I'm done. I finish latching the door, throwing both locks and the chain. Going to my phone, I have several missed calls and texts from Eli. Crap, I didn't realize my ringer was off. I quickly text him to please take his friends with him and that I have a headache. Which, at this point, is true.
I decide to take a shower, and when I come out, it’s to find the chaos has only increased. Incessant knocking has my temper to the boiling point. All I wanted was a little bit of space. Instead, I get the after-party and men that don't know when to quit.
With a towel wrapped around my head, I grab a robe and throw it on, then walk over to the door. I undo the lower locks but leave the chain on.
This time I find the night clerk at my door. Of course. Really, could it have gone any other way tonight? I try for polite.
"Can I help you?"
The older man doesn't look amused. "Miss, do you know these gentlemen out here?" The man is gesturing past where I can easily see, so I have to angle myself more than I'd care to in a bathrobe with a stranger at the door.
I find the two neighbor guys holding onto Eli, while Ethan has Beckett. One is sporting the beginnings of a black eye, while the other has a split lip.
No. Fucking. Way. This is not happening.
On top of that, there's the small crowd of party goers. A couple have their phones out, no doubt taking pictures and video.
Resigned to what I figure is coming, I answer in the affirmative.
"Miss, this classifies as a disturbance. You signed the rules of conduct agreement when you checked in—”
"I'll be gone at check out tomorrow."
"That would be for the best. Thank you for not putting up a fuss. If I thought they wouldn't show up again, I'd let it slide, but management would have my hide. I can refund the rest of the month to you." The man turns on his heel and heads back toward the office.
I turn on the idiots.
"Thanks a lot, assholes," I yell.
Before I shut the door, I hear Eli.
"Remi. Shit, I'm sorry. Can I—”
I slam the door and fall into bed, determined to forget about the night. Setting my alarm, I ignore the phone calls already coming in. They must figure out I'm not speaking to any of them, as I hear it quiet down and the party continues next door.




Chapter Twelve

The next morning, I'm packed and ready to go, well before checkout. I'm surprised Eli hasn't shown up. After last night, I don't blame him. Irrational or not, I had been fit to be tied.
I return the key to the desk clerk and check out,  getting a receipt and the assurance that the remainder of my payment would be returned back to my credit card in the next few days.
Feeling my phone buzz in my pocket as I'm heading for my car, I pull it out to see a text from Eli, asking if I need any help. He really is the sweetest. Most of the time. And I don't even know if his team won the game last night. I feel a little guilty over that. As soon as I figure out my living situation, yet again, I'm going to have to go talk to him.
The guys next door come out and wave as I'm getting in my car.
"Maybe we'll see you at the next home game!"
I chuckle and return the wave, if not the sentiment. Pulling out of the motel parking lot, I go back to Alex's to regroup.
Alex’s roommate is gone for the weekend and won't be home until late Sunday. At least it can be peaceful for one night. When I tell Alex about last night's shenanigans, she busts out laughing until she has tears coming down. I mean, I wanted to cry, too, but for completely different reasons. Mortification, mostly.
I finally call Eli and let him know where I am. He makes plans to come over and discuss last night. I must admit I'm curious about him actually getting into a fistfight with Beckett.
Alex say she has a date with Blake, the rocker guy she'd met at the party weeks ago, so it'll just be the two of us.
It's only been a week since everything went to shit but it feels like so much longer.
While I wait on Eli to show up, I lay on Alex's bed, browsing through job offers while she gets ready. There's two next week that are easy, but there's a third that I'm not sure if I want to take. It's not my usual thing, but it pays more than the other two and would set me for the month, with a little Christmas shopping money to spare. Which reminds me that I need to call my mother and see what her plans are for Thanksgiving.
With the ring of the doorbell, I close my laptop and go answer it. Standing there is Eli, looking a bit sheepish with his nice shiner.
"Well, I suppose purple suits you. It goes well with those pretty green eyes of yours." I giggle at the surprised widening of his eyes.
"You're in a better mood today." He blanches making the bruises on his face stand out starkly. "I didn't mean that, I just, well just mean that you're not mad. Anymore. I think."
Without replying, I step back for him to come in, then close the door. I yell out to Alex that we're going to the spare bedroom.
Standing there rubbing the back of his neck, Eli distracts me with the flexing of his triceps.
Fuck me, he's hot. Calmly setting down my laptop, on top of the dresser, I turn, catching Eli off-guard. I shove him backwards onto the bed and hop on top of him to straddle his hips. Swooping down, I fuse my lips to his. Instantly, like he's only been waiting for permission, his hands come around me, gripping my hips. We make out like that for a while until my lips are puffy and tingling.
"So, you're not breaking up with me?"
I rear back in shock. "Why the hell would I break up with you?" Does he want to break up? I voice that aloud. "Do you want me to?"
"No! Of course not! Just… after everything, I thought it might be too much. Thought you might be having regrets."
I could see how he would think that. Untrue, yet plausible.
"I'm sorry, Elliot. I didn't mean to take my crazy out on you. I love you. That didn't change. This conversation is well overdue. With all the moving around and school, I've been avoiding it. I'm really not even sure where to start."
Eli sits up with me still on his lap and scoots us to the headboard to lean against it. I slide my legs from around him to settle crossways and cuddle up against his chest.
"First off, Remi, I love you, too. The rest we'll figure out. Starting with you moving back into your room." Before I can protest, he gives me a squeeze with the arm around my back. "Hold on, hear me out before you say no."
"Alright, I'm listening," I respond reservedly.
"The guys filled me in on how they know you. Also, so you're aware, they didn't know about your relationships with each other before the other night. I'll let them explain that part to you. Not my place to tell it. The most important part is that they know we're together, and they won't interfere with that. We have an agreement not to let the situation affect our friendships or business. From your reaction I'd guess you still have feelings for one, or for all of them. And that's okay, too. You were always upfront, if vague, on the details of why you didn't want to get into a relationship. I completely understand your reasoning now, but I still wouldn't change a thing. I'm so far gone on you. I never want to be without you."
I'm slightly stunned at his bluntness and understanding. I'd have expected fights and jealousy not acceptance.
"If it's alright with you,” I tell him, “I'd rather not get into anything involving those three right now. I'm still too confused and feel like I'm really lacking some information. I do want to know why you were fighting with Beck, though, and why they showed up at the motel last night, in the first place." I craned my head back to look up at him.
"That was my fault. I sent them to fix whatever they did to make you leave the game. I was bummed when you weren't there after we won."
"You won? That's great! I should have stayed. I thought they would have waited as well, and after seeing Samantha—” I trailed off, not sure how to finish that without getting into the rest of it.
"Remi, it's fine. I get that it's awkward talking to your current boyfriend about an old boyfriend that's now in your present life and friends with your current boyfriend. If that makes sense. Now, if this were over Adam, that would be a different story. These guys are my best friends. I've known them for years. We even went to school together, that's how we all met. We've shared a lot over our friendship. and the fact that we all care for the same girl just shows how alike and well suited we are as friends."
Slightly frustrated at how easy-going he's being over the subject, I just decide to lay it all out there.
"It hurt my feelings." Well, almost ready to lay it all out there.
"Which part hurt your feelings?"
"All of it, and last night it all just came to a head when they showed up. It's been years. Years, that they knew where I was. They had to have looked into it enough to know where I was going to go to school. There's no way that they didn't know, or for it all to be a coincidence, and that's why I don't want to talk about it. Ethan talked about a guy that he was interested in and now I have a feeling that someone was Beckett, who I still care for. That was ripped away by my father and his. The same thing with Ethan, and they're in a relationship together. I'm happy for them both.”
I take a deep breath and continue. “But I'm unhappy that I feel like they forgot all about me, that they never even tried to contact me. They just moved on while my life went to shit. Then there's Dylan showing up with Samantha. By the way, Samantha is a bitch. I already don't like her, and if she's with Dylan, then how can I be around him? If they're together, she'll be there, and I won’t... I'm under no illusion that they wouldn't have continued on having relationships or meeting people just like I met Ethan and then you. I didn't find another relationship to get into other than a few casual dates here and there, not until you. So that leaves me feeling like I was the only one so severely affected. I thought about them all the time, and the cloud of our relationships hanging over me kept me from getting serious about anyone until I could get some closure…"
I pause after the torrent of words runs out, waiting for his reaction. It's not quite as bad as I thought it would be.
"I get that, Remi. And don't get mad, but they did share the basics of your friendships. Nothing invasive that I think would upset you. Full disclosure, I can't stand Samantha. I don't even think Dylan likes her that much, either. I'm not really sure what that situation is. I know it's not anything serious, or he'd bring her around more. It was a dick move taking her to the game. Last I knew, she wasn't going with him."
Well, that makes me feel slightly better about them.
"As for you and the guys,” he went on, “I can't say I'm happy about it. At least they're like family and not strangers that I could lose you to. Even if you decide to pursue one of them instead of being with me, I still want to be a part of your life. Just don't cut me out, okay?"
I can only nod in response. I'm not sure I deserve this amazing man, not with my whiplash emotions and crazy life.
"Eli, I love you. I'll say it and show it any way you need me to. I'm not leaving you. I want you to really understand that. Stop thinking I'm going to leave you. I'll be the barnacle to your hull. You're gonna have to scrape me off to get rid of me. The past is just that and should probably stay there. I'll adjust. I always do." I feel a sense of resolved relief. I can be mature and handle this.
"I hear you, and I believe you.” Eli nods, his chin tickling my head. “If anything changes, I won't hold it against you. The guys were your first loves. You didn't break up. While you were young, that doesn't mean those feelings weren't or aren't valid. Mind you, it's only those three. If Adam pokes his nose in or that Christian d-bag, they're in for an ass kicking "
I giggle at the ire in his voice. Ready to move on from the subject and make up for what we didn't get to do last night, I slip my hand up his hard, jean-clad thigh. He gets the drift real quick, if the stirring of his dick under my hip is any indication. I turn and straddle his legs again, right above his knees, and drag my nails up his inseam. Glancing up to gauge his reaction, I find hooded eyes full of anticipation and adoration. Those clear green orbs suck me in as I pull his shirt over the steel-like ridges of his abdomen. Leaning up on my knees, I employ both hands to bare his torso, tipping my head down to place hard, open-mouthed kisses on every place I can reach on his chest and neck.
Eli goes wild after just a few minutes of my attention and surges up, displacing me. I land on my back in the middle of the bed with him hovering over, caging me in with his arms. I grin up at him with mischief and dart up to nip at his chin. Unfortunately, he was also coming down as I was going up, and he ended up with a mouthful of my nose. Pulling apart, we both start laughing as he flops to his side next to me, and I wipe the spit off my face.
At least I didn't end up with a black eye.
"You're dangerous, woman!" he declares with exasperation in his voice.
"Me? You're the one that just tried to eat my face!" In retaliation, I dive on top of him, tickling him mercilessly on the ribs. He's so solid it's hard to get a good spot, but I manage as he tries to ineffectively escape my fingers.
I know Eli has trained hard to keep his flexibility along with bulking up, and he uses both to his advantage now, as he does one of those weird, twisty things to escape me before turning around and flattening me face-first down on the bed. He quickly divests me of my hoodie and pants, leaving me only in my bra and underwear.
Briefly, he lifts off the bed to shuck his pants off. I try to turn over, but Eli places a hand on my back to keep me in my current position. Coming over me, he pushes my hair to one side, letting part of his weight settle on me. He cups his hips into mine, lodging his erection between the juncture of my thighs where my butt cheeks meet my legs. I wiggle to stall him as he nips and nibbles on the back of my neck.
"No marks! Have a job this week," I manage to get out, my voice muffled by the bedspread.
Eli groans in disappointment but complies. Lifting his hips, he pulls mine up with him, spreading my knees and keeping his torso on my back, pinning mine down. He slides an arm underneath my stomach, and traveling downward, he finds the soaked gusset of my panties and slips them off to the side. With a little maneuvering, he parts my thighs further, far enough I can feel the warm length of his dick slip between them and up through my wetness. The soft blunt head of his dick nudges my clit, and he traps it there with his hand. Short quick thrusts and he's sliding back and forth through my slick lips, hitting that sweet spot on every upward stroke.
I join him in moving my ass up and down, adding to the friction and speeding it up. My groan echoes his at the excitement of being trapped yet not. He knows how to push all my buttons.
Propping himself on his other elbow, he scoops the cups of my bra down to expose my nipples, twisting and pulling at them in turns just hard enough to make an ache bloom and shoot straight between my legs. It doesn't take long before we're both making noises of pleasure. We don't worry about muffling, not with the house empty.
The cues my body is giving off, the erratic breathing and jerking hips, gives Eli plenty of warning for my impending orgasm, and on the last slide back, he uses his fingertips to angle himself so that, on the next upward movement, he slides slowly but steadily into my depths. Before he's seated all the way, he turns his talented hand to flicking and rubbing at my clit and slams home hard, holding deep and tight. The stretch and burn, just this side of unpleasant, makes me come undone.
Before I'm even finished clenching around his girth, he's pulsing inside and coming right along with me. The sensation of it prolongs my own enjoyment.
He doesn't immediately pull out, instead, stays lodged deep and still, half hard. He trails soft wet kisses all over my neck and cheek while we both calm our racing hearts. I vaguely worry about my sweaty hair, but I’m too content to care much. Eventually, he softens and slips from me, and I adjust my underwear back to their proper position.
We spend a little longer just enjoying each other's company before Eli brings it up again.
"So, I got you kicked out of your motel. I didn't mean for that to happen either. With the situation with Alex's roommate, I would really like you to come move back into your room."
"Eli, I'm not sure about that, I'm not sure that I'll feel comfortable."
He persists. "How about you just pack a bag for tonight and what you'll need tomorrow for class, and you can just stay the night with me? Not in your room, in mine.
I think about it for a minute and don't really see the harm. If there’s anyone there that I don’t want to see, I can just hide out in his room.
"Fine, but just for tonight. And thank you, I really do appreciate it. It's not that I don't want to stay with you, but… you know."
I gather up what I need for the night and send Alex a text message that I'm going home with Eli, letting her know I'll see her tomorrow. I follow Eli's Jeep in my car and park on the street by the side of the brownstone while he pulls into the garage.
Shutting the engine off, I get a bout of nervous butterflies in my stomach. I'm not sure I'm going to get out of the car. I procrastinate so long that Eli comes to see what the holdup is.
Rapping on my window, he motions me to come on. With a heavy sigh, I grab my bags from the passenger seat and open the door. Eli takes the ones with my clothes and school supplies, while I keep my purse.
This is gonna suck.
Thankfully, no one else is home and I can relax and, hopefully, escape to Eli's room before I have to see anyone else. I almost get my wish.
"Remi?" I hear Eli calling me from the living room. Going to investigate what he needs, I find him lacing up his shoes.
"Going somewhere?" I ask. He'd better not be leaving me alone here. That was not part of the plan.
Not making eye contact he answers me. "Yeah, um, I'm really sorry but the coach called a meeting. He's going to be gone the next few days and wants to go over some things before he leaves." Running his hands through his hair, he finally meets my pissed off gaze. "I know that's not what we planned. I'll come back as soon as I can. Promise. You can take snacks and hang out in my room or watch Netflix or whatever. Use the big tub in my bathroom. Dylan is out at Sam—”
I cut him off with my hand up. "That's fine. I can occupy myself. I expect... something in return, though. I don't know what yet, but I'll think of something. Like, I'm painting your toenails or something. Yes, I think that would make up for this."
I can't help but crack a smile at his slightly horrified face. Pink. Toes are going to be pink.
He starts to protest, and I raise a brow at him with my hands on my hips.
"Fine,” he relents. “Pick a color. Not pink."
I snort. This is my revenge. It's so gonna be pink.
"Or purple,” he adds. “No red either. I gotta go babe. See you soon." He drops a quick kiss on my lips and hauls ass out the door.
I feel a little bad for holding him up but not enough to forgo sorting my polish for which shade of pink I'll be using to paint his nails.




All my schoolwork is already done for the next few days. I lose interest in the shows I try to watch, so I go check out the tub in Eli's bathroom. It's huge and is more jacuzzi than bathtub. I go straight to starting the water after checking if it's clean. Everything has been so far, but with men, you never know. I even find some soaking salts I'm assuming are Eli's for sore muscles after games or practice.
Dumping some in the water, a strong peppermint scent permeates the room. I double check that the connecting door is locked. Even though the tub is in its own little alcove with a partial wall concealing, I still don't want anyone to walk in on me.
Stripping down, I hang my bra on the door hook and toss the rest in the corner to retrieve later. My slow slide into the hot, minty water is awesome. I could get spoiled with this. I idly wonder if Alex would be up for a little bathroom remodel.
Enjoying myself dozing and turning into a prune, I contemplate getting out. I’ve been in the water long enough for it to cool after shutting off the jets and the heater.  I hear noises coming from the room on the other side of the connecting door. Before I can flip the drain lever, I hear a woman's voice, as well as what I'm guessing is Dylan's. It's familiar, yet deeper than I remember. I wasn't paying attention before, but I don't know who else would be in his room. Certainly not Beck, not with a woman, anyway.
Frozen in indecision of either alerting them with the draining of the tub or eavesdropping, I soon wish I'd bolted directly out. A soft thump followed by feminine noises lets me know exactly what's about to take place. I'm horrified at the instant heartbreak that seizes my chest in a vice. What the fuck happened to the no bringing women home rule? I don't even feel like a hypocrite; technically, I still belong here. I should have stayed at Alex's.
"Fuck, Sam," I hear muffled through the wall. The bed must share a wall with the bathtub. Just my stinking luck.
Cheeks on fire for invading his privacy and tears overflowing my eyes at the act he's engaged in, I quickly and as quietly as possible get out and dry off. Collecting my dirty clothes, I'm ready to drain the tub and flip the lock before I escape to Eli's room. I don't want anyone to find out I'm in here. They'll probably assume it's Elliot, which is way better than me.
Hand poised at the lever, I hear, "Hold on just a sec m'kay? Need to use the bathroom."
Oh, hell no! I'm going to get caught listening. That'll teach me. Well, probably not, but at the moment I'm crossing my fingers that I can make my escape. I slam the drain lever down and nearly sprint to unlock the door, then back to Eli's room. I slip through the open doorway and click the lock on this side as I swing it shut. Before it latches, I see the opposite one start to open.
That was close.
Storing my dirties in a pocket in my bag, I realize I left my bra and it's not going unnoticed. Still dripping tears, mostly angry ones at this point, I roughly pull on sweats and a tank. Fishing out some fuzzy socks for comfort, I eye them in distaste. Ethan got me started on these. The air conditioning in his room was always freezing my feet, so I'd retaliate by touching him with them any chance I got.
"Dilly bar!"
Oh seriously? Fucking gag me now.
"You might wanna tell your roommate to keep her underwear out of your bathroom? It's tacky and rude to leave it lying around like that."
I'll show the bitch tacky. And why the hell is it so quiet in here? I'm not even trying to listen at this point, but the voices are carrying. Fucking cruel, is what it is.
A deeper rumble sounds out. "What are you talking about, Sam? Hurry up and get back in here. I don't care about Eli's underwear.
"When is she moving out of here, anyway? I thought you said she was gone. If she's here, then there shouldn't be a problem with me being here either."
I hear Dylan's voice get closer. He's in the bathroom now, too. "What are you in here going on about?"
Samantha must show Dylan my forgotten bra.
"Well, I don't remember that being there earlier, and Eli's Jeep isn't in the garage," Dylan says.
"No, but her yellow car was out on the side, parked at the curb when I came in. And I'm assuming she was the one in the bath, since the water was still draining when I came in here." She sounds pissy. It may be petty, but I take some satisfaction in it.
"Remi's car is out on the side? Shit, I screwed up. Eli's gonna kill me. Samantha, you got to go."
Yes, you did screw up, skanky ass. Guys can be skanks too, right?
"Why do I have to leave if she's here? There's no reason I shouldn't be allowed too!"
I can picture her stomping her foot like a petulant child.
His voice recedes, while hers picks up in volume.
"You're seriously kicking me out right now? What is the issue with her? You're all pussy whipped when you're not even getting any!"
Well, you just got cock blocked by this lack of pussy. Or would that be beaver dammed? Maybe a cunt punt? I'm officially a Petty Crocker.
I hear some door slamming and muffled words, then silence. A few minutes later, there's a light knock on the bedroom door.
"Eli, you home?"
Right, like Dylan didn't just go look for vehicles when he walked Samantha out. At least I'm more angry than sad, at this point. Not that it's my business or that he owes me any explanation. I'm chalking it up to crazy girl emotions. Mid cycle PMS.
Deciding to act like an adult instead of hiding and sulking, I go to open the door.
"Eli's gone to a team meeting. Said he'll be back later." I shut the door in his surprised face before he can reply. Well, at least I tried to adult.
Settling into bed, I inhale the rich scent of the sheets, a mix of the remnants of the products Eli uses, and work on taking a nap until he returns.




Chapter Thirteen

Dylan
Ethan and Beckett come in as I'm leaving a voicemail for Elliot. I shouldn't have brought Sam here, and now I feel guilty about it. I didn't know Remi would be here, and now I'm worried I made things even more awkward than they already are. Ethan and Beck both said she was upset after she realized they were together, when they showed up to talk to her at the motel.
Ethan overhears my message to Eli and waits for me to hang up, looking pissed.
"You brought Samantha back here? What's wrong with you, Dylan? Do you not care that she's finally back here at all?"
Beck comes in to hear my response as well
"Dude, I didn't even know she was here. Eli's going to kill me. There's no way she didn't hear what was going on, and when I knocked, she informed me he was at a meeting and shut the door in my face."
My brother joins in, berating me. Usually, it's the other way around. All I can seem to do since walking in on her here is fuck up.
"Eli sent us a group text. Did you not bother to check your messages? And since when are hook ups brought back home? You know better, Dylan. Why are you carrying on with her, anyway? We've gotten complaints while we were gone, and you being mixed up with her is going to make letting her go an issue. Do you want a sexual harassment claim? Because I don't think she's above making one out of spite." He shakes his head at me and starts pulling out items for dinner.
Checking my phone, I don't find anything in the group thread.
"I don't have a text." I frown at my phone. "Maybe it didn't come in." Even I don't believe my own words.
"Or maybe your fling got into your phone. You're telling me she didn't see Remi's car parked in the same spot she uses?" Ethan is fuming. And I wouldn't quite put that past Sam. She is a bit of a bitch.
I drag my hands down my face. "I'll deal with Sam. You two are going to have to talk to Remi. I'm believing the letters really weren't from her, and I'm not sure what to do with that. That's the only reason we stopped trying to get in touch with her again."
Ethan nods. "I'd planned to reconnect once I could, regardless of what it said. But now with Elliot and her together, I don't know how it will work."
I'm shocked. "You and Beckett are together. Why would you be planning on dumping my brother?"
"I never said I planned on dumping him. When we hung out the school year before I met her and after you two did, Beck told me some of what had happened. After we got together, we both knew there was someone else and things could change. It's lucky happenstance it turned out to be Reese. I figured I could at least ask. You two didn't have a problem with the idea of sharing her." He shrugs defiantly, the old, pissed off bad boy peeking out.
My feelings are hurt that my brother would cut me out of this now. And that Ethan had discussed it with him since we came home last week to find her here, yet hadn't mentioned it to me.
"So, I was just going to be the odd one out here?" I ask.
Beck answers me before Ethan can say anything.
"You weren't cut out of anything, Dylan. You're the one that is seeing someone else now. You don't seem too interested in picking back up where we left off. Ethan does. Regardless of any of that, she's with Eli, and I'm not sure that, even if she wasn't, she would be okay with Ethan and I being together. At this point, we would at least like to be friends. But after tonight, I'm not sure where you'll stand with her. There seems to be quite a bit of animosity between her and Samantha."
I shake my head, but I don't know what it is that I'm even protesting.
Before we can discuss anything further, I hear the stairwell door shut, and moments later, Eli comes in. From the thunderous look on his face, I can tell he got my message. That and the swing he takes at my head. I duck, barely, catching his big ass fist on my shoulder instead of my jaw.
"Do you know how uncomfortable she was coming back here?" Eli whisper- yells. "She didn't want it to be awkward because she still has feelings for you! All of you! I don't care where you want to dip your dick, but you won't do it around her again. Not here. Her last option was the motel the lot lizards take truckers to or letting that dealer piece of crap that Alex's roommate is dating essentially move in. The rule is no women here. It's not that hard of a concept to grasp. What is wrong with you?"
Eli is up in my face with the last of his words, and I feel the guilt and shame run across my features.
"I already told these two that I'll deal with Samantha,” I say, “and I'll find a way to make it up to Remi. If she ever speaks to me."
Remi
I napped, waiting on Eli to get back, and wake when he sits on the bed, making it dip as he climbs in behind me. Snuggling back into him, I pull his arm over my torso and drift back off.
I don't move again until an alarm goes off. It's still dark, and Eli is putting his jogging clothes on. Telling me to go back to sleep and dropping a kiss on my forehead, he quietly leaves. Trying and failing to get back to sleep, probably due to my early night, I get up and do my morning routine. I brush my hair out and throw it up into a messy bun to deal with later. My first class isn't until ten this morning.
I go to the kitchen to make breakfast. I'm not sure if Eli will want anything, but waffles sound good and the other guys may want some. If not, they can freeze them. As I'm pulling ingredients out, I spy the recipe for Eli's smoothie he has every day. I grab the makings for that as well and pile it all up next to the bullet blender he likes to use. I smile a bit at my domesticity. I've got the love bug bad.
Lost in my thoughts, I'm putting the first batch of batter in the iron when I feel I'm being watched. Spinning with a two-pronged fork in hand, I find Ethan propped against the wall, observing me. The guy is still prettier than any man has the right to be. Dressed in low slung lounge pants and a semi-tight t-shirt, with bare skin poking out of the bottom, I have to shake myself out of ogling him by spinning back around to pick my mess up.
"How long have you been standing there?" I sound grumpy even to my own ears.
"Not long. I heard the rummaging, and usually Elliot's the only one up this early, abut I heard him leave a while ago. The other two are lazy bones, only getting up early if they have to, so I came to investigate." He straightens up off the wall and grabs a cup of coffee before taking a seat on one of the island stools. And completely ignores me while he drinks it and does something on his phone.
I scowl at him until I hear the slight click of the light on the electric waffle iron turning off. I take the waffle off and pour in more batter. I finally break after his second cup of coffee and a pile of waffles are done.
"Would you like some breakfast?" I wait, my hand poised inside the plate cupboard.
"I'd love some, thank you."
I pull the plates down and get out the peanut butter and syrup, placing them in front of Ethan. I grab some silverware and join him at the opposite side of the granite topped island. We silently make our plates and start eating. The quiet is getting to me. I think he's doing it on purpose. He always loved getting under my skin.
"So, you own the building? And started a security company?"
He looks up from his plate in surprise that I'm speaking to him. "Yes. My great aunt left it to me in a trust. And security work seemed easy enough to slip into, with my background. I enjoy it."
"I thought your family was from Australia?" I ask.
"We are. My grandmother’s sister moved here when she met her husband who was temporarily stationed in Australia."
I get the feeling that, unless I pry it out a question at a time, I'm not getting much from him. I stab another piece of waffle with more force than I probably should have. I swear I see a smirk. I can't quite tell with his head bent over his phone.
We finish eating and I'm clearing my plate when Beck stumbles in headed straight for the coffee pot. I'm going to have to make more if I plan on having another cup. He must overhear my grumbling. After pouring the remains of the pot in a carafe to keep it warm Beck sets the pot up to brew more coffee.
Well, crap now I feel like a shit.
That feeling only lasts until Ethan is up, rinsing his dishes. When he bends to put them in the dishwasher, Beck slaps his ass. They both freeze and look at me.
"Carry on, it's your house." I don't linger. Giving a flap of my arm in a ‘go on’ motion, I leave for Eli's room to get dressed. Of course, I run into Dylan in the hall.
As I reach him, he opens his mouth, "Remi, love—”
I put up my hand without slowing down. "Sorry, have to get ready," I tell him, then breeze into Eli's room, shutting the door behind me. Which makes me wonder where he is. I know he does long runs, but I'd expected him back by now.




Eli
I detour on the way home. Instead of taking the side stairs up, I stop in to see Samantha, since I saw her car parked outside. Now that everyone is back on site, she'll be working part time with her office duties. Coming through the personal entrance instead of the buildings public one used for client meetings, she doesn't hear me enter. And as soon as she's done with her phone call, she's going to wish she'd paid more attention.
After she hangs up, I wait for her to notice me, but the grumbling under her breath about 'serving the bitch right' cements who she was discussing on the call. When she turns, she lets out a screech.
"Elliot! Crap, you scared me. What are you doing here? I mean, sorry, what can I do for you?" She definitely meant the first part, but as I'm technically her boss, or one of them, she has to backtrack.
"What do you think you're doing, Samantha? And who was on the phone?" I keep my arms crossed over my chest, not caring if it's intimidating as I wait for her response.
"Doing? Um… I'm working. And that was a prospective new client, inquiring about our services."
If I hadn't overheard her myself, I wouldn't have thought twice, with the sincerity she delivers that with. She completely holds her composure.
"I need the information for that client, please. Actually, here, just hand me your phone, and I will call them back." I hold out my hand.
"You can use the phone in the office. I'll write the information down for you. You'll be more comfortable there, so that you can sit and be able to write." Her facade begins to crumble with her rambling.
"Samantha, that's a company phone, and I want you to hand it over. Now." She hands me the phone reluctantly and I dial the last number in the call log. It rings and Agent Bricker answers with her title. I hang up without speaking. The phone rings back, but I ignore it.
"Hand me your keys and your tablet, Samantha. I also want the notebook that you keep security codes written down in. Fair warning, they'll be changed before the day is out and surveillance will pick up anyone that tries to use the old ones." I don't put it past her or those shady ass agents to try something like that. We'll need to do a sweep again; who knows what the bitch has planted here in the office and in the other levels.
"You can't do this! You can't fire me without a majority rule. Ethan is the one that hired me." She says it like I'd actually give a fuck, even if it were true.
"I can and I just did,” I say. “Do I need to call them down here?"
She finally looks nervous. Her false bravado is crumbling because she knows as well as I do that she's just violated more than one clause in her contract, confidentiality being a major one. She tries one last-ditch effort.
"I want to talk to Dylan."




Dylan
Right after I get into the kitchen, Ethan asks me if I have my phone, that Eli is downstairs and Samantha wants to see me. I hope Eli didn't take it upon himself to speak with her. I pull on my shoes and take the stairs down to the office.
I walk in to find Samantha handing Eli her work items.
"Hey, what's going on?" I ask.
Samantha looks pissed and smug. It's not a great look for her
"Elliot just took it upon himself to fire me." Hands on hips, she glares at Eli.
"Really, Samantha? Why don't you tell him exactly what you're being terminated for."
I'm confused, but even Eli wouldn't irrationally fire someone over personal reasons.
I look at Sam, waiting for what she's going to say.
"Obviously, your little friend's in trouble. She has agents calling and asking about her and wanting information, so don't put that on me."
I knew she was jealous about Remi, but Sam and I haven’t really been serious. It's been a convenience thing, but unfortunately for her, she may have overestimated my interest.
Irate, Eli says evenly and low, “And what would make you think it would be okay to give out information on someone living in my house with your contact only being through our business?”
I see Sam react to Eli's accusation, her gaze moving between me and Eli
"What she's failing to mention,” Eli continues, addressing me now, “is that she is conducting this on business equipment and using what she's able to find out from us to spy on Remi. I caught her on the phone with them, and she tried to deny it. She's being fired for breach of confidentiality." Eli's tone brooks no argument, but I need to smooth things over.
I'm not even sure why, but I do it anyway and say, "I'm not sure how that applies in this case, but I don't like that she did it either."
Eli cuts me off. "Her contract states that any tenant of the building, or client of the company, is covered in the confidentiality clause, and as Remington is a tenant, it applies."
I have to agree. Although, I don't know exactly what's going on, and I'm hoping to be filled in, the issue is valid. I sigh, and from the mutinous expression she's sporting, Sam knows she isn't winning this argument
"I'm sorry, Sam, he's right. I'll help you gather your things."
Eli stops us both. "I'll call Ethan and Beck so it's not an issue. I don't want her suckering you into anything or sneaking out with something she shouldn't have. She's done enough damage. And I don't need her claiming anything against me either." He pulls out his phone and calls the guys down.
I internally cringe in shame that one of my best friends doesn't trust me and is obviously disgusted by my actions
After informing the guys about what transpired Eli looks at me. "I'm going to go back up, I have to get ready for class."
After he leaves, I stand there awkwardly until Ethan and Beckett appear, both seemingly disappointed with me, Sam, or more than likely, both of us.
While they're handling the situation, I occupy myself with drafting a want ad for a new hire. We'll still need someone part time to handle things around the office. I keep noticing Samantha shooting me looks. There's nothing I can do for her at this point; she needs to drop it. Finally, they're done.
"Dylan, walk me out?" she asks.
It's more of a demand than a request. I don't let it irritate me. I already planned on it. I take the small box of belongings from her as we make our way outside to her car where see she's parked at the curb in front of Remi's car. She uses her key fob to pop the trunk. I put the box inside, moving several bags from the local hardware store aside to make it fit. There's all kinds of stuff in here. The woman is a pack rat.
I get the trunk shut, and she's waiting by the open driver's side door for me.
"See if you can talk some sense into them. That girl is bad news from what those agents told me. Got into trouble when she was younger and got the boys in trouble, too. You don't need her dragging you down, Dylan. Maybe I can get my job back after they cool off."
I stiffen at her words. Remi didn't do anything wrong when we were teens other than sneak out with me and Beck. Samantha's cattiness is out of control. And the fact that she's that deep into Remi's business is disturbing.
She steps into me and winds her arms around my neck. I stay still, and she huffs at me. "I see how it is." Pissed off, she gets into her car and slams the door.
I can't help but drop a bomb on her in retaliation, not wanting to let this just slide. It's not like she couldn't find out.
"Samantha." I wait for her to roll the window down. "Those 'boys' she got into trouble with were me and Beck. Stay away from her and out of her business."  She flips me off, and I step up onto the curb before she runs my toes over as she leaves.
Shaking my head at the situation, I don't notice I have an audience until I look up to reach for the door handle. And nearly run headfirst into Remi.
She still isn't looking me in the eye. Not that I blame her; I've been a shitty friend.
"Excuse me," she pushes past, sideways, to avoid touching me.
"Remi, wait! Will you talk to me please?"
She pauses with her back still to me. "I can't, I have class."
"After class then." I'm going to pin her down at some point. This all needs to be discussed. One-on-one and then as a group. I miss my friend.
She shrugs noncommittally and gets in her car to leave.
Going back upstairs I find the rest of the guys in a tense silence.
"What the fuck is going on? Someone start talking," I demand.




Remi
I'm annoyed. Which I'm conflicted over because I'm not even sure if I should be. Also, I'm scared. These people aren't going to stop. Eli coming back in and telling me about Samantha and the douche agents was a shock. Now the guys I don't want to deal with are going to be my shadows, if they have their way.
Also, I may have snuck out while they were still discussing who should be with me and when. I'm not going to be late to class while they hash it out. And work. That's not something I really want them sitting in on. Especially if I take that higher paying job.
I park in the campus lot closest to the building for my English class and find Adam waiting on me again. At least this time I had returned his texts.
"So, how's buff, blond, and broody been treating you?"
I'm a bit surprised he asks so straightforwardly. Usually he's more subtle and less snarky.
"Really good, actually,” I answer. “When are you going to find a blonde, not so buff and broody? Unless that's your thing?" I can give snark back too.
"Well, see, I already found her, but she's hooked up with one of those jocks I take care of."
Oh, now I feel bad. I'd thought he was letting this go.
"I'm sorry, Adam. Maybe we should start looking for someone not already taken then." I'll play dumb. Less drama that way.
He drops the subject and we go to class. We end up being partners for a joint project due next week and make plans for meeting a few nights to get it done. I'll have to find out if we can meet at the apartment, or if I should plan on going to his place. For tomorrow, though, that's where we're going to be.
I feel my phone buzz in my pocket and pull it out to see that Eli messaged me. More than once. I send him a quick one back with my schedule for school, assuming they're still working on a chaperone. Maybe Adam would be interested since we do have several classes together, and with the project for class, we'll be around each other anyway. I shoot Adam a quick text, too, telling him I need to talk to him later.
I get some coffee, and while I'm waiting, I feel like I'm being watched. I turn to look around and see a group of girls flicking quick glances my way and talking rapidly to each other. Rolling my eyes, I face back toward the counter to continue to wait in line. I've gotten comments all day about Eli and Beck getting into it at the motel. I'm sure it's been blown way out of proportion by now.
I finally get up to order and take a seat at a table afterward to wait. I can overhear a few words here and there. They're definitely talking about the fight and trying to figure out if I'm cheating on Eli with Beck and if that's why I was at the motel in the first place. Idiot females. My name is called, I grab my coffee and leave for my photo shoot. This one should be easy enough, being for a catalogue.
Right before I go into the studio, I get yet another text from Eli, asking about my itinerary today. I let him know I'll be working for the next few hours and the location. It goes smoothly, and we're able to wrap up early.
I'm just coming out of the changing area, when I see Ethan waiting for me. Makes sense, with Eli being at practice. Even so, doesn't mean I have to like it.
"You're on babysitting duty this evening?" I ask.
A short 'Yep' is all I get in return.
He follows me outside to my car, and after looking around, I realize he doesn't have a vehicle. With a sigh, I get in and lean over to pop the lock up. He climbs in, and a wave of nostalgia envelopes me. It's like déjà vu, years later. He reaches up and flicks my fuzzy dice. Yep, he remembers, too. More often than not, when we went somewhere, it was in my car. I wasn't really allowed to be on his motorcycle very often.




Chapter Fourteen

I drive to Alex’s place first to pick up a change of clothes.
We walk in on Alex and Gina arguing. Again. Gina refuses to believe I'm not staying here, because my things are in the spare room. Ethan coldly interrupts her tirade to inform her that we are here to pick up the rest of my belongings. I look at him in surprise but decide it's inevitable. If they want me there, then I'll stay there.
Ethan goes to the bedroom I point out to and begins grabbing my things. On our last trip out, Gina's boyfriend Carl comes in, and Ethan steps forward to block him. He informs Carl that staying here isn’t an option, and that if Carl tries to, Ethan will be more than happy to work pro bono for Alex to dig up whatever dirt he needs to. Alex flashes him a look of gratitude, and I'm feeling a little warm and fuzzy toward him myself.
Ethan makes the guy leave, with Gina hot on his heels. Half an hour later, we finish getting my stuff down to the car. Alex says I don't have to leave, but I think I'm alright with moving back in with the guys. So far, they haven't had anything bad to say. Not that I've given them much of a chance to talk with me. We’ll do that tonight, though, and if for some reason it's not copacetic, then I'll take her up on the offer.
I let Ethan know I have to make one more stop at the grocery store, and I ask him if he has any requests for dinner. He wants one of the easier meals that I made for us during the summer we met. We get to the grocery store to grab the ingredients for it, and it's at that point that I remember that I'm going to be starting my period any day. I probably need some supplies. I run and grab them, and getting back into line, I hand them directly to the clerk before he totals out the order. We gather our bags and get back out to my car.
"Had to have those right now, huh?"
I pretend not to know what he's alluding to. "And what, exactly, would be the problem with now?" I level up the attitude just a wee bit. If he's at all like he used to be, it'll push his buttons. Two can play the Do You Remember? game.
"Never mind." Grumpily, he shuts the trunk and moves around to get in the passenger side. I grin while his back is turned.
Little bits of irritation and making my point will go a long way toward making me feel better. We get home—and that's what it is, for now, anyway. Hauling the groceries upstairs, he drops them on the counter and mumbles something about taking a shower. I just smirk at his back as he keeps his hips turned away from me. I very well remember that day and reminisce as I put dinner together and the rest of the groceries up.




In the past…
Shit! Ethan and I were in the middle of him teaching me to do some Latin dance. It was fun and he was an excellent teacher, but our fun was being ruined by the vise-like feeling radiating from between my hipbones into my lower back. A sure sign my cycle was starting again. The cramps were making my posture off, and as much as I wanted to hang with Ethan some more, I didn’t want to have a mess to be embarrassed about.
I stopped dancing.
"I'm not feeling super well. Can we pick back up tomorrow?"
Instantly, he was worried. "Of course, we can. What's wrong? Are you getting sick? We don't have to dance if you just want to watch a movie. Or I can read to you for a while."
I wasn’t sure how to get out without being rude, but the situation had become dire. I needed to get home. Now.
"That's okay, I think I'm just going to go home, if that's alright with you?" I phrased it as a question to be polite, but I was already gathering my things to leave. It was awkward. Like, bad awkward. I even gave a little wave as Ethan stood there a little hurt, a little bewildered. As turned to leave, he stepped into motion.
Reaching out to snag my hand, he pulled me into his chest, and I tipped my head back to focus on him.
"I don't know what's going on with you, but I still get kisses when you leave," he said, then leaned in and kissed each eyelid, and finally, gave me a peck on the lips before he turned me loose.
I made it home and to my shower, stripping as I went through my bedroom. Cleaning up quickly, I thanked my lucky stars it wasn't bad. Wrapped up in a towel after taking care of business, I walked back out into my bedroom, steam following me.
"So, what made you run out of there like that?"
I shrieked with fright and surprise until I saw Ethan reclined on my bed, crossed arms supporting his head and bare feet poking out of pant legs below crossed ankles.
"You asshole, you scared me! What are you doing in my bedroom?" I clutched the towel more tightly around my body.
"No one answered. Your car was out front but there weren't any others, so I got worried and came up to see if you were alright. You didn't answer your phone."
Well, his points were valid, if overprotective.
Ethan seemed to realize that I still stood there in a towel. His eyes took in every detail of my terry cloth wrapped body. He'd seen me in a swimsuit, yet somehow that was different.
I turned to my dresser and grabbed clothing to get dressed in the bathroom. Before I finished closing my drawer, Ethan hovered behind me.
"What's up, Reese Cup? Did I do something wrong?" He rarely called me Remi anymore. Always Reese or Reese Cup. It made me feel special and I loved it.
I sighed and decided to spill. I wasn't actually mad he had shown up; It was sweet that he cared.
"I started my period, and I was worried it was going to go through, and that's awkward when you don't know how a person will react. So, I took off."
He looked confused. "That's all? I thought I did something to upset you."
Huh, well that wasn't bad at all. But I needed to find some pain reliever and a heating pad
"Yes, that's all. Um, Ethan not to be rude, but I'm really uncomfortable and need to get dressed.
He looked crestfallen. "Of course! I'm sorry, I didn't mean be a perv, even if you are hot in that towel."
"I'm not uncomfortable with you seeing me in a towel, I mean I'm cramping and need to deal with it."
"Oh." Then, like a lightbulb went off, he says, "Oh! Yes, I'll help. What do you need?"
For a moment I bit my lip in indecision. "A heating pad, a coffee, and some Tylenol."
He nodded like it was a normal, everyday occurrence. "I can handle coffee. Be right back."
I got dressed in loose capri lounge pants and a racer back tank. Going to my bathroom cupboard, I fished out the heating pad from underneath and the Tylenol from the mirrored cabinet. I got the pad plugged in and settled on my bed as Ethan came back with a tray. He'd brought two mugs and a whole carafe of coffee, along with the cream pitcher and sugar dish. He was the sweetest and I told him so.
He actually blushed a bit, and I smiled at how cute his tinted cheeks were. His auburn hair and freckles stood out more when he was flushed.
I patted the bed next to me indicating he should join me. "Want to watch something?"
He nodded yes and I handed him the remote.
He flipped through the guide and picked a DIY show that was almost over and then a popular cooking contest came on. Throughout, he kept shooting me looks. I got up to use the bathroom after all the coffee, when I came back and settled in again, he didn't unpause the television.
"Something wrong?" I asked.
He didn’t say anything for a minute. Finally, he spoke up, his tone serious. "Orgasms help with cramps."
Well, okay.
"Yeah… not gonna try that theory in front of you, Ethan."
"Didn't say you had to."
"Alright, well, maybe I'll try later."
"We could try now," he said.
We? There's no we and period. That should fall into oxymoron category.
"We can finish this show,” I said. “And how exactly would you be knowing about this? Help a lot of girls with period cramps and getting off?"
That made him grumpy. "No, you know I haven't really been interested in females. I read it in a magazine while we were waiting in line at the store the other day "
I nodded. Yes, I remembered the magazine. I'd teased him over it.
"Hmmm...well maybe. But for now, show." I pointed to the remote and hit play.
Ethan pulled me over to rest my back against his chest. Tipping my head, back I eyeballed him suspiciously. He just smirked. Ass. I was getting into the harsh judging of the show when his hand slipped under the hem of my shirt onto my abdomen. I tensed at first but relaxed when he started rubbing in small circles.
Oh, that's nice. After a bit, I closed my eyes and settled in more fully. Until his fingertips dipped under the edge of my pants. He spoke softly into my ear before I could protest.
"I'll stop if you want. If it makes you uncomfortable. Don't stop because you're embarrassed. Promise, I don't care." He really didn't, care that is, if the hardness behind my hip was any indication. I nodded with silent permission.
He moved lower, into my panties. Fingertips brushed my clit. Of course, it was dry. Not sure he'd thought this out. Luckily, I was wearing a tampon and not a pad.
His next move surprised me and made me blush.
He pulled his hand out and stuck those fingers in his mouth, getting them wet before he returned them to glide easily through the top of my folds to get to my clit. Before long, I'd forgotten about my cramps and could feel the moisture gathered around my opening despite the tampon. As if the flush that had spread up my chest was his hint to delve further, he shifted his arm to dip his thumb down. Slightly apprehensive yet not wanting him to stop and trusting that what he said was true, I didn't shy away. He dragged the wetness up before he started working me with his thumb, while his fingers move just inside encountering the barrier.
He hooked the tip to slide next, to it rubbing that sensitive spot in conjunction with his thumb. His other arm came around my shoulder to tilt my chin back, and his lips took mine, tongue sliding in for a lazy, thorough kiss. He dropped his hand to cradle around my chest and dipped long fingers into the cup of my bra to twist and pull at my nipple, ramping up my desire.
Moaning into his mouth, hips moving in rhythm, and his erection grinding in my back behind me, the sensations drew me to a peak in minutes.
I was boneless as soon as it passed, and Ethan removed his hand. Thankfully, it wasn't as messy as I'd thought it would be. I lifted up when he moved, so he could go wash his hands. I noticed when he came back that there was still a prominent bulge in his pants.
"So? Did it work?"
I was confused for a second, then realized what he meant. "It actually did! Huh, I thought you were just being a perv."
He smirked at me. "That was just a side benefit." Bossy, know it all.
I rolled my eyes at him before I focused back on my original intention. "What about you, though?"
He didn't pretend not to know what I meant. "I'm fine, I know how to take care of it myself if I want to."
I screwed up my nose. "What if I want to? Take care of it, I mean."
Ethan froze and looked at me, searching my face. “Take care of it how? Reese Cup, you don’t have to do anything. You know that, right?”
“Of course, I know that. I want to.”
I stalked toward him after climbing off the bed. He seemed a little nervous. It made me feel sexy, powerful.
Grabbing onto his shirt, I reeled him in. Placed a kiss on his pouty lips, then trailed down his cheek to his neck, taking little nips as I went, making him tense as his breathing escalated. I pushed him back onto my bed and once he was sitting, I pushed further until he laid back with his legs hanging over the edge. I worked his shirt up over his taut abs and continued my love bites. The hardness under the zipper of his jeans beckoned me. I reached the waistband of his jeans and glanced up to gauge Ethan’s reaction. I had his full attention.
I slowly lowered the zipper. I wouldn't want to accidentally catch anything, what a mood breaker. All that stood in my way now were the black boxer briefs he wore. I worked his jeans down just enough that I could see the full outline of his penis and had enough room to work.
I could see the tip of the head poking up making a gap between his skin and the elastic waistband. I glanced up a bit shyly now before I darted my tongue out to swipe over it. It had a drop of slick moisture that had an intriguing taste. So different from what my own body produced. The fact that I tasted him, must have done it for him, because he bucked his hips up with a groan.
I was torn between keeping eye contact and inspecting what I'd revealed beneath his shorts.
The warm, hard flesh won my attention as I freed it completely. He was roughly about the same size I remembered from the twins, maybe a tad thicker. I pushed those thoughts away, not wanting them to intrude on our moment.
Sitting up high on my knees to readjust for a better angle, I dipped my head down to lick around the crown of silky skin. It was so smooth and warm and had its own unique scent. Not a bad one, just different than the rest of his body.
Experimentally, I sucked the tip into my wet mouth and earned another groan. I started to grin but quickly pulled my lips back over my teeth. Geez, let’s not maim him with your first BJ, Remi girl. I took more and more of his hardness in, until I felt I had all I could handle. I pulled back, keeping suction, then repeated the motions. I paused when Ethan reached down to guide one of my hands that rested on his thigh, moving it up to wrap partially around the area I couldn't fit in my mouth. With a firm squeeze, I took his direction and started moving my hand in tandem with the strokes of my bobbing head. The saliva that escaped my lips around his dick was messy but made excellent lubrication for my hand. I looked up again to find Ethan had propped himself up on an elbow and was intently watching with heated eyes and a taut mask over his face.
He reached down to encircle the base of his shaft in a partial fist making it feel that much harder.
In a pained voice he gritted out, “I can’t hold it much longer, Reese Cup… you gotta let go.” I then realized his death grip on his cock was to keep from coming in my mouth. I pulled off with a pop, and he reclined back to cup his other hand over the top, while stroking himself off with the other. I waited until he seized up to make my move. He’d kept eye contact and registered the devilish look I’d sported, when I pushed his hands out of the way to suck as far and fast as I could. With a tic of muscles under the skin of his penis, warm, thick jets shot out onto the back of my tongue. I swallowed quickly before it could overflow and escape back out. When he muttered, “Too much!” I slowed down and gentled the motions as I lazily swept my tongue over his slit to collect the last of his cum.
That wasn’t half bad. I don’t know what other girls are bitching about.
“Fuck… babe, that was hot and so, so good. Come ‘ere.” He pulled me up, not bothering to tuck himself away yet and attacked my mouth with the most intense, sweetest kiss ever. “I love you Reese Cup,” he murmured as he pulled back. I was so shocked I wasn't sure how to respond. I did too, love him that is. But I was nervous.
The thoughts of the others tried to intrude, and again, I buried them. I wouldn't let that heartache cause another.
“Well, that’s a good thing, because I love you, too.” Before we could get too mushy, I popped off with, “I guess that’s what’s called polishing a knob?”
I snickered at the expression on Ethan’s face and darted away before he could retaliate. I needed to clean up anyway, so I got a new pair of underwear from my dresser to take into the bathroom with me.




In the present…
The memory fades as the beeping from the oven signals it’s done preheating, and I jar back into the motions of putting dinner away. I’m not sure if I should feel guilty or not about fantasizing about Ethan. Technically, it was a memory, but I also used it to flirt with him. Eli had seemed, if not okay with it, at least resigned to being open to sharing me. Or something like that. I’m still not sure what he’s after.
I finish prepping the casserole and popped it in the oven to get bubbly. I’m peeling the first of the labels off the canned crescent rolls, when Beck strides in full of energy.
He’s definitely the edgier of the two, and even if I weren’t able to tell them apart, his piercings would give him away. I've noticed he likes to play with his lip ring a lot, and I think I've seen the shine of silver in his mouth. I bet he has a tongue ring, too. Their haircuts are almost identical, but the ear full of studs and the lip, as well as their manner of dressing, set them apart. When I’m not so irritated, I’ll find out what other piercings and tattoos they have, if any. I wonder if any of them have their junk pierced.
I catch myself eyeing the crotch of his jeans a little too blatantly. Glancing up, I find his attention focused on the oven, and I internally sigh in relief. What the heck is going on with me? I’ve never been so conflicted over my attraction to males.
I startle when Beck shouts gleefully, “Wop biscuits!” He takes one long stride to the island, where I was unwrapping the tubes of dough, and picks one up before smacking it back down on the granite countertop resulting in a ‘pop.’ The seam splits releasing its contents, along with the yeasty scent.
“I feel like this should be self-explanatory, but why exactly do you call them wop biscuits?” I eye him while he looks back at me incredulously, like I should know the answer already.
“Umm… because that’s what you do with them.” At my blank stare he elaborates, “You ‘wop’ them and they pop.” He demonstrates by picking up another one and smacking it down. Except it doesn’t do anything. He glares at it and attempts it again. I giggle realizing the problem.
“You have to unwrap it first, silly.” I take it from him and peel the corner to unravel the paper. He tries to take it back, but I hold it out behind my back, and when he leans over to reach around me, I swing my arm up, bopping him on the head with it. ‘Pop!’ I laugh out loud, now unable to hold it in at the shocked expression on his face.
“Oh, Duckie, I didn’t know you still had it in you. You do remember what happens when you hit me in the head with food, right?”
Remembrance slams into me at the tickle take-downs we’d had when I’d lie in wait at our tree to pelt them with the apples I’d collected. The apples had gotten bigger as the season had passed and weren’t the small missiles I’d originally thrown.
The deviousness taking up residence on his face has me trying to dart away, but I’m drawn up short when I realize I’ve been cornered up against the island with nowhere to escape.
I shriek when his fingers find my ribs, tickling me mercilessly. I can’t catch my breath to fight back and without thinking, yell for my secret weapon.
“Dylan! Help!” I shock myself with the quick knee jerk response, but Beck just keeps on until we’re in a heap on the floor. That is, until he’s tackled off me. I expect Dylan but find Ethan instead.
Regaining my composure quickly, I get up off the floor and finish putting the rolls together, rolling the triangles and sorting them in the pan. The tussle has now turned to Beckett rolling over to straddle Ethan and has gone from playful to sensual, with Beck pinning Ethan's hands above his head.
Feeling uncomfortable at the display, both because I'm equal parts intrigued and jealous, I can't help but think I'm intruding. I pull the oven door open enough to slide the rolls in and nearly burn myself pulling my arm back out in my hurry. I avoid looking at the pair and scoot out of the kitchen, nearly colliding with the body in the doorway.
Looking up enough to register it's Dylan but not making eye contact, I turn sideways at the last moment and slide past him. His arm brushes across my chest as I go, and it raises goosebumps across my flesh. By now the guys have noticed I'm leaving and call out for me to wait. I ignore them.
Bypassing Eli's room, I quicken my pace to get into the bedroom I had before, where all my belongings are. Shutting the door on the calls to come back, I lean back against it, squeezing my eyes shut as I berate myself. "Fuck, fuck, fuck! What are you doing Remi? Don't be an idiot and ruin the one relationship that hasn't fallen instantly apart."
I go in the bathroom and wash off the tackiness the dough has left on my hands. Probably should have done it in the kitchen, but I just needed to get out of there. I calm down and splash water on my still flushed face from the tickling and pull my hair up into a loose bun. I don’t have long until the rolls will be done baking, so I force myself out of the bedroom, hoping the kitchen has cleared out.
No such luck. Even Eli is back and parked on a stool at the island. At least Beckett and Dylan are embroiled in a video game. Ethan is leaning up against the counter, looking at something on his tablet.
Eli glances up as I beeline for the oven. “I was just about to take those out, the timer went off right before you came in, but they didn’t look quite finished.”
I thank him for watching them for me and take the pan out to cool before moving them to a serving basket.
“She teach you to cook, too?” Ethan directs the question to Eli.
Eli grins. “She sure tried. Most of it stuck, I think.”
Before I can think about the audience around me, I say, “I figured you were just using cooking lessons to get in my pants.” I freeze for a second before deciding I don’t care. They can get used to it or not. They invited me back here, and if I have to listen to Dylan and Samantha get it on, he can deal with me and Eli.
They all can.
We decide to eat at the large dining table since everyone is here. Ethan and Eli help set it, while I bring in the food.
Ethan yells at the twins. “Come on, you two, pause that and come eat. Don’t be rude.”
When they're settled and everyone is dished up with a round of thanks,  Ethan broaches the subject he's obviously been waiting on.
"We would like to know if you'll work part time for us as an administrative assistant, Remi."
I'm confused. “Why?”
"You're qualified and you're trustworthy. In this instance, anyway." Ethan tacks on the last part, full of disdain.
What the fuck does that mean?
"In this instance? Is there some other scenario that I'd be untrustworthy?" I push my plate back and cross my arms over my chest. "Explain that," I demand.
"Well, love, you dropped us all like hot rocks the instant we were gone from your immediate vicinity."
I switch my attention from Ethan to Dylan at that statement. "I did not. You ghosted me. All three of you!" Three of them look surprised, the fourth, Eli, doesn’t.
"Told you she wouldn't do that," Eli says to them.
"They sent letters after my texts and emails and calls were rejected,” I explained to Eli. “Then I got the Dear John responses." I can only lead with my suspicions. "I found out after Ethan disappeared, that my dad orchestrated it. But I didn't think he'd go that far." I shake my head in futile disappointment. "But that doesn't explain why you didn't try after my dad was gone. It made the news all over the East coast!"
"We could ask the same, Reese Cup," says Ethan evenly.
"Your number was disconnected, your email address deactivated, and my own letters returned. My dad said he talked with yours, and you decided it was a mistake." I pause before spitting out the next bit. "Because you weren't into girls."
That statement hangs there for a moment.
"I can see how you'd believe that," Ethan finally responds. "Except that doesn't explain the others."
"It was pretty much the same thing,” I answer. “Minus the girls’ part. Or my dad explaining part. It was just zero communication. After I got a tattoo!"
Eli swivels his head to me at that, instead of glaring at the twins. "I still want to see what this tattoo is."
I glare at the twins.
"They didn't tell me everything,” Eli adds, “Promise."
I'm slightly mollified and explain with as few words as possible. And then, of course, Ethan pops up with the fact he “knew” there was a slight discoloration on my inner hip when we were together.
"Never mind my tattoo!” I bite out. “You know why I didn't get in touch. I couldn't. I tried. Now what's your excuses? I find it odd that you all ended up here. Together." I even lump Eli in, my hand gesture encompassing them.
Surprisingly, Beckett answers.
"Well you know we all went to school together, right?" I nod. "And you know Eli's family is in the area." I shake my head. I did not know that. "He can go over that later."
Can bet your ass he will.
"We decided our senior year,” he goes on, “when Ethan and Beck got together and since we'd been friends for years, that we’d to go to college together. Ethan found out about this place, and the rest is history. As for us not getting in touch… we'd planned on it once our parents and yours couldn't do anything about it. We just didn't share specifics with each other. It was more of a closure thing, than anything else. We, as in none of us, knew you and Alex planned on coming here. That was just a happy accident. Yes, we saw the blow up about your dad, and yes, we individually, in Ethan's case and jointly in mine and Dylan's, decided not to get in touch at that time. It didn't seem like a good idea with us just starting out to get in the middle of a scandal with the man that strong-armed our parents into staying away from you. Not that our parents were at all innocent. While we thought it was at your insistence, it still could have wrecked our career plans on the longshot that you actually wanted to talk to see us. I'd imagine Ethan found out at the same time we did that you were here while we were gone on a job."
We sit in silence while I digest his words. I can understand it all. It's all even plausible. It doesn't mean I have to like it.
"Okay, I get it. I hope you understand my side as well. If you want me staying here and working with you, I can do that. And I suppose we should at least try to be friends after everything." I look at Eli before I say the next part. "I'm with Eli. I won't say I didn't have pipe dreams about any of us meeting again and what that could mean if we did. I'm not really sure where to go from here."
And I wasn't. It was all very confusing for me. On Halloween, I'd told Eli that I loved them. It was also in a 'never gonna happen, so doesn't matter' kind of way. But they're here now, and it does matter. To me at least. And I'm sure to Eli, too.




I get up and start clearing dishes. It's not completely out of earshot of the dining area, but with the noise of loading the dishwasher and cleaning up, I can't quite make out what's being discussed. When I'm done instead of going back to the table, I go to my room and get into pajamas. I do my nightly routine, and on my way back out, grab a sweater and the book I need to read for English.
I make it to the living room and curl up on one of the giant pillows and open the book where I'd left off. I reread the same page twice before I give up. I can't concentrate with the pow wow going on in the other room.
I go to the kitchen to put up the pans that I had hand washed and store the drain board under the sink. The dishwasher isn't finished yet, so I set up the coffee pot on a timer to brew in the morning. When I've done everything I can think of in the kitchen, I look back into the dining area to find four sets of eyes watching me.
"What? Why are you all staring at me?"
"Remi, babe why don't you come sit back down. We need to go over a few more things."
I'm hesitant to follow Eli's request. It seems ominous. I retake my seat at the mahogany table and clasp my hands on top of it, waiting.
"Initially, I told the guys sharing was out. Hear me out," Eli says to me, holding his hand up. "You were straight with me before they showed up, and I'm going to be straight with you. You know I love you. I won't speak for them, but they're my best friends and family. We planned to stay together from the beginning and that hasn't changed. Now, this is hard for me but it's my decision, what you choose to do is yours. Just know it's not me holding you back. I don't want to lose you, and I know, after talking with the guys the last couple weeks, that they at least want to be friends. If more than that happens, then we'll deal with it as it comes. I think this is a little backwards, and we probably should have had individually discussed this with you, but this way we're all on the same page. Anyone want to add anything?"
Everyone shakes their heads no except me. I'm angry at the implication.
"And how would something like this work?” I ask. “I'll just bed hop? Join in with Beck and Ethan? Maybe have Dylan when his bed isn't already occupied? What about you, Eli? You just gonna draw the short straw or bow out altogether while this all happens? You're right, this should have been discussed in private. Between you and me first, before you sprang this on me."
I turn my attention to the others at table. "I'm so glad you all discussed this like you have any idea who I am anymore. It's been four years for you and five for them. I…fuck!"




Chapter Fifteen

Too upset to continue on, and not knowing quite why I'm so mad, I slam back the legs of the chair, making a sharp noise on the floors as it slides back. Standing, I stalk out of the room back to my own. How dare they discuss me while believing the worst! It's then that I realize what has me so upset. They'd thought I was cruel and yet still wanted the option to get back together. With them all. At the same time. It made me feel dirty and disrespected. Like they had no standards and I was the bottom of the heap to be convenient. Whether that's what they meant or not, and even in my fury, I could admit it probably wasn't. But I was still hurt. Two things you don't want a hormonal female to be is hurt and pissed at the same time.
Eli catches up to me before I can close the bedroom door and slips inside, closing it behind him.
"Talk to me, Remi girl. I can't fix it if I don't know what's wrong." He really is the best. All the tension flows out of me as fast as it came when he wraps me up in his huge arms. I breathe deeply and catch his comforting, familiar scent. Haltingly, I try to explain the whiplash of my emotions. As well as the guilt I felt for messing with Ethan and ogling Beck earlier. Secrets aren't going to do either of us any good.
"Babe,” he says, “I love you. You never lied to me about your feelings."
"But I don't get it, Eli! You were so jealous and pissy a month ago, and now it's alright to declare a free-for-all on my ass?"
That gets a chuckle out of him "Hardly a free-for-all, but I wouldn't mind getting in that hot ass of yours."
I immediately slap at his arm. "Eli! You're scandalous. Good girls don't have butt sex." He cocks an eyebrow as if to dispute that statement. "Besides, you wouldn't fit."
At that, his eyes darken and heat, completely focused on me, and his voice is perfectly serious as he informs me that, indeed, it would. In detail. Fuck me, that's hot. In abstract. Not in my ass. But, maybe. One day.
"I can tell you're considering it,” he says. “I'll be sure to pick some stuff up. I'm sure Ethan or Beck would have great recommendations." He sees his mistake right away when I feel my expression harden on my face. "Does it bother you that much? Them together?"
A jerk of my head in the affirmative, and he shifts us to sit on the bed, pulling me across his lap.
"You know," he begins, "they struggled with it for a long time. And I should probably let one of them tell you but I'm going to at least give you the cliff notes’ version. I knew there was something, someone, holding them back. They love each other like we all do, and while they're closer, I don't believe they're as in love as you think. I'm nearly positive they'd give it up if they thought they could have you. I know Ethan would. He was crushed when school started back that year.” Eli pauses, before continuing.
“I'd arrived early after getting into it with my two older brothers over a girl. They and some friends, along with her and her best friend, had one hell of a weekend orgy while I was at football camp. I came back early from spraining my ankle. “The only problem was, we'd been dating a year almost. Long distance. And I find my oldest brother balls deep, spit roasting her with my other brother. They claimed I wouldn't listen, and they were going to prove she was a two-timing bitch. They were partially right, on the me not listening part, but it still sucked.”
I sift my fingers through his hair in sympathy and comfort. What a bitch! And his brother’s weren’t much better.
“Back at school, Ethan and I bonded over losing our girlfriends. Then when he got the letter from you finally, he was jacked up. Tore it right up in the lobby and it was like his world fell out from under him all at once. He held it in until he got to his room, but I caught him with red-rimmed eyes several times over the next couple days. A week later, he and Beck started hanging out, and soon after, they were covertly dating. It wasn't something you wanted to advertise at an all-male military school, no matter how progressive they were. Most everyone knew about it and few cared, but those that did could have made problems, and the school didn't tolerate scandals.”
“Anyway,” Eli blows out a breath, “the point of my story is his girl didn't do what he thought, mine did. While I wasn't as invested as he was, I was still leery of any other serious relationships. Until I met you. You told me off, you didn't try to conglom’ onto me for what I could do for you. You made me want to have a relationship. If Ethan felt or still feels half of what I do, I think he deserves to have a chance. I'd be devastated if it were me. Knowing the twins, I'd imagine it's about the same for them as well. I can't take you away when they've just gotten you back, I care about you all too much."
"Damn it, Elliott, you're seriously perfect, you know that, right? I swear, your heart is bigger than the rest of ours put together. We'll see how it goes, alright? And if at any time you have a problem speak up. It's not up to you to be a martyr."
He leans in to brush a featherlight kiss across my forehead. "Okay, so you ready to go back out there?"
"I suppose so." We disentangle, and when we stand up, I twine my arms around his neck.
"Elliott Michael McAdams, I love you to pieces." I stand up on my toes and drag his lips to mine for a leisurely, deep kiss.
Going back down the hall into the living room, I wonder how many times I can have a fit in one day. With these guys I might just find out.
They're all on the sectional, spread out playing a video game but pause when we come in.
"You guys seriously have the best friend—" I start to say.
"Brother" Dylan interrupts.
"Okay, brother a guy could wish for. I hope you know that."
Dylan looks back and forth between us. "So, we're doing this?"
"Remi, is considering it. We'll just see how it goes. No pressure. On anyone." Eli makes eye contact with each of them, garnering nods of agreement all around.
Changing the subject, I ask, "So about this job. What is it that you need help with? I do have several jobs lined up before Thanksgiving break. I'm also planning on going to see my mom for the holiday."
Ethan explains what they're looking for. "We need general administration help, emailing, calls, etc. We handle a lot of it on our own, but there are times we can't. As for your obligations, I'd rather one of us be with you if you're not in class or here. Until we know what those people are up to, I want you chaperoned. I have inquiries into your dad's case. I'm a US citizen now. All of us are, so it's only a matter of time until someone gets back to me on why you're being harassed. It doesn't appear they've been talking to your mom. Have you heard anything from her?"
I think about my recent calls to my mom. "No, she hasn't said anything, and I didn't want to worry her by bringing it up. She's had enough of the situation. As for having one of you with me in public, I’ll ask the coordinator that sets up my jobs.. haven't entered into any agreements yet. I'm not sure what to do about Thanksgiving. What are all of your plans?"
I'm not sure how well it will go over with my mom if I show up with all of them in tow. Will be weird, for sure.
"All of us, except for Eli, are finished with our schooling. Eli, are you going home for break this year?"
Ethan asks.
"I hadn't been planning on it. It's not expected of me, and I was going to use the time to help catch up whatever needed to be done here. Or go with you, Remi, if you wanted me too."
Well I guess this is happening. I shrug in defeat.
"I'll let my mom know we'll have company,” I say. “How many of you are going?" Of course, they all raise their hands.




The next week goes by with minimal fuss. The guys take turns shadowing me, and for the most part, besides Eli, we keep the interactions friendly yet reserved. Turns out the booking company I'm contracted with has no issue with bodyguards, as long as they're a reputable, licensed company. Which Greyside is.
The only uncomfortable hiccup was the novelty lingerie shoot I did. It wasn’t the traditional, lacey, pretty stuff. It was essentially toned-down bondage gear. Dylan, who had gone with me, had turned red, either from being pissed or embarrassed. Probably a little of both. He must have told the others about it, because Eli has been asking questions about it every chance he gets. Maybe one day I'll show him the box the company gave me. They are one of the ones that let me keep what I model.
As I become more familiar with tasks for the security company side of things and the types of services they offer, I get more and more impressed. They offer a myriad of things, from basic and advanced equipment sweeps, to being extra bodies for events, to teaching self-defense. The last is what interests me, at the moment. I know some basics, thanks to my dad. He'd insisted on it.
With feeling like I was being followed everywhere, I might want to ask Dylan if he would go over a refresher course with me. He had taught the majority of them,
Even Eli is way more into the day to day workings than I'd initially thought. In the offseason from football he handles the same assignments as the others around his school schedule. My boyfriend is a bit of a badass.
I haven’t run into Samantha, and if the guys have, they haven't mentioned it. Things with them alternate between intensely uncomfortable, to just hanging out. Eli has had two away-games and since they've been so far away, we didn't attend. Those are some of the times we enjoy each other's company, rooting for him from the couch.
I recently found out Eli's family is only a couple hours away. Due to him only using football to pay for college  they no longer come to most of the games. Guess they are disappointed that he isn’t going to take any of the offers that are being hinted at. We’re planning on visiting his family early on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving and then continue onto my mom’s for dinner since it’s on the way. Then we’ll stay the night through Thursday afternoon before heading back after an early dinner. Eli has a last home game that will decide if his team will go to the playoffs that Friday night.
During the days he is home, I run with him in the mornings or one of the others if he is gone for a game. We all regularly make use of the home gym, and fuck if that’s not an exercise in control to not outright ogle them. Except Eli. We have a time or two of semi exhibitionism, narrowly missing Ethan walking in on us once.
And then there’s Adam. With all the work, plus school, I only see Adam during classes, and I can tell something is up with him, but I don’t know what to do about it. I push that to the wayside until I can figure it out.
Tonight, Eli was at an away-game. I had watched him via video, and we had chatted a bit. Now in my pajamas, ready for bed, I decide to get water from the refrigerator. I find Beckett with his guitar in the nook area, while Ethan works at the desk, presumably on one thing or another for the company. I curiously listen to Beck plucking out a disjointed tune I can’t quite make out. I turn back to get a glass and fill it with water from the dispenser on the door. Hearing the roll of the desk chairs wheels on the floor, I look up to watch Ethan saunter toward me.
I swear that man's hip movement should come with a warning.
"Hey, Reese Cup." He comes right up into my space with his own glass. "Couldn't sleep?"
Nodding, I back away to give him room. "Yes and no. I was talking to Eli, then was thirsty."
"He’s still coming back in the morning, right?" He has a very smug look going on that I can't decipher, so I just nod again. "Remington, will you dance with me?
Well, that wasn't what I thought he'd have to say.
Then I notice the noises coming from Beck's guitar have smoothed out into a song I think I recognize. My guess is confirmed as he begins to sing along.
'I found a love for me
Darling just dive right in
And follow my lead
Well I found a girl beautiful and sweet
I never knew you were the someone waiting for me
'Cause we were just kids when we fell in love…
Holy fuck, he could sing.
Ethan was staring me down like I was the only person in the world for him. Of course, all I could do at that point was take his hand. I mean who wouldn't? Definitely not I.
Ethan smoothly pulled me into form and maneuvered us around the island and into the open space where the three rooms met. Then he started to hum along with Beck’s rich voice surrounding us, encasing us in a fragile bubble reminiscent of years past.
Past and present meld together with the seducing song and dance, along with the rasp of Ethan's day-old beard brushing my cheek, making my heart and my panties melt.
I wonder if Dylan can sing, too.
I can't remember if he ever had around me. I remember him and Beck fiddling around with instruments, and Beck singing a bit, but nothing like this. His voice had matured, for sure. As if my thoughts conjured him, Dylan appeared in the far side of the kitchen.
"What the hell are you all doing?"
And that was it for the bubble. The imaginary barrier almost seemed to make an audible pop as I came back to my surroundings, halting mid step with Ethan as the twang of the guitar strings fade off.
"Just having a bit of fun, Dylan," I address him, voice soft.
I go back through though to the hall, brushing by him when he refuses to move. I leave him with scathing parting words to go right along with his disapproving gaze. "Maybe you should pull the stick out of your ass and try it sometime, Dylan. Or better yet, next time if it offends you so badly, walk away."
I get into my room and close the door before sinking dejectedly into bed. I don't know what his problem is, but I'd like it if he'd either spill or leave me alone. His hot and cold antics were wearing me out. With sleep came the guilt that I had been enjoying intimate time with Ethan and by extension, Beckett, while Eli was gone.




Wednesday comes quickly and I'm nervous about the trip. Meeting Eli's family and him my mom. With the others in tow. I can't help but feel something will go wrong.
I gather the last of my things into my overnight bag. I seem to constantly be packing and unpacking. I silently chuckle at myself. Things with the guys have been fine. The last few days weren't uncomfortable like I thought they would be. Other than with Dylan, of course. I'd told Eli about it all, and he seemed to take it in stride. I could only marvel about his acceptance.
I checked around one last time for anything I may have forgotten and picked up my purse on my way out of my bedroom. I may as well claim it; I get the feeling this might be a permanent thing. Which is scary, but also exciting.
I find all the guys gathered in the entry way. We're taking their big SUV and they're loading up to carry everything down. Alex was going to ride with us, but she decided to take the guy she's been seeing home with her, and they're taking his truck. Apparently, the grungy band guy is getting serious. And they're so cute together.
Ethan directs everyone as usual. "Reese, can you do a quick sweep of the office and make sure everything is off and locked up before we head out? I want to double check everything is good in here. Beck and I will get the other levels. Eli and Dylan, take all our luggage down, alright?”
I hand off my bag to Eli with a quick kiss in thanks but keep my purse as I leave the apartment.




Chapter Sixteen

Eli
"Eli, man. Are you sure about this? I mean, the other night…"
A frustrated sigh escapes me before I can censor myself. I set the bags I'm carrying into the open hatch of the SUV. Turning, I place my hands on Dylan's shoulders and look directly at him.
"Yes. I'm sure. Is it what I ideally imagined? No, it's not. But things change and this is one of them. If you don't want to be involved, you don't have to be. We're family and that's not going to change. If you do want a chance at it working, you need to talk to her. She thinks you're disgusted with her."
The wince he makes is immediate. I had a feeling he wasn't disgusted with Remi, so much as himself.
With a clap on the shoulder I step back and get into the driver’s seat with a laugh at Ethan's shout of 'shotgun' amid Dylan's swearing. It'll do him good to be in the back with Remi, unless he takes one of the third-row seats, but they're still closer together than the front is. Ethan waits for Remi to catch up and opens the back door for her with a flourish that makes her laugh. She's so open and carefree, it makes my lips almost unwillingly tilt up into my own grin. Fuck me, I love that girl.
While Ethan is playing the gallant, Dylan tries to sneak around him to the front, earning himself an elbow to the kidney, so he capitulates with a grunt. A full out laugh comes out of Remi at their antics. I shake my head and holler at them to hurry up.
Remi
Dylan gets into the very back which I'd already figured he'd do while Beck and I take the middle bench.
We pull out of the garage as Ethan hits the screen for the music. I smile in evil glee as a chorus of groans sound out in the vehicle. I may have snuck down earlier and loaded mine and Alex's custom-made playlist 'Songs to Sing-along'. The opening of Aqua's Barbie Girl turns up to ear-bleed levels, and I get a wink from Beckett. I mouth 'troublemaker' at him, and he responds with 'pot meet kettle'. We high-five to round out our camaraderie.
We stop about thirty minutes from Eli's family's house to use the bathroom and fuel up, so we don't have to stop again before we get to my mom's.
After we're all back in the vehicle, Eli starts explaining things about his family. I'd wondered when he'd get around to that, but as it seemed to be a sore subject, I hadn't pushed.
"Real quick. My brothers are going to hit on you. It's kinda their thing to prove a point. Long story short, and I know I just told you about this, but it's relevant… my high school girlfriend had been messing around on me while I was gone at school and football camp. She's a year younger than me, and when my brothers found out, they made a plan to expose her. I walked in on the two older ones, with her in the middle. " A tense silence fills the car. "Babe, don't get all weird. We're fine. It's not the same thing." It's exactly what I was worried about and even with his reassurance, I'm still uneasy.
"Anyway," Eli continues, "I just wanted to warn you. As for my dad, he's really great. After my mom left with some dude, it was just us guys."
Wait, what?
"And I guess I haven't explained that either,” Eli quickly adds. “Um, Mom took off right before my oldest brother graduated. He finished high school and went right into working the contracting business with my dad. We're all roughly a year apart. I'm number three with one younger brother. Dad sent the three of us to the academy after a client offered him free tuition for us, plus building materials in exchange for the expedited remodel he wanted done to a recent purchase. Turns out, it was those two’s dad," he gestures to Dylan and Beckett, "and I'm thinking that was right about the same time things with you happened."
I nod. Yes, their parents had been there packing up, and I bet that was the reason for the rush job.
"They already knew Ethan,” Eli says, “and dad had me and my younger brother go early while my two older brothers helped with the house. Ethan was a year older, but with the transfer of credits from Australia, it put him in the same grade as us."
My head is about to pop with all the info. He couldn't have done this before we were about to pull in his dad's driveway?
I interrupt. "Okay, I think that's enough for now. I don't think I can process anymore at the moment."
Eli shoots me a sheepish glance in the rearview mirror.
Before I can fully digest everything, we're pulling into the driveway. The other guys are quiet as we get out, until three men, closely resembling Eli, come out of the covered side porch. Then they're all greeting each other like old friends. Which, I suppose, they are. I hang out by the SUV as I wait for all the backslapping, greetings to be over. Eventually, everyone quiets down when, the youngest, I'm fairly certain, speaks.
"Who's this, Elliot?" Bright green eyes to match his brother’s gaze intently at me. I glance around and all eyes are on me as Eli comes up and threads his fingers through mine.
"Guys, this is Remi. My girlfriend." A round of nice to meet yous happen as Eli introduces us. "The tall one is Brock, the shortest is Levi, and my almost twin is Elijah, also called Eli." He interprets my look correctly. "Yes, it gets confusing around here."
"Nice to meet you all." Before I can get anything else out, an older version of the brothers comes out, and Eli—Elliot, I'll have to remember while here—goes to greet the man who has to be his father.
"Good to see you, son. Boys." He nods at my other guys. "And... gal?"
"Dad, this is Remi, my girlfriend. Remi, my dad Alvin. We're going to her mom's after we leave here later on."
The man puts out his hand to shake and I take it. At least I'm used to greeting random strangers.
"Nice to meet you sir," I greet the man. He’s a very attractive older version of Elliot and his brothers but with some smile lines and bright blue eyes instead of green.  His blond hair is going a little gray at the temples.
"Well, Elliot, I have to say you managed to keep this one a secret from us all." He turns a stern look to the brothers. "Now, you three behave." I stifle a giggle at three grown men being told to behave. He sees my amusement and winks at me. Oh, so now I know where Eli, Elliot, got his game.
He waves us in and offers drinks of iced tea and water. I kinda want coffee but take the tea instead. I usually love it, but it's cold out today. I drink it anyway for the caffeine. The visit is somewhat stilted and awkward until Elijah talks Elliot into going out to throw a football around. I roll my eyes when they connect with Ethan's and get up to follow them out.
They have a large very green backyard, perfect for playing catch in. I settle on the swing, suspended from the overhang on the back patio, and Ethan disappears for a minute before coming back with his peacoat out of the car. I take it gratefully and drape it over my chest and lap, enjoying the extra warmth and scent that comes off it. There are a few Adirondack style chairs situated around the patio, giving it a nice homey feel. All the guys go out onto the grass and soon they're showing off for each other.
"Boys, right?" I startle at the feminine voice speaking behind me. I turn to look and see a curly-haired brunette standing there right outside the rear screen door.
Where the heck did she come from?
As if reading my thoughts, or maybe just my expression, she adds on, "Mr. McAdams let me in. Hi, I'm Carol, Eli's girlfriend." That throws me off for a second until I remember it’s Elijah. The bubbly girl sticks her hand out. I shake it and offer her to sit with me. She accepts the invitation and takes one of the chairs.
We sit in an uncomfortable silence like strangers tend to do and watch the guys horse around.
"Damn, who are the twin hotties? And the other is gorg’ too!"
I feel my hackles rise at her admiration of my guys. Yep, mine. Back off, bitch, you have a boyfriend. And so do I…  That puts a bit of a damper on my anger. Even if it was his choice—his idea, even—I still feel guilty. My inner guilt trip is interrupted by the second oldest; Levi, I think. He stops playing to come over, with the others trailing not far behind.
"What are you doing here, Carol? I thought we made it clear you aren't welcome. You stay on your side of the fence, we stay on ours." His fun easy-going manner has completely morphed into angry and pissed off. I want to edge out of the middle of this, but I don't think that's happening. I have a front row seat to this train wreck.
"That was just a misunderstanding,” the girl, Carol, says. “Eli's had time to cool off since then, and now that I'm back from my trip abroad, we can patch things up."
I look to Elijah to see what his response is gonna be and whip my head in the other direction when my Eli speaks.
"No, it wasn't. And no, we can't. Carol, I see you’ve met Remi, my girlfriend. And now, it's time for you to go."
He’d not mentioned she was his neighbor. I sort of want to be annoyed, but as she’s here and he’s with me, I let it go.
Apparently, Carol isn't so enamored with his sentiment, but before she can respond, Eli’s dad speaks.
"Sorry boys. She said she was here to visit Elliot. I thought y'all already knew about it. Carol, hon, you should head on home now. You've said your piece, and my boy has said his. I think everyone is clear on his wishes." Elliot's dad is holding the gate that attaches to the house open. I think he hadn't quite known all the specifics regarding the breakup. He ushers Carol through the exit without any protest from her.
Guess she doesn't wanna tangle with the eldest McAdams. Can't say I would want to either. The guy is huge, like Elliot.
When he returns, he addresses his sons. "Now boys, I don't know the particulars of what happened, but I'm neighbors with her and I like her parents. Let's not make it into a feud, if we can avoid it please. Remi, I apologize for the scene."
The man is seriously a sweetheart. I can see where Elliot gets it from. His mom must have been nuts to leave this group.
The visit doesn't last long after Carol leaves, the mood not quite as jovial as it had been. I get hugs upon our goodbyes. The eldest brothers are a tad too friendly in their embraces, but a couple well placed pinches from me, and a stern "Brock, Levi!" from their dad, cures their antics. We load back up in the SUV, and I wave as we back out.
Eli and I both speak at the same time.
"I want coffee."
"Sorry about the drama, babe."
I wave him off, wasn't his fault. Chick is off her rocker to think time would have smoothed her behavior over. I tell Eli as much, and also that his dad is kinda hot for an older man. After a surprised second and the horrified look on Eli's face, the guys bust out laughing, relieving the stress in the vehicle. Even Dylan cracks up. I'm happy to see him enjoying himself. I throw him a smile, and he instantly clams back up. With a sigh I look out the window and wait to arrive at the drive-thru coffee shop.




I fall asleep on the way to my mom's and wake up to Ethan giving Eli directions. Beck's head is resting on top of mine; I'd slumped over onto his shoulder in my sleep. I try to stretch and untangle myself without waking him up but don't quite succeed. He wakes up to see where we are. With a glance in the back, I see Dylan had been asleep as well.
"Well, brother,” Beck says, “it's been a long time since we took this road out of here."
"That it has, Beck. That it has."
It registers that they've not been back since their dad sent them away. I spontaneously peck Beckett on the cheek. Suddenly, Dylan’s whispering in my ear.
"What you do to one, you have to do to the other Love."
The words echo my thoughts. I shiver at the timbre of his voice and don't even hesitate to take the olive branch. Leaning back, I peck him on the cheek, too, when he leans forward. I glance in the mirror, catching Eli's gaze, and he doesn't seem upset. I give him a small smile that he returns and feel relieved.
We turn down my lane and pass the orchard. It's bittersweet and presses home the realization that I'm happy, that I've been able to reunite with Ethan and the twins. Those young people are gone but the adults are here now, testing the strength of those bonds that formed years ago.
Pulling into my mom's driveway, I warn the guys my mom might be surprised to see them. I may have left that small detail out when I talked to her about visiting and bringing friends. Oops.
To say mom is surprised is an understatement. She actually pales under her makeup, yet again, confirming what I already suspected. She for sure knew what dad had done and most likely had a hand in it. We did have very similar handwriting, after all. Awesome. I already decided back at school that I wouldn't bring it up and ruin the visit. Knowing she knows that I know is good enough for me.
"Mom, you remember the guys, I'm sure. And this is Elliot. My boyfriend I've told you about." I pull Eli forward as I make the introductions, taking the spotlight off the others.
"Pleased to meet you Mrs. Carter." Eli sticks his hand out to greet Mom, and I have to roll my eyes at her dainty return. I love my mom. Really, I do but she is a wilting violet, or whatever the saying is. Poor Eli, his big ass hand already dwarfs hers. Dirty thoughts creep in while I get caught up staring at him and thinking about those hands.
Not in front of the Mom, moron.
Yelling at myself helps, until I see my personal lurker eyeing me knowingly. Seriously, Ethan is a menace to my red-faced episodes.
"Remi, why don't you go get everyone settled? I made up the guest rooms. I, uh, wasn't sure if you'd want to share with Eli or…" My poor mother. I rescue her, I'm a nice daughter like that.
"I'll find room for them all, don't worry." Changing the subject, I ask, "Do you need help with dinner?"
"No, I just ordered pizza before you all got in, it should be here anytime now."
I nod and lead the guys upstairs. Aside from my old room, there are two extras up here, and a third up in the finished attic where I'd had a huge play area as a kid. Alex and I had practically lived up there, so my dad put in a twin daybed with a trundle pull out for sleepovers.
Actually, Ethan and I had spent some time up there as well…
Again, it's like the devil can read my mind.
"I'll take the attic," the devil says.
All heads turn in Ethan’s direction. The twins speak over each other.
"You have an attic room?"
"Are we talking about the attic?"
I look on from one to the other in embarrassed horror before aiming my attention at Ethan. He's standing at the end of the hall by the door that leads to the stairwell for the attic.
"You told him about the attic?" I'm gonna kill him.
Eli looks lost. So does Dylan, for that matter.
"That wasn't your place, Ethan!" I nearly hiss the words at him.
I can’t believe he told him. That was a private thing and not meant for anyone else. I hadn't even told Alex the particulars of that and just hinted at it on Halloween with Eli. Beck doesn't look so gleeful now. Eli and Dylan are glaring between them, knowing someone's messed up. Eli, most likely in my defense, but Dylan is a shit when he's left out of the loop.
Eli comes up and puts his arm around me, and I turn my back on a crestfallen Ethan. Beck looks fairly contrite himself after his outburst.
I slip out of Eli's embrace with a wan smile and take his hand, leading them upstairs. One of the guys says my name, asking me something, but I wave it away with my other hand, ignoring them.




Chapter Seventeen

As far as I can tell, the attic hasn't really been touched since I was up here last, besides some cleaning. The gleaming, well-worn hardwood floor still has the huge area rug Alex and I made for a sixth-grade project. It's a teensy bit lopsided, but still beloved. The white walls with their wainscoting and textured ceiling my parents had spent several weekends putting together, were lovely accents to the space. Alex and I even made the curtains, the gauzy canopy, and the quilts for the beds with help from my Mom.
I had long ago packed the dolls and younger type things away in the big storage cupboards across the huge area. I’d gotten the entire third floor. It also held wardrobes with a lot of the things I got from shoots and a design drafting table for fooling around with fashion designing.
I had collected quite a few odds and ends over the years from leftover projects from some of the designers as well. 
This room, more so than my bedroom, encompassed the stages from childhood to adolescence to adulthood.
Eli makes a noise of surprise at some of the sketches and mockups I'd made that are displayed here and there.
"I didn't know you were interested in design,” Eli says, “Or that you were so talented, either. Why are you just going for a generic business degree?"
Huh. I've asked myself that question, too, but it always comes back to practicality.
"I can earn a steady, dependable degree or try for the arts and maybe flop,” I explain. “I do have some elective arts planned, once me business requirements are met. I'll most likely minor in design and major in business."
I eye the twins as they poke around, checking things out. When Dylan gets to a cupboard with a locked compartment inside it, he motions Beck over. Apparently, they haven't noticed I'm watching them. Beck slides a flat, wallet-looking thing out of his jacket pocket, and when I realize what's in it, I flip out.
"Don't you dare, Dylan!"
He startles, looking around at me in surprise, holding up the metal, wire-like tools. The little shit was going to pick the lock!
"What the hell?” I ask him. “You two regularly break into locked drawers to rifle through people's belongings?"
"Actually, yeah, sometimes. Part of the job description."
Huh, didn't expect that answer.
I switch my attention to Ethan with a censoring look.
"It's occasionally necessary, Remi. Guys, ask. Don't assume Rees— Remi, doesn't care." Ethan admonishes.
"Why would she care?" Beck seems genuinely surprised.
I nearly stomp my foot in aggravation. These two have zero boundaries, just like they used to.
"She, is standing. Right. Here! Now, get away from that drawer." I don't think I'm speaking the male version of English or something. Maybe it's my lack of accent.
By now, even Eli is amused. "Babe, they told you they wanted to make sure it was clear." At my confused expression, he adds, "Like that glass of water? Back home, before Halloween? Ring any bells?"
Oh. Ohh… Obviously, I've missed something.
"Remember? They asked when we were talking, you waved at them,” he says. “They took that as a go ahead." Now he's talking to me like I'm the dummy.
I kinda am now, I think.
"Yeah, sorry, wasn't really paying attention,” I said. “Go ahead. With everything. Except that drawer. That's off limits."
"Reese cup,"
Oh, so now it's back to Reese Cup, apparently, he doesn't realize that drawer isn't gonna help his case of blabbering mouth disease.
"They have to check all the electronics and frames and such. It might not pick up through the materials it's built out of. I mean, it should, but just to be on the safe side. If you don't want us doing it, would Eli be okay?"
Um, definitely not. Fuck me this is gonna get awkward.
"Exactly, how detailed did you get?" It takes a second, but then his eyes widen and cut to the drawer in dawning understanding.
"Not that detailed. And I'm sorry. I was explaining my first—" I hold up my hand to stop him.
"It's all in that drawer. Among other things."
He nods in understanding, eyes wide. "Yeah, um that would probably be a really good place to put something if you wouldn't let anyone, including your mom, near it…"
He has a point and I'm really not sure I care. It's not just things that affect him in there.
"Eli, sorry sweetie, but I'll fill you in later. Let's go get the other rooms checked. I'm assuming you can do that without those two?" At their affirmatives, I open a combination lock on a fire safe that has extra keys and documents I may need and toss a set to Beckett. "Check it and lock it back up. Not one word to me if you two discuss what's in there. Not one. I mean it."
I leave them with those parting instructions and urge Eli and Dylan to go downstairs. We make it almost to the bottom when I hear, "Holy handbaskets!" It’s muffled but audible. Shaking my head, I groan. Loudly.
"Sorry, Duckie!" The door clicks shut.
"Remi girl, what is in—" I slap a hand over Eli’s mouth.
"Nntt! Later." May as well get the rest over with. "This is my room." Opening the door, we step into shades of purple and gray. It's definitely more spartan. A few things like books and knick-knacks are around, as well as a few pictures of me and Alex and other friends and family, but the rest is just a dresser, a nightstand, and the closet. "Bathroom there, and closet there." I point out each door, respectively.
Soon enough, everyone is back in my bedroom with baggies of little black plastic and metal pieces sunk to the bottom of the liquid in them. At my questioning glance, Eli explains that it's an acid to eat the metal components and stop transmission. I'm pissed. The whole house is probably bugged.
Ethan comes up to me. "Reese, this is overkill. We need to talk when we get back. Something is seriously not right here."
I'm in complete agreement with him. I need to figure out how to get to the agents’ superiors. I think there's a folder somewhere with contact information. Maybe a drawer in the kitchen or office? Mom packed away most of what the agency didn't take and uses it for household business. Thinking of my mother, we need to go tell her what's going on and let her know not to let those two asshole agents inside again without a warrant and their supervisor.
I say as much to the guys. They agree to keep doing their thing. I go to find my mother and take her to a room that's already cleared.
With Mom in tow, I have her come into my room and show her the baggies the guys left for me. After explaining she looks so defeated.
"So, this isn't just a visit home then?"
"Oh, Mom. Yes, it is. I didn't even think there would be an issue here until they started looking. It should have occurred to me, and I'm sorry I didn't give you a heads-up sooner. Do you know where the contact list is, the one they initially gave us? I don't think those two are following proper channels, and I'll be calling the head office on Monday.
I hug my mom before we go back downstairs to the kitchen where the guys have congregated. Another set of filled baggies sits on the kitchen table. Ethan takes the lead this time.
"Mrs. Carter, I think we found them all. We got the phones and computer, too. We still need to check the outbuildings and your vehicles, but we can do that tomorrow in the daylight, so we don't chance missing anything. The agents will probably show up as soon as it doesn't look suspicious. They have to realize by now that their surveillance has been discovered and compromised. If there are any locked areas, we'll need to check those, and your cell phone."
Mom immediately goes to get her phone and purse, and of course both have them. She leads them to two separate safes. I remembered the one in their bedroom but forgot about the one in the floor of the theater. Strangely enough, it isn't bugged. There is something odd in there, though. The receipts for all the work on my car and pictures to document the stages, are all in a scrapbook. The cover is a picture of my fuzzy dice that hang from the rearview mirror. I remembered Dad giving them to me and the ensuing issues with Ethan. It wasn't long after that he went on that last assignment and disappeared. There's a sticky note right below it.
"Always remember life's a roll of the dice, Love you always baby girl. ~ Dad"
The blood rushes from my face so fast I feel lightheaded and tingly in my hands and feet. Eli notices right away.
"Remi, what's wrong?" He pats my leg and when that doesn't get a reaction, shakes my shoulder. "Babe! What's. Wrong?" I look at him, still reeling, then at my mom, who has wide eyes and her hand over her mouth.
"You don't think?"
She slowly nods. "Oh, he most definitely would have." She's getting angry now. "That jackass, he knew something was going to happen. And now he's put you in danger. I'm gonna kick his ass when he shows up!"
I'm shocked. I think I can count, on one hand, the times I've heard my mom cuss. And to threaten Dad? Wow, Mom does have a backbone. I'd thought it was broken where he was concerned.
I fill the others in before Eli can bust from worry and curiosity. I see Ethan already has an idea, as he's been in my car recently.
"He's hidden something in the dice that hang on the mirror in my car,” I explain. “Those words are what he told me when he gave them to me. I was so mad at him for butting his nose in that day. It's when he told me about you, Ethan. Then again after I found out he'd orchestrated your leaving." I ignore Mom's wince. No reason to tiptoe around the subject anymore.
"Remi, you guys need to go and get those," Mom says, freaked.
Ethan and I speak at the same time.
"No."
"No, Mom. They'll be waiting to see what we do. Not until I have someone, or several someones, in charge will I touch those dice." The guys nod in agreeance. "We'll finish our visit, and Monday we'll go take care of it."
"Remi's right, Mrs. Carter,” Eli, ever my warrior, says. “Her car is in our garage, and we'll know if anyone tries to access it. It's safer to wait "
I tuck into his side, and Mom gets a goofy smile on her face.
"I'm glad to see you're in good hands, dear." She looks around, a tad uncertain, very aware of my past relationships. She'd faint dead away if I told her what was really, most likely, happening. "Why don’t we sit and have that pizza? It's staying warm in the oven. Then you can tell me all about how everything else is going. And Alex. Is she coming over while you're on break? I was surprised not seeing her with you."
I get paper plates and drinks, while Mom rambles and pulls the pizzas out of the oven. Apparently, she remembers their appetites and doubled the order.
"Alex is dating a guy and she brought him with her,” I fill her in. “I'm not sure if she'll be coming tomorrow or not. If she does, I'd imagine it would be just to pop in and say hello."




After dinner and cleaning up, we all go to our respective rooms. It's been a long day, and Mom likes to get up super early to start cooking. Eli follows me into my room, closing the door behind him..
"Decided to brave and give my mom the stutters again?" I tease him.
With the way Mom has acted, you'd think she'd never heard of boyfriends and premarital sex, which I know for a fact isn't true, as I've heard my grandma give her crap over it when I was an eavesdropping teenager.
"No. I'd feel like a total ass if I made your mom uncomfortable. She's so sweet. I'd like to make a good impression since I plan on being around for a very, very long time."
I loop my arms around his neck and lean back to look up at him. He wraps his around my lower back anchoring me to him.
"Oh, just a really long time?" I smile at his scowl.
"You forgot a 'really' in there. And I'm thinking more on the forever side of that, but give a guy a break, will you? Let me handle that part."
Now I'm gonna pull a Mom and swoon. This man is going to propose.
"Absolutely. All up to you, Eli. Now shut up and kiss me already. If you won't help me break in my childhood bed, we can at least make out." He shuts me up then, crushing his lips to mine. Eventually we come up for air and he asks the question I know he's been dying get to.
"So, what was in the drawer?"
I sigh and pat my bed. He sits and I start to explain. "You remember that I wasn't quite inexperienced?" He nods. "Well, there are a few mementos in there from both Ethan and the twins."
If I didn't have his full attention before, I sure did now.




Four years ago …
I got a text message from Ethan that the package had arrived. I was nervous as heck and excited too. Also, maybe a tiny bit embarrassed over the contents he was going to give me. My parents were going on a date tonight, and we had plans for him to come over. The anticipation was killing me, and I tried to find things to do to occupy my time. I went full-on, at home, spa day. After I'd shaved my legs and underarms, I'd eyed the patch of hair between my legs. I'd looked it up and talked with Alex before, yet I wasn't sure how to do it. I decided on just trimming and clearing my bikini line like normal. By the time Mom knocked on my door to let me know they were leaving and for me to order in for dinner, I was as primped as I was going to get. I was also a bundle of nerves.
Soon after they left, I heard the back door open and close and tried not to race down to Ethan.
"Hey, Reese Cup. I brought dinner. And dessert."
I blushed hotly at his innuendo.
Ethan carried in two bags; one was obviously not food. He set them down and came up close, sliding the spread fingers of one hand up the nape of my neck and up through my hair until he palmed the back of my head, cradling it as I relaxed into him.
"We don't have to do anything you don't want to, alright?" he said.
I nodded, and at the movement, my golden locks pulled tight in his grip.
"I know. I'm just a bit nervous. I still want to."
He leaned further into my space until we were breathing the same air. His slow seductive moves always made my heart race. The bad boy with the golden insides. It was such a contrast, and from his demeanor, you'd never think he could be so gentle. Hot, yes. Heck, he was nearly prettier than me. People stared, especially girls, at him. He was just that attractive.
His pouty lips caressed mine before he touched his tongue to them, seeking entrance. I felt a line of heat rocket straight down my center to settle low in my abdomen as it kindled a fire between my legs. My breasts seemed to swell within my bra, and I had the urge to rub up against him like a cat begging for attention. He seemed to sense my feelings and slid his tongue between my lips to caress mine. I tried to participate, but he pulled back with a noise that I inferred as 'be still'. So, I held still and let him explore my mouth at his leisure, while he directed my head with the hold he had on it.
"Dinner first, doll."
I grumbled but stepped back to check out what was in the bag. BLT's and fries from a local diner. I wrinkled my nose, and of course he caught it.
"Yours is the other box. No tomato."
That boy is seriously in for more kisses already.
I gave him a bright smile. "Remember that, huh?"
"Yep. ‘Cooked are okay, like Italian food or soup, but not raw or on their own.’ I seem to remember it being a 'thing'." His finger quotes were cute.
I grabbed drinks and napkins and set the food out on the table while Ethan ran everything else upstairs.
We ate in a strained silence, until I couldn't take it any longer. "Are we gonna do this or what?"
"I suppose we could…"
I was out of my seat clearing the table almost before he got the second word out.
Ethan was amused to say the least. "Reese, there's no rush."
At my glare, he got up to clear his trash. He never had leftovers. I didn't really either, now that I thought about it. Except in this case, I was just too antsy to eat much.
He caught my hand and reeled me in before I could zip up the stairs. Which was when he kissed me silly. By the time he let up, I was both more ready and calmer.
"Better?" he asked.
"Better."
Still holding my hand, he led me upstairs. Of course, then I felt like I needed to pee.
"I'm gonna run to the bathroom real quick." He released me and continued to the end of the hall where the attic stairwell was hidden behind a door. Doing my business quickly, I hurried to catch up to him.
"You took it up there?" I asked. At his nod, I shrugged. It was more private, and we could watch the driveway better, just in case.
I
walked into a wonderland of lit candles and a turned down bed. My eyes widened at the array of toys laid out on the foot of the bed. Except there was one problem.
They all appeared to be for me.
I crossed my arms, about to demand an explanation, when Ethan beat me to it.
"We're going to do this over the phone,” he said. “Come here first." I grudgingly stepped into his embrace. "I want you to do this for you. Not because I want you to. And same goes for me. Not to mention the fumbling I'm probably going to do. I do not need a witness for that. Video chat, above the neck."
I still felt mutinous, even if what he proposed was surprisingly sweet. He tipped his head down until his forehead rested on mine and rubbed our noses together. That got a reluctant giggle.
"I'll stay if you want. I'll help, whatever you need. I love you, Reese Cup."
Oh, fuck me. Wide eyed I looked up at him, speechless.
"I know. You love me, too. I'm awesome like that." The jackass smirked, and just like that, ruined his five minutes of sweetness.
I got another smirk when I swatted his arm.
"Just for that,” I said, “I'm not saying it."
That wiped the expression right off his face, and it was my turn to be smug.
"Alright," I changed the subject, "some is self-explanatory. Anything in particular I need to know?"
He went over that everything was cleaned, charged or had batteries. Showed me the cleaner he'd stuck in the bathroom and the settings on them and explained where it all went. I was beet red by the time he was done.
"Ethan, you're the best. Seriously, I know you had to read or watch videos for all of that for me. Thank you. And thank you for planning this. You're really an excellent boyfriend, no matter what other people say." I could be a smartass, too. "I want a tutorial for yours, too. It's only fair since you know about mine."
"You're lucky I love you, doll face. I'll explain as I get to them. That work for you?" I nodded, and he went to leave.
Before he could close the door, I yelled, "I love you too, you know!"
That earned me a giant-sized grin that revealed his deep dimples. So, pretty…
I procrastinated watching him out of the attic window as he got on his bike and started it up. With a rumble from the engine and pipes, he tooled out of the driveway to go to his own house.
I got comfortable after locking the door and sat to wait on Ethan's call. While I was waiting, I started checking out all the items he'd left. I turned one on that kinda resembled a little pink penguin. I stared incredulously at the suction on that thing. That was gonna be fun—or give me a hickey in an unmentionable place. I set it in the "definitely" pile. Next, was a giant thing. It was fuchsia. I was also certain it belonged to a horse, or at the very least, a pony. That went in the "save for an adventurous day" pile.
There were a couple different bullet vibrators that were easy enough to figure out; a thing called a hummingbird, for instance. Its beak went...where?! It was really cute, though. I put it in the "maybe" pile. My phone rang as I was putting the two smaller dildos and same-sized vibrator in the "definitely" pile.  I answered a little hesitantly, pressing the button for the video chat. I mean, he bought them, but I was going to be using them.
"Hey, doll face, you ready to try it another day yet?"
Oh, that settles it, the smug ass got some of those things on purpose to scare me off.
"Are you? Cuz, I just figured out what the hummingbird is for, and since I know the general size of where some of this goes, I'm thinking you'll be backing out before I will." I could see I'd landed my point there a little too hard and felt bad for teasing him. "Ethan, you don't have to either. I'm just teasing you."
"I know. I'm going to. I've heard too many horror stories and want to know exactly what to expect and how it feels."
"Same here, babe. Okay, so you ready?" I couldn't tell for sure, but I thought he was shirtless
as I couldn’t see the collar of the shirt he’d been wearing earlier, so I was thinking that's a yes.
"Yep. You picked what you wanted? I may have added on a bit to what we originally ordered."
"I saw that,” I said with a laugh. “And yes. Except there's a round thing with a hole in it that I'm not exactly sure what to do with…" I held up the purple and gold gadget in view of the camera.
"Ah. Thumb through the hole and hold straight down. After you click the button. Keep clicking for settings. The packaging for everything is in the box in the bathroom if you need it."
I did as he said, with the circle at the top. It came alive between my legs and felt like what I'd imagine a silicone tongue would.
"Oh, oh! Yep, that's how it works." I could hear Ethan laughing at me and realized I'd closed my eyes. This was more awkward than I'd thought it would be when we were shopping.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to laugh," he said sobering. I glared at him effectively enough even though the awesomeness that was going down between my legs.
"Fine. Your turn." That wiped the smile off his face.
"Um, yeah. Sure."
I sighed. This wasn't working. I shut the toy off.
"Ethan," I said, getting his attention. "Why don't we just chat, huh? We don't have to do this right now." He looked grateful. I'd never considered he might not feel comfortable.
"What do you want to talk about?"
Good question. Then I got a sudden inspiration.
"This guy. The one back at school. What's he like."
Warily, he started talking. It probably was weird that a girlfriend would ask, but I knew he was into the guy. I loved Ethan to pieces, and I wasn't naive to think he'd never wonder. That was part of the reason for today's activity.
"He's… mischievous, I'd guess you would call it. Always pranking or teasing. Really serious when needed. And bossy. Well, when it's just us hanging out. Which isn't often, as he has a brother that's never far away."
This was hitting a little close to home. It made me think of the guys from last summer. Then that got my mind wandering to being in a bed between the twins.
"Hey, where'd you go? Did I say something wrong?" he asked.
I blushed at where my thoughts had gone. I knew I had to explain when I saw how upset Ethan was.
"Nothing is wrong,” I said. “I was thinking. You know I've had some experience, right?"
He nodded, looking confused.
"Well, what you just said made me think of the guys I'd—"
"Wait, guys? As in plural? Together?"
I nodded. "Yes. We fooled around, and one of them is a lot like the person you were describing, but his brother was there, too… So, what I mean is, about your guy, it might be alright if you wanted to see where it goes. You'll be there. I'll be here. If you want to try long distance, that is?" I was so fumbly, I wasn't sure I even made sense to myself.
"You'd do that? For me?" His expression held so much hope. I couldn't deny him. I hadn't even known he felt so strongly about the guy. We'd figure it out.
"Of course, I would silly. I wouldn't want you doing anything with anyone else. Or him either. That's a good way to get something nasty. Maybe one day, if things get serious or you just stay friends we can meet. We're young, but I know I want to be a part of your life whether we stay together or not. We're friends, Ethan, and I love your ornery butt."
He blew me a kiss and got that 'up to no good' glint in his eyes. "So, two guys huh? You gonna share what happened?"
I wasn't quite sure I should, but I doubted I'd ever see them again. They'd ghosted me. I started telling Ethan about that night in New York. By the time I reached where they both had their hands between my legs, I'd gotten worked up and Ethan was heavy lidded with shoulder movement popping in and out of the viewer.
"Don't stop, Reese Cup. You've got me going now."
I had myself going, too. I told him just a sec and muted the video. I grabbed one of the long, thicker vibrators and a wand thing with a bullet vibrator at the end. I placed the wand within reach as I turned the video back on. Switching on the other one, I relaxed back and tentatively touched it to my clit. I let out an involuntary gasp at the sensation, catching Ethan's attention.
"Reese, you liking that?"
I just nodded and pressed more firmly, enjoying myself. It was hard to pay attention, but Ethan moved in and out of the camera view. A few minutes later, I was wet from my clit to my upper thighs and slid the tip just a little inside to test the feeling. I got closer to orgasm, and it was so much more intense than my own hands. My attention split when I grabbed the wand, prepared to use the other fully inside. As I got it on, I looked back to my screen and found Ethan with an expression of a cross between pleasure and pain on his face. Head tipped, back he let out a groan, and I could just imagine him filling himself.
Damn I should have asked to see more. I knew there were some vibrating plug things and a long slim black silicone dildo. I don't know what else he'd added on later, but my guess was the dildo.
He finally realized he had my rapt attention and smiled lazily at me.
"Enjoying yourself?" I asked, giving him his words back.
"Yes. Yes, I am. How are you feeling, baby? I wish I could see it all. Your noises have me harder than I can ever remember being without getting off. I want to see you make yourself feel good. All pretty and pink and wet." His unexpected dirty talk had me wanting to do anything he asked. And I wanted to see to.
"I will if you do," I said.
He considered it for a moment, then agreed. I scooted back and propped myself on pillows until I got where he could see everything. And I meant everything.
"Fuck, baby, I don't know if I can last and I'm not even in you. I want to do that soon. If you want to. We'll discuss it later; I think you might say yes just because of what's going on right now."
He was right, I probably would. He'd adjusted as well but more slowly. And then I saw why. His ass was split by that black length of silicone, and fuck me, if that wasn't hot. His dick stood straight and hard and leaking. I wished so badly he was there right then. I wondered if he'd let me use that on him another time while I sucked him off. He groaned as I said as much and gripped himself tight. Tighter than I would have expected. His eyes fused to mine until I moved my hand and he watched intently as I penetrated myself with the toy. A small stretch and a little pinchy but nothing bad, and when I turned on the wand to join in on my clit, it turned into something amazing. Eyes glued to Ethan and his scene and the toys wrecking me, I reached my peak quickly. He came before I did and cupped his hand to catch the fluid before it made a mess. The sight helped push me over the crest, and I pulsed hard around the silicone.
Settled back down, I clicked it all off and readjusted the camera to just my face, Ethan did the same.
"Be right back." While he cleaned up, I took the opportunity to do my own tidying in the bathroom. Using the spray he'd bought that I hadn't thought of, I stored it all on a towel under the cupboard to dry. I wiped myself up and returned to the bed. I'd have to change the sheets later. I saw he'd beat me back, already with a t-shirt on, and I’d redressed too. I felt lazy and sated and excited all at the same time.
"I'm up for more another time. Thanks for sharing this with me. Best boyfriend ever." We talked a little longer before I heard my parents pulling in the drive. Getting off the phone I checked around to make sure nothing got left out anywhere in case they came up here and unlocked the door before I flipped back into bed.




In the present…
"Well, that's the story of the attic."
Eli looks hot and bothered after I finish, and I can't blame him. I am too.
"We're so doing a reenactment sometime, Remi girl. That's hot as fuck. Can we take them home with us?"
Well, that's not quite the reaction I expected.
"Sure. But I don't know how Ethan, or Beck for that matter, would feel about you watching Ethan masturbate."
Eli sputters a denial. "Not him! You! Geez, woman, I love him like family, but I don't need to see that. Think we could sneak up and snag some now?"
I'm shaking my head before he even finishes. "Nope, not happening. You have to go to bed."
He tries puppy dog eyes I don't fall for. "You're gonna send me off to bed with blue balls? Babe, you're so mean."
I know he's teasing but glare anyway. "Goodnight, Smurf boy."
Clutching a hand to his heart, miming a wound, he collapses back on the bed. I tackle him and tickle his ribs, making him roll off with a thump. That makes us both freeze. Hope Mom didn't hear that. It's silent from downstairs, so I think we're clear, but it puts an end to our play.
I walk Eli to the door, and before the kisses can evolve, I push him out into the hallway. I catch the twins’ door closing and wonder which one was watching. I'd bet on Dylan. Beck would have had something smartass to say.
Morning dawns cold and gray, and I can hear rattling going on downstairs when I open my bedroom door. I get to the kitchen to find my mom and all the guys. And she's put them to work, by the looks of it. She even found them all aprons.
I immediately pull out my phone and start clicking, much to her delight and their chagrin. Dinner, or in this case, lunch prep goes by in a flash, and Mom shoos us out to go find something to do. The guys have already found the rest of the surveillance equipment and destroyed it. I worry about the legality, but in this case, it's unlikely it was authorized to begin with.
Those thoughts bring a sobering reality to the day that I try to shake off by suggesting we go check out downtown and see what's open.
Surprisingly, the ice cream parlor is open, the owners giving kids free treats for the holiday.. We go in and there's a small awkwardness when they all try to get me the same thing, until we all bust up laughing about it. The past catches up in the weirdest ways. We finish up there and the twins want to stop at the orchard. Of course, Beck heads straight for the tree and tells Ethan and Eli all about the apple pelting. I see Dylan off to the side, and while Beck is regaling the others with the tale, I walk over to him.
"You remember this spot, love?"
I look around, and sure enough, I do.
"It's a hard thing to forget, Dylan," I say quietly.
He has his hands in his pockets with his open jacket flaps popping out under his arms. Serious and silly at the same time.
"I'd wondered if you had. Forgotten, that is. I miss you, Remi." He's so sad when he says it. I go to him, deciding to put everything else behind us and start fresh. Neither of us have been very forgiving of the other.
Winding my arms around his waist, I rest my head on his chest, hearing his rapid heartbeat beneath. Slowly, he puts his arms around me and squeezes tight. Almost too tight, but I don't complain. It's nice just to be and not have the tension.
"I loved you, ya’ know?” he says, softly. “I didn't realize how deep it went, even when we had to leave. Until we got that letter telling us to leave you alone, that is. Telling us that we were wrong. It hurt so much. Beck went after Ethan, even though Ethan wasn't aware yet. Beck was determined just to let it go. I don't think he believed it, at first. I know I didn't, but as time passed and no word came to refute it, we finally gave up.”
I tip my head to meet his arresting blue eyes. “I'm sorry about Sam. I knew she just had designs on whichever of us she could latch onto, and with Beck and Ethan out of the running, as far as she knew, that left Eli and me. Eli was less willing to put up with her than I was, so that only left me. I may have taken advantage of her as well, after Halloween."
His arms tighten around me like I might run off at his confession. It's a lot all at once, and I'm not sure how I feel about Samantha being used to prove a point after he knew I was here. I try to pull back, but he doesn't let go.
"I didn't sleep with her." I make a noise of disbelief in my throat at that, but he continues, "I was going to. That day in the apartment. I was so upset and mad at you. You'd sent Ethan and Beck away, like they didn't even matter, and I knew I was going to have to let you go to be with Eli. I just didn't want to think about it anymore. It was the last hope I'd held onto, that we might see you again and now you hated us." Feeling the crackle of his voice as he trailed off into a whisper and the catch in his breathing, I realize Dylan is crying.
Cranky, straitlaced Dylan. I was so surprised at what he'd been keeping to himself, I say the first thing that pops into my head.
"You idiot! I loved you, too. And I wanted to kill both you and Samantha. That bitch… Never mind her. You, you don't hide this stuff anymore. I was heartbroken when you left. With Beck and Ethan, too. Then as soon as I give in, and fall for Elliot, you all waltz right back in. I couldn't deal. And I thought, besides the fact that I was with Eli, that Beck and Ethan together was the final nail in that coffin. After seeing you with Samantha, I didn't know how to act, and with you all living together, I thought I'd be losing Eli, too. That it was inevitable." I look up at him and see he's just as stunned at my tears as I am his.
"Can we try again? I won't be an ass. Promise. Or much of one," he says with a watery grin.
I return it with a nod, getting lot in his captivating, electric blue eyes. He only hesitates a moment to adjust his grip to my thighs, then he's hoisting me up. As soon as I wrap my legs around his waist, he moves one hand up to cradle the back of my head as he plunders my mouth. The kiss is hot and ferocious and everything it should be. Walking a few steps until my coat-clad back is up against a tree, he grinds his hips into mine, never once letting up with his lips.




Chapter Eighteen

I'd briefly noticed we were alone when we were talking, but now I hear a catcall. I open my eyes to see the others walking the path from the house. They must have taken the SUV back to the house and walked back. A whistle, from none other than Eli, startles a laugh out of me. I slide my legs down until I'm standing and turn to face the guys, cradled in Dylan's embrace.
It's such a relief that Eli's okay with this and that I don't have to choose, breaking my heart and theirs all over again.
Of course, Beck pops out with his usual, "What you do to one—"
"Yeah, yeah," I interrupt and finish, “‘…brother, you have to do to the other.’ Hurry up, now, I'm cold." Those are the wrong words to say to him.
"Brother, she says she's cold."
With Beck incoming, Dylan squeezes my back to his front, preventing my escape. I feel his chuckle reverberate through his body and into mine. Playful Dylan, with Beck involved, can get crazy.
Proving that, Beck swoops in, adding his arms to the mix. He pins me to Dylan without an inch of space between us. Surprisingly, he's gentle when he brushes his lips against mine instead of the aggressiveness I'd expected.
"Duckie, can we please go eat so we can get you home?"
I laugh against his mouth.
"Yes, let's go before my mother comes looking for us and flips out."
We disentangle to stares from Eli and Ethan. Bemusement from Eli, and from Ethan… well, Ethan seems confused and worried. And I think I know what the issue is, even if I'm not sure how to fix or address it. I think he's concerned about the dynamic between me and the brothers, when he'd assumed it would be me between him and Beckett. But I could be projecting my own issues. If it were me, that's where my head would be going.
I slip out of their embrace to head back to Mom’s. I'm in limbo, sort of, yet the guys’ brownstone feels more like home, while this place feels like somewhere to visit. Other than Mom and bittersweet memories, I don't really have a reason to come back.
Catching up to Ethan, I reach out to smack his butt, getting a grin in return. I shrug, and Ethan, being his usual perceptive self, relaxes in relief. It may not sort everything out, but it helps reassure him of his place. Especially when Beck runs by and repeats my action on the other side, instigating a race back to the house, with Dylan hot on their heels. Eli hangs back with me, taking my hand, lacing our fingers. I snuggle up to him for the walk back, his big body sheltering me from the wind.
After dinner, we all help Mom clean up, and the twins load the vehicle with our luggage. I hug Mom goodbye and promise to see her for Christmas. When we're loaded and ready to pull out of the driveway, I remember I've forgotten the attic drawer.
"Crap, I forgot something." Unlatching my seatbelt, I go to climb out. Ethan turns and catches my eye, shaking his head with a wink. I'm not sure if I should be embarrassed, but mostly I'm relieved to not have to come up with a fib to my mother about the contents. Obviously, the others were in on it, too, even Dylan.
I get a round of chuckles that results in my face coloring up. I shrug and attempt to own it. I mean, if I'm gonna be dating and physical with four guys, I'll have to eventually get over being shy.




The trip back home is uneventful, and I don't even try to commandeer the music, much to the guys delight. Pulling into the garage, we're all intent on the same thing.
Making sure those fuzzy dice are still hanging from my mirror.
Even with the video surveillance Beck has kept watch on, it's still a relief to see them in person. Not one of us makes a move toward or speaks of it. Just in case they were somehow missed devices. The guys will be doing a full, hands-on, sweep tomorrow before Eli has to leave for his pregame prep.
Getting everything upstairs and unpacked doesn't take long, and I hop in the shower. The guys go off to do their own thing. When I get out and go to my dresser for pajamas and some fuzzy socks, to insulate against the chill of the temperature dropping outside, I find Ethan had paid a visit to my room.
On my bed is a large attaché case filled with the things from the attic, and a smaller box is next to it with other mementos from my summers with the guys. I'd stored those in that cupboard as well. I laugh softly at the funny faces in the strips of pictures, and at the paperweight metal apple Beck had found at some secondhand shop. I see the small framed picture of me and Ethan, taken at a dance class, and a keychain with a sock charm on it. It was of course, making fun of my fuzzy sock collection, even though he'd started it.
Tucked in next to the keychain is a well-worn envelope with a pieced together letter. I open it up to see it's typewritten except for the signature at the bottom. It's a very good forgery of mine, well not my first name. It's signed Reese, but I'd never have written the contents. Ethan must have had it with him. From what Eli had said, I thought it had been thrown out after he’d torn it up. I wonder if he'd planned to confront my mom or maybe he just wanted to show me. Not that it mattered much at this point. I was only sad and angry it had been done in the first place.
Eli comes in to find me standing there, teary eyed with the letter in my hand. "Babe, what's wrong?"
I wave the offending paper at him and he takes it, mindful of the taped creases in case it falls apart. I think he only makes it a few sentences in when he puts it back in the envelope.
"I've read it," he says flatly.
I look up at him and see he's angry. "I did not write that, Eli." I'm vehement in my denial.
"I know that, Remi. I'm annoyed at your parents. And if I'd known Ethan called you Reese…" I'm confused now, unsure of what he's getting at.
"What, Eli? What would it have changed? Ethan was already with Beck. You didn't know. I didn't know. So, what's the problem?"
"I don't know. I don't really have one. I'm just frustrated at everything, I guess. And keyed up about tomorrow’s game. Everything seems to be happening at once."
My poor Eli, I swear he has the same luck I do. I move to hug him, and he opens his arms in welcome.
With a swift subject change he asks, "Can I see what's in the case?"
"Perv! And yes, you may."
Eli's like a kid at Christmas opening that bag. Eyes wide, he looks from the contents to me and back again. "Have you tried them all? And that's a lot of charging cords."
I laugh at him. "No, only a few. I wasn't really in the mood after everything. Memories and all kinda ruined it. I put them up and eventually ordered some others." That's piqued his interest again.
"Others? Woman, have you been holding out on me?"
I shake my head at his antics and close the bag to store it in the closet. "Come on, you lecherous man, it's bedtime. Your room or mine?"
We end up in his and indulge in some serious cuddling. I've already gotten used to sleeping with him, and last night had felt off without his big, warm presence.
The guys waste no time in the morning going through the building and grounds, only finding a few bugs outside. Apparently, their security measures are better than whatever the agents currently have access to. And by that alone, it was becoming more apparent that they weren't following orders from higher up. They should have had any equipment necessary if it were sanctioned. It really makes me wonder what their endgame is. I try to put it out of mind until Monday.
Alex never did show up yesterday and tonight she's supposed to be meeting us at the game. Eli brings me a surprise before he leaves.
"Would you wear this for me tonight?" He’d holding his letterman jacket, and while it's going to swamp me, he's so sweet and earnest. I can't deny the request. He wouldn't be wearing it since they have to go in to the pre-game suit and tie.
He looks very formal, if a little strained at the seams.
"Eli, have you actually gotten bigger or did your suit shrink?"
He looks bashful at my question. "I didn't think I'd bulked up more, but one of the team managers had to order a bigger uniform for me. Guess it was all that working out when you were driving me crazy. Coach appreciates it, though. I left out that it wasn't dedication, because he would have made me do something painful. I need to get a couple new suits if we win tonight."
"You mean when you win tonight, buddy." Ethan claps him on the back as he comes into the room.
I shoot him a glare. "Hey now! Who's the girlfriend here? Pretty boys coming in stealing my line." I mock pout at him, much to his amusement.
"Alright babe, I gotta go. The tickets are on top of your purse. Don't forget them, the team sprung for upgraded seats." With a fleeting kiss he's gone.
I go put the tickets inside my wallet before I forget, and yes, it is an upgrade. They're all reserved down in front on the center line. I finish getting ready to go, since we're going to dinner first before the game.




Getting to the parking lot early for good spots, I'm nervous about being with the guys all at once. After the motel incident, and Samantha, along with Eli being high profile, it's bound to be a topic. Alex is waiting at our usual meeting spot by the gates, and I snag her for a hug. I feel like I've barely seen her lately, which I guess is true. We text a lot, but between her new boyfriend and my stuff, girl time has been scarce.
"Nice jacket, lady!"
I had been right, I was swamped in it, but being able to layer a hoodie, a t-shirt and a tank under it, I was toasty warm in the chill night air.
"Thanks. Eli wanted me to wear it," I say, noticing the guys are chatting with Blake, giving me space with Alex.
"I don't blame him, not with the football groupies that have been showing up at practice and hanging around the locker room entrance."
What? Why hadn't he said anything?
"I take it you didn't know."
I shake my head in answer.
She sighs. "Ever since they won that last game, it's been gold digger palooza. They're trying to chat up the upperclassmen that are likely to be scouted."
And Eli definitely fit into both categories. I get a slightly wicked idea, and then wonder if Eli was hoping I'd do it.
"Alex, I have a locker room to crash. Hold my purse?" Alex catches on immediately, and takes it, going to head off the guys in case they might try to stop me. Beck would more than likely help, and I’m not sure about Ethan, but he probably would, too. Speaking of my own personal lurker, he just winks as I glance back while sneaking off. Firmly in the help camp, then.
I slip through the girls that are gathered around, trying to get the attention of anyone going in the outer doors to the locker room. Alex was right, and this is before the game. I wonder how bad it will be when they're done and win. I get a couple grumbles about pushing my way through but ignore them. The short dresses and high boots can't be warm out here. I get a bit of luck and spot Adam going in with a bag, and I yell for his attention.
He sees me and waves me forward, much to the displeasure of the other ladies. That's when they notice the jacket with Eli's name and number displayed prominently on the back. The grumbles become a little more pointed then.
"Remi, what are you doing out here? The game's going to start soon." Adam doesn't seem so happy about my response.
"I came to see Eli really quick. Can you get him for me? If it's not too much trouble?"
He looks like he wants to say no, but being the nice guy and friend he is, he nods.
"Yeah, but really quick. Coach won't like it if he's held up. It's a big game."
I agree and he hurries off to the doors at the end of the corridor.
I look around while I wait at the booster posters and player stats. I hear the doors at the end slam, and I turn to watch Eli in his uniform, sans helmet, stride toward me. I don't bother to try and hide the fact that I'm staring. He's doing the same anyway.
"Damn, babe. You look hot in that. Wear it for me later, too?" He doesn't know that I already planned on it.
"Only if you win," I tease him.
"Consider it done. Here, let me have your phone. I want a picture of this and mine’s in my locker." I hand it over for him to take a few shots of me alone, then of us together. On the last one, he sneaks in a kiss that curls my cold toes. "Mmm… Wish I could stay longer. I gotta go, though." He walks me back to the exit doors and before I can fully step out, he grabs me for one more parting kiss. "Love you babe, wish me luck!"
"Love you, too!" I blow him a kiss before he turns to jog back the way he came.
It's silent outside the doors for a moment, then the girls out there are downright pissed, demanding to know why I got to go in and they didn't.
By now the guys have caught up, and Ethan swoops in to assist. Alex, in her usual fashion, tells all the girls to shut up. I love that girl. We all trek back to the entrance for the bleachers and find our seats. Dylan thought ahead and has blankets to lay over the cold metal. I could kiss him. But after the locker room thing and wearing Eli's jacket, that could be awkward. Instead, I just smile and thank him with a wink.
By half-time, the game is tied, and I'm half frozen. We take the opportunity to load up on hot chocolate and have a bathroom break. Thankfully, Alex and I don't run into any of the ladies from the locker room scene. No one needs another Brittany to deal with, like happened on Halloween. Coming out of the restroom, I think I catch sight of Agent Bricker but can't be sure, as whoever it was is quickly lost to the crowd. It puts me on edge, and Dylan asks what's wrong when I keep looking around. I tell him we'll talk about it later. He grudgingly lets it go.
The game stays tied until the fourth quarter, and Eli catches the pass for a touchdown. Two more from fellow team members, and when the clock runs out, they've won. It's official, they're going to the playoffs. We and the rest of the crowd rooting for them are so loud it's deafening. The party later is going to be crazy.
We gather everything up, and Alex heads out to the parking lot with her boyfriend, while me and the guys store our stuff in the SUV and go to wait on Eli. He and other team members will do a quick press conference after they change and shower. The crowd is larger than ever with people, mostly female, jockeying for a position closest to the doors. I avoid that and stand off to the side with the twins flanking me and Ethan facing us.
That's when I see Samantha, and with her is who I'm almost positive is Agent Norman. Not surprising about Sam showing up. The other one has absolutely no reason to be here. Except for me. They're too far away to make out who it is, and the man's back is to me. I point them out to Ethan as they separate, moving in opposite directions. Ethan and Dylan take off after them, to do, what I'm not sure, while Beck stays with me to wait on Eli. Staying in public is the safest thing at the moment. I'm thinking that the removal of their surveillance has them being even more brazen.
Eli and a few other team members come out amid cheers and reaching hands. Some to clap on backs in congratulations, and others to gain their attention. Those with girl or boyfriends quickly separate from their teammates to pair up with them as they thank the crowd for their support. Eli, being as tall as he is, spots me and Beck and makes his way through the crush to get to us. He scoops me up in a giant bear hug, spinning me around. He doesn't let me down when he stops, so I wrap my legs around his hard waist. He smells great fresh from the shower, blond hair still damp and trying to curl a little at the edges.
"We won, Remi babe!"
I nod at him, grinning at his exuberance and hold his face in my hands, kissing him silly.
"Alright, you two get a room!"
I break away to laugh at Ethan's teasing. Looking at the others, they're all content to watch without a sign of jealousy. The mood changes when Ethan tells Eli about our presumed stalkers. And that they lost them. He wants to go home, but I insist on going to the party. He finally agrees, with the caveat being he doesn't want anyone drinking, just to be safe. We're all onboard with that stipulation.




Eli had caught a ride with a teammate earlier today, so we're all able to pile in the SUV together. We arrive at the frat house the football players occupy, and I slip Eli's jacket off. At his questioning stare, I explain it will be too warm inside, and I don't want to accidentally leave it or have someone spill on it. A question pops in my head I've been wondering about.
"Why aren't you in the fraternity? As one of the better players, I'd have thought you would be."
"I haven't ever really been interested in it and already knew I wanted to stay with these annoying, but lovable characters."
Beck reaches out and smacks Eli on the back of the head. Dylan intervenes before they start horsing around.
"Come on, you two, it's cold out here." Ethan directs us toward the house.
Dylan pulls Beck away while Eli and I follow them, with Ethan right behind us.
I'm starting to get the feeling that they're purposely putting me and Eli together in public. I turn my head and narrow my eyes at Ethan. Pointedly glancing back at Eli. He nods his head to confirm it. This is something we need to discuss later.




Chapter Nineteen

The music is going, and the house is already half full when we open the door to go in. Eli is immediately pulled away by well-wishers congratulating him. He looks back helplessly at me, and I wave him off. I'm not a clinger, besides I have three of the hottest guys in the room keeping me company. I don't even have to look to know it's true. Although, I'm thinking of finding a fork to get stabby with at some of the flirty looks the guys are getting.
I'm suspecting Ethan has something supernatural going on as he slings an arm around Beck's waist and leans into him. Instantly, half the attention drops off, while others don't seem to give a crap. Oh, well they're bound to attract attention, I'll have to get over it. And a fork. Getting a fork. Maybe one of those foldable camping ones so I can carry it around… Snapping fingers in front of my face, and Dylan calling my name, jar me out of my lala land trip.
"Remi, love, what do you need a fork for? Are you hungry?"
I groan in embarrassment. My face heats up as I try to come up with a plausible explanation, but just stumble all over it. I look around for any type of escape or rescue. Where's that dick Christian or Adam when I need them?
Ethan, the big mouth, says, "I think she's planning on putting some eyes out."
I flip him off, making him and Beck laugh loudly enough to attract attention. More attention.
"Thanks, you ass, I really didn't need the assistance." Dylan catches on and joins in with the two idiots. Pursing my lips duck style, I blow raspberries at them. "I'm going to find Eli and dance." I flounce off in full, self-righteous embarrassment.
"Remi, wait, we'll dance with you." Too late, I've already found Eli.
And now I'm going for the knives. He's trying nicely, but unsuccessfully, to stop the wandering hands of two co-eds. I step in and start smacking hands.
"Ew. Yuck. Stop that. You're getting germs on him." I can't tell who's more shocked at my hands-on approach, Eli or the girls. "Mine. Back off." I grip his hand in mine, tugging him out of the den and into the room with the dancing.
"Dang, Remi babe. That was sexy." He leans into me, voice low and husky in my ear, making me shiver in delight.
"I'll show you sexy. Come on." I drag him to an open spot to the opening of Sia's Genius. Knowing exactly how well he can move, I start a modified Latin dance. We spin and twist rubbing against each other on the exchanges. He only let me lead until he understood what I wanted, then he took control. It's hot and dirty and, I fucking love it. I can tell he does as well from the growing bulge in his jeans rubbing against my ass and the heat in his eyes as he stares down at me. We're in our own little world until someone asks to cut in.
Ethan and Beck, together. Oh, shit. You're in trouble now, Remi girl.
Billie Eilish's Bad Guy starts, and they both have their arms up, hips thrusting one in front while the other is behind me. I stand dumbfounded at the fluidity of their movements and the blatant sexuality of them. As the beat changes, their hips cradle mine, a thigh from each between my legs almost making a seat. A moving seat.
They move my body in rhythm with theirs, unconsciously, yet instinctually it keeps in time with them. I let go of my shock and inhibitions, allowing myself to enjoy it. Swiftly, the beat changes, and Ethan spins me out, brings me back and passes me off to Beck in a sultry step sequence. It takes every ounce of skill I can muster to follow their lead. It's a blast. They alternate that way, until near the end of the song, things go from sexy to straight up nasty grinding. My back flush with Beck's chest, and Ethan rolling against my lower body, we're wrapped around each other like twining ribbons.




Eli
"You gonna let that happen in public?" Dylan again. I swear I can't tell if he's coming or going.
"It's fine,” I tell him. “They're not hurting anything. And frankly, it's fucking hot. I already had a semi from dancing with her. And did you catch her stunt in the den?"
"Yes. I did. Why didn't you handle it yourself?"
I don't appreciate his implication. "Was trying to. They were already drunk and I'm twice their size. Last thing I need is to be accused of is manhandling. Besides, I liked Remi shooing them off." I grin at him knowingly.
"Fine. It was hot." He points at the trio. "So is that." We continue watching them dance. We're not the only ones, either.
"Is that the Christian douche you were telling me about?" he asks.
I look in the direction Dylan indicates, and of course, Christian is staring at Remi. He'd better stay away from her.
"Yes, keep an eye on him. He likes to harass her." I have to subdue the urge to physically stop him from eye-fucking my girl.
"Don't worry, me or Beck will handle it. You and Ethan don't need the attention it would bring. And I'd never let anything happen to Remi if I could stop it."
I know he means it, too. Even with things not being settled completely between them he'll protect her no matter what.
The song switches again into something more sedate. The trio allows space to slip in between them, taking on a more proper for-public mien. From the smile on her face, Remi is still loving every minute of it.
"You two gonna finish making up anytime soon?" I enquire. Yesterday, and it seems like longer ago than that, was a great start, but the tension is still palpable.
"Yes, if I can pry her out from between those two. To be honest..." He looks around to see if anyone is listening in. "I'm not sure how it's gonna work. Beck and Ethan are together, and obviously they plan on making that happen. Before, it was me and Beck. I'm not sure if she'll want me without him.
"Dude, you know–" I start to say.
"No, I know what she said. And I know she meant it at the time. I just don't know how that will translate into reality." Switching the topic slightly, he asks, "Does it bother you? That she's planning on being physical with us all? If it works out?"
I can't deny I'm conflicted about it.
"It does somewhat,” I tell him. “Probably not in the way you're thinking. More in the way you're worried. Will she decide I'm the odd one out? She loves me, I'm positive about that. But she straight up told me, literally minutes before we had sex on Halloween, that she was in love with others. I kinda freaked a little over the plural part. She was so sure she'd never see you all again. You can see now why I was so adamant, hours later, that I wasn't sharing. I'd just gotten her to commit after working on it for weeks. It's why I didn't stop her from leaving that morning. I didn't mind she was getting away from you all." I feel slightly guilty over the last part, but who wants their girlfriend living with their exes? Plural.
"I get it. Can't say I'd have done any different. I think I screwed it all up with Samantha. I feel like she's too grossed out to touch me."
I shrug unhelpfully. "She might be. She was and still is territorial. She's not mean or crazy, but those that pay too much attention, like the touching earlier, she gets annoyed. I really can't fault her for it, I get the same way. Except for you guys. I know you wouldn't try to take her from me."
"There's nothing I can do about it now. Just hope, at some point, she can get over it," he says, defeat and devastation in his tone.
I clap him on the shoulder. It'll work out with them eventually, I hope.
"Hey, isn't that the guy that came by looking for Remi awhile back?” he asks now. “Adam? Why's he looking like a kicked puppy?" I follow the direction of his gaze and land on Adam. Who is staring at Remi.
"Oh crap. She told me she tried let him down nicely. He's a decent guy for the most part, if a little hung up on our girl." That comment briefly brings his eyes up to mine. "It's true. She's ours. Not his, though, and I think that may be a problem."
He relaxes in relief, but tenses to move forward as Adam heads for the group.
Placing a staying hand on his arm, I say, "Let her handle it. Ethan and Beck will watch her. "
Adam gestures and says something, but it's too loud in here to hear what it is. Remi nods, though, and flicks a glance at Ethan. Almost imperceptibly, he gestures for her to go on. Those two have an uncanny connection for their silent communication.
"Dude, is it me or do those two have some kind of mind trick? I swear they could have a whole conversation without opening their mouths."
I laugh at him echoing my thoughts. We wait a moment after Remi and Adam leave, then follow them. I don't trust Adam that much.




Remi
Adam leads me to a quieter hallway and whirls on me when we're alone. "What the hell, Remi? I thought you were dating Elliot?"
Oh, he's pissed.
"I am. Why is that your concern?" I don't want to be bitchy to a friend, but I don't answer to him.
"Then what was that with the other two? You were practically screwing out there. I didn't think much of the rumors about the motel room. Now I see they had some merit."
I cross my arms over my chest and unobtrusively check that the guys are close.
"One, that's none of your business, Adam. You're overstepping here. And two, it's complicated. But again, still not your business." It dawns on me then, and I feel a bit dumb. "You're jealous." I say it flatly, very unamused at the ambush.
"Why wouldn't I be? I thought it was the fact that you were with Eli, not that I just didn't meet your low standards for group sex."
I slap him before I even consider my actions, instantly feeling contrite.
He looks devastated and pissed. I am too.
"I… I’m sorry, Adam, I shouldn't have struck you. You also shouldn't have said that."
"Forget it, Remi. I can't see you right now." He walks away, not even noticing our audience.
"If you hadn’t, I would have. He had no right to talk to you like that, Reese Cup." The others agree with Ethan.
"I could have handled it better. All around. I'll let him cool off and try to talk to him later."
Ethan starts to protest, then stops himself. "Fine. But you'll have someone with you. We still don't know why you were being followed tonight."
"Okay, I'll agree to that. Can we go home? Or do you want to stay longer?" I direct the last at Eli.
"No, we can go. Guys?" They all indicate they're ready to go, and Eli says his goodbyes to his teammates that are still here. On our way out, I run into Alex coming in.
"Are you leaving already?"
I take a good look at my best friend, and what she's been up to is apparent. "Alex, we've been here quite a while. Maybe you should have done your not-so-quickie after the party," I tease her. "Have fun, though, call me if you need anything." She gives me a hug, assuring she will, and waves me out.
"Oh, Remi?"
I turn to catch her words.
She gestures to herself. "Make sure you do some of this. With all of that." She waves an arm encompassing the guys. Laughing, she skips off with boyfriend.
Beet red, I walk to the SUV amid teasing from Beck, and surprisingly enough, Eli.
Back at home, I head straight for the shower. I have shampoo in my hair when the shower door clicks open, startling me. Eli grabs me before I slip and climbs in naked with me.
"Hey, Remi babe. I thought you could use some help." He smirks at me, and glancing down, he's the one in need of help.
"Really, now. I think it's going to be very mutual." I rinse and apply conditioner to my hair. Using the excess left on my hands, I wrap them around Eli's erection, stroking him in full, base to tip. The slick slide up and down elicits a low moan from him.
"Babe, turn around."
I comply, and he lifts my right leg up until my foot is resting on a thigh-high shelf. I'm a little worried about balance and him fitting in this position, but I'll give it a try. I hear him rinsing off behind me. When the foot I'm standing on slides, Eli steadies me with his hands on my hips. There's movement behind me. I'm not expecting the mouth that touches me instead of his hand. Using two fingers to surround and expose my clit, he ramps up his tonguing motions, bringing me close to completion, except I can't quite get there.
I groan in relief when he slips what I think is his thumb, from the angle of it, inside. Instead of moving in to give me what, I want he pulls back out and slides backwards. Catching me off guard, and before I can protest, the tip of his thumb inserts into my backside at the same time he sucks hard, trapping my clit and flicking his tongue rapidly. The small pinch of pain from my ass and the superhero moves of his mouth pitch me right over into a hard-clenching climax. I can't help the breathy scream that escapes and echoes in the bathroom. I'm sure at least one of the others heard it too, if the room on the other side of the bathroom is occupied.
Eli leisurely licks at my center, burying his tongue deep as he continues to play with my asshole, causing little aftershocks to zing through me.
"Eli, enough. Can't take it."
He finally relents and stands behind me. I'm ready to collapse like a cooked noodle, but Eli has other plans. Sliding his wide dick through the mess I'd made, he tips my head back for a slow kiss. When he lines up and starts to push in, the burn of not being stretched first starts to get uncomfortable. Eli pulls back and then works in again and again before abandoning my lips to bite on the side of my neck as he slams in the last bit.
I don't know what's gotten into him, but damn the man is good when he's aggressive.
He sets a bruising pace, cupping his hips under mine to counteract the height difference. Hands on my tits and kneading them roughly, I can feel him getting harder as he gets close to orgasm. All the while he hits that sensitive spot inside, driving me up again. Besides the water of the shower on our skin, I'm so wet and open, each thrust audible.
Dropping one hand down, he starts flicking my clit, grinding up hard, as far as he can get inside me. I come again around him. High pitched pants escape me that seem to excite him further. The grip my pussy has on him does his control in, making him pulse inside me with his own release.
Fucking hell, I think I'm gonna pass out.
"Eli, gotta stop. Can't breathe."
He chuckles, knowing he's the reason for my shortness of breath.
"Love you, Remi girl," he murmurs into my neck as we both settle down. Soon enough, he softens and slips.
We wash off, but it takes a few. Let me tell you, when water hits a guy’s cum, that shit turns to glue.
Clean and worn out, we dry off and stumble to bed.
"Love you, too,” I tell him. “But that giant dick of yours isn't going in my ass. I've thought about it before, as more of a generality. I'm surprised you poking your finger around worked so well."
Eli laughs at my terminology. "I saw the toys Ethan got you. I think he was planning on working up to it. Not to mention, Remi girl, but four guys? One you. And two that I'm positive are well versed in that area. I can't say I'd be disappointed to get to try it after one of them gets you stretched out first." I give him a nervous glance. "I'm thinking if that's a hard no, you'd better start discussing it. We'll need to discuss what everyone is comfortable with and not. Now, let's get some sleep."
Cuddled up, we start to drift off, and I swear I hear a shout from down the hall that Eli ignores. I want to go investigate, but he tightens his arms around me, keeping me put. Oh! Ethan and Beck… If I wasn't so tired I might 'accidentally' go see if I could get an invitation to observe.
I randomly wake up at six in the morning and can't get back to sleep. I give up and slip out of bed, leaving Eli snoozing, cuddled up to my pillow. I brush a kiss across his temple, getting a light grumble in return. Other than that, he doesn't stir. I go to grab my cell from the nightstand and eye the drawer holding my locket from the twins and my book and coin from Ethan. Deciding today is not the day to deal with them, I put on comfy clothes and go down to the office to check for messages from over the long weekend. I don't make it any further than flipping the lights on.




Chapter Twenty

"Nice hickey, love." I whirl around, ready to hit someone, before realizing it’s Dylan.
"Fuck, Dylan, you scared me." Hand to my heaving chest, I glare at him.
"You should be. Lower levels are usually empty. You didn't even leave a note. These people aren't fucking around, Remi. Make sure we know where you are. At. All. Times."
Feeling guilty and annoyed at his tone in regards to Eli’s mark and my supposed carelessness, I lash out. "I do get it Dylan. I thought I was safe enough here since I'm almost positive you all have a tracking app on my phone. Probably other things, too." Now he's the one that looks guilty. "And for your information, yes, it's a lovely hickey. Eli is lucky I don't have any jobs lined up right now." I grouch, I’d have to cancel them.
Dylan's eyes narrow and darken to navy at being reminded of the mark. He starts crowding in on my personal space. 
"Do you know I jerked off twice, listening to you last night? Wishing I was between your thighs? That I was the one making you scream my name?" I gulp, eyes wide at the change in his demeanor. "I remember that night. It's played in my head regularly over the years. You've had a starring role in my fantasies, and even though you're here, you're still out of my reach. I don't know how I can want someone so badly. Someone I lost, but never really had." His words break my heart. The anguish is clear in his voice and dark blue eyes. "Can I have you now, love? Will you keep me?"
By the time he finishes, he's inches from my face. My mouth is dry, and my panties are getting wet. So I do the only logical thing a girl faced with that kind of speech can do... I jump him. Literally.
Throwing my leg around his waist and hands on his shoulders I press up, Dylan’s hands coming under my bottom to boost me the rest of the way up.
The kiss is violent. Teeth and tongues colliding. We can't get enough of each other, and surely, we'll both have bruised lips. We eventually have to come up for air. I smile at him in challenge with swollen lips and sultry eyes. He takes it and lays me back on the desk grinding his erection between my legs.
Unfortunately, we're interrupted by the buzzing of a phone. I tap Dylan on the shoulder to get his attention as he's busy pushing my shirt up and not noticing the ringing. I can see the frustration on his face. To his credit, he doesn't complain. He fixes my clothing and helps me sit up before adjusting himself. I hop off the desk and start opening drawers until I find the phone.
I recognize the number and my heart sinks. Putting a finger to my lips for Dylan to be quiet, I answer it, putting it on speaker phone. "Hello, Greyside Security."
"Samantha, what did you do?" The voice is frantic.
"Adam? Samantha doesn't work here anymore, this is Remi. Can I help you with something?" There's a pause long enough that I look to see if he's hung up.
"Remi, I'm sorry. I shouldn't– I can't talk right now. Do you know how to get in touch with Samantha?" He sounds like something is very wrong.
"No, I don't. I can maybe see–"
"No, it's fine," he cuts me off. "I gotta go. Wait, Remi? Stay home. Just do that for me, okay?" He hangs up without letting me answer. I frown at the phone as the 'call ended' information pops up on the screen.
"What the heck? And how does he know Samantha?" I go into the call log and see multiple missed call and texts from Adam to Samantha. It only goes back to the day Samantha was let go, but it's more than enough to raise red flags and questions all over the place. I look up when Dylan doesn't reply. He's engrossed in messaging the guys, I think. While I wait for him to finish, I start reading the texts. They're vague, but each one is more distressed than the previous.
"Dylan, I need to go see what's going on with him. He's acting weird. Even last night. What if he needs help?" That gets his attention.
"Love, don't you dare think about setting one foot out this door without me."
"I wasn't planning on it." I roll my eyes, even as it makes me feel warm and fuzzy inside that he's so protective.
"Ethan and Beck are gone following up with a client for an upcoming event,” he says. “They're in the city and it will take too long to get back. Eli is on his way down."
"I have to get dressed, it's too cold to wear this outside." I don't wait for his reply, instead, I run up the stairs and into Eli. "I'm getting dressed I'll be right down."
"Alright, we'll get the truck started."
While I'm throwing on warmer clothes, I go through the garage in my head. The only trucks I remember are a big black thing and an off-road hybrid that's more suited for play. I wonder briefly why we aren't taking Eli's Jeep.




I get back down to the garage, and sure enough, it's the big one. It has a full backseat with four doors and running boards to climb up onto. I get in and buckle up.
"Should we call the police?" I ask. I can see the guys are asking themselves the same question.
"If anything looks odd, yes, immediately. We're not playing hero. Ethan is seeing if he can get in touch with anyone today." Dylan glances at me in the mirror at the ‘hero’ part, I’d assume to reinforce it. 
With a plan in mind, we head for Adams place.
"Uh, guys?” I ask. “Do you know where Adam lives? Cuz I don't." A snort from Eli makes me annoyed. "You did a background check, didn't you?" They both nod. Of course they did. "Why didn't we take your Jeep?"
Dylan answers for him. "My truck and Ethan's SUV have been reinforced. It's safer." He sees my quizzical look in the mirror. "Eli and Beck haven't decided if they want new vehicles or just upgrade the ones they have."
I shrug, curiosity appeased. It makes sense.
Nothing looks blatantly out of place when we pull up to a duplex not too far from the brownstone. The guys tell me to stay in the car with 911 ready to go on my phone. I lock the doors and blanch when I see both Eli and Dylan pull out handguns from under their jackets. I mean, I know in an abstract way that they'd have them in their line of work, and my dad had a collection and taught me to shoot, but I haven't been exposed to this side of their lives before.
They do their thing at the door, like real professionals; one on guard while the other knocks. There's no answer, and they split when Dylan tries the handle and it's unlocked. Eli goes around the side, presumably to the back door. I'm on tenterhooks waiting for them to come back out. Dylan appears in the doorway, trying to tell me something, except I can't hear him through the closed window. I get exasperated when the control won't work to roll it down. The child locks must be on, I bet it's a prank from Beck. I crack open the door and the sound of his voice filters in.
"Remi, call an ambulance. Adam is unconscious. Eli is with him. I left my phone in the truck."
I glance down to push the green icon to connect my call.
"911, what's your emergency?"
I put the phone to my ear and start to tell the operator the address and situation, when a shadow comes up behind Dylan. Thinking it's Eli, I don't immediately call out a warning. By the time I realize it's not him, it's too late, and a syringe is jabbed into his neck. He begins fighting his attacker off until his movement slows. I scream for Eli and start running toward the house, speaking as rapidly and clearly as possible to the operator. I don't make it more than a few steps when someone tackles me from behind.
My phone slides across the driveway, the operator’s voice becoming tinny and distant. I skid to a stop, the breath knocked out of me and my hands scraped where I tried to break my fall. I hurt all over, with sharp pains in my wrist and both knees. I struggle to push past it and flip to face my attacker.
That bitch. It's Samantha, and she's gleefully maniacal. I manage to get my unhurt arm free and punch her in her smug ass face, making her rear back. My victory is short-lived, though, when a cargo van pulls up and a figure dressed in black with a ski mask on, flies out at us. I try to break free and yell for Dylan. If there are neighbors, I hope they called the cops.
A sting in my neck makes my horror complete. Whatever it is, it’s fast acting. My vision goes fuzzy and dark. I don't know what happened to Dylan and Eli. I know my call to 911 went through, and as long as it stayed connected, they know something happened. I can't remember if I got the full address out or not.




Dylan
I wake to Adam being carted out past me to a van that two others are loading Remi up in. I don't fucking think so. I must have dislodged the needle before my attacker pushed the plunger, since whatever was used in the syringe didn't have me out long. I'm weak and uncoordinated yet manage to get to my feet.
With a glance toward the living area, I see Eli is out cold on the floor. His chest is rising, and I don't see any blood. I leave him to quietly follow the masked person whose carrying Adam. I spot Remi's phone and can make out a voice. I scoop it up as I pass, my movement catching the attention of the kidnapper. I quickly rattle off the address before dropping it and rushing the guy. By his size and ability to carry Adam, it has to be a dude. He tries to dump Adam, but it's too late. I plow into him, Adam’s dead weight landing on top of him. Not stopping, I run as fast I can, wobbly with the drug still in my system, to get to the van. Jumping in, I pull up short.
Samantha.
"You, fucking, bitch."
My surprise is my downfall, as something hard collides with my head. With a groan, I fall over, barely catching myself from landing on Remi. She's unconscious but breathing. As long as she's alive… I don't want to imagine otherwise.
I hear a man's voice saying to leave me. I'm too stunned to do much, but I try. Suddenly, I'm pushed out onto the grass at the curb, the fall jarring as I hit my head again. The last thing I hear are the doors slamming shut and the van taking off.
To be continued….
Watch for announcements on book 3!
Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed it! Please consider leaving a review even if it you didn’t. Honest reviews help readers and authors alike.
To follow on future releases and updates you can find me on Facebook and Instagram!
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