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PROLOGUE 
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    I stomp my cigarette into the ground and scream. My heart shatters into a million tiny pieces as my entire life goes up in smoke. Everything I have done to make a better life for myself is gone. 
 
    When I thought I had everything, I now have nothing. 
 
    Nothing! 
 
    Now, staring into the window of my former life, the one I hated, or thought I hated when I was dragged back to this small-town years ago, has also evaporated into the sky. 
 
    I’m going to have to fight back for what I have lost. 
 
    It isn't going to be easy because there is now someone taking up space in my old life.  
 
    I neglected everything that surrounded me as I worked to improve myself for a new life. Not realizing the world I once knew has continued without me. All the things I missed and forgot to cherish have moved on along with it. 
 
    From out of my purse, I grab a white pill and stare at it, debating if I should take it. The pills I've been on for longer than I can remember. 
 
    I hate them. 
 
    But they keep the voices calm. 
 
    I wonder if I should take another one to keep the storm that's raging in my head quiet. The thing is, I don't want them to be silent. I want the voices to scream. I want them to give me the answers. 
 
    I’m tired of being told the dark clouds that brew in my head are wrong. 
 
    I toss the little white pill into the grass and fling my brown hair over my shoulder, making my way to the man I love. I can make it right. 
 
    Because we are right together. 
 
    Together we are the perfect storm. 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    Brown curls tangle in my fingers as my girl’s plump pink lips wrap around my cock. Her cheeks puff out, and I groan her name as she takes me all the way down her throat. 
 
    Lola looks fucking irresistible as she sucks me off. Which makes it hard not to want to come down her throat. But I want to be deep inside of this goddess, to feel her warmth, as I claim her as mine.  
 
    Pulling her head back, my cock slides out of her mouth. She’s panting heavily, her face bright red from gagging, but she appears eager to put me back in. Instead, I lift Lola to her feet with my hand still tangled in her hair. Without giving her a moment to protest, I crush my lips to hers, sucking the life out of her before tossing her onto my bed. 
 
    I need her. I need to possess her. To love her. 
 
    Crawling on top of her naked body my dick pushes against her entrance, ready to take her, but I pause. Staring down at her bright brown eyes, I see a flash of uncertainty. I run my hand down her gorgeous face wondering what brought this on. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I just got a chill. It’s nothing.” She shakes her head, pushing away the worry that is swimming in her eyes. Though I make a mental note to ask her later. “Make love to me. Please,” Lola begs, leaning into my touch. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I need you.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much I need you, Lo.” She grins and pulls my head down to kiss me. My tongue slips into her mouth as I sink myself into her tight heat.  
 
    This is heaven, my heaven.  
 
    Since the first time I tasted her, I knew I would never have enough of little Miss Lola Anderson. Her snug, pink pussy is just an added bonus. I've never had a woman as tight as her. Or as perfect. 
 
    Like the little moans she makes and the way her nails scratch down my back as I pound into her hard and fast.  
 
    “Dean, oh god,” Lola pants breaking from my lips, her eyes rolling back in her head as she comes. Her pussy is gripping my cock like a vise.  
 
    “That's my girl.”  
 
    Once she finishes convulsing around me, I pull out of her and stand. I grab her legs dragging her to the edge of the bed and place them on my shoulders.  
 
    She moans, and her body shivers as my dick traces over her sensitive slit, letting her sweet juices coat my dick before driving myself into her. Her hand flies over her mouth, holding in her scream. “No baby, let me hear you.”  
 
    I slam into her, over and over, my thumb rubbing her swollen clit. Her perfect tits bounce with each thrust. The sounds of her pleasure echo off the walls of my bedroom as she doesn’t hold back.  
 
    I love to hear her noises because they burn into my memory, so when we aren’t together, I can remember what I’ve done to her.  
 
    I don't know how I got so lucky to have this angel in my bed. She might be young, but before she came into my life I had never felt more alive. She’s been the missing piece in my life. The one to make me whole after I had my heart shattered and dumped aside, and I have no plans to ever let her go.  
 
    Her legs lock, and she grips the sheet under her. She’s trying to hold on to her orgasm by tightening up, but I’m not going to let her. I feather kisses on her calf, silently telling her to relax, as I pull my dick out to the tip just nestled between her lips. I pinch her clit and plow back into her, bottoming out, and she unravels around me. “Fuck, Lo.” Her pussy spasming around me brings on my orgasm, and I fill her with my seed. 
 
    When I drop her legs and pull out, there’s no better sight than watching my cum drip out of her. She’s been marked by me.  
 
    Yeah, I’m never giving her up, no matter what the consequences are. 
 
    Scooping Lola into my arms, I lay us in the middle of the bed. I brush my hand through Lola’s hair as she rests her head on my chest. Her fingers travel along my happy trail as our breathing returns to normal. The glow from our lovemaking shines on her skin, and I don't think she could look more beautiful than she does now. It’s a moment that we both bask in; no words need to be exchanged as we hold on to one another and fall from our highs. Nothing can ruin this moment. 
 
    Well, besides me. 
 
    “Lola, you need to be going.” I sigh, shattering the glow around us as I catch the time on the nightstand. It’s the last words I want to say after spending an incredible weekend with her, but my ex-wife, Peyton, is on her way back with my daughter. Well, she isn’t my ex-wife yet. We are in the final steps of our separation, two months away from being divorced. So if Peyton catches me with our teenage babysitter—without our daughter here—I have no doubt it will cause a shitstorm of all proportions because I never know where Peyton's head is at. 
 
    “Why?” Lola frowns and props her head up on my chest. 
 
    “We lost track of time. Peyton will be back soon with Georgia.” 
 
    “So? Peyton and Georgia love me.” She giggles but then stops; I’m sure seeing I’m not the least bit amused. Though it’s true, Peyton does adore her. Not only because Lola had been an excellent babysitter for Georgia for years, but she had also been one of Peyton’s favorite students as well. Those feelings will be sure to change if Peyton finds out Lola and I are together. 
 
    “Baby, we’ve talked about this. She can’t see you when Georgia isn’t here.” 
 
    “God, I was just kidding. But what’s the big deal? I’ll hide in here. It’s not like she will be coming into your bedroom.” 
 
    She could hide in my room, but Peyton has a way of lingering around lately, wanting to talk, trying to reconcile what’s already lost. I roll my eyes inwardly, thinking it’s the main reason I don’t want Lola around while she’s here.  
 
    She doesn’t need to listen to all the begging and pleading Peyton has been trying to pull. Or the yelling when I turn Peyton down.  
 
    At the time, the separation had been mutual. Now, months before the end of the legal separation and the divorce is to be finalized, Peyton wants back in. I can’t fathom the idea. It’s already too late for me, but it doesn’t keep Peyton from trying. 
 
    “It’s not worth any of the risk. I’ll call you after she leaves.” 
 
    Lola shoots up and tosses the sheet off her toned naked body. “Whatever. I should've known this was fucking coming again.” She grits out and gets out of bed in search of her clothes. I take a moment to admire her beauty as she moves around the room. The way the late afternoon sun shines on her still flushed skin from her last orgasm making her look heavenly. As she slips on her little red panties, her tits bounce, those delicious pink nipples still erect, begging me to suck them again. When she turns around, she gives me a glimpse of my favorite feature on her, the dimples of Venus on her back. My mind wanders to the way they look when I’m thrusting into her from behind, but the daydream is broken when she slips on her shirt, covering them up. I’m out of bed in an instant to get to her.  
 
    She can’t leave like this.  
 
    The last thing I want her to do is to leave upset. She’s buttoning up her jeans when I grab her around the waist and pull her into my chest. “We’ve been through this.” I push a strand of hair behind her ear, staring into her eyes intently.  
 
    “Oh, I know, and quite frankly I’m sick of hiding from her. Don’t you think GG would have told her by now that I hang around all the time? Or I don’t know, maybe you could tell her you love me like you’ve told some of your friends?” 
 
    “Just give me some more time to find the best way to approach her.” 
 
    “Approach her? Why don’t you start with, ‘hey, guess what? I’m in love with Lola now.’ God, you’re two months away from signing the divorce papers!” 
 
    “And when she finds out we we’re together—” 
 
    “So?” she snaps, cutting me off and manages to wiggle out of my arms. “She’s the one who abandoned you.” 
 
    “Yes, but all the court will see is that I committed adultery. Had sex with the babysitter, the person we hired to watch our child. It doesn’t…” I pinch the bridge of my nose. She doesn’t understand the consequences of our affair. Sure, I had been the one to ask Peyton for the divorce because the love between us had fizzled, but also because I couldn’t stop picturing what Lola would look like writhing under me. I wasn’t a cheater, but I guess in a way I am. I committed adultery while separated from my soon to be ex and had fallen in love with my daughter’s babysitter. 
 
    “Lo, it could affect the divorce process. You know how Peyton can be. If she gets mad, the whole agreement we have could go out the window, and we can end up going to court. Then it will take even longer to finalize. Also, I don’t want to hurt her because no matter what, I cheated.” 
 
    “That’s not my fault! Yeah, sure by law you’re still married, but you’re not. She’ll get over it, but I guess you will need to do so first.” 
 
    Lola picks up her purse from the dresser and leaves without another word from me. I fall to the bed and shake my head. “Fuck.” 
 
    Yes, it’s my fault this all started, but I couldn’t control myself around her anymore. She had always been beautiful, but I didn’t notice just how beautiful she truly was until much later. When she first took the babysitting gig, I didn't feel anything for her, other than the fact that she was one of my students and the girl I paid to watch my child. For two years, it had been that simple, but then I started growing close to Lola when Peyton started not coming home for days on end, leaving my daughter and me on our own. 
 
    Peyton made me feel unwanted after everything I had done for her. She might as well have just ripped my heart out and stomped on it.  
 
    Lola was there when my life was turning upside down. She was someone who gave a shit about me and wanted to be with me. She helped me realize all the things I had missed with Peyton.  
 
    I close my eyes and think about one of the first moments I had started falling for Lola.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you going now?” I ask Peyton as I pull off my tie, walking into my bedroom. I just got home after helping out with the football game at the high school, and she’s leaving. 
 
    But what else is new? 
 
    Peyton stands before me in a pair of tight jeans and a blouse that shows off her cleavage. I would say she looks gorgeous, but this outfit isn’t for me.  
 
    “I’m going out with the girls if you must know. Lola cooked dinner for you and Georgia.”  
 
    “It’s Friday night. Don’t you think me and you should spend time together with Georgia as a family?” Peyton rolls her eyes. She acts as if it’s the most unappealing thing she can do. Maybe to her it is, and it kills me I can no longer make her happy. “You’ve been out every night for the last two weeks. Georgia misses you.”  
 
    “I gave her a hug. She’ll be fine. I need this, Dean.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine with a hug? Are you serious Peyton? How about spending time with her? Tucking her in at night or reading her a bedtime story? She needs more than just a damn hug. And what about us? What we need? I think you should stay.” 
 
    “I can’t deal with you right now. I’m leaving.” With a huff, she dodges past me and is out of the room.  
 
    I’d usually go after her, but I’ve lost all the fight in me.  
 
    I’m tired of my heart being ripped out every time Peyton walks away.  
 
    After the front door slams shut, I make my way downstairs to search for my daughter. I find Georgia sitting on Lola’s lap as she brushes her hair. I smile upon seeing them and try to put on a happy face though I’m itching for a drink.  
 
    “Mommy go away again?” Georgia frowns and Lola places a kiss on top of her head. 
 
    “Yeah, peanut. Listen, why don’t we eat and then we can play a game or watch a movie.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Lola stays for the rest of the evening wanting to help and keep us company. Like she does every time Peyton abandons us. I honestly don’t know what I would do without her. Not that I can’t watch Georgia on my own, but it’s nice not to feel deserted and for a few hours every night to feel like a family. Even if the woman playing “Hi Ho Cherry Oh,” across from us, isn’t my wife. 
 
    Georgia requested only Lola to put her to bed tonight. So, I make my way to the liquor cabinet and pour myself a scotch.  
 
    It’s going on nine, and my wife still isn’t home. I don’t know why I act surprised, it’s nothing new.  
 
    Where did I go wrong? 
 
    I'm so sick of this shit and yet I keep putting up with it. Putting the crystal to my lips, I gulp the amber liquid back and let the smooth honey oak slide down my throat and warm my belly. 
 
    I'm going to need a lot more of this tonight so that I can pass out and not lose my cool if I do see my wife tonight. 
 
    I should end it. I need to end it. It’s all a facade anyway. 
 
    Our relationship has been dead in the water for months, if not longer. But our daughter Georgia is the main reason I hold on. 
 
    “She's in bed, Mr. Goodwin.” Lola rests her hand on my shoulder and sits down next to me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What have I told you about calling me, Mr. Goodwin?” 
 
    She bites down on her lip and looks at the ground. “Dean, sorry. You know how Mrs. Goodwin gets about the formalities.” 
 
    “Well, she isn't here, is she?” I spit the words out more harshly than intended to the young girl beside me. I shake my head and move to the liquor cabinet to refill my glass. I just need to pass out. 
 
    A dainty hand reaches out overlapping mine on my glass as I go for a drink. I turn to the chestnut eyes of this sweet girl that I now spend more time with than my own wife. “Maybe instead of drinking this, me and you could watch a movie. Georgia needs you in the morning. Just in case Mrs. Goodwin doesn't come home.” 
 
    “You don’t think she's coming home?” 
 
    “I don't know. It wouldn't be the first time. I can stay tonight. It's the weekend, so no school and I don’t think my mom will mind. I can help to get Georgia ready if you want, maybe make breakfast.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do all that, Lo.” I reach out to push a strand of her brown hair back making her pale cheeks brighten a ruby red. She’s so fucking beautiful, and my dick twitches in agreement. How could it not? It’s only been ignored for the last three months by my wife. And here sits this young girl that smells of apples, with her perky breasts spilling out of her tank top paying every ounce of attention to me. 
 
    Wanting to be here with me.  
 
    Her tongue darts out of her mouth wetting her pink lips and for a second suspended in time, I picture how it would look licking the cum off my cock. 
 
    Fuck, how have I not seen before how insanely gorgeous she is? 
 
    Because you’re married. 
 
    And she's seventeen. 
 
    “Dean, are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” The words stumble out of my mouth like a horny teenager. But it's what this little vixen has reduced me to. 
 
    I should make her leave due to the impure thoughts I’m having of her alone. But fuck if I want to be alone another night with the bottom of a bottle. 
 
    “A movie sounds good, Lola.” 
 
    “Good. And no more of this.” She takes the glass from my hand and puts it on the table. 
 
    “Bossy little thing.” I chuckle, resisting the urge to slap her ass for it. 
 
    “Someone needs to take care of you...and your liver.” She giggles and moves towards the living room. 
 
      
 
    Right then, that night, it was easy to fall for her. 
 
    And I knew it had been more than just lust I felt for her. 
 
    She had been there taking care of me, taking care of my daughter. Despite her age, I found her easy to talk to, smart, witty, and incredibly sassy. She makes me feel young. Every ounce of stress that weighs me down melts when she’s around. 
 
    Most of all, it’s her love and admiration for my daughter. She spends all her free time with Georgia and makes sure she’s taken care of. Something I wish Peyton could have given Georgia. 
 
    Peyton did try considering the demons she suffers on a daily basis. The ones she’s had since before me. I never truly understood because she hid them from me, but I did my best to accept she suffered and took meds to help aid herself. Then after Georgia was born, she suffered from postpartum depression. I never blamed her for all her actions when it came to Georgia. I got her help, and I tried to support her and do what I could, but there had only been so much I could do. She didn't want my help.  
 
    I used to think I had helped her by loving her through it. Supporting her. Along with those little white pills.  
 
    It hadn’t been until she consistently pulled away from me that I realized I wasn’t what she needed. I didn’t know what the hell I was supposed to do anymore. She didn’t want me. She didn’t want Georgia. 
 
    It damn near broke me. I tried like hell not to blame her, but then how could I not? She left me in the end, alone, while she went out to party. Leaving me only with a bottle of liquor and my woes of not feeling good enough. 
 
    I had been at the end of my rope, and the person there to lift me back up to the top had been Lola.  
 
    The doorbell rings and knowing that Peyton is at the front door instantly ends my trip down memory lane. Grabbing a pair of pants from my dresser, I slip them on along with a white undershirt.  
 
    Once at the door, I fling it open, and I'm greeted with the happy squeal of my five-year-old daughter, Georgia. She jumps into my arms and kisses my cheek. I swear she grows just a little bit every time she leaves, even if it's for only a weekend. 
 
    “Thanks, Peyton, I’ll see you next week.” With my hand on the door, I'm about to close it on her before she answers, when she puts her hand up, stopping it, and walks inside. 
 
    “I thought we could talk first,” she says sweetly and lays her oversized purse on the counter. Georgia wiggles herself to the ground and runs off to the other room to play. 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about, Peyton. You can’t just keep walking in here like you own the place.” 
 
    “There was a time that I did.” She smiles, but it falls flat. I had gotten the house in our separation since the property once belonged to my grandparents, and they left it to me in their will six years ago. Peyton bought her own place about five miles away, and at times it doesn’t feel far enough away. 
 
    “Yes, but not anymore. I don’t get why we have to do this every time you drop Georgia off.” I shake my head wondering why I need to explain things over again to her. There’s a throb between my eyes, telling me I’ve already had enough for one day. 
 
    “Because I want you back, Dean. I miss you. I miss us.” She moves to the kitchen and grabs a bottle of water from the fridge, making herself right at home. 
 
    “Peyton…please, I don’t want to do this with you.” 
 
    How many times will I have to tell her this?  
 
    She might have broken me, but I don’t want to keep having to be a dick to her to make her understand it is over —forever—between us.  
 
    I want to drink. I want to pull the scotch out of the cabinet and drink it down like water despite the fact that Georgia is in the other room playing. My stress level is maxed out, and it isn’t even noon. 
 
    “That’s the problem. You never want to try and do this. We’re supposed to try, you know.” 
 
    I snort. Try. There had been no trying from her before our marriage crumbled or even for the first ten months of this separation. Now it’s like she’s had an epiphany to realize what she’s lost, but it’s too fucking late. “Why in the hell would you want to be in a loveless marriage?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “But I don't love you,” I say more forcefully, hoping she will fucking get it. “Not anymore, not like I used to. We’ve been over this already, Peyton. I care about you, yes. You’re the mother of my child, nothing can change that. But that's about the only basis for any kind of relationship between you and me. I know you feel the same.” 
 
    “We're a family,” she screeches, blowing off what I said. “I don't want to spend my days away from Georgia. I want to come home to my husband. You. We were together for ten years, and I don't understand how you could throw me away and not love me anymore.” 
 
    “You blew me off first. We didn’t connect anymore. You were never home, off doing god knows what, and everything between us became robotic, like clockwork. There was no more passion, no more love between us. Georgia had been the only thing holding us together, the only good thing about you and me. You agreed that we weren't working either when we filed.” 
 
    “But I changed my mind. It took me time to see what I was missing with you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing missing, Peyton.” My jaw ticks. I hate having to go over this again with her; it’s like she’s not listening.  
 
    It’s like she’s become a whole other person.  
 
    I sigh. “We just fell out of love, and that's okay. I have no ill will towards you, and I hoped we could part as friends for Georgia's sake. Go find someone that can make you happier than I ever did.” 
 
    “Are you with someone else?” 
 
    “Did I say that?” I answer with a question hoping the actual answer can be avoided. This isn't the time to bring up Lola. 
 
    “No, but…you stopped having sex with me. Maybe that's what's wrong. Maybe we need to reignite that spark.” She leans in and rubs my shoulder. The smell of jasmine tickles my nostrils. It had been a smell I used to love once upon a time, but now I love the smell of peaches and apples. Something sweeter. 
 
    I take her hand and rip it off my body. “That's not happening.” 
 
    “Why not? We used to have sex all the time, till one day you just stopped.” 
 
    What? Is she serious? Me? 
 
    “I didn’t stop. You did. You were the one that said neither of us was sexually attracted to the other. Remember? Those were your words. There was no spark. No fire between what we had before it was just—familiarity, so there’s nothing to reignite, Peyton.” 
 
    “I only said all that to agree with you because I didn’t want to fight. I didn't mean it.” 
 
    “If you didn't want to lose me, then maybe you should've spent more time trying to keep our relationship alive. Worked for it harder. I did everything I could for you, but there was only so much I could do. I did love you, a fucking lot, but then I spent over a year coming home alone, sleeping in an empty bed and nearly became an alcoholic. Why? Because I knew then that my marriage was falling apart.” 
 
    The only reason I survived had been because I had Lola. Maybe it's why I love her so much. She has always been there for Georgia and me at the worst of times. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” Her voice cracks and the tears well in her eyes, but I've had enough. 
 
    “It's too late, Peyton. Stop trying. Move on with your life. We can still be amicable. Friends even. But you and I are no more. We are broken and there is no fixing us.” 
 
    “I'm not giving up, Dean. I'm going to fight for you like I should've before. I have two months. Just give me a chance to prove to you I'm the woman you married,” she pleads again, moving in closer to me. Her chestnut eyes shine with her tears.  
 
    My head pounds, and thankfully, I'm saved by the giggles of my daughter as she comes rushing into the room and wraps herself around my leg. “Can you guys come play with me?” 
 
    Before I can answer that her mom needs to leave, Peyton bends down and gathers our little Princess in her arms. “Of course, baby, we would love to play.” She grins, looking up to me as if she won the battle. 
 
    Where had this attention for our daughter been years ago when she needed it? 
 
    Georgia claps her tiny hands thrilled, and though I'm happy to see my little peanut smile, all I want to do is bang my head against the wall and get my ex out of my house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    It feels like an eternity before I’m able to get Peyton to leave. Actually, it is an eternity. Two hours of her in my house between playing with Georgia and begging for another chance is enough to age me and give me a couple grays in my beard. 
 
    I’m tired of being the bad guy because I’ve become the person now who doesn’t want the relationship anymore.  
 
    While Georgia is putting her toys away in her room, I decided to take the time to call Lola. 
 
    “What do you want?” she grumbles into the phone after the second ring. 
 
    “You. Naked. Riding my cock,” I answer trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “Not going to happen. Maybe ask Peyton,” she hisses, and I can feel the sting from the venom in her words through the phone. But I’m not playing this game. Not right now. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I growl and grip my cellphone tight in my hand, I'm afraid it might shatter. 
 
    “I know she wants you back. She was telling my mother how she thinks she has you almost convinced.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck sakes. 
 
    And her mother knows about us. She caught us red-handed making out when I snuck into Lola's bedroom one night four months ago. She shouldn't be leading Peyton on like she knows nothing.  
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “After she left your house. Is she right? I mean she was over there for two hours. She's always there for hours after she drops off GG now. I'm not stupid.” 
 
    “Lo,” I sigh. “We just talked and then played with Georgia for a bit. That's all.” Trust me, I wanted her gone the minute she dropped off Georgia. But I couldn’t deny Georgia time with her mother either because it’s something she didn’t have for so long.  
 
    “Do you want her back? Did you have your fun with me and now…” 
 
    “Lola! Stop!” I yell, needing to cut her off before she goes too far. It’s not that I blame her for her feelings, but Lola knows how I feel about her. I don’t know how many times I’ve told her it’s only her I want. That I love her and only her. “I’m sorry about earlier. Just come over here so we can talk.”  
 
    “Just tell me now.”  
 
    “Lola, come on.”  
 
     “No.” 
 
    “No?” I chuckle melodiously, not one to be toyed with right now. My ex has already driven me crazy enough for a day and now my sweet forbidden goddess is doing the same. 
 
    “Anything you need to say, you can tell me now.” 
 
    I clear my throat and know just what I need to say to the stubborn female on the other end to make her change her mind. “Lo, I’ve told you a hundred times about how I feel about you. To be honest, all I really want to talk about with you is how I’m going to strip you of your clothes and cherish every inch of your body till you sing. Once you have come countless times, I’m going to throw you on the bed, prop you on all fours and ram my dick into you, because your pussy will already be nice and wet for me, begging me to rip it in half. Just the way you like it.” 
 
    Her breath hitches, and I swear I also hear the sound of her lips curling into a smile. There’s no doubt in my mind that her panties are soaked with her arousal, and I lick my lips wanting to be the one to lap up her juices. 
 
    “Lola?” I whisper, but it still manages to be husky with my desire for her. “I know it’s what you want.” 
 
    “Well, if that was really what you wanted then maybe you should’ve kicked your wife out right away instead of singing Kum by fucking ah with her.” Her words come out as a hiss and then the line goes dead. 
 
    I toss my phone down to the bed and run my fingers through my hair. Infuriating woman. My head thumps with an oncoming headache. If I could, I’d walk over to her house, grab her out of her bed and toss her over my shoulder to bring her home with me. Instead, I get up and go put my daughter to bed. 
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    “Why didn't Lola come over tonight?” Georgia asks rubbing her eyes after I finish reading Winnie the Pooh for the fiftieth time this year. “She does the voices better.” 
 
    “Oh, she does huh?” I tickle her belly and she falls into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “Yeah. She does Pooh and Piglet so much better. But don’t feel so bad, Mommy can't do them at all.” 
 
    That does make me feel a hell of a lot better. 
 
    “Lola had some homework to do tonight,” I lie and run my hand through her blonde hair. 
 
    “Oh.” She frowns and leans her head on my shoulder. “Do you think she'll come over tomorrow? I miss her.” 
 
    “I'm sure she can.” I kiss the top of her head and pull down the princess comforter that had been a gift from Lola when she got her big girl bed. Georgia loves it and has to be covered in it to sleep when she's here, no matter what. “Now, it's time for you to close your eyes and get to sleep.” 
 
    “Can you read me another story, please?” she pleads, with her big blue eyes. Doe eyes that I can never say no too. 
 
    “One more.” I hold up my finger and then proceed to tuck her into bed. 
 
    Five stories later and a check for a monster under the bed I push her blonde hair back and kiss her forehead goodnight. At the door, I look at my little peanut, and I'm grateful for at least one woman in my life that doesn't drive me insane. 
 
    Well, not yet. 
 
    I wander to the liquor cabinet where I keep my finest scotch. My stress level is maxed the fuck out, and the only way I’m going to get any rest is to drown myself. 
 
    For almost two years, I used liquor as a crutch for my crumbling marriage. There were nights I didn’t realize how bad I was till I woke up with a massive hangover. I got lucky I hadn’t been fired for coming to work smelling like a distillery. 
 
    I ended up transferring schools to get away from Peyton after I filed, needing a fresh start away from her. But there had been one person that made it better. One person that helped keep me sane until I had made the decision to end things with my wife. The person that makes me realize I deserve better. 
 
    Lola. 
 
    I love her, maybe more than life itself. But in the eyes of everyone else, our relationship might never be anything more than a sordid affair. 
 
    Lola Anderson is every bit the forbidden fruit. 
 
    She's sixteen years my junior, my daughter’s babysitter, my teenage neighbor, and she had also once been one of my students. The only thing I need to add to this perfect taboo fantasy would be for me to be best friends with her father. 
 
    She’s the perfect, intoxicating, taboo treat, and I have fallen for her. Hard. Swept away under her spell that brought such a radiant light to my life when I only saw so much darkness. When I think I have had my fill of her, I only find myself needing more. I’m addicted to this heavenly morsel, and I’m not planning on ever letting her go.  
 
    I just have no idea how it’s going to all last without it blowing up in my face when Peyton finds out. 
 
    I pour myself a glass of scotch and close my eyes, remembering the day that I could no longer deny I wanted her.  
 
      
 
    I’m beat, and all I want to do is shower and sleep. I worked late handling detention and then spent the night out with my buddies, Adam and Andrew, at the bar. They said I needed to get out and enjoy my new found ‘freedom.’ The thing is I’m fine enjoying my freedom at home with my daughter and a particular babysitter who likes to walk around in skin-tight booty shorts and tube tops. 
 
    I peak in on Georgia and see that she’s asleep. I kiss her forehead before heading to my room. Pushing the door open, I walk in and loosen my tie, but I stop in my tracks at the sound of my shower running. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out, sounding like a moron. There’s only one person it could be and by the trail of pants, shirt, the lace bra on my floor, followed by a pair of matching panties, I say she’s very naked too. 
 
    There’s not much thinking on my part as I follow suit and lose my clothes as I make my way into the bathroom. I’ve been fighting this attraction for way too long.  
 
    She’s been killing me with the little touches, the lustful looks, and rubbing up against me every chance she gets. Like the other night, when we were watching a movie, she fell asleep with her head nestled right on my hard, achy cock. I was in agony, but I didn’t have the heart to move her, and I couldn’t deny how perfect she felt in my arms.  
 
    I want Lola. I want her badly.  
 
    The steam from the shower makes me squint, but once it clears, there she is—her glorious naked body standing behind the glass frame of my shower, lathered up in soap.  
 
    My dick is hard in an instant. I fist it in my hand and start to pump as I sit on the edge of the tub to watch this angel under the steady stream of water. Her eyes are shut and her mouth is parted, as she massages her hair with shampoo. 
 
    I don't think I've ever desired someone as much as I do her right at this moment. My cock pulsates, and I work my hand faster, picturing how it would feel like inside her tight warm cunt. 
 
    Once all the suds of shampoo are washed away, her eyes open, spotting me. 
 
    There’s no scream, and no move to cover herself. Lola sinks her teeth into her lower lip, and her eyes never leave mine. 
 
    One hand traces down her stomach, and she dips her fingers into her slick folds, while the other twists her nipple. 
 
    Fuck if she’s not irresistible and the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen. 
 
    What feels like hours of the both of us putting on a show of touching ourselves, we manage to come together, and I lose my load all over the floor. 
 
    Though  I wish it had been her face. 
 
    She doesn’t say a word when she steps out of the shower, pretending to look doe eyed and innocent. I wrap a towel around her body and dry every droplet off her, resisting the urge to use my tongue to do so. Once I finish, we still haven't said anything. The words are lodged heavily in my throat. Giving me a large smile, she kisses my cheek and leaves the bathroom. 
 
    After that day she teases me relentlessly by sending countless naked pictures and videos of her playing with herself. I can no longer fight my attraction for her and how bad I want her.  
 
    And I’m going to have her. 
 
      
 
    Days later, I invited her over under the pretense of having dinner with me. She didn’t end up eating that evening, but I did. I touch my lips where Lola’s juices still linger from eating her out only a couple hours ago and remember the first time I tasted her. 
 
      
 
    I'm on my knees in front of her. I grab her shorts and undo the four buttons that lead to my prize. I yank the denim down along with her pink lace thong, uncovering her shaved pussy. My nose dips into her center as she kicks the shorts and undies off her feet. She smells of apples and peaches, and when my tongue darts out to get a small taste, I'm pleased she tastes the same. 
 
    I look up and admire the young beauty in front of me. She's exquisite, a forbidden fucking goddess, and she’s mine for the taking. 
 
    I’m going to enjoy every inch of this forbidden fruit, even if it ends up being poison. 
 
    I grab her perfect, firm, teenage ass, and pull her tight pink core to my mouth. I roll my tongue between her folds and lap up her arousal. She’s soaked. Soaked for me. Her little clit throbs under my tongue, and the more I knead her ass, the more it swells. Lola’s nails scrape my scalp harshly, as she moans above me and thrusts her hips into my face, begging for more. Running two fingers along her slit, I open her up and thrust my fingers deep inside her and suck on her needy bud. 
 
    “Ahh,” she screams out in pleasure, and her pussy tightens around my fingers.  
 
    “Relax, baby girl.” Our eyes meet, and hers glaze over darkly in lust and passion. Something I have seen in her eyes for the last few months after my wife finally left the house. “Breathe and enjoy this. Think about only my tongue and fingers servicing you. I'm not fucking you till you come. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, please keep going,” she says breathlessly, and her pussy loosens around my fingers. My eyes stay on hers as I pump into her fast and nip at her overly sensitive clit. 
 
    Staring into her glossy brown orbs, I know I had done the right thing by asking her over. This moment had been building for so long between us, and now that I have her, there is no going back. “This sweet little pussy is mine now. You understand?” I state firmly and halt my fingers inside of her till she answers. 
 
    “Yes, yours. Don’t stop.” She thrusts her hips in my face again, ready to fall off the cliff. I grab her ass tighter and bury my face deeper into the silk of her pussy and devour her. “Dean!” She calls my name as her walls contract around my fingers, and her sweet juices pour into my mouth. I want more. I could eat this little peach out every day. 
 
    I stand, my fingers still deep inside her as her body shakes violently. Her pink pouty lips are begging to be kissed, and I waste no time giving them what they need. Our tongues swirl together, and she moans against my mouth as she tastes herself.  
 
    I lift her into my arms and carry her to my bed.  
 
      
 
    That moment I knew I was never going to have enough of her. The only thing holding me back is my pending divorce. 
 
    I wish she were here, in my arms. Instead, I'll let the memories and my scotch keep me warm and numb. 
 
    The last thing I remember before I pass out into a liquor induced coma is picking up my phone, and staring at the picture of a feisty little brunette wearing the tiniest of green bikinis. As my eyes flutter shut, I envision my mouth wrapped around her cherry nipples. 
 
      
 
    I launch upwards in bed, my head pounding as the morning sunlight peeks through the darkening curtains. My eyes dart around the room, looking for someone, or something that would have woken me up in such a frenzy. The room is still, besides the fan blowing. 
 
    My normal morning wood is flaccid from the most spectacular, yet realistic wet dream I have ever experienced. 
 
    I flop back to my pillows and cover my eyes with my arm, trying to relive the moments of my dream. 
 
    It all seemed so real that I can’t understand how it wasn’t. I felt and saw everything she did: Her ruby red lips sliding up and down my shaft. Her wet core rubbing on my leg as she sucked me off. The feeling of her warm hand massaging my balls till I almost came. 
 
    I remember the curse word leaving my lips as she left me hanging. Then the sound of her sweet laugh. She sat up, and slid her soaked core down on my dick, wrapping her tight pussy snuggly around me. I was paralyzed in my movements as she took total control over me. I laid still, like a fool, watching her perfect tits bounce, with her head thrown back, her long hair tickling my legs while she enjoyed every inch of me. 
 
    My dick twitches as it recalls her beauty and the sounds of her moans. I’ve never heard a woman so primal before, so eager. 
 
    When I had finally been able to make myself move, I gripped her hips, and with a roar of her name, I came deep inside of her. 
 
    Then, in a flash, she was gone, and I woke to find myself alone this morning. 
 
    This isn’t the first time I have dreamt of her but never had it been so real, to the point I can smell her scent of apples and peaches linger in my room. 
 
    I peek at my phone, the picture of Lola in her bikini appears when I swipe open the screen. Above the image, it reads six twenty a.m., and I know it’s too early to call her. So instead I settle for a shower so I can replay my dream once more before I start my day. 
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    Dressed in my button down and slacks, I make my way to Georgia’s room to check on her and find her room empty. I’m not too worried because Georgia has always been one to get up without much of a peep and find her way downstairs to watch cartoons. I only hope she hasn’t been downstairs for long by herself. 
 
    As I make my way downstairs, I’m greeted by the giggles of my daughter coming from the kitchen, along with the familiar laughs of another important person in my life. At the table, Georgia is scooping cereal into her tiny mouth, and leaning over the counter talking to her is Lola. Her ass points out in my direction, and when she laughs, it wiggles. It’s almost as if she’s flaunting it, knowing I’m coming up behind her. 
 
    My arms slip around her tiny waist, and she freezes momentarily by the sudden touch. “Good morning,” I whisper in her ear and kiss a trail from there down her neck. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    She shivers in my hold and bites her lip as she looks in Georgia’s direction. “Dean, she can see you,” she murmurs, and I pull her body closer to mine. 
 
    “She’s not paying attention, and it doesn’t matter. Because I need to touch you.” My teeth graze her earlobe as I take a little nip. She smells of peaches, and it has been hard to resist not taking a bite out of her. I missed her, and I find myself needing to be close to her, especially after my dream. A dream that I have no doubt was a reality. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “When I got here.” She shrugs and steps out of my hold. “Georgia should be ready to go. I packed her lunch.” 
 
    “See, I would be lost without you.” I wink, wanting to humor her, but also speaking the truth. I would be lost without her in my life, and I wish my divorce could be final, so I can move her into my home and permanently into my life. 
 
    “I have to get to class.” She grabs her book bag off the counter and swings it over her shoulder in her haste to retreat. Lola has been taking classes over at the University across town. She’s studying childhood development and loves it. She makes her way over to Georgia and kisses the top of her head and tells her she will see her later. Georgia reaches up and kisses her cheek before going back and stuffing her face once again with the sugary cereal. 
 
    Watching them interact, I know Lola will one day make the perfect mom. It is one of the many things she saw herself being when she grew up. Unfortunately, I don’t know if it will be me to give her that. I had never been sure if I wanted more kids, and thought by the time she would be ready, I’d be too old and tired. But then the thought of filling Lola with my seed and seeing her round with my child makes my dick twitch. 
 
    She files past me to the living room without much of a goodbye, and I go charging behind her. I grab her elbow and spin her tiny figure around. My fingers trace over her pink lips, and she puckers against my touch. “Sweet girl, were you in my room this morning?” 
 
    “Maybe?” She smirks, and I push my thumb into her smart mouth. I’m pleased when I get the desired outcome when she wraps her mouth around it and sucks. 
 
    “It's either yes or no. I seem to remember this sexy girl riding me and sucking my dick.” 
 
    When she bares her teeth into my thumb, I take the hint and remove it from her mouth. “I'm surprised you remember your name considering how wasted you were when you called me. I only came over to help you with Georgia just in case you didn't wake up.” 
 
    I smile. Despite her being upset with me, she still cares enough to come help. Something Peyton never did. “And you didn't give me a wake-up call?” 
 
    “I guess that's something you have to figure out yourself. I have to go or I'll be late.” She tries to wiggle out of my hold, but I’m not ready to let her. 
 
    Clasping my hands around her, I press a kiss to her lips. Her lips part, allowing me to kiss her deeper, and I feel her melt into my arms. “I love you,” I murmur. “Come here later. We'll have dinner. Just the three of us.” 
 
    Even with her eyes closed, I can tell she has rolled them. When she pulls back a smile curls on her lips. “Sure. I would like that.” 
 
    With a final kiss, she leaves, and I go back to the kitchen to finish getting Georgia ready for school. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
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    Lola 
 
      
 
    “How are things going with you and Mr. Goodwin?” my best friend, Gini, probes as she sips on her vanilla latte as we sit on the lawn outside the Economics building. She loves to poke fun at me any chance she gets for dating our old eleventh-grade math teacher. 
 
    “Why can't you just call him Dean like I asked you to?” I groan. 
 
    “Because I looove driving you nuts, and you always turn red when I say it. So there’s no doubting you are moaning out “Oh, Mr. Goodwin” in the bedroom.” Gini wiggles her eyebrows and I nudge her. 
 
    I will never admit it out loud, but I do like calling him that, especially when I have been a bad girl. 
 
    Actually, I like calling him Daddy more when I've been really naughty, and he puts me over his legs and spanks me. 
 
    My entire face heats hotter knowing I might get punished for what I did last night while he had been wasted. “I cannot confirm or deny,” I say plainly, trying to act unamused. 
 
    “Don't worry, your face did,” Gini hoots and I hide my face in my hands, mumbling how much I hate her. After her laughter wears off, she gets serious. “But really, how is it going?” 
 
    I blow out a large puff of air and steal a sip of diet Dr. Pepper to give me a minute to process. I’ve been holding on to a lot of repressed feelings for months, and when we were making love yesterday, I suddenly felt exposed. Like the air shifted and a chill ran through me and someone could see all my darkest secrets. 
 
    Like the secret I’ve been hiding for years.  
 
    The one eating me up inside because I’m too afraid now for anyone to know the truth.  
 
    Then add the whole Peyton drama and I feel like everything around me is about to explode. I have thought about putting a pause on my relationship with Dean till his divorce is final to give me time to figure things out. But when I got a drunk call from him at midnight, even through his slurred words, I could make out every single one as he confessed how much he loves me, cares for me, and most of all needs me. “If you left me, I'd be a broken man, Lo. I never felt that way about Peyton. Without you, I wouldn't know what to do.” 
 
    After that, I had gone over to find him naked and passed out in bed. I had planned to just sleep beside him, then wake in the morning to help with Georgia. But when he started to moan my name and his drunken dick grew, I couldn’t resist reaching out and taking his swollen cock in my hand. When he groaned, well, I sucked him off while I got off. I swore he was awake by the way he had been acting, especially when I rode him and he blew his load deep inside of me. My body quakes thinking about it all over again. It hadn’t been till he passed out after he came that I realized he was far drunker than I thought. Not wanting to leave him, I curled myself into his side and fell asleep listening to the sound of his breathing. When I heard Georgia get up, I quickly got out of bed to tend to her. 
 
    “Earth to Lola.” Gini waves her hand in front of my face waking me from my deep thoughts. I shake my head and give her a small smile. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “I'm just trying to process everything.” 
 
    “Is it going that bad?” 
 
    “No, no. It's just…” I let out a heavy sigh and decide I need to confide in someone about everything. “It's Peyton. She wants him back now out of the blue, and she even told my mom she is breaking him down. I don't get it. She never did anything for the longest time, all she ever did was blow him off, and now in the last month or so, she's always staying over to talk to him when she drops off GG. He didn't even tell me that she had been hanging around.” I feel my temper rise again, and I take another sip of my soda to cool off the heat pumping through my veins. 
 
    “I get that, but maybe she's having second thoughts, or she’s scared. Maybe Dean is giving her the wrong signals?” 
 
    “He’s not! He tells her no,” I say forcefully. I might be pissed about this whole new change in development, but I know for a fact Dean isn’t sending Peyton mixed signals. He doesn’t want her. 
 
    There is proof of that last night. 
 
    “You sure about that?” She raises an eyebrow, not convinced. 
 
    “I am. He doesn't love her. He hasn't for a while. I understand him wanting to be friendly. But like he didn't have to lie to me about her begging for him back. Why can't he tell her he's in love with someone else?” 
 
    “Because he's still technically married, Lola. Do you not get that?” 
 
    “I do.” I do because it’s been said to me since we started this so called affair. However, I don’t care because in my eyes I never saw Peyton and Dean as married. They never once kissed in front of me, and I never saw them happy. Maybe if I did, I would be in a different boat and not attempting what I am with a man sixteen years my elder, but I’m in love so bad it hurts. 
 
    “Then let's think of it this way. You were once Mrs. Goodwin's star pupil. Then the awesome babysitter who would drop everything to watch her daughter.”  
 
    Back when I used to be desperate for Peyton to like me.  
 
    “When he tells her, you know what she’s going to see? This young girl, who this whole time was in her house, chasing after her husband and fucking him behind her back. She won’t see that you waited till they separated. She’ll see what she wants and that my dear is that YOU stole her husband and her happy ever after. She could make your life hell.” 
 
    “I don’t even know why I talk to you,” I groan, wanting to bury myself in the sand in shame. 
 
    “Because you do love me despite my harsh truths. He's not spelling them out for you, so someone needs to.” I do love her for it, but it doesn’t mean each truthful word doesn’t stab me in the heart. “You do also know she could get him on adultery if she wanted? Then the divorce will be his fault. She could use you two dating against his custody with Georgia, you know. Have you ever thought of that? I’m not sure about the money, but I think it affects how they split things like property.” 
 
    “You’ve been googling again.” I laugh. Gini is about as addicted to Google as she is WebMD. 
 
    “I have. I’ve been worried about you. I feel like you’ve always been playing house with Dean and Georgia. That you don’t see the big picture. Can you live with always being second to Peyton in Georgia’s mind? Dealing with her when she comes around for birthdays, school activities, and dropping off? You don’t see the overall picture of jumping into life with a once and still really married man. “ 
 
    “I do know that. And it’s fine. Mrs. G is a good mother.” I fib. It’s the furthest thing from the truth. Georgia deserves someone that can love and care for her all the time. Not when they just feel like it. 
 
    Which is hardly ever. 
 
    “I don’t hate her, and I don’t want to either. But I want her to know that I love Dean and I’m not going anywhere.” I state firmly, the thing I've known since the moment I fell in love with Dean. I've always known I'll be second best, and I'm okay with that. The dream is for us to all get along, but it could only start with Dean telling Peyton. 
 
    “I understand you love him. It’s just you can’t blame him for not telling his ex about you. And honestly, I don’t think you're going to be ready for the setback when he does tell her. Maybe nothing will happen. And for your sake, I hope nothing does, but if you want to be with him, prepare yourself for things to happen. Stop being blinded by love. In your head, I think you always saw yourself being one big happy family but forgot the plus one: an ex-wife.” 
 
    “How could I not see it? I helped raise Georgia more than she did,” I snap. “I helped potty train, helped teach her to read, would make dinners, put her to bed. I was always there—with Dean—when she wasn’t. I know I’ll never be her mom. Hell, I may never be Dean’s wife, but they are my family! Peyton or no Peyton.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Sorry.” Gini raises her hands in defense. “I'm just worried about you.” 
 
    Stealing a quick breath, I calm myself knowing I'm not mad at her, but at this whole messed up situation. One that I put myself into, not fully realizing the ramifications. “I know you are. I'm sorry for snapping at you. I'm just confused myself.” 
 
    So fucking confused. 
 
    “That's why you need someone like me to talk to. Listen, let's get to class, and tomorrow night I'm taking you out to the Alpha Pi party. It’s this huge event, and you need to let your hair down. Maybe you can act your age.” 
 
    “I act my age,” I scoff. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Gini rolls her eyes. “But you haven't been out in forever. It'll help you think.” 
 
    “Fine.” It does sound like fun to go to a party with people my age. The last time I was out was with some of Dean’s friends in one of their basements as they drank beer. 
 
    “Good. I'll call you later with more details. Now let's get to class.” 
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    “Lola!” my name is called from behind me as I make my way to my car through the college lot. “Lola, wait.” I spin around, to see Peyton come running at me. She's impeccably dressed in a tight grey pencil skirt and white blouse. 
 
    For a second, I stare at her and admire her like I used to when she was my teacher. When I looked up to her. Before I learned who she really was behind the teacher mask. 
 
    Before I found myself attracted to her husband's cock. 
 
    But what the hell is she doing here? She's miles away from North High where she's supposed to be. 
 
    “Um, hi, Mrs. Goodwin,” I cringe inwardly saying her married name. Peyton never approved of me being on a first name basis with her or Dean. “Funny seeing you here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was meeting with one of my friends who is a professor here. Then I saw you walking on my way to my car and wanted to say hi. I haven't seen you in forever. I was at your house yesterday, but you were cooped in your room.” 
 
    “I was studying. I have a huge test coming up.” 
 
    I should've been studying, but instead, I had been creeping on the stairs listening to her babble on to my mother about my man. 
 
    “It's hard to believe you're a college girl. Seems only last year you were taking my junior English class.” She sighs dramatically and touches my cheek. 
 
    “Time flies, I guess.” I shrug, tucking a hair behind my ear. I’m not sure if this whole situation could get any more awkward. 
 
    “Georgia tells me you still babysit? And still come over from time to time?” 
 
    “Yeah. I like to help out when I can. And Mr. Goodwin still can't cook worth a lick, so I help out there…” I ramble. I hate how nervous she makes me, even after all these years. 
 
    I hate that there is still a part of me that wants to impress her like when I was fifteen. 
 
    Will that ever go away? 
 
    “Well, maybe you can come over to my place when I have Georgia too. Dean shouldn't get to hog you all to himself.” 
 
    “Um, yeah sure.” 
 
    What the fuck am I saying? 
 
    “Well, hopefully, all this back and forth for Georgia won't be for too much longer. I think I'm finally making some headway with Dean and we might be working things out.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She smiles brightly and touches my arm. “I don't know why I ever pushed him away. But we’re going to get there and fix this. Georgia needs both of us, right?” 
 
    I nod, feeling as if I've been kicked in the gut. 
 
    Now it's as if I had Homewrecker stamped across my forehead. I can hear Gini, my mother... saying ‘I told you so.’ 
 
    “We love each other,” she goes on, and I realize I drifted away and didn't even hear half of what else she had been saying. “We were college sweethearts, but you knew that.” I nod again, my stomach twisting in knots and my coffee turning. “This is a rough patch, but maybe we needed the break to find ourselves, to find each other so that we can get stronger,” Peyton adds firmly, and I wonder if she’s trying to convince me or herself. 
 
    “Right.” I shift awkwardly on my feet, looking at my car, wanting to make a getaway. 
 
    “I'm sorry, sweetie. I shouldn't be pouring this on you.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I try to shake off the discomfort piling in my belly. “But I do need to be going.” 
 
    I need to go pick up Georgia at school in twenty minutes. Though as I stand in front of her mother, I do wonder why she isn’t offering to do it herself. Or if she even knows it’s something I do twice a week for Dean. 
 
    “Of course. It is good seeing you, Lola. I do hope I will see more of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully.” I plaster on a fake smile as she pulls me into a hug. I awkwardly pat her on the back. I can count on one hand how many times I’ve hugged her, so this is extremely out of character. She might have liked me once upon a time, but hugging isn’t her thing. 
 
    She didn’t even hug her daughter that much—and I don’t think I ever saw her hug Dean. 
 
    With one last goodbye, Peyton walks off, and I slide into my Honda Accord. I turn over the engine and throw my head back against the headrest. 
 
    What the hell have I gotten myself into? 
 
    I never thought our relationship would ever be more than hot sex and sin. But lust turned to love quick, and it hasn’t stopped burning since he told me those earth-shattering words; I love you. Now I’m in too deep, suffocating with how much I love Dean. 
 
    I just don't know if I have the strength to hold on with the looming past always hanging around wanting back in. 
 
    In a way, she has no business trying to come back into Dean’s life. I want Peyton out of the picture—where she is no longer the official wife to my man…cause boy, would that take so much of the weight of the dirty secrets off my shoulder.  
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    If there is one person who can cheer me up and make everything with Dean and Peyton worthwhile, it’s Georgia. Her little giggles, always happy smile, and vibrant, bubbly personality can make any miserable day bright again. I will do anything for this little girl. Move heaven and earth to make sure she is happy. When I first took the job, this little thing looked up at me with her bright blue eyes and instantly wrapped me around her tiny finger. She clung to me in her mother's absence, and it is easy to think of her as my own. 
 
    Yes, it’s silly to think that way, and maybe somewhat twisted, but how could I not? I know what it’s like to have a parent abandon you.  
 
    Two and a half years I've been here being a better caretaker. I gave up so much of my teen years so that I could be around because Dean was hardly functioning with that crazy bitch doing god knows what. 
 
    “Lola!” Georgia claps her hands in front of my face, pulling me from my wandering thoughts. We’re both on our hands and knees in the living room playing with her toy horses. I have the brown and white one, and I’m supposed to be making ‘naying’ noises and galloping it around the floor. 
 
    “Sorry bug, I spaced out.” 
 
    “It's okay. Mom does that a lot too,” she says nonchalantly, as her horse goes galloping through the air. 
 
    Great. The last thing I ever want is to be compared to Peytonisms. 
 
    Grabbing my horse again, I join her flying it through the air when someone grabs me at my mid-section and roars. 
 
    I scream in response, jumping ten feet in the air and send my horse across the room. Behind me, Dean is cracking up, and I'm tempted to kick him in the balls and blame it on my fright. 
 
    The bastard. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I turn, whacking him in the leg instead. “You scared the crap out of me.” My heart is pumping out of my chest. “I'm too young to have a heart attack!” 
 
    “I'm sorry. I couldn’t help myself.” He smirks and licks his lips. His eyes telling me there's so much more he wants to say, but little ears detour him from his colorful vocabulary. I'm sure. 
 
    And speaking of little ears. 
 
    Georgia is laughing up a storm and rolling around on the floor. 
 
    “I'm so glad you find it funny, bug.” 
 
    “Daddy got you good,” she squeals as I go to tickle her side. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she screeches even louder when Dean gets in on the act. She curls into a ball, but her little legs are flailing as she tries to fight us off, laughing uncontrollably. 
 
    I wish Gini could see this, so she can see these little moments that make us a family. There are so many happy moments with us. We're strong. Isn't that what counts? 
 
    “Stop, stop,” Georgia begs for mercy through her giggles. 
 
    “I heard more? Did you hear more?” Dean looks at me with a raised eyebrow, but I give in to her desperate pleas and stop tickling her. 
 
    “Daddy, no more,” she pants, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “Alright. You won this time.” Dean helps her to her feet, her blonde hair is a static mess, and I smooth it out for her. “Hey, why don't you go wash up for dinner?” 
 
    “Okay.” She goes running off, and Dean gives me a hand to help me off the floor. 
 
    “I'm sorry I scared you.” He grabs me around the waist and pulls me into his chest. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “You’re right. I'm not. The opportunity was too good to miss out on. Your cute little ass pointing out, wiggling, begging for me to grab it. Trust me, there was a lot more I wanted to do.” He grabs a handful of my ass, and his lips descend on the side of my neck. The scruff of his beard tickles, making goosebumps rise on my skin. “Especially after you taking advantage of me last night.” 
 
    “I did not take advantage,” I scoff. “I believe it was all very much wanted. At least in your drunk subconscious.” I blush and I chew on the corner of my lip. A tiny bit of guilt rising in my belly. “If I had known you were that far gone I wouldn't...” I'm cut off when he silences me with his mouth. This kiss sucks the oxygen from my lungs and making my legs turn to jello. When he pulls back, I'm left in a daze 
 
    What were we talking about again? 
 
    He pushes one of my loose, stubborn strands back. “Lo, you can do that whenever you want.” 
 
    “We should get dinner ready.” I push out from his hold. It’s like I’ve been hit with a bucket of ice water, as I remember what made me do what I did to him last night; Peyton’s invasion. 
 
    I move to the counter and pull the styrofoam cartons out of the large brown bag trying to give me a second before I unload my thoughts. “By the way, I ran into your wife today. She wanted to tell me how you and she are working things over.” 
 
    “Lo, that's not true. You know that.” He inches in closer to me where I can feel his hot breath on my skin. 
 
    “She seems convinced otherwise. I don't understand, Dean. What is going on? Months ago, I wouldn't ever believe this, but now.” I sigh and flip open the lid of the white container revealing our Italian take out from my favorite restaurant; Luigi's. The smell of chicken and alfredo makes my mouth water. 
 
    God, I’ve been starving all day despite eating breakfast and lunch. I feel like lately all I want to do is eat.  
 
    “And now what?” Dean coaxes, running his hand down my cheek.  
 
    “I don't know. She wants you and wants your family together…” He smirks, placing his finger to my lips. 
 
    “There's just one problem. You're my family now.” He kisses my cheek and runs his hand down my body, pulling me closer. “The only one I want. I don't care how many times I have to tell you till you get it through your head, but I will. I love—” 
 
    “Daddy!” Georgia cries. The sound of her little feet hit the hardwood as she rounds the corner. 
 
    “I guess you'll need to hold that thought.” 
 
    His forehead falls to mine with a groan, but he sneaks a quick kiss to my lips as Georgia makes her grand appearance into the room. 
 
    “My hands are all clean.” She waves her tiny hands around in front of us. I step out of Dean's hold and back to the food. 
 
    “Yeah, those look pretty squeaky clean. Go sit down, and I'll plate you up some of my gourmet meal I slaved over all day.” 
 
    “Daddy, you can't cook.” Georgia giggles and goes to the table. 
 
    “No, but I pick up a mean takeout.” 
 
    “You're hopeless.” I grin, as I pull out the plates from the top of the cabinet. “Maybe I should get you some cooking lessons for Christmas this year. Like a trained chef to come in and teach you a few things. God knows you'll need it when I'm not around.” 
 
    “Well, it's a good thing I don't plan for you to go anywhere.” He takes the plates from me and kisses my cheek. “I'm going to get it through your head sooner or later.” 
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    The table is set, and we dig into our food, as Georgia babbles on about her day. The simple life of kindergarten; finger painting, singing songs, and recess. I’d go back in a second, compared to all the drama going on in my life right now in this damn adult world nobody warned me about. 
 
    “Lola, can you be a chaperone on my field trip next week to the zoo?” 
 
    “Me?” I rasp out, shocked. She wants me to take her on her field trip? Me? “Wait, what about Daddy?” 
 
    “Daddy has to work,” she says simply, rolling her fettuccine noodles around her fork. I want to ask about her mother, but I bite my tongue. 
 
    I glance over at Dean, asking silently if it will be okay. He smiles, giving me a nod telling me yes. I smile back over at her, warmth filling my heart. “Sure. As long as I don’t have a test or anything that day it should be fine. When is it?” 
 
    “Next, next Thursday.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll check my agendas and get back to you. I love the zoo. Remember when we went a couple of months ago and saw the lions?” 
 
    “Yeah, and they were fighting over the ball.” She giggles. 
 
    That giggle is what makes it all worth it. My mother once said it reminded her of mine. 
 
    I don’t hear it, but I’ll take it because it makes me feel even more connected to her. 
 
    “So, I was thinking of shaving my beard. What do you think?” Dean says, breaking the silence that has fallen over the table. 
 
    I drop my fork to my plate and gape at him. Dean has had a beard for as far as I can remember. I've always found it sexy and can't imagine him without one. “Why?” 
 
    “I don't know. Something different—younger.” He smirks and runs his hands through his beard, making a little motion as if he’s pondering something. The move always instantly makes me wet. 
 
    I squirm in my seat, and I shouldn't be picturing how it feels between my legs with Georgia beside me. “I like it,” I mumble. 
 
    “You do?” He smirks. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It doesn't tickle?” 
 
    I glance over at Georgia who is distracted by shoving her dinner into her face, then turn back at him, shaking my head. “You're horrible.” 
 
    Underneath the table, he grabs my hand and squeezes it. He stares at me with his crystal blues, making me a delicious promise for later. My cheeks are on fire, and I wiggle in my seat, feeling mildly uncomfortable knowing he's making me wet at the dinner table. 
 
    I could kill him for it. But the thrill turns me on even more. 
 
    “Doesn't answer the question though. Don't you think if I shave it, I'll look younger?” 
 
    “You know I don't care about that,” I whisper, leaning closer to him and brush my fingers through his beard. 
 
    “That's right, you like older men, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only you.” 
 
    The doorbell rings, pulling me away from him and our flirting. Good thing, because we were getting a bit carried away in front of Georgia. 
 
    “Can I get it?” Georgia perks up, throwing her fork down to her plate. 
 
    “No. You stay. You know better than to answer the door when we don’t know who it is.” Dean pushes back his chair and stands up. My eyes follow him to the front door, wondering who it could be. When he opens the door, my heart drops when Peyton’s voice rings through the house. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Dean grits out angrily. 
 
    “I thought we could talk some more.” 
 
    “Peyton, you can’t just drop by whenever you want.” I hear the irritation in his voice, and just like that, the good mood is ruined. 
 
    “What else can I do when you don't answer my phone calls to talk so we can set up a time? Plus, I want to see Georgia.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time, Peyton.” Dean raises his voice and appears to be pushing Peyton back out the door. Though, she’s not having it. 
 
    “We are still married, Dean. Married couples talk. Work through things. Spend time together.” 
 
    “For Christ sakes. What don’t you get…” 
 
    “I don’t like it when they fight,” Georgia whispers and moves her food around on her plate. 
 
    “I know.” I try to soothe her, “and you shouldn’t have to hear it, GG.” I sigh. Dean of all people should know better than to argue in front of his daughter. 
 
    Then again, has Peyton left him much choice? What the hell does she think just showing up now? 
 
    Like call first at least. Warn somebody. 
 
    “Why don't me and you go downstairs?” I take her hand and help her up from her seat. We move around the corner, and I open the door leading to the basement. I flick on the light, illuminating the finished white walls and white carpet that lead to Dean’s ‘man cave’ slash exercise room. There’s a small gray couch in the middle of the room, and we go sit down. I place my arm around her and pull her into my side, and she slides her arms around my waist. 
 
    “You do know what is going on upstairs isn't about you, right?” 
 
    “I do,” she says softly, hiding her head against my shoulder. 
 
    “Good. Because they both love you so much and just because they argue doesn't change that.” 
 
    She looks up at me, biting her little lip. “Do you love me?” 
 
    My heart melts into a wet pile of goo. I smile and push her blonde hair back from her face and then untuck her teeth. “Of course, I do, bug. With all my heart. You're my sidekick.” 
 
    She grins, and her light blue eyes glow. “Do you love my daddy?” 
 
    My mouth drops open, her question catching me off guard, and I have no idea how to answer her. “I…” 
 
    “You have to, right? Isn't that why you’re always kissing?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    I've been stumped by a five-year-old. And not only that, I thought Dean and I had been doing good hiding our relationship from her. Now I'm totally lost at what to say to her or if I should even say anything at all. 
 
    “Listen, GG…” 
 
    “I never saw Mommy and Daddy do that.” She thankfully goes on, but she's leaving me only more bewildered. 
 
    “I think you were too young to remember.” Though, there might be some truth because I honestly never remember them kissing either. Even when I first started babysitting or would see them in passing from next door. My mom had commented once that affection never appeared like their strong suit. 
 
    Which is odd because Dean can never keep his hands off me. 
 
    She shrugs. “I just remember them yelling a lot. Like now. And Daddy is always so happy when you come over. Me too. I love having you around. You always play what I want to play and help me with my homework. Mommy just…” She stops, and her head falls to my shoulder. 
 
    “What's wrong, GG?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she whispers and then looks up at me with the saddest blue eyes. Dean's eyes. She resembles him so much. 
 
    It’s crazy how Peyton's genes don't appear to be very strong. 
 
    “You won't ever leave, will you?” 
 
    “I have no plans to go anywhere.” I repeat the words Dean said to me earlier in the kitchen, remembering how good they felt despite everything going on. 
 
    “I don't want you to go.” 
 
    Well, break my heart into a million pieces and make me cry because that has to be the sweetest thing ever. But also talk about the hardest promise in the world to keep, as well as one I want nothing more than to keep. One that relies heavily on Dean keeping and not shredding my heart. 
 
    Or me his. 
 
    “I won't, baby girl.” I wrap my arm around her tight and come hell or high water swear to myself that no matter what happens between Dean and me, I'll do whatever I can to keep my promise. 
 
    Touching the necklace around my neck, I know right where I can start. 
 
    “GG. I want to give you something. But you have to promise to take special care of it.” 
 
    Her little eyes widen and a large smile crosses her face. “What is it?” 
 
    “It's something my daddy gave me when I was little when he would deploy or had been stationed places we couldn't go. He gave one to me and my sister. It was a way for us always to have a piece of him when he was gone.” I unclasp the locket from around my neck and hand it to her. “I want you to have it.” 
 
    “Really?” she gasps. “You're always wearing this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now I want you to have it. That way you always have a piece of me with you. Open it,” I urge her. 
 
    She flips open the locket revealing the engraving: “I love you to the moon and back.” A piece of the moon would be broken off in which my dad would take it with him, and when he came back, he would connect back. Because we were together and full again. My dad didn’t take the moon with him this time when he went to Afghanistan. The fear of him not coming back isn’t as worrisome as it was when I was a kid, and I guess it felt childish to do. Also, nowadays it’s easier to get a hold of him, so he doesn’t feel so far away. 
 
    “If there's ever a time that I have to go far, I'll take a piece of the moon with me. That way we are always together.” 
 
    “Like when I have to stay with my mom?” 
 
    “Yeah, like when you have to stay with your mom or when I stay at my house.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lola. I love it.” She flies into my arms, practically knocking me to the ground. 
 
    “You're welcome, bug.” I hug her tight, thankful I can make her smile and feel safe at a time like this. 
 
    “There you two are,” Dean says, appearing in the doorway with a forced smile on his face. 
 
    “Daddy, look what Lola gave me.” She runs up to him and dangles the locket in front of his face. Dean eyes me curiously as he tells her how nice that was of me and then clips it on for her. “Did you tell her thank you?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I'm never gonna take it off either.” Georgia looks back over at me, her smile so big if my heart hadn't already melted it would now. 
 
    “Why don't we go finish our dinner?” Dean suggests. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “And Daddy is sorry about what happened with Mommy.” 
 
    “It's okay, Daddy.” She touches his cheek, and he leans into her touch. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, peanut.” He scoops her in his arms and holds her tightly to him. I love seeing them together like this. Their bond. It reminds me of my dad and me when I was little. I had him wrapped around my finger and so did my sister, Jasmine. We both knew how to work him over. Georgia has that down pat with Dean to get whatever she wants with one simple pout. 
 
    “You coming?” Dean asks, snapping me out of my mindless gawking. 
 
    “Yep, right behind you.” 
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    Hours later, once Georgia is off to bed, and Dean has convinced me to stay the night, we settle on the couch in his room. 
 
    I’ve been trying to figure out a way to bring up what happened between Georgia and me in the basement since Dean carried me upstairs to his room. But it’s impossible when I’m sitting on his lap, and he’s kissing every inch of bare skin he can find. 
 
    “Dean, babe?” I shove his shoulder, trying to push him away for the twentieth time tonight. I’m not really convincing, because goddamn do his lips feel so good. “We need to talk about something real quick.” 
 
    “We do? You sure about that?” His lips hover over mine, and his eyes dance wickedly, tracing his fingers over my covered sex. “Because your body is telling me how badly you need to be fucked.” 
 
    “Dean, I’m serious.” I shove his hand away from my core before he can cause me further distraction. “It’s about earlier with Georgia.” 
 
    He falls back to the couch, breaking our connection. Both his hands shoot through his hair, and he sighs annoyed, the mood now officially killed. “Alright, what’s up?” 
 
    “How do you know Georgia hasn't said anything to Peyton about us?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re worried about?” 
 
    “Of course, I am. She’s five, and five-year-olds aren’t known for keeping the best secrets, and it’s not just that, it’s something about what she said to me this evening.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “She asked if I loved you because we were always kissing.” 
 
    He rubs his eyes and exhales. “Well, I don’t think she has because I’m sure Peyton would have said something to me by now. Either using it against me or something.” 
 
     “I guess.” I lower my head to stare at my lap. I don’t get how it hasn’t slipped. "Or maybe she does know? Why else would she rub in my face she’s going to work things out with you?" 
 
    "Because that's Peyton. She's been telling everyone that will listen. Adam called me today and told me he ran into her yesterday and she said the same thing. She sometimes tends to believe what she wants to and can go a bit extreme. In a couple of days she'll get over it again." 
 
    "You really believe that?" 
 
    "I don't know. I sure damn hope so because she's giving me a headache.” 
 
    "Are you going to ask Georgia about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. It depends, but I might. Now stop worrying. I’ll handle it,” he says sternly and the way his eyes blaze into mine causes me to squirm in his lap, making me suddenly feel in trouble. He moves back to kiss me, and I place my hand in front of his face. “What?” 
 
    “There's something else, Dean.” 
 
    “You’re fucking killing me, Lo,” he groans. “What is it?” 
 
    “She seemed really upset about something with Peyton. Mentioned how I played with her, and her mommy just...then she wouldn't elaborate on it more. She looked so broken-hearted by it.” 
 
    “You know Peyton never…” He drifts off, closing his eyes. When he opens them back up, he pushes a strand of my hair back behind my ear. “Like I said, I’ll talk to her tomorrow. This whole separation hasn't been easy on her, but thanks to you, it’s been easier.” He places a kiss on my nose. “She loves that locket.” 
 
    “She said she didn't want to lose me. Dean, that's a huge promise.” 
 
    “It's not that huge Lo. I told you earlier, you're my family now, and I have no plans for you to go anywhere.” 
 
    I sigh, and my mouth opens, about to argue, but he takes the opportunity to dip his tongue into my mouth to kiss me. His sudden attack leaves me breathless and my body a quivering mess, making me forget everything I wanted to say. 
 
    He stands me to my feet and pulls my shirt over my head. As his lips descend down my neck and his hands unclip my bra, there's an uncomfortable feeling swirling in my belly. Like there's suddenly a familiar pair of eyes on me, as if someone is watching me. Eyes that don't belong to Dean’s intense, burning stare. 
 
    “Hey, where’d you go?” He touches my cheek. 
 
    “Nowhere,” I whisper, shaking off the nerves and focus down on the man I love as he grabs the waist of my pants and falls to his knees. 
 
    “Why don't we test out how much my beard tickles again?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
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    PEYTON 
 
      
 
    My intention had never been to come out here and watch them tonight, but it isn't like I have anything better to do. My family is inside, and I’m left alone once again. When I came over to talk with Dean, she was there. They were having dinner together. What I was hoping to do so I could talk and remind Dean how good we are. Instead, I didn't make it past the threshold before he started yelling at me to leave. 
 
    Over his shoulder, I saw the little bitch take my daughter out of the room, acting like some hero taking Georgia away from the bad guys. 
 
    Dean forced me to leave, my pleas going unheard. 
 
    Because I'm sure he could only think about dipping his dick in his younger model. 
 
    Peyton. We can't let it happen. 
 
    I drove around for a couple of hours and then found myself back here in the backyard where I used to push Georgia on the swing set that Dean built for her. 
 
    Now little Miss Mary Man Stealing Bitch is doing it. 
 
    I flick my cigarette to the ground and put it out with my foot. I'm pissed because not only is she taking over my mom duties once again, the little tart is in my bedroom with my husband as he goes down on her. 
 
    I can't even remember the last time he did that for me. Years. Before Georgia, I'm sure. 
 
    If that. 
 
    And he never made me throw my head back or make my legs buckle or even scream like he is doing to our little babysitter right now. 
 
    She was supposed to listen to me and know that Dean is mine. That we were working out our marriage. She was supposed to skedaddle on her merry way to some boy her age, away from my family. 
 
    At least I rattled her cage. 
 
    The little two-bit whore. 
 
    To think I once adored her ass. I had found something special about her besides her being my favorite student. I saw a piece of me in her, and it’s why I thought I could trust her with my daughter. I just never imagined she would steal my husband behind my back. 
 
    Or that my husband would be so enthralled by teenage pussy. 
 
    Now I have to work twice as hard to remove the obstacle in my way in order to convince Dean to come back to me. 
 
    To put our family back together again. 
 
    It isn't going to be easy. 
 
    Look at them, Peyton. 
 
    Inside, Dean sucks on her breasts as he works off his belt on his slacks and she tangles her hands in his hair. The passion flowing between them is enough to make my panties wet, but also spur on the raging anger in my veins. 
 
    My eyes close knowing it should be me that Dean is making love to. Touching, kissing, plowing into. 
 
    Not her. 
 
    No. 
 
    My eyes fly back open, and the couple has disappeared from my view. I move further back on the back lawn, thinking I'll be able to see the bed when Dean comes to the window. His perfect six-pack abs, along with his impressive erect manhood, stands before me. For a second I wish for him to hear me, to come home to me, but like everything, I'm shot down when he closes the curtain on me. 
 
    I need to get out of here before someone sees me. 
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    Opening the medicine cabinet, the pills in the yellow prescription bottle taunt me. That's all they do lately. 
 
    Taunt me. 
 
    I don't need them. I'm fine. I've always been fine. 
 
    I don't care what anybody says. My parents, my teachers growing up, my friends, the school board who fired me. Dean. Fuck them all. 
 
    I'm fine! 
 
    I slam the medicine cabinet closed making everything inside rattle, and move back to my room. 
 
    The voices tell me of our next move. I’m grateful for them because as I climb into my bed, I don't feel so alone. My next plan is already in motion. It's a tad bit trickier and cost me a couple of hundred dollars. Hopefully, the little tart listens to her little friend and lets her hair down at this party tomorrow and jealousy will take care of the rest. 
 
    I’m not going to let that little thing keep living the life I should be having all because I made a mistake. 
 
    All because I got a little lost chasing the wrong storm. 
 
    


  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    DEAN 
 
      
 
    There's nothing better than waking up with Lola’s naked body pressed against mine. The heavenly scent of apples and peaches wafts in my nose, making me bite into her shoulder and rub my fingers along her slit. 
 
    Her pussy drips instantly at my touch and she moans, wiggling her hips against my aching cock telling me she's now awake. 
 
    “Good morning, baby.” 
 
    “Mornin’,” she groans as I dip my fingers inside her needy center and start to pump, and my thumb rolls around her clit. 
 
    “You do know eventually I'm going to wake you up like this every day. With my mouth—or my cock,” I whisper in her ear. 
 
    I'm moving this little goddess into my house the second the divorce papers are signed. The ink won't even have time to dry before she's unpacking her bags into my bedroom. 
 
    “Dean…” She turns her head, and I take the chance to kiss her. To devour her. 
 
    She comes around my fingers, her body shuddering, as she moans down my mouth. “I'll never get tired of the sight of you coming for me.” 
 
    My fingers slip out of her warm center, and I roll her to her back. I'm eager to sink my dick inside her tight warmth. Her legs wrap around me, heels pressing into my ass as I sink into her. 
 
    She stares at me, her hand playing with the hair at the back of my head, as I thrust slowly into her. Wanting to feel every inch of her velvety walls wrapped around me. I press hard against her driving me in deeper. 
 
    She's heaven. 
 
    Though, as I look deep into her eyes, my stomach turns to knots as I'm hit with a strange feeling of Deja vu. I freeze mid-thrust and stare at her like it's the first time I am seeing her. 
 
    I'm sick. 
 
    Her lovely, chestnut eyes remind me of Peyton. 
 
    Really, Peyton? What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    "What's wrong?" Lola whimpers, looking at me with confusion written in those eyes, I'm sure wondering why the hell I stopped.  
 
    "Nothing.” I lie. My eyes close painfully, the thought of Peyton has made my dick go soft. 
 
    How could I even compare Lola's dazzling chestnuts to Peyton's dull, lifeless ones? 
 
    Especially in a moment like this. 
 
    "Dean, seriously?" she groans and shoves my shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    "Sorry, I just thought I heard Georgia at the door." 
 
    It's a lame excuse, but it gets her to nod and look towards the door. 
 
    "Should we stop?" 
 
    "No. I'm just hearing things at my old age." Thankfully she giggles, and the sensation makes my dick hard again in an instant. 
 
    I suckle her nipples, to take my vision away from her eyes. Her nails drag down my back as I pump into her again, harder and faster. After consuming her cherry nipples till they’re long and hard, my mouth latches onto the side of her neck, sucking, kissing, every inch of her exposed skin, eliciting moans of delight and desire from her succulent lips. 
 
    She fucking tastes so damn good. 
 
    “Oh, god, Dean,” she yells, trying to match my thrusts. She's close again, but I want to make this last. 
 
    “Let's have some fun,” I growl and pull myself out of her tight warmth. 
 
    Her eyes narrow at me. “What are you doing now? I was almost there.” 
 
    I chuckle deviously. “I know.” I roll over to my back, grabbing her hips to roll her with me. “But I want you to ride me, reverse cowgirl. I want to watch this tight little ass bounce.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Goodwin,” she purrs and turns around giving me a view of her tight peach. 
 
    She grabs my cock, and teases it along her soaked slit, before sliding down on me. Her head drops to her chest as she moans, her pussy clamping around me hard. 
 
    “That's a good girl. You want that A, don't you?” I tease, tugging on her hair, getting into the role-playing. 
 
    It's what she does to me when she calls me, Mr. Goodwin. 
 
    My hands run down her back, and I grip her hips, placing my thumbs in her cute back dimples. “Bounce baby.” I lift her and slam her down on my shaft, making her scream. 
 
    I love how primal she gets. 
 
    I do it again and again, watching the sight of my dick disappearing and reappearing from her center till she explodes around me calling my name, like a loud fucking prayer. 
 
    “Now that’s a fucking sight,” I mutter, her pussy spasming, and creaming, coating my cock with her sweet juices. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to work for that A,” she pants, dragging her nails along my thighs as she tries to keep her body up. She’s still shuddering from her release. 
 
    “I couldn't help myself. But I still need to come, baby. You haven't earned your grade yet.” 
 
    Her hips twist and bounce, working me over. I will never get tired of watching her do this. The way her hair sways against her back and her skin flushes pink and glows. 
 
    “Lean forward, just a little,” I tell her as I have one hand on her spine, helping her bend. She's so much tighter this way, and I love how it feels rubbing against her pelvic bone. “God, yes.” I take my thumb and stick it into her tiny rosebud. 
 
    “One day, we are going to do this same position with my cock in your ass. Would you like that, baby girl?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” she mumbles incoherently. 
 
    I haven't had her ass this way, and I'm desperate to have her the same way, filling the tightest hole of all. 
 
    “I love the way you feel inside of me teach. Your dick feels so good,” she coos, her words stuttering between bounces. 
 
    My hands grip her hips hard, and I'm pretty sure I'm leaving fingerprints in my wake. I'm so fucking close. My balls tighten up, and I clench my jaw as I shoot my hot stream of come deep inside of her. She calls my name again, I’m sure feeling my cum fill her, and she unravels. 
 
    Her body collapses back on my mine, spent, and I hold her in my arms, never wanting this to end. 
 
    In my arms, she's mine. Safe. Protected. Where the outside world can't hurt her. Especially with the shit I've brought on her young life. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmur into her ear, before letting her roll off me to land on the bed next to me. 
 
    “I love you, too,” she pants, curling into my side. 
 
    “Stay tonight,” I ask, running my hand down the soft skin of her back. “Then tomorrow we can go down to the falls for a hike.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she says slowly, biting her lip. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Gini is making me go to this party tonight, so I won't be staying. I'll still come and hang out, but I'll be heading out around six to get ready with her.” 
 
    “She's making you go?” 
 
    “Yeah. And I haven't been out in a while with my friends. It could be fun. If not, I'll come back here.” She shrugs. 
 
    I don’t like the idea of her at some college party without me. I know what college boys are like. I had been one once, and we only thought with our dicks. Then add a beautiful girl with dangerous, sinful curves and legs that go on for miles, and know for a fact she tastes like fucking forbidden fruit. Yeah, there’s a huge fucking problem.  
 
    “Will you behave?” 
 
    “Behave? Are you my father now?” Her eyes glint mischievously, running her hand up my chest. 
 
    My hand comes down on her ass, and I grip her luscious ass cheek harshly in my hand. She moans, tilting her head back, giving me access to her neck to suck. “No, but I am your daddy. And you will listen to me.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    She rubs her naked core against my dick, she’s sopping wet...fuck. 
 
    I didn't think this through. I want her again, and there isn’t enough time. I’m due at the high school in an hour and a half, and I still need to shower. And I have to get Georgia to school. 
 
    Fuck it. We can get dirty and clean in the shower again. 
 
    “Get in the shower. Now. I'm going to fuck you so hard you won't be able to move without feeling me. And I'll fill you with my cum so deep you'll be choking on it.” 
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    Lola has left for the night, no matter how hard I tried to convince her to stay—with my mouth and my fingers. 
 
    But this at least gives me some time with Georgia so we can chat about what's happening with her mother. To be honest, it is something I should've done sooner. 
 
    As long as Georgia appeared happy, still smiling, I wanted to believe Peyton had been giving her best to take care of our daughter alone. That the separation was giving Peyton and Georgia the time together to bond because Peyton was being made to take care of her and having to be there for Georgia at all costs. 
 
    I let myself be blinded. I wanted to give Peyton the benefit of the doubt that she could be better. 
 
    “Hey, Peanut. Can I talk to you?” I pat the seat next to me on the couch.  
 
    She clutches her brown and white horse to her chest, looking at me nervously and nods. “What is it, Daddy?” 
 
    “It’s about your mom.” 
 
    “Oh.” She frowns and fiddles with the locket that Lola gave her last night. “Okay.” 
 
    “How is she acting?” 
 
    Her little shoulders bounce, and she glances up at me with the saddest eyes. “She doesn’t play with me anymore. Like she used to sit there with me when I asked or at least read to me at night. Now she’s like all spacey and always on her phone, and sometimes I find her talking to herself.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want you to be mad at her. You told me Mommy was sick a long time ago. I thought maybe she was getting sick again.” 
 
    My eyes close, and I know I made a mistake. I should’ve checked on them sooner. I fucking should’ve checked! 
 
    “She’s not that bad, but she’s nothing like you or Lola. She doesn’t yell at me or get mad at me,” she adds the last part quickly, and I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding. 
 
    When Georgia was a baby, Peyton did have bursts of anger towards her. They were erratic, but never violent, just random bouts of yelling. It had been something we finally managed with meds and therapy. 
 
    “I think a spaceship has come down and an alien has taken over her body.” 
 
    “Yeah? And when do you think this happened?” 
 
    She taps her chin and then shrugs. “I don’t know, a little while ago? She used to have this guy that would come over and hang out. She liked him, but I wasn’t allowed to talk to him. I had to go to bed when he came. Then he just stopped coming and she just got sad and spacey. Like Mommy went bye-bye.” 
 
    A guy. I kinda figured there might have been someone else. Whether it was before the separation or after. If I'm honest I don't think I cared enough to find out because I had my mind and eyes already set on Lola.  
 
    “You know you can tell me anything, kiddo. Especially something like this.” Guilt simmers in my gut, knowing it’s also my fault for not talking to her about all this sooner.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her chin wobbles, falling to her chest. 
 
    “It’s okay. Next time will you let me know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Now there’s one more thing I need to ask you. It’s about Lola.” 
 
    “Is it about you being in love with her?” She gives me a little lopsided grin, and I chuckle. 
 
    “Now what makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because you kiss her and you get all silly looking when she walks in the room. Like when Rapunzel and Flynn are on the boat watching the lanterns.” 
 
    “Oh, I do, huh?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It’s okay. I love Lola, and I want her around forever.” 
 
    “Well, I hopefully will make that happen. One day.” I sigh and run my hand through my hair. “Georgia, there’s just one thing. Have you told your mother about us?” 
 
    “No.” She shakes her head so wildly that her blonde hair whips me in the arm. 
 
    “You sure? It’s okay if you did. I won’t be mad. I just need to know.” So, maybe I can understand this sudden change in her. It’s about the only thing that makes sense to her wanting back in. 
 
    Wanting what she can’t have. 
 
    “Uh-huh. I didn’t. I don’t want to make her more sad.” 
 
    Sad is not the adjective I would use. 
 
    “I understand. I wouldn’t want that either.” I pull her to my lap. “Daddy will tell Mommy when it’s the right time. Now, what do you say me and you watch a movie and stuff our faces with popcorn and ice cream?” 
 
    “Yes!” She shoots up from the couch, heading straight for the kitchen, leaving her horse deserted by my side.  
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    After getting my sugar high child to bed, I find myself scrolling through Facebook. It’s not something I do often, but when I do, it’s to catch up on what some old friends are doing. Though there is one beauty I do like to stalk when she’s not around. 
 
    I haven't heard from her tonight, which left an odd anxious knot in my stomach. When she isn’t around, she at least calls or sends me teasing texts, but tonight she has been unusually quiet. I’m about to close my app and call it a night and text her myself, when sure enough, as if Lola has been reading my mind, a notification pops up from her.  
 
      
 
    Lola Anderson has started a live video. 
 
      
 
    Opening up the live feed, loud music bursts through my speakers. I turn down the volume, but I'm about to snap the phone in half when Lola appears in a tight navy blue dress on the screen dancing with some frat boy. A dress she wasn't wearing when she left. My blood instantly boils at the sight of her and that she would wear something like that—showing off every curve of her sinful body. He’s got his arms wrapped around the front of her stomach as he grinds behind her and sucks on the side of her neck. 
 
    Her body molds and melts against his as the obnoxious beat plays on in the background. 
 
    My every vein is about to bust, and my head is about to blow from the steaming rage boiling inside of me. I'm uncontrollable. 
 
    There's a storm brewing in my mind and its dark. Angry. In disbelief. Lonely. I rub my eyes to make sure what I’m seeing is, in fact, correct. Looking back down at my phone, it’s all I see. 
 
    She should have been, could have been here, but instead, she’s all loved up on some frat boy. How could she? After everything I told her about us, about our future, about it being only her. I haven't felt this way in a long while. Not since Peyton started ghosting on me years ago, never showing up when I needed her. 
 
    All I want to do is go down to that party, punch the motherfucking asshole in the face for having his hands on my girl. Throw Lola over my shoulder and spank her ass till it's red and purple. Then after that, fuck her raw, till she's screaming my name, reminding her she's mine. 
 
    The only thing is, do I still want her to be mine after what she’s done? 
 
    I never expected her to do this to me, to us. She’s become my whole world. For fuck’s sake, she was telling my daughter she would never leave her, and here she is making it happen. 
 
    But I probably was never supposed to see this. 
 
    The video ends, and I'm livid and in need of something strong to drink. It's the only way I know how to keep the beast inside of me at bay. I make my way over to liquor cabinet and quickly down a shot and then a second. I go to pour a third, the beast inside still brewing when there’s a light knock on the front door, followed by someone putting a key in. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    The only people with a key to this house are my parents, Lola and my best friend, Andrew. 
 
    The door flings open, revealing my ex-wife. 
 
    If I wasn't angry enough already…let's just add this bit of crazy on top of the raging monster. 
 
    She walks in as if she owns the place, wrapped in a tight black dress, that barely goes past her ass and her breasts are spilling out of it. In all the years I was married to her, I've never seen her wear something like this. Not even back in college. It wasn't her style, and frankly, I was okay with that. With Peyton, I enjoyed her laid back approach on style because to me, she was beautiful without trying so hard. 
 
    Now she’s trying too hard, and it doesn’t do a damn thing for me or my dick. Desperation has never been an attractive trait to me, and Peyton has it written all over her like a glowing neon sign. 
 
    She's become so damn unhinged, I worry how rusted her screws are, and wonder if there is any chance for her to tighten her shit back together. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I bellow, marching over to her as she places her things on the counter. 
 
    I quickly calm myself, remembering the one good thing that has come from us is upstairs sleeping. She's heard enough of us fighting for a lifetime. 
 
    “Relax, Tiger.” She places her hand on my chest, and that's when I smell the alcohol on her breath. “I was sitting at home. Alone. And I was missing you,” she purrs, running her finger down my body. I step back. Her touch burns. 
 
    “Peyton. Stop,” I growl from deep in my chest, but she smirks, pissing me off further. 
 
    “What? We are two grown adults with needs. I even brought your favorite whiskey to help relax you. I figured you might need it.” 
 
    I do. Fuck, do I need it. 
 
    But no. 
 
    “The only reason I need it is because you’re in my house. I want you to go, Peyton. I've had a hard enough day, and I don't need to deal with you and your shit on top of it.” 
 
    She sighs, a deep frown marring her face. “I’m not trying to give you shit, Dean. I’m trying to be polite and friendly, believe it or not. God, do you really hate me that much?” 
 
    “It's not that I hate you, Peyton, but I'm trying to live a separate life from you.” 
 
    “We shouldn't be living separate lives! I want you back. Can't you see that I'm trying?” she cries, pushing her chest into me. I step back again. The bull inside of me is steaming, seeing all red, ready to mow her down. 
 
    “Peyton, all you’re doing now is pushing me away more. This…whatever you’re doing is driving me insane. You’re pushy and annoying. It's not flattering. It makes me want you less. How about that?” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do?” she whines, and tears slip from her eyes. Usually, seeing her this upset would make me feel bad, but I’m tired of this game. This is all an act now. I know it, she knows it. I only wish she would get tired of playing. 
 
    “Nothing. You gave up on us years ago. I don't know why you've suddenly changed your mind unless it’s desperation of not wanting to be alone.” Her jaw ticks and I have a feeling I might have hit part of the source. “But it's not enough for us to get back together. You left me alone for almost two years. I no longer want or need you, and frankly, I’m tired of saying it.” 
 
    “I'm still your wife for a little bit longer, and I'm doing what I can to make amends. It’s what's right for me, for you, for us. For Georgia.” 
 
    “It might be what's right, but it's not what I want. Neither one of us would ever be happy.” 
 
    “We can be happy if you would just let us be,” she screeches, the crocodile tears are now gone. “We could be fucking happy!” 
 
    She’s officially lost her damn mind if she thinks it’s that simple. She must be off her meds. It has to be what is going on here. If I think about it over the last month there has been like an on and off switch of a different personality. I’ve only seen it once before, years ago in college when she refused to take her meds because she didn’t like the way they made her feel. 
 
    She was all over the place emotionally. It wasn’t for long when I persuaded her to get back on them once we figured out what was going on. She became “Peyton” again, and she promised she would never go off them again. 
 
    “Have you been taking your meds?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she hisses, and if they could, her eyes might throw fireballs at me. 
 
    “I'm going to take that as a no?” 
 
    “I have.” She crosses her arms and looks away from me. A sign she’s lying to me. We might not be close anymore, but after ten years together, I still know her tells. “When have you ever known me not too.” 
 
    “It's just you’re different and all over the place. One minute you’re trying to be cordial, and now you’re like this.” 
 
    “Because I realized that I’m losing my husband. Yes, I should've realized that a long time ago, but I'm seeing it now. Sometimes people need wake up calls, Dean. I had mine. I get it’s late, but we can get therapy. Work out our problems.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point, Peyton. You keep missing it. I don't want you. I don't love you anymore. I never took you as this clueless of a person.” I feel as if I need to put this on a recorder or have Siri play it back for her every five minutes till she gets it. “Now I need you to go. The last thing we need is to wake Georgia with our fighting. She hears it enough.” 
 
    “I guess it was lucky Lola was here yesterday then.” 
 
    “Yeah, luck.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I felt lucky to have her hours ago, but now it felt like a different story. 
 
    “She’s over here a lot.” 
 
    “She is Georgia's babysitter.” 
 
    “Hmm. It feels like she’s always here. There’s nothing funny going on between you two, is there?” 
 
    “No,” I snip harsher than I intend to, but the frat boys’ mouth all over her neck materializes before my eyes throwing gasoline on my already blazing anger. 
 
    A sly grin spreads across her face, but then it quickly melts away as she moves across the room. “Very well.” She picks up her purse off the counter. 
 
    My head feels like it's about to snap off from her jarring behavior. I can't keep up with her. She steps in front of me and rubs her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I'll leave you the whiskey. It might help you ease this tension in your shoulders that you had before I even showed up. Believe it or not, I still know you so well, Dean, to know when something is bothering you.”  
 
    “Did you drive over here?” I ask, the liquor on her breath hitting me again. “Because you smell like you had few.” 
 
    “I did drive. I only had a margarita before I came over. Just one. I needed some liquid courage before slipping into this dress.” She pouts. “And you never told me how nice I looked by the way.” 
 
    “Now you really are fucking pushing it.” 
 
    “A compliment won't kill you.” 
 
    “You look fine,” I grit out between my teeth. “Now, do I need to call you an Uber to make sure you make it home?” 
 
    “Or I could curl up in our old bed. Keep you warm,” she purrs, and finally, the last of the string I’ve been holding trying to be reasonable and nice or what the fuck ever to the mother of my child, has snapped. 
 
    “Out. Now!” I roar, grabbing her hand, and yank her to the door. “Come talk to me when you’re back to being normal Peyton again. Not this crazy inside out version you’ve become.” 
 
    “I'm not crazy!” she storms, shaking out of my grip, her hair going wild. 
 
    “You're something. Georgia is more mature than how the fuck you’re acting right now. And if you wake her up with this act, I'm—” My eyes close, and through my anger, I know this isn't the time to bring up custody. Peyton is unhinged enough. “You need to leave. This new fucking Peyton, I hate.” 
 
    “You didn't like the old one either.” 
 
    My vision turns hazy, and I grab her arm, harder this time, making her yelp as I fling open the door and push her out of it. Once she's over the threshold, I release her and cross my arms as I stand in front of her. I need to release years of emotion built up to the wife I had once known who is nothing but a shell of her former self. 
 
    The one who abandoned me. 
 
    And now I am once again finding myself abandoned and used by another. 
 
    “I happened to have loved the old Peyton. I was hopelessly devoted to her. But the thing is, she didn't love me. She changed. We grew apart. And I began to hate her. We then agreed that we wanted different things because we couldn’t see eye to eye. Now fucking move on and leave me the fuck alone. I’m better without you. And by the way, get help. A lot of it. Because you need to fucking worry about what the fuck this change is doing to Georgia. Fuck what it did with us. But it’s hurting our daughter, and I won't stand for it! I want to get along with you for her. So fix yourself, Peyton. I don't know if it's you needing to take your meds, see a therapist, or whatever. But just do it. Now go! I don't want to see you unless it has to do with picking up and dropping off Georgia.” 
 
    Her chin quivers and her eyes water, “I'm sorry,” she whispers. 
 
    She looks vulnerable, and for a second, I swear I see a glimpse of my old wife. The subtle one. The one I liked. Not this crazed lunatic. 
 
    Then in a flash, a demon possesses her with a shake of a head, and her eyes glow with something evil and sinister behind them. But as quickly as that storm takes her, her shoulders straighten, and the demon is washed away with a sweet cherry smile. I swear I just got whiplash. “I'm sorry, but I want to fight harder for us. I need to try. Which is why I’m doing this, giving you the things you might like. Maybe you didn't like old me…” 
 
    I put my hand up to hush her. “I'm done talking, Peyton. Goodnight.” Without saying anything else, without listening to any more of her psychobabble, I close the door on her. 
 
    I’m fucking exhausted, and now there is one other woman I have to deal with and that is Lola. My heart aches, but a fire has risen in my veins burning off the pain, thinking of the video and that boy’s hand and lips on her. 
 
    I eye the whiskey Peyton left for me. It is a favorite, but for what I’m going to do tomorrow, I need a clear head. I just have no idea how I’m going to sleep with the anger stirring inside of me and the visions of the girl I consider my angel with another man, now haunting me. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    My head throbs like someone smashed it with a hammer. 
 
    What the hell happened to me last night? 
 
    I reach out for an extra pillow to bury my head under till this passes, but instead of hitting something soft, I hit a hard mass. My eyes peel open—slowly—praying I'm in mine or Dean's bed because I have no idea how I got home last night. 
 
    I hope to god I'm home. 
 
    Please let me be home. 
 
    Once my eyes open, I'm so ever grateful that I’m in my bed and the hard mass belongs to Dean. I move to sit up in bed, looking to my nightstand for my phone, wondering what time it is, but it's not there. It's not like me to not lay my phone by my head before I go to sleep. 
 
    “Dean...hey. What are you doing here? What time is it?” 
 
    “Do you have something you want to tell me?” he snaps. His eyes blaze into me, and I flinch back. 
 
    Well, good morning to you too. 
 
    I rub my eyes, trying to adjust to the light coming into my room and the man who is seething like a raging bull beside me. 
 
    Who the hell pissed in his cheerios this morning? And why am I on the receiving end of his wrath? 
 
    “I don't think so? Where's GG? Shouldn't she be with you?” I could use my little protector right about now. 
 
    “She's downstairs with your sister watching TV. Now, I'm going to ask you again. Do you have something you want to tell me?” He taps my neck, and even in my haze, I can make out the hateful venom in his eyes. 
 
    My hand goes to my neck and its sore. Why does that hurt? Everything from last night is a haze, but I think I would remember hurting myself. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, huh? The fact you have a huge hickey on your neck, one that I didn't give you, but I happen to know some frat boy did.” His voice is deathly low, but every word hits me as if he shouted them, slicing through me to my very soul. 
 
    “What?” I yell. I sit up, and the whole world spins and my stomach twists. I swallow down the bile that rises from the pit. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know. The innocent act doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    I rub my neck, and the unfamiliar pain hits me again. I’m no longer able to hold my stomach contents together anymore, and I run to the bathroom and vomit. 
 
    What the hell happened to me last night? 
 
    “Oh my god,” I groan, leaning against the cool porcelain, feeling as if I want to die. I honestly have no idea what happened or what Dean is talking about. I would never do anything with anyone, but the whole night is a blank. 
 
    After making sure I’m not going to vomit again, I clean myself up and move to the mirror to examine myself. Dean hasn't muttered a word, but I feel him watching me. When I get a good look at my face, not only do I look like I got hit by a bus, but I see the huge ugly red splotch on the side of my neck. 
 
    I catch Dean’s reflection behind me looking livid. His eyes look like they could burn through the glass and melt me. The love that usually radiates from them seems to have disappeared. 
 
    The thought only makes me want to vomit again. I spin around and brace my hands on the edge of the counter to keep my balance. The world is still spinning on its axis, and I'm falling from my once perfect life. 
 
    “Dean, I swear. I didn't. I had no idea…oh my god. I would never.” My tears burn my cheeks. “I just wanted to go have some fun, but not this.” I point to the hideous thing on the side of my neck. The mystery blob that’s ruining my life. The one I have no idea how it even got there. 
 
    Think Lola. Think. 
 
    “Sure looks like you had some fun,” he bites out. His usual cool blue eyes are now black. 
 
    “Dean, I would never. You have to believe me,” I beg. This isn’t something I would do. Ever. 
 
    “It's kind of hard to believe anything when there's a video, Lola.” 
 
    “Video?” I mumble. How is there a video? I wouldn't...I'm trying to rack my brain and it’s all a fog after talking to Andrea and Gini at one point on the couch. 
 
    I had felt uneasy and mentioned wanting to go. Gini said we could, but I don't remember anything after that. 
 
    “Dean, please. I don't even remember half the night.” 
 
    “So, I'm supposed to excuse you for getting shitfaced and fucking around on me?” he barks, his face turning red in his fury. 
 
    “No! Of course not! But I…didn't do anything.” My tears fall faster down my face, and my head pounds harder from this mass confusion as everything crumbles around me. 
 
    “But you did, Lola. I'm an idiot for thinking that getting involved with a teenager would be smart. That you could be responsible or that you could ever love me as much as I love you.” His words cut through me, ripping my heart apart. I might be young, but for him to think I don’t love him as much as he loves me, hurts. In fact, it’s excruciating. 
 
    But what about the secret you’re hiding from him? 
 
    I tell my subconscious to shut up because it doesn’t change the way I feel. I’ve done everything for him. Given up myself, my youth, my soul, my heart, and he’s shredding everything apart before he knows—before I know—what happened. 
 
    “That's not true, Dean. And you know it!” 
 
    “Isn't it? Look what you did to us, Lola.” He tosses his phone to me, and I manage to catch it with my shaky hands. I open up the screen and it’s already on his Facebook app with my profile loaded. There sits a live video taken at ten thirty last night, and I hit play. It's me and I'm dancing with some guy I've never seen before. I bring the phone closer to my face and study myself, and I swear it doesn't look like me. My body is limp in this guy’s arms, and my eyes are closed as he kisses my neck. 
 
    My skin tingles and feels as if it’s on fire. This can't be real. It can't be. More tears well in my eyes and I toss the phone to the ground in disgust. 
 
    “I know what that looks like, but Dean, I didn't. I swear. Like that’s not me. Look at my body! Look how I’m positioned, look at my eyes! Do you really think that I would do something like this? I wouldn’t! That isn’t me.” That sounds ridiculous coming out of my mouth now, but how else can I describe it. Something that happened out of body, something that happened to me, while my mind was away. “Ask Gini. She was there she would tell you. Please. You know me. I wouldn't hurt you, and I wouldn't cheat on you. I love you.” 
 
    “That’s not you?” he snorts. “Give me a break, Lola.” 
 
    “I mean, I honestly don't even know that guy, and I don't know when that would've happened. The whole night is a black blob! I don't even remember how I got here. The last thing I remember is talking on the couch with Andrea and Gini, drinking a beer, and wanting to go home.”  
 
    He doesn't say a word or make a sound, his silence slices through me. Oh god, he doesn’t believe me. I crumble onto the floor, pulling my legs to my chest. I close my eyes tight, trying to unlock something in the back of my mind. Anything and everything from the past twelve hours is bolted shut. As if it doesn't exist. I don't remember drinking more than the one beer and doing a single shot, and now because of it, my life has fallen into the abyss. 
 
    With watery eyes, I look up at him. He's staring down at me, and for a moment there's an etch of concern and love in his eyes. A hint of the Dean I love, but as soon as my eyes meet his, the look is gone, and the devil that hates me is back. “Did you come over here to break up with me?” 
 
    “What do you think, Lola? You're a smart girl.” 
 
    “No!” I scream, reaching out for him. He steps back, and my heart rips from my chest. I collapse back to the wall, wailing. “Please. No.” 
 
    “I've spent enough years being used and walked over. I'm not going to have you do it to me too.” 
 
    “I'm not. I swear, Dean. I didn't. You need to believe me. You know I’m not a big drinker.” 
 
    He knows this. 
 
    It’s never been my thing, and I hated watching him drink himself to death. We’ve talked about this. The desire to drink for me isn’t there. I only drank a beer and had a shot to be social, and I didn’t even want to do that. 
 
    I wish more than ever I hadn’t. 
 
    “So you cheated on me sober. That makes me feel so much better.” 
 
    “No!” I shake my head. “That's the thing, Dean, I don't know. Like I said, the whole night has been blocked out. Please. Please.” I cry, my soul aches so bad to the point I can't breathe anymore. 
 
    “So you don't even know if you fucked him?” 
 
    “I didn't,” I scream. “No. No.” 
 
    I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t do that. 
 
    “How would you know? You can't even remember him kissing your neck.” 
 
    “Because I wouldn't. I wouldn't.” My eyes close tight as I try to bring back the night, but it’s still dark. The creep in the video seeps in my vision in a tint of red, and I suddenly feel his hands on me, and I shake my head wanting to kill what I'm seeing. The bile in my stomach rises again, and I realize what if Dean is onto something. What if? The thing is, I don’t know. What if the guy in the video had used me? Raped me? And that’s the part that faded to black? 
 
    I suddenly feel dirty all over and crawl my way back to the toilet to throw up. Again. 
 
    “Shit,” I hear Dean mutter under his breath. 
 
    I feel Dean's long fingers brush against the back of my neck as he pulls my hair back. I don't even want him touching me, but I don't have the strength to protest as I lose the rest of my stomach. Though there isn’t much left and it scratches the back of my throat. All I want to do now is crawl back into bed and wake up, back in time to yesterday morning. 
 
    Once I’m done, I shake him off me and grab for the toilet paper to wipe my face. “You have to believe me,” I mumble. “If you know me at all, you would.” He doesn’t say anything, and I cry harder. “Why don’t you trust me? We were talking about forever, so you think I would just go and cheat on you? Upload some video to Facebook?” 
 
    Why would he trust me? 
 
    He only knows what he sees. 
 
    But the thought of losing Dean, after everything makes my throat tighten, and I’m finding it hard to catch my breath.  
 
    I thought he loved and trusted me. 
 
    You were going to lose him eventually Lola when he found out the truth. Now you can still keep your secret to yourself.  
 
    I’m vaguely aware of Dean saying my name, but it sounds so far away. My breaking heart is pounding loudly in my ears. 
 
    Cold hands on my warm cheeks bring me to the now, and I come face to face with my best friend Gini. She’s blurry as fuck, but I know it’s her. “Lo...babe. You need to calm down.” My head shakes as I rock back and forth. 
 
    “Dean—” Is the only thing I’m able to mutter. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Gini snaps. 
 
    “Me?” he scoffs. “I thought you were her friend and you let her get shitfaced drunk and make out with some frat boy.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Sure looked like it.” 
 
    “You know nothing, Dean. I stayed with her all night. All I did was run home real quick to let my dog out so he wouldn't piss everywhere. Jasmine was here, and I told her to keep an ear out. I wasn't gone but thirty minutes. I come back, and she's in hysterics.” Gini brushes my matted hair back as I try to come back to normal, but it's hard. Everything hurts. I only feel like an outsider to their conversation, hanging over them. “And wait, how do you know about the guy?” 
 
    “Video…” I rasp out, the tears starting again. 
 
    “Those motherfuckers,” Gini growls and holds my face steady again. “Girl, you need to calm down. I'm serious. Forget Dean. He wasn't there. I think maybe we should get you to the hospital or at least call your mom. To make sure there are no lingering effects of what they gave you.” 
 
    What they gave me? 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I stutter. 
 
    “Lo, you were drugged last night. We think those dipshits spiked your shot or your beer. The only drinks you had,” she stresses, and I know it's for Dean's benefit. 
 
    “What the fuck do you mean, drugged?” Dean growls. “How? By who?” And even through his growly voice, I hear a state of belief. 
 
    Gini pulls me closer, rubbing my back. “Well, if you must know, Lola wanted to leave, because she said she wasn't feeling right. Like something was off. I told her it was no problem, and we could go, but I really had to pee first. Andrea was with her…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Loud rave music pumps through the speakers and colorful lights stream through the room. We have been at this Alpha Pi party for over three hours. It started off great; we spent an hour on the dance floor, then a group of us did a round of shots offered by some upperclassmen, then danced some more, but now I wish we weren’t here. 
 
    I don’t know what it is, but that creepy feeling is back. The one I’ve been having for the last few days where it feels as if someone is watching me. 
 
    I’m clinging to Gini’s arm as we go to sit on the couch. I’m uneasy as fuck, and there’s something definitely not right. I just finished my beer about twenty minutes ago, and I hated every sip of it. I knew if I drank it slow, there would be little chance anyone would refill it, but I’m now regretting it. 
 
    My vision is blurry, and there’s this knot in my stomach that I can’t describe. “Gini, can we go? I’m not feeling good. Like something isn’t right here.” 
 
    Her eyes squint at me, looking me over. “What’s wrong? You were fine a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “But something feels off now. I don’t know. Please. I would go by myself, but…” 
 
    “Of course. Can you wait a minute while I go pee? I’ll never make it home.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod. Or I think I nod. My eyes are heavy, and I hear Gini talk to Andrea about something, but it’s all distorted.  
 
    My head shakes, trying to come back to reality and out of this fucked up fog I’m in. 
 
    How am I this drunk? I don’t understand why my head is so heavy and all I want to do is go to sleep. 
 
    And vomit. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t the beer. Maybe I shouldn't have done that melon ball shot after all. Fucking peer pressure. 
 
    Those things were nasty too. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” Andrea rubs my back. 
 
    “I don’t know. My head feels like it weighs a ton.” 
 
    “I think I have some aspirin in my purse.” Andrea moves over a little to dig in her purse, and I’m swept to my feet by a pair of thick, muscular arms. 
 
    “Come here, sweet thing.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” I slur, and I try to push the guy wearing too much Axe Body Spray away, but my body isn't cooperating with me. 
 
    “We’re dancing, babe.” He—whoever he is—growls in my ear and spins me around, which makes my stomach do a flip. His arms tighten around my waist, and I feel his erection pushing into my ass. 
 
    If I weren’t already sick, I’m definitely feeling sick now. 
 
    I want to go home. 
 
    “What? No.” I don't want to dance with him. I’m trying to push away from him, but it’s like my body is a wet noodle. “Get off me.” 
 
    What’s going on. Why don’t my arms or legs work? 
 
    I want Dean. Where's Dean? 
 
    “Come on, loosen up. I hear you like to have a good time.” 
 
    Vaguely I can hear Andrea yelling and see her cloudy figure being held back by someone else. I’m trying to wiggle free, but I can’t even tell if my body is moving. I feel heavy—and tired. So tired. 
 
    Soon I listen to my body and close my eyes and sleep. 
 
      
 
    “I feel like shit because on my way back from the bathroom, I ran into Brad. And you know how much I like him.” Gini turns to me, with a deep frown, and I take her hand. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s not your fault.” 
 
    “If I had known, I would have never left you,” she says regretfully. How can I blame her? We were at a party to have fun. Who would have foreseen that I would have been picked to get roofied? Or whatever the fuck it was that happened. “I got stuck flirting with him for a bit, but then I did remember that you wanted to leave, so we went looking for you. The dance floor was packed, and it took a bit to maneuver through the crowd. When we got there, they were treating her like a rag doll. The one guy holding her up was being a perv, and the other had his phone up, and I guess he videotaped it. Poor Andrea was trying to stop it, but she’s a tiny thing, and one of the jocks was holding her back. Brad and one of his friends helped break it up.” 
 
    “Why didn't you call me?” Dean snaps. 
 
    Oh, now he believes me? 
 
    “I couldn't find Lola's phone at the time. My guess is one of the assholes had it because it's gone. And I just wanted to get her out of there. We called an uber, and Andrea and I took her home, and we managed to put her to bed. I stayed to make sure she was okay.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” He thrusts his long fingers into his now messy hair. “Gini, I want to know who these boys were.” 
 
    “I told you I have no idea. I've never seen them before. Brad and the other guy who helped us had no clue either. Alpha Pi's tend to invite anybody.” 
 
    “Oh, now you fucking care?” I snap. “If she didn’t show up would you have even sought her out to even look into what happened?” 
 
    “Lo.” Dean inches closer to me, and I flinch back. 
 
    “No. I tried to tell you, and you didn’t want to hear it. You were willing to give up on me.” 
 
    A running theme in my life. But it’s not something I can think about now. If he was so willing to give up on me then maybe I do need to push back for now. No matter how soul-crushing it is, but I can’t let him destroy my heart. 
 
    He was willing to break up with me over this. So maybe I should give him what he wants. 
 
    Then I think of poor Georgia. The promise I made her. The promise I don’t want to break because her mother is already shitty enough at keeping anything together. 
 
    I don’t want to abandon her. 
 
    “I had no idea what I wanted to do, Lo. I came because I wanted to talk. But that hickey….” 
 
    “I just need you to get away from me right now, Dean. I need space.” 
 
    Space is fair—space to clear out the fog in my mind. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go, but Gini, let me talk to you.” 
 
    “No. You don’t need to talk to her.” I clutch onto Gini’s arm like a life vest as if I’m going to float away. “Just go.” 
 
    He bites his lip, wanting to argue with me, but I’m thankful when he turns on his heel and leaves. My head collapses into Gini’s shoulder, and I cry, wondering how things turned so messy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    My fist slams into the drywall of the bathroom across from Lola’s bedroom, leaving a small dent. I can’t worry myself about it now because all I'm thinking about is killing the sons of bitches that harmed my girl. But first, I need a swift kick to my own ass. Staring back at the video, I can see her limp...ragdoll body, and if I turn the volume up, I can make out the other girl telling them to get off her. 
 
    Why didn't I pay closer attention? 
 
    Why did I automatically think the worst from the girl who spends practically every one of her nights with my daughter and me? 
 
    My intentions were to come and talk to her, but the second I saw the hickey the rage boiled in my veins again and I didn't give a shit about what she had to say. 
 
    It's hard to trust when every ounce of it has been broken by a crazy woman who won't let go. The same crazy woman who happened to show up at my door just as all of this was going down. 
 
    I shove my phone in my back pocket and make my way downstairs to collect my daughter. I clear my throat, drawing the attention of Jasmine and Georgia who are watching Cinderella. They both look over at me and smile. Jasmine is sixteen and looks just like her mother, Kiki, with bright green eyes and the blondest of blonde hair. Not a single similarity to Lola. Now that I think of it, Lola bears no resemblance to Kiki or her father, Franco. I have no idea why I’m thinking of this now, after all these years. 
 
    Maybe it’s because you were thinking about your ex-wife's eyes while you were fucking Lola yesterday morning that has you all in a tizzy.  
 
    “You okay there, Mr. Goodwin?” Jasmine asks, calling me out of my deep twisted thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good.” I give her a small grin, but inside, I’m being tortured. “Thanks for watching her, Jasmine.” 
 
    “No problem, we had fun.” She smiles, “How's Lo doing?” 
 
    “She'll be okay.” I hope. 
 
    “Daddy.” Georgia tugs on my arm. “I want to see Lola.” She pouts with her bottom lip folded down and gives the large doe eyes that she knows gets me wrapped around her little finger. 
 
    “She's really sick right now. Maybe tomorrow. I don't want you catching what she might have.” 
 
    “But you were in there.” 
 
    “I'm older and know how to take care of myself.” 
 
    “I want to see Lola!” Georgia screams and stomps her foot. I bend down, grabbing the shoulders of my tantruming child. 
 
    “Georgia, this isn't the time to argue with me. You can see her tomorrow if she's feeling better. Now, let's get home. Daddy has some papers he needs to grade.” It isn’t what I want to do today, but shit has to get done. 
 
    “Then who's going to play with me?” she whispers, playing with the gold locket. 
 
    “I can. I won't be that long, and maybe you can help me.” 
 
    “Grading papers is boring. I want to see Lola. We had plans to finish watching a movie. We can do that.” 
 
    “Peanut, please don't fight with me right now about this. You need to trust me that it's for your own good.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don't want to get what she has where you throw up all the time, do you?” Jasmine adds, making a yuck face. “Then you couldn't play with your horses.” 
 
    “I guess so,” she mumbles her forehead creasing, making a giant pout. 
 
    For a second, she reminds me of Lola when she’s upset. The familiar traits are uncanny, it’s fucking mind blogging. I should be seeing my ex-wife in my daughter, not my girlfriend. 
 
    What the fuck is going on with me lately? 
 
    “Come on.” I scoop her into my arms and pinch her frowny lips. “I'll let you put the letter on the papers with your favorite pink glitter marker.” 
 
    My students always get a kick out of that. 
 
    I release her lips, and she smiles. “Okay, you win.”  
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    I thank Jasmine again for watching Georgia and ask her to call me if anything happens with Lola since she’s without a phone. And she’s s certainly not calling me anytime soon. 
 
    “Hey, Dean. Wait up,” Gini calls as I go to cross the street with my moping daughter. 
 
    “Yeah?” I stop, and she slips a piece of paper into my hand. “What's this?” 
 
    “Brad's number. He might be able to help you figure out who those guys were. He helped me get the guy off Lola and dragged him out of the house. The other fuckers ran like fucking cowards when one of our other friends went after them. I want nothing more than for someone to beat them down for what they did to her.” 
 
    That’s what I plan on doing. 
 
    “Thank you. Can you make sure she gets checked on by a doctor? She’s so pale.” The second time she went to throw up, I swear her skin turned pasty white. I had still been furious, but I knew something was seriously wrong with her, past just being hungover. 
 
    “I am. I’m calling her mom, so she knows we're coming down to the hospital.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” I’m mid-turn when Gini grabs my arm, spinning me back around. Her eyes narrow at me, and I feel I'm about to be berated by my mother instead of an eighteen-year-old. 
 
    “Listen. I get what it all looked like, but Lola loves you, and she would never do anything to jeopardize that. You do believe that, right? Because she's still freaking out that you don't.” 
 
    “I do now.” 
 
    “Alright.” She nods. “I guess I'll catch you later, Mr. Goodwin.” 
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    I spend an hour trying to grade papers, but it’s useless when all I can think about are those punk asses taking advantage of my girlfriend. I’m wasting time. I need to figure out who and where they were so I can kick their fucking asses.  
 
    “Daddy, are you okay?” Georgia plants herself on my lap, touching my cheek. She looks up at me with her sweet angelic eyes, and I calm for a moment, thankful for her sense of peace. 
 
    “Yeah, why would you think I'm not?” I give her my best smile. 
 
    “Because you've been staring at that gray dot on your computer forever and given me no more papers to write a letter on. And your face is all wrinkly.” She touches my forehead, trying to smooth out my stress lines. 
 
    “Has anyone told you you’re very perceptive?” She’s always been my little detective, ever since she was a baby. Nothing got by my little Georgia. It’s no wonder she had figured out about Lola and me. 
 
    “Yep,” she pops the ‘p’ with a happy smile on her face. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess Daddy is a little distracted.” 
 
    I had been staring at my computer for too long, the gray dot being the last place Lola's phone had been on. The location sitting about a few miles from the frat house in what appeared to be a grassy area. The last time it was turned on had been eleven thirty last night. 
 
    “How would you feel if I got Jasmine or Andrew to come over and hang out with you for a bit? I have something to do that I forgot all about.” 
 
    “I guess.” She huffs. “But I rather have Lola.” 
 
    Me too. 
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    I call Jasmine and beg her to come over and watch Georgia. She agrees and by the time I get my shoes on, they are both on the floor playing with horses while My Little Pony plays in the background. 
 
    Unfortunately, the only news Jasmine has on Lola is that she has gone to the hospital with Gini, and when she left, Jasmine thought she looked extremely pale and weak. 
 
    I'm just glad she went because I thought she might fight it harder and not go. 
 
    My fists clench wanting to punch something, and I’m hoping soon it’s these little boys’ faces. 
 
    Though I would find out, I wouldn't have any justice. As I figured, the GPS leads me to a grassy field five miles from the frat house. The phone has seen better days, appearing as if someone stomped or even ran over it. Even if it did turn on, there would be no way to tell considering the screen is totally shattered. 
 
    “Just fucking great,” I mumble to myself. I had been hoping those motherfuckers would have been dumb enough to keep it. 
 
    Fucking wishful thinking. 
 
    I’ve watched the video countless times, but each time I can’t get a clear look at those asshole’s faces. 
 
    They knew what they were doing, but it still made no sense to me why they would record their crime. It's the one thing that puzzled me the most, despite if they thought they might not get caught. They wanted it seen, and I can't help wondering if it had been made for my eyes. 
 
    But realistically, it probably had been made to harm Lola's reputation. 
 
    Honestly, I'm confused as fuck and no closer to finding the creeps. 
 
    Which leads me to my next move. Pulling out my phone, I scan my contacts for the number Gini gave me earlier. At this point, I’ll take any leads. 
 
    At the second ring, he answers, a radio blasting in the background, before he turns it down. “Hello?” 
 
    “Is this Brad?” 
 
    “Yeah? Who's this?” he snaps. 
 
    “My name’s Dean. I’m Lola's boyfriend. Listen, Gini gave me your number so I can ask you about what happened with Lola last night. Thought maybe you would know something about these guys.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, those fuckers,” he says gruffly. “I'm sorry, dude. I asked everyone I know. The only person that stood out to anyone last night was some old lady. As for the guys, nobody had seen them before or even remembers seeing them. I don't think they go to our school.” 
 
    “Old lady?” I question. People remember an old woman and not some jock punks. Great. 
 
    “Yeah, some gray-haired woman in a black dress with her tits hanging out. Probably someone's mother or shit.” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Alright. Do you remember what they look like? Anything?” 
 
    “I remember the bruise I left him in the side of his face after I got outside. He was blonde, about six-foot. I don't remember much, to be honest, I was hammered. I was only glad I could get him off, Lo. The other fuckers ran; I didn’t get a good look at them. Gini thinks he had her phone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I found that. It’s destroyed” 
 
    “I'm sorry. I wish I could be more help. I'll keep my ear out around campus. People talk, so if I hear something, I'll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Once I hang up with Brad, I toss my phone to the passenger side and bang my fist into the steering wheel. 
 
    Dead fucking end after dead fucking end. 
 
    The only thing left to do is to get the cops involved. But the only person that has any control over that is Lola. I’m going to have to try and get her to talk to me, even for a minute. 
 
    If anything, I'm dying to know if she is okay and apologize. To hold her. 
 
    Lola Anderson has turned me into a pathetic loved up wuss. Peyton never even made me feel this—lost—when we would fight. 
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    “Hey, Dean.” Kiki gives me a weary smile, stepping outside the door. “Listen, I don't know all of what happened with you two, but she doesn't want to see you right now.” 
 
    I figured, but it still feels like I've been kicked in the nuts. 
 
    “I know. I came to return Lola’s phone.” I hand Kiki the device, and she examines the now destroyed phone. 
 
    “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “I tracked it to some grassy field just a little ways from the party. Also, has anyone talked about talking to the cops about trying to catch who did this?” 
 
    “I did while we were at the hospital. They found traces of Rohypnol in her system. The thing is though, Dean, she doesn't want to pursue anything. She wants it to all go away. I tried to get her to change her mind, telling her this time she got lucky, but think the next girl might not be, but she’s not interested right now.” 
 
    “I guess I understand that.” I sigh, rubbing my forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, you know how she is,” Kiki says and glances back in the house.  
 
    “I do.” Doesn’t mean I like it.  
 
    Lola never liked a fuss to be made over her. There had been a time when she was still in school, and someone had stolen her purse. They took all the money she had in it, which had been her week’s pay for watching Georgia. I had told her she needed to report it, but she refused. She didn’t want to make a big deal out of it or handle any backlash from someone getting in trouble.  
 
    I wish she understood this is a huge deal.  
 
    “But don't you find it funny they would load the video to Facebook?” Kiki asks the same question that's been swirling my brain for hours. “It seems kind of arrogant and narcissistic? Doing something like that is either asking to get caught or they knew what they were doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had those same thoughts. I watched that video so many times and I can’t get a good look at their faces. Nobody at the party remembers them.” My head throbs; this whole thing brings on the mother of all headaches. It’s obvious Lola was the target. “The only thing I can think of is that the video is some kind of trophy. It’s why I think the cops should be involved. Maybe they can link them.” 
 
    “I can try talking to her again, but I think she just needs a day at least to rest and absorb what has happened to her.” 
 
    “Right. Can you tell her I was here? That I’m here if she needs anything.” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiles and pats my hand. “She’ll come around after some rest.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kiki. I’ll send Jasmine home in a few. That’s if Georgia hasn’t roped her into some Disney Princess movie marathon.” 
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Lola?” Georgia crosses her arms over her chest as I pick her up at school Tuesday. The day Lola usually picks her up when I have her. 
 
    “She's still sick, peanut,” I tell her and sling her pink sequined backpack over my shoulder as we walk to the car. 
 
    I hate lying to my daughter, but what else can I say? Lola still isn't talking to me, now going on day four. It is killing me not being able to see her or even talk to her. The only thing I know is she’s going to class and she is coming straight home because I always spy her car in the driveway afterward. 
 
    “Can I call her?” Georgia breaks the silence in the car as we make our way home. 
 
    “Her phone is broken, remember?” 
 
    I have no clue if she has even replaced it yet and Kiki said she refuses to take a new one from me. 
 
    The silence is killing me, along with my little peanut in the backseat. 
 
    “I feel like she's not coming back,” she whispers and throws her head against the headrest and touches her necklace. 
 
    “She will. I promise.” I'll make sure of it. I'm not giving up without a fight, but I promised her space, so I'm giving it to her. 
 
    She has two more days before I storm into her house and put her over my shoulder and we talk. 
 
    Or fuck. 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise. I miss her too.” 
 
    “Cause you looove her.” She giggles. 
 
    “Yes,” I answer simply. 
 
    “Me too. Do you think if I make her a card, she would like that?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    I'm pulling into my neighborhood when I spot Peyton’s blue Plymouth on the side of the road by the house. 
 
    Jesus Christ. Not again. 
 
    She came over yesterday, once again, wanting to talk and saying she wanted to play with Georgia because she wants more time with her. That the Wednesday to Saturday this week isn’t enough for her. I could smell the horseshit a mile away, but I let her take Georgia to the park anyway, and I locked myself in the house. When she came back and tried to hang out again, I threatened to call the cops if she didn’t go. 
 
    She left. Thankfully. 
 
    I'm not ready to deal with her again, so I flip a U-turn and peer at my frowning child in the back, knowing what will make her smile and keep us preoccupied till hopefully the ex leaves. 
 
    “Hey, peanut, what do you say we go to Chuck E Cheese?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
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    PEYTON 
 
      
 
    How could he still want her? 
 
    My plan was perfect. Perfection. I saw the live feed. There could be no denying that it looked like the little harlot was cheating on him. If he hadn't seen it, I planned to send it directly to his phone. But when I came over that evening, there was no denying that he had. The look of utter devastation and heartbreak was written all over his face. 
 
    A look I know too well. 
 
    Still, he goes running over to her house the next morning, and now he is playing Mr. White Knight trying to find the boys who had drugged his little princess. 
 
    The thing is…he isn't going to find them. I paid enough money to make sure of it. The guys I found from Craigslist were experts, so to speak. They knew their target, and I watched as they spiked her shot and put a little extra in her beer when she wasn't paying any attention. 
 
    They were fucking slick, I'll give them that because there were eyes everywhere. Then getting her phone and doing the Facebook video had been gold. They didn't show their faces, the one guy’s face being buried in the side of Lola’s neck the whole time. 
 
    The added bonus to this whole thing had been that the trollop hadn't returned to my house after the event. When I was over the other night, I managed to put a listening device under his sofa table. Something I've been trying to do for a month. Now I can listen to all his woes from the comfort of my own home and know just when I need to come over to comfort my big lonely man. 
 
    Though the jerk still pushes me away when I make my attempts. 
 
    Georgia has mentioned that she misses seeing Lola for the rest of her visit with her father, saying she's sick. 
 
    Hmmm, perhaps she is. Maybe I did make those boys give her a little too much. 
 
    Oh well. Teach her—the husband and daughter stealing bitch. 
 
    What furthers my anger is that locket Georgia wears proudly around her neck. A gift. A promise from Lola that she'll always be around. 
 
    That’s a promise you couldn’t keep now, isn’t it Peyton? 
 
    But we’ll make sure it’s a promise Lola can’t keep either. One way or another.  
 
    Now it brings me here to another step of my plan. Lola's mother is a gossip queen and will sit with me for hours to talk despite knowing what her daughter is doing between the sheets with my husband. I hope I can use Kiki to my advantage, and her big mouth will replay what I say to Lola, planting more seeds of doubt. 
 
    I only wish her father, Franco, was in town to really help. Dean and him never have gotten along, so he would be one to help break them up. No way he would approve of a thirty-four-year-old man screwing his eighteen-year-old daughter. But of course, with my luck, he’s overseas serving our country. 
 
    It’s all my fault, coming back to the town I ran away from when I was sixteen years old. The one that held every bad memory of my youth. 
 
    Why did I ever agree with Dean to move to this neighborhood six years ago? 
 
    I did it for him though. I would do anything for Dean, and at the time, the plague of what had happened to me was gone, but I regret it all now because that tramp is here. Always ready to swoop in and steal my man. 
 
    I ring the doorbell and tap my foot as I wait. After two minutes, I start to grow impatient and am about to ring again when Kiki answers the door in her emerald green scrubs and her hair in a tight bun. “Peyton, it's lovely to see you, but what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I had been hoping to see Lola. We were supposed to get together and talk. She was going to help me around the house the days I have Georgia.” 
 
    “She was?” She eyes me skeptically, her voice matching her tone. 
 
    “Yeah. I ran into her the other day. Is she home?” 
 
    “No. She's in class for another hour.” She looks down at her watch and then back at me. “You're welcome to wait for her if you want. I have to leave shortly though.” 
 
    “That would be great. Thanks.” She moves back and lets me into the house. 
 
    “Where's Georgia? Do you have her today or is she with Dean?” 
 
    Nosey bitch. 
 
    “She's actually with my mother.” I do my best to hide the snarl in my voice. It’s none of her business where my daughter is. 
 
    Worry about your own. 
 
    “Oh.” She frowns momentarily, “I haven’t seen her in a bit since I’ve been working so much. I miss her.” Her lips lift back into a smile. “I’m supposed to teach her how to play Clue. Lola is saving that one for me. Georgia is such a little detective, she’ll love it.” She stops, and her eyes dart behind me, as she chews nervously on her bottom lip. Yeah, you went too far there didn’t you, Kiki. 
 
    Did you forget she’s my child? Though I had no idea Georgia is such a little gumshoe? 
 
    I bite my tongue and just put on my sweet smile. “Well, maybe we can get together for lunch this weekend? Us girls, Lola and Jasmine too.” Though it’s the last thing I want to do. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good.” She shifts uncomfortably on her feet. “So, Lola never mentioned babysitting for you over at your place.”  
 
    “Yes, well, we never got to finish talking about it before she had to run off.” I make my way over to the couch and sit down, running my hand on the soft fabric of the arm. “I’m actually going to be doing a few extracurriculars after school for a few months and would like someone I already trust. I’m sure Georgia would like it better that way.” 
 
    It's all shit. I want the little bitch out of my house to hopefully make more time to work over my husband. 
 
    Actually, I want to throw her in front of a bus. 
 
    “Yes, I'm sure she would. Those two get along so well don't they?” I nod, but inside I cringe, the voices yelling at me to scream at Kiki that Lola can't have my family. “Listen, I have to go. You're welcome to stay or come back. She said she'd be home.” 
 
    Perfect. Gotta love how trusting this bitch is. 
 
    “I'll stay, if that's okay. I'll shoot her a text to let her know I'm here.” Not. 
 
    Once Kiki's car is out of sight, I close the curtain and make my way to little Lola's room to snoop. 
 
    I go to her desk and shuffle through some of her school papers and then through the drawers. Nothing. Figures. Next, I dig through her dresser, hoping the little princess will have something hiding beneath her clothes. Besides a vibrator in her underwear drawer, nothing piques my interest. 
 
    I guess Dean can’t satisfy every craving she has. 
 
    If I’m honest, I don’t know what I’m looking for besides pictures of her with my man. What I would do with them, I haven’t decided yet. I move to her bed and look underneath to find two large flowery keepsake boxes. When I open the lid on the first, I find pay dirt when I uncover her journals. Opening the first brown leather back, the elegant handwriting dates back a few years. 
 
    That was one of the things I did admire about her, her neat handwriting. Unlike so many of my other students, I could always read her work. She was smart. We shared the same tastes in books. On good days she reminded me of me. 
 
    Shut up, Peyton! 
 
    You hate her! 
 
    She’s a good for nothing husband stealer! You let her into your house, and she eventually took over your life. She made everything look so easy when you struggled. She had no right to take over just because you weren’t around. It wasn’t your fault you were lost. 
 
      
 
    8/9/14 
 
      
 
    I want to know where I started. Where I came from and why you left? 
 
    What did I do to make you run? Why didn’t you want me? 
 
      
 
    Oh, how poetic, Lolo. Boohoo. 
 
    Moving on 
 
    I flip a bunch of pages but find nothing that stands out and move onto the next journal. The second brown leatherback is from this year, and I’m instantly intrigued by the hearts and stars around the entry. 
 
      
 
    3/15/18 
 
      
 
    I’ve never felt more alive than I did tonight when Dean wrapped his mouth around my breast and dipped his fingers inside my pussy, making me come so hard, I saw stars. 
 
    The man is fucking amazing. He doesn’t even need to use his dick to make me come like a freight train. 
 
    Fuck that man’s dick. 
 
    I’m getting so achy and wet just thinking about it. 
 
    It’s not only that, but I’m so in love with him. He makes me feel so cherished and special… 
 
      
 
    The date is only four months after our separation. 
 
    I wonder if I could change the date to make her younger and use it against Dean. 
 
    Blackmail isn't the way I want to go, but if I don't change Dean’s mind about the separation in time, I might have to resort to desperate measures. 
 
    Who are you kidding, Peyton. Blackmail is just part of this game we’re playing.  
 
    I skim through a couple more pages of her illicit affair with my husband before moving onto the next smaller keepsake box beside it. Opening it up, it's filled with a couple of pictures and a bunch of papers. 
 
    None of the pictures are what I’m hoping for, but as I sift through the papers, the first thing that pops up at me is the adoption forms. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
    Looks like little miss Lola was adopted by Kiki and Franco when she was three months old. 
 
    Explains why she looks nothing like them. 
 
    Here I thought Kiki messed around on the unsuspecting bastard while he was overseas. 
 
    I'm about to dig further into the little princess wanting to know more about her adoption when I hear the front door slam shut. 
 
    “Shit.” I shuffle all the papers back into the box and shove it back under the bed along with her journals. 
 
    I'll have to find a way to swipe it another time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    It's been five days since that awful night. The one wiped from my memory where I woke up into a complete nightmare. Five days since I've seen Dean and I find myself aching for him desperately. 
 
    I'm hopeless. 
 
    Realistically, I couldn't fault him for his reaction, but it killed me inside that he didn't believe me. That he didn't take a moment to truly look at the video and see how different I was. 
 
    To not know me enough to know I wouldn't do anything to hurt him, to hurt us. 
 
    We’re a family. 
 
    We are connected in ways he doesn’t even know. 
 
    In more ways than one.  
 
    I need to talk to him, but I still feel like I’m in a haze from being roofied. 
 
    Among one other thing. 
 
    I now have the weight of the world on my shoulders and I have no idea how to unload it all without everything crashing around me further.  
 
    Not only that, I can't shake this feeling that I'm always being watched. Eyes burning into the back of my head and then when I go to look…nobody's there. 
 
    Or if someone is there…it's Peyton. 
 
    Yesterday when the feeling arose and goosebumps pricked on my skin at the campus coffee shop, she was there. Then she joined me at my table with her happy go lucky smile telling me all about how they have been doing a lot of talking the last few days and have spoken about doing counseling. 
 
    I reallllly don't understand why she feels the need to tell me all this.  
 
    Maybe she does know something is up. 
 
    Or she's just psycho. 
 
    Because I don't believe a word she says. 
 
    If I'm honest with myself, I wish I could go back in time and never have met Peyton. Never have known who she was and have my life go on parallel like she never existed. 
 
    Then maybe I could go on being a naive girl, living my life like every normal eighteen-year-old. Not one wrapped up in a man almost double her age and caring for a child because you have to protect her from her crazy nut of a mom. 
 
    A woman I used to crave the attention of. 
 
    Attention that came so differently on school grounds, but when you entered her house, you became a toxin. 
 
    Peyton has always had this switch that flips back and forth between moods, but now her switch is dismantled and hanging broken. 
 
    Then there is Dean. 
 
    Could I live without Dean? 
 
    Without Georgia? 
 
    Could I deal with the craziness of Peyton? 
 
    A trait I hope isn't inherited. 
 
    Maybe after the divorce is final she’ll go back to what she was like before…the less crazy, the somewhat functional teacher I knew. Maybe all this is some belated broken heart ‘oh what the fuck did I do’ syndrome. 
 
    Or will she go extra special loco when she loses? To me. 
 
    The younger, more satisfying version of herself. 
 
    I smirk and put my car into park outside my house. 
 
    Yeah, that will kill her. 
 
    But it will be what she deserves. 
 
    Unlocking the front door, I realize how vengeful I sound, and I don't like it. 
 
    It’s not who I am or who I want to be. 
 
    But she makes me this way. 
 
    When I throw my backpack to the table, I hear a door slam from upstairs, making me jump and my skin prickle. 
 
    Who the fuck is that? 
 
    My mom's car isn't outside, and my sister should still be at school. “Hello?” 
 
    The floorboards creak, and no one answers as I inch towards the stairs. 
 
    I probably should be heading for the front door, instead of being an idiot and investigating in case it's some perp that broke in. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I'm tired of feeling creeped out, and more than likely someone left a window open and the wind closed the door. 
 
    But just in case, I pick up one of my mother's oversized vases and go for the stairs. I get to the top of the landing and raise the vase ready to attack when I hear another door close, and footsteps approach me. 
 
    “Who's there?” I call out, that creepy feeling rising on my skin again. 
 
    “Lola, is that you?” 
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
    Like the fucking stalker she's been lately, Peyton appears around the corner, her sunshine smile on her face. I keep the vase gripped tightly in my hands, but let it fall to my side. 
 
    This shit is getting way too weird for me. 
 
    “Ms. Goodwin. What are you doing here?” I see her flinch when I call her Ms. instead of Mrs., and I get some satisfaction out of it. 
 
    “I was going to the bathroom.” She points back behind her. “I didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    “No, I mean what are you doing in my house? Alone.” 
 
    “I was talking to your mother. Then she had to get to the hospital. I had a stomach ache.” She rubs her stomach and twists her lips. “If you catch my drift.” 
 
    “We have a downstairs bathroom that you could've used.” 
 
    “Why all the questions, Lola? You were always welcomed in every part of my house. Still are.” 
 
    I bite my tongue and decide to let it go. I'm going to have to have a loooong talk with my mother later. 
 
    “Were you going to hit me over the head with that?” She taps the vase in my hand with a chuckle and moves past me. 
 
    “I heard someone in my house. I thought you were an intruder.” 
 
    “As I said, I didn't mean to scare you. I actually came over to talk to you as well. Remember when I mentioned if you could come over to my place on my days with Georgia?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    What the fuck? She was serious about that? 
 
    “I'm starting a new job in the afternoons, and I will need some help.” 
 
    “I don't know. I'm already so jammed packed…” 
 
    And I don’t want to. Nope. Nada. 
 
    “But you’re over at my husband's house every day,” she stresses with a glare. “I don't see why you can't return me the same favor.” 
 
    “I'm not there today,” I bite back wondering what the fuck she wants from me. 
 
    Plus, where is Georgia? This is her week. 
 
    “I only pick up Georgia on Tuesdays and Thursdays. And yes, sometimes I hang out when I'm not busy because I'm only next door, but it's not every day.” I sigh, trying to calm myself before I spill the beans. “Maybe I can bring her here.” I compromise. 
 
    Her head shakes, and her arms cross. “No. It needs to be at my place.” 
 
    “Why don't you ask Dean?” 
 
    “Mr. Goodwin,” she snaps, and I take a step back. Ava Max's “Sweet but Psycho” is now playing in my head. 
 
    Okay, I need to get the loony bin out of here. 
 
    “Right. Listen, I have a huge paper due tomorrow. Can we talk about this later?” 
 
    Like never. 
 
    Peyton straightens her skirt and lets out a heavy sigh. “I guess. I was hoping I would know your answer today since I start soon. Georgia will be disappointed if I have to find someone else.”  
 
    I grind my teeth together and suddenly feel I'm in the middle of a custody battle. “Where is Georgia anyway?” 
 
    “With my mother,” she spits. 
 
    My lips twist in disgust wishing that GG wasn’t with the horrid old grandma. I wanted to kidnap Georgia because she has gone from one psycho to the next. I'd only met the old lady once, but it was enough to know I didn't like her. 
 
    And she definitely didn't like me. 
 
    She took one look at me, muttered something in Italian and spat on me when no one was looking. Like a curse. The only word I made out was heathen. 
 
    “Oh,” I mutter, now at a loss of what to say. “Listen, can we please talk about this later? Maybe tomorrow? I have so much work to do.” 
 
    Please just go. 
 
    “Alright. I suppose that will have to do. I did talk to your mom about doing lunch with her, your sister, and you soon.” 
 
    I groan inwardly, again I'm going to have to talk to my mother about keeping Peyton separated from my life. 
 
    Mom, I don't want to hang with my boyfriend's ex. Thanks. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She gives me a tight smile and moves past me to go down the stairs. I follow behind her to make sure she leaves and to return my mother's vase to where it belongs. Once she's gone and out of sight, I pick up my backpack and go to my room. Right away, I notice things out of place. The papers on my desk are rearranged, and one of my dresser drawers is halfway open. A bottom drawer I never open because it’s filled with clothes I don’t wear anymore. 
 
    Peyton was in here. There’s no denying it. 
 
    I throw my backpack to my bed and know just where I have to go. To the one person who can control the fucking bitch. I’m done with her always being around. He needs to fix this. It is her or me at this point. 
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    I get to Dean’s front door and realize I forgot my key. Well, what better way for him to know I mean business then pounding on his door like I’m the cops ready to invade? Dean’s head peeks through the little windows by the door with an annoyed scowl on his face, but it fades when he sees it’s me. He opens the door, and my breath hitches. Dean is wearing only a pair of basketball shorts, showing off his to die for six-pack. His dirty blond hair is damp from his shower, making it darker than usual. The water droplets run down his perfectly sculpted chest, making me lick my lips—tempted to lick them off him. It isn’t fair how good he looks. I miss him so damn much. His warm touch and his soft kisses and the way he tells me he loves me. 
 
    It really has been five days of torture. 
 
    Stay strong, Lo. Remember what you came here for. 
 
    “Lola, hi.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” I push back my shoulders, trying not to melt into a pile of mush by the god in front of me. I need to be pissed with him that his crazy wife had been in my house, but he is still mine and he makes my sex tingle. 
 
    “Of course. Come in.” He steps aside, allowing me to walk in. The door closes behind me, and I can tell he’s tempted to reach out to touch me, but instead, he crosses his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you, baby.” 
 
    I want to return the sentiment, but I can’t. Not yet. “We need to talk about your wife.” 
 
    He groans, his hands pushing through his soaked hair. “I hate it when you call her that.” 
 
    “I’m just saying things like they are, Dean. But I didn't come here to argue over labels. It's about finding her in my house today, uninvited by me. My mom wasn't home and she was upstairs. She claimed to have come out of the bathroom, but I think she was in my room, Dean.” 
 
    “What makes you feel that way?” 
 
    “You don't believe me, do you?” I throw my hands up and turn for the door. “I don't know why I even fucking bother.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn't say that.” He grabs my arm, halting my steps before I can make my great escape. “I'm just trying to get the clear picture, Lo. Help me understand what’s going on, so I can help.” 
 
    I wiggle him off me and wrap my arms around myself. “It's just a strong feeling. I swear there were things out of place. And she got accusatory and mentioned how I get free range all over your house with no questions. And it's not just that, why was she even in my house without my mom there? It's like Peyton has been popping up everywhere I am now. I’ve seen her more often than not at school and the coffee house. She makes my skin crawl. How much more am I supposed to take?” 
 
    “Baby, you need to relax.” He grabs me by the shoulders, but I knock him off. I’m sick and tired of him telling me that. He has no idea what it’s been like for me. To feel the way I do. I’ve given him every part of me, and I’m beginning to crumble from all the pressure of being a girlfriend to an older man with a child and a clingy soon to be ex-wife. Also, I’m exhausted under the weight of my secrets, but the thought of them being revealed scares me shitless. 
 
    “No. I'm not going to relax. I feel like I'm going insane. I feel eyes on me all the time. I've been drugged, you not trusting me, her everywhere I turn. I don’t know how much more of this I can take!” 
 
    “I trust you,” he snaps, stabbing his finger into his chest. 
 
    “Sure doesn't seem that way. But again, this isn't about us. It's about her. She also wants me to watch Georgia at her house during the week she has her. Only at her house. When I suggested to watch her at my house or to talk to you, she shut me down. Oh, and when I called you Dean, I swear her head was going to spin. She's gone loco.” 
 
    Dean rubs his forehead. “Yeah, I believe she has too. I'm worried she's not taking her medication.” 
 
    “Great. It's one thing to deal with Peyton as the ex-wife when she's dropping Georgia off or at the occasional birthday party or event. But not when she's continuously in my face telling me how you’re going to work it out.” 
 
    “But we’re not working it out. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but in her fucked up head, she thinks that. And to her, she finds me as someone she needs to tell this to. I feel stuck because I love you and Georgia but…” His thumb pushes to my lips and he circles his other arm around my waist, pulling me into him. 
 
    The scent of his aftershave and soap overtake my senses. A smell I’ve missed so much wraps around my body, telling me I’m loved and safe. 
 
    Yep, I’m hopeless. The fight in me is gone. 
 
    “No buts, Lola. I'm sick of fighting about Peyton. She's been a fucking damper on my life for far too long. Five days without you was a fucking nightmare. Worse than anytime Peyton left me alone…” He brushes his hand down my cheek and lays a kiss on my lips “But I guess I always had you so they couldn't have ever been that bad. That's why I want to finally tell her about us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It's time. I should've told her when it all started. I’m sorry I didn't because maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess.” 
 
    “You mean it, though? You’re going to tell her?” 
 
    “I do. I love you, so much, Lola. So fucking much,” he murmurs into my ear, and my panties dampen at his declaration. 
 
    “I love you too,” I whisper as he picks me up in his arms and carries me to the adjacent wall and pushes me up against it. His lips descend on my neck, and as always, it's like he's trying to consume me. 
 
    “You taste fucking amazing. I can't tell you how much I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you,” I moan. My feet find the floor again, and Dean falls to his knees. 
 
    He unbuttons the top of my denim shorts and looks up at me wearing a huge smirk on his face. “This reminds me of the first time I tasted you.” My shorts and thong are now around my ankles, and I kick them to the side, as his nose falls into my core. “And you smell just as good.” 
 
    His tongue dips into my pussy, and I'm taken back to the moment when I became his, officially his. When we were past the teasing and the lustful stares. He took hold of my body and made it sing with just his mouth. My first orgasm with him had been cosmic and that's when I knew I could never let him go. 
 
    He's like a man possessed when he eats my pussy. His hands knead my ass as he sucks and licks my clit and his fingers do a come hither motion inside me. My knees become weak, and one hand grips his hair as I try to keep myself up… 
 
    He's a man starved. 
 
    I swear he’s going to devour me whole.  
 
    “Dean,” I moan, my voice shaking as I come undone. 
 
    “Oh yes, sweet girl, come all over me,” he growls against my clit. The vibrations of his words intensify my orgasm. 
 
    I throw my woozy head back to the wall as he continues to lap up my juices. 
 
    He stands to his feet, and my arousal shines on his lips, giving me a smirk. “I want to have more of that later, but right now.” He grabs the hem of my shirt, pulls it over my head, and tosses it where it lands beside the couch. My bra is next to fly across the room. “I have a question for you.” His finger traces over my puckered nipple, as his mouth hovers over mine. “Do you want me to fuck your tight little pussy?” 
 
    “More than anything,” I pant huskily, no denying my desire for him. I want him to ram his thick cock inside of me till I see fucking stars. “But,” my hand reaches out, grabbing his length in my hand through his shorts, “it would help if you lost the pants.” 
 
    “You take them off?” 
 
    Tracing the band of his shorts, I yank them down, freeing his achy, veiny cock. I lick my lips and am about to drop to my knees, wanting to taste him, as he did me. Instead, I'm being picked back up in his arms and slammed back against the wall. “Oh no, baby girl. I want you. It's been too many fucking days without you.” 
 
    His lips crash to mine as his dick traces my slit right before slamming into me. I call his name, my nails digging into his shoulder to hold me up. 
 
     “That’s right, say my name,” he grits out between his teeth. His blue eyes burn into mine, telling me I’m in trouble, and that I’m his for the taking. I think I could come on just the look alone. I mutter his name as his cock rocks in and out of me, each time getting harder. His hands are gripping my ass so roughly, I swear his fingerprints will be embedded in my cheeks. “I’m going to pound you so hard you won’t be able to walk. That way I can keep you from running off and fuck you till you pass out. Would you like that?” He pants through each word. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” It’s the only thing I’m able to say. I’m lightheaded and my orgasm is on the brink.  
 
    “Yes! I feel you, Lo. Come all over my cock!” That’s all I need, and I fall apart around him.  
 
    I’m trying to catch my breath, as he still makes long strokes in and out of me. When I’m finally able to focus again, I catch his eyes shimmering in delight.  
 
    “How about we take this to the kitchen…I need seconds on that delicious pussy of yours.” 
 
    

  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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    PEYTON 
 
      
 
    Slice 
 
    Slice 
 
    Slice 
 
    The knife slashes perfectly into the tender piece of sirloin as I listen to Dean and Lola talk about me. 
 
    Crazy, they say. Well, they haven't seen crazy yet. 
 
    I haven't felt this out of control since I found out about them being together a month ago. 
 
    There’s nothing like walking into your old marital home and catching your husband fucking the babysitter in the shower you used to share. Making the noises he only used to make with you when he would ram his cock into your ass and wrap your hair around his wrist. 
 
    All I wanted to do was talk to my husband because I'd been fired and all the people I thought were friends left me. 
 
    I had hoped he would've been there for me. 
 
    It should've been me he was fucking in the shower that afternoon. Not her. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Slice. 
 
    Stab. 
 
    Slice. 
 
    Stab. 
 
    It's like sweet relief and the little voice in my head laughs picturing something much more evil in place of the meat. 
 
    “I'm sick of fighting about Peyton. She's been a fucking damper on my life for too damn long. Five days without you was a fucking nightmare. Worse than anytime Peyton left me alone…” I hear Dean's sweet honey voice tell his little princess and I scream. “That's why I want to finally tell her about us.” 
 
    No. No. NO. 
 
    “I'm going to kill that tramp,” I seethe with every fiber in my body. “He's mine.” 
 
    That's not what you want, Peyton. You don't hate her. You used to like her. She's so much like— 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” I hiss at the inner voice that occasionally makes an appearance. The one that sounds like the good angel on the shoulder. I hate that voice. They have no business being here right now. Especially when the sounds of Lola's moans echo through the speaker. 
 
    Stab. 
 
    Stab. 
 
    Stab. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck your tight little pussy?” 
 
    “Ahhh!” The knife goes flying across the room. My vision tints red, almost black in my fury. 
 
    The storm inside me is brewing uncontrollably. I'm about to blow like a hurricane, and when I do, I plan to destroy the couple. 
 
    

  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    “You're really going to tell her about us?” Lola murmurs, nuzzling herself closer into my side. Her body is still flushed and warm from our lovemaking. We’ve made love countless times now, and I’m just relieved to have her back in my arms, and in my bed, where she belongs. 
 
    “I am.” I brush my hand through her silky hair. 
 
    “And you’re sure you want to dedicate your life to an eighteen-year-old?” 
 
    “You're almost nineteen,” I chuckle and place a kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “I'm serious.” She smacks me playfully in the chest. “You said yourself the other day about making a mistake getting involved with a teenager.” 
 
    “I was angry. You know just because I'm older doesn't mean I always say the right shit when I'm mad. You would have acted the same way if it was a woman doing the same thing to me. With no way to get to me and evidence on my neck the next morning.” 
 
    “I feel like I already put up with a lot. Maybe not finding hickeys on your neck, but I have no clue what happens behind these closed doors. And I have her words in my ear. And I trust you, even if sometimes I want to wring your neck because of her.” 
 
    “You’re right. That's why it's time to tell her. I've had all this time to think about it while you've been gone, and I shouldn't have kept it from her. She should've always known, because maybe if she had, then things wouldn't have gotten this far.” I bury my nose into her hair, finding her scent calming. It’s hard to admit how much of this is my fault, including Peyton’s behavior. I could’ve put a stop to everything if I had just told her I had fallen in love with someone else, especially when she didn’t want me.  
 
    “I didn’t want to understand, but I do get why you didn’t want to tell her. I just wanted you to be proud of me too.” 
 
    “My life without you is nothing. You make me feel young and alive again. It's just one of the many things I love about you, Lo.” 
 
    One of the things I lost with Peyton. I felt so old and tied down, never to escape again. 
 
    “I love you,” she murmurs, placing a kiss on my chest, over my heart. 
 
    “Do you think you can deal with being with an old geezer the rest of your life?” 
 
    “I think so.” She props herself on her elbow and gives me a sly smile. “If anything, I’ll pump you full of Viagra when needed.” 
 
    “So you’re only using me for my dick?” My hand twists in her brunette curls and pull her lips to hover over mine. 
 
    This little goddess could use me for my dick whenever she wants. 
 
    Her nose rubs mine and her eyes glint mischievously. “Well, it's definitely not for your teacher salary.” 
 
    “You little…I should put you over my knee for that.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy, please,” she purrs. 
 
    I never thought I would be so fucking turned on by her calling me Daddy, but there's something in her voice that brings out the excitement in me more and more every time. Quickly, I find myself lost in her all over again. 
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you and I go out and do something tomorrow. Spend the day together?” 
 
    “Like a date?” 
 
    “Yeah. Guys still do that for girls these days, don’t they?” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. Wouldn’t know though since a certain daddy has kept me locked away for himself.” 
 
    “Does the daddy thing really do it for you?” 
 
    “It does—something.” She chews on the corner of her lip and her forehead wrinkles as she looks away from me. It’s easy to see that she has something weighing heavily on her mind. 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Dean—” She starts but is cut off when my phone rings on my nightstand. The tension in her shoulders drops as she exhales. If she thinks she's getting a pass on not telling me, she's wrong. I peek at the caller ID and see my friend Adam's name. I ignore it, knowing he can leave a message. “Aren’t you going to answer that?” 
 
    “No. I want to know what you were going to say.” 
 
    “I was just going to ask if we could go to Dave and Buster's for our date.” She shrugs, not able to look me in the eye. 
 
    “You’re full of shit, Lo.”  
 
    “No, I'm not.” 
 
    “I ask you about calling me daddy, and suddenly you clam up.” 
 
    “You like it, don't you?” She tilts her head to the side, giving me a little devious smile. Her hand reaches under the blanket, grabbing my hardening cock. 
 
    I may have gotten a stiffy thinking about her calling me Daddy as I plow into her from behind, as I spank her glorious ass red. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then what's the issue?” 
 
    “Because…” I yank her hand off my dick, “you’re hiding something. Now stop trying to distract me.” And just as I finish those words, my phone rings. 
 
    “Looks like I'm not the only one who wants to distract you. Maybe you should get that.” 
 
    I tip her chin and look her dead in the eye. “This isn't over.” 
 
    “And you wonder why I call you Daddy. Geez. It's not a big deal.” She rolls her eyes, then flips over to her side and I give her ass a hard smack. 
 
    I hate feeling like she's hiding shit from me, but I let it go for now and answer my phone wondering what the fuck Adam could want that he calls twice. “What's up, Adam?” 
 
    “Hey man, did you forget we were supposed to get together and watch the game? I'm at your house, but all the lights are off.” 
 
    And there's the reason. 
 
    “Oh fuck, I forgot. This week has been…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know man. Listen, that's not all. Um, when I pulled in, I saw someone run out of your backyard.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I'm instantly on alert and sliding out of bed, moving to the window. “Did you see who it was?” 
 
    “Dean, what's going on?” Lola's voice calls behind me panicked. I glance over my shoulder and mouth everything's fine, but I get a glare telling me, ‘yeah, right’ in return. 
 
    The last thing I want to do is worry her more when I have no clue what's going on. 
 
    “No, I didn't get a clear look as they made a dash for it, and they were all dressed in black. It didn't look like there was anything in their hands, but they were in a hurry to get out of there. I would've followed, but I can't run with my knee. I'm sorry, man. Do you want me to call the cops?” 
 
    “I'm actually home. Let me get dressed, and I'll come down and look around. Maybe it was just some kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Though he doesn't sound convinced of that. “I'll see you in a minute.” 
 
    I hang up with him and grab my boxers and pants from the floor. 
 
    “Dean, are you going to tell me what's going on?” Lola growls as she watches my every move. 
 
    “Adam’s here. He saw someone in the backyard. It's probably nothing…” 
 
    “Fuck it being nothing,” she snaps. “I told you I was feeling like someone was following me or watching me.” She pulls the blanket tight around her. “Like Peyton. What if it's her?” 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    “Yeah. And don't say it can't be.” 
 
    “I'm not, but she's with Georgia.” 
 
    She better be with Georgia and not prancing around my backyard. 
 
    “Georgia was with her grandmother when she was creeping in my house alone.” 
 
    My eyes close, feeling my blood pressure rise. I hate my ex-mother-in-law, and if anyone didn't like being around kids, it’s that woman. Peyton didn't even like being around her mother, so why would she leave Georgia with her? But as the alarm bells sound in my head, I know it’s a fight for another day. 
 
    “Just get dressed, and we can go downstairs and figure this out. See if the neighbors saw anything. I don't want you to worry.” 
 
    “Kinda too late for that. I'm sick and tired of feeling like every time I go outside my skin crawls and someone is there. Like I'm going insane.” 
 
    I kneel on the bed, cupping her face in my hand. “I'm not going to let anything happen to you.” My eyes close and I feel I've already let her down a week ago when she was drugged. “I love you. If Peyton is behind this, then you can believe I'm going to fight harder, not only to protect you but Georgia. Trust me, she has me worried lately, too. Now get dressed.” 
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    We make our way downstairs and meet up with Adam. We walk around the outside of the house, and there's no signs of disturbance or vandalism. The house doesn't appear broken into, not that I was worried about that. Neither of my neighbors saw anything or have cameras, so it's a dead end there. 
 
    “I don't think this is just a coincidence, Dean,” Lola says, wrapping my gray coat around her tighter as we settle back into my living room. She's shivering and her face is pale, obviously freaked out by the events. 
 
    “I agree. I'll get security cameras for the front and back in the morning.” I kiss her forehead, hoping that will put her at ease. There isn't much more I can do at this point. The police will tell me the same thing. 
 
    “I still think it's Peyton.” 
 
    “I just don't understand what she would get from hanging out in the backyard.” 
 
    Peyton might be acting unusual, but hanging around in the dark at night? What would that do? 
 
    Also, why am I still defending her? 
 
    “To be weird. Maybe she was up to something before Adam pulled up. Who the fuck knows?” she screeches. “But she's been everywhere. Fucking everywhere. Peyton isn't Peyton anymore. I'm sorry, Dean. She's lost her fucking mind. I've said it before. Three months ago, I wouldn't think this, now…now she's a fucking looney toon who wants you back.” 
 
    I grab her and put my arm around her shoulder, trying to get her to relax. To breathe. 
 
    “I'm kinda with Lola on this,” Adam says, and my head snaps in his direction 
 
    “What?” I question, wondering where the fuck that observation came from on his part. 
 
    “Well, I know it was dark, but the person running was thin and fit Peyton's build. Plus, haven't you been saying she's been coming over a lot to the point of harassment? Always coming by uninvited and when she drops Georgia off she pushes her way in. Considering how she got fired last month, it's all believable.” 
 
    “Wait, back up. She got fired?” 
 
    This is a fucking newsflash. Why the fuck am I hearing this now? 
 
    “Wait? You didn't hear?” he asks astonished and I shake my head. “Yeah, Peyton got let go from North about a month ago.” 
 
    “No, I didn't,” I hiss the words out. Now I’m severely pissed. I should’ve known about this. And I should’ve heard it from Peyton or at least one of my former co-workers. 
 
    Then again, maybe everyone expected Peyton to do it or they didn't want to get in the middle of the drama. Especially when the last thing I ever wanted to talk about was her. 
 
    “Man, I swore, you knew. Yeah, according to Larry, she started acting erratically with the students and the staff. Then didn't show up twice, with no substitutes in place. Larry thought maybe it was the divorce or her finding out about Lola, but he just thought she didn't seem all there anymore.” 
 
    “That's an understatement,” Lola mumbles. 
 
    “I can't believe I'm just hearing about this. I should fucking call her and rip her a new one. Like what the fuck has she been doing with her time?” 
 
    “Following me.” 
 
    “Lo.” 
 
    “I'm just saying it because it’s true.” 
 
    “Fuck I'm calling. Maybe it can help figure out where she is.” 
 
    “She's just gonna lie to you.” 
 
    True, but goddamn it. 
 
    I'm to fucking blame as well. She might not be my problem anymore, but she is because of Georgia. If only I paid closer attention to see how she was changing, I could have gotten her help sooner.  
 
    Georgia. Suddenly, the conversation I had with her last week spikes in my memory banks. Her friends and their sudden disappearance, could it be what made her tides change? 
 
    “Adam, before that happened, do you know anything about the friends she was hanging out with?” 
 
    “I saw her a couple of times with a few people around town. If you want to know, maybe ask Karen. They were close before things went sour at work.” 
 
    “Ms. Davis?” Lola snorts, rolling her eyes. “Ugh, she was always such a bitch. Didn't she hate you?” 
 
    “She didn't hate me. She despised me,” I laugh.  
 
    Karen Davis hated me out of jealousy purely because I won the awards, and the students loved me over her, including the principal. It didn't help she walked around like she had a stick up her ass. But leave it to Peyton to grow close to Karen while we grew apart.  
 
    “Any males? Like maybe a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Not that I remember. But maybe?” Adam shrugs. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It's fine.” I shake my head and pull out my phone, wishing the puzzle pieces of my ex's crazy downfall would come together easier. 
 
    “What are you trying to get at, Dean?” Lola touches my arm, looking at me curiously. 
 
    I’m not even sure what I’m getting at. Besides I want to find a way to get back my somewhat normal life. I want Peyton sane-ish and on her meds and to stop chasing after me. I need her to be happy, so I can be. “I think Peyton's want for me is triggered by her getting fired and possibly the loss of her friends or possible boyfriend. I'm not sure, but all these little things seem to be adding up.” 
 
    “But calling her?” 
 
    “It's the best way I can get a read on her. It'll be fine.” I brush her off and dial Peyton's number. It only takes two rings for her to answer. 
 
    “Dean?” She answers timidly, not in her usual cheerful voice that I get from her nowadays. Red flag already. “Hi.” 
 
    “Where are you?” I hiss through the phone, and she takes a sharp breath.  
 
    I’m pissed. Fuming at all the lies and all the craziness. 
 
    “I’m at my mother’s house with Georgia. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “A couple of things, Peyton. Let’s start with the biggest one of all, like why didn’t you tell me about losing your job. That’s something I should know, but I had to find out through a third party.” 
 
    There’s a heavy sigh and some shuffling before she speaks again. “I was embarrassed,” she says softly, and it might be the most honest statement I’ve heard out of her in a long time. I straighten my back and clear my throat. 
 
    “I get that, but you should’ve told me.” 
 
    “Would you have cared? You don’t seem to care about anything about me anymore. Actually, I think you did say that.” 
 
    I bite my tongue, knowing I probably did, but that had been after she started throwing herself at me. “I would’ve Peyton, but what it sounds like is you need help.” She goes quiet, though I hear something shatter through the phone. “What was that? Where is Georgia?” I didn’t need our daughter to be around to see Peyton losing her shit or for her to get hurt. 
 
    “With my mom. Stop telling me I need help, Dean. I hate being told that. What I need to help me is you, and you won’t give me that?” 
 
    “We’re backtracking now. I’m tired of that conversation. You know the answer already. What the hell have you been doing with your time, Peyton?” 
 
    “My time? Why do you care?” she screeches. 
 
    “Because if you’re not working, what are you doing?” 
 
    Her breathing gets heavier, and she doesn't answer me. 
 
    "Well?" I snap. 
 
    "Can't you come over and we can talk about this in person?" 
 
    "No, Peyton, I can't. You can tell me on the phone." 
 
    "If you want to talk I think it should be done in person. We have so many things we need to work out. I'm sorry I didn't tell you I lost my job, it stung. Our separation wrecked me in a big way. You know this." She sniffles. 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake, again with the dramatics. I still remember no arguments when I asked for the divorce. I love how now it's all my fault that she’s such the victim, like I didn’t suffer. 
 
    Instinctively, I wrap my arm around Lola’s shoulder, pulling her close to me and kissing the top of her head. Okay, so maybe I didn’t suffer too bad in the end. 
 
    "Actually, I don't. You were out having a grand old time with all your new friends, remember?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” she hisses, the whine in her voice now evaporated. I hit a nerve. It's like striking gold. “I have to go. Our daughter needs me.” 
 
    “Don’t you hang up on me, Peyton.” 
 
    “Why? You do it to me all the time. Sucks, right?” The line goes dead, and I groan tossing my phone to the coffee table. 
 
    “Yep, that solved nothing,” I mumble. 
 
    However, I have a better idea of why my soon to be ex-wife has suddenly switched. Now it is down to what I can do about it.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    “I think this turned out much better than going out.” Lola coos burying her head into my chest. We are cuddled on the couch watching Passengers. “I’m still exhausted from walking all over the zoo today with Georgia’s class.”  
 
    “Yeah, this is a hell of a lot better.” I kiss the top of her head and inhale the sweet scent of her apple shampoo. 
 
    After the night we had last night, we decided to stay in. It’s our usual date night routine; stay inside and curl up on the couch with a movie and stuff our faces with pizza—but this time I did my best to make it special and comfortable for her. I brought the fancy dinner to her, laying out candles and cloth linens to set the mood. I had also sprinkled rose petals on the floor, the couch, and our bed to complete the date night. When she walked in and gasped in amazement then jumped in my arms, kissing me with everything she had, I knew I at least did something right. Even if I can’t wine and dine her the way she deserves. 
 
    Once this whole divorce is behind us, I’m going to show her off to the world and tell everyone she’s mine. 
 
    At least she’s as much as a homebody as I am. The last thing I want to do is ever take away her youth. 
 
    My head is still reeling from the events of last night. Learning everything I did about Peyton and finally seeing how manic she is has put me on high alert. Then when I called Karen about Peyton, that was another shock to my system. 
 
      
 
    “Karen, it’s Dean Goodwin.” 
 
    “Dean. Wow. You’re the last person I expected to hear from ever. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask you about Peyton.” 
 
    She’s quiet for a moment, other than the heavy sigh that vibrates through the phone. “What about her?” 
 
    “You guys are friends—” 
 
    “No. We’re not friends anymore,” she snaps. 
 
    “Okay, did something happen? I ask because I am concerned about Peyton. She’s been acting… different.” 
 
    Different being an understatement. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fucking lost her damn mind,” Karen says with a huff. 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    “She threatened Sonia and me. Blamed us for her break-up or whatever it was. Then for losing her job.” 
 
    “Break-up?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you didn’t know…or maybe you didn’t care. I can’t blame you because I finally met the real Peyton. But yeah, she was seeing someone, and then he dumped her ass. Sonia and I got the blame saying we drove him to do it. I have no idea what she meant, but I didn’t know a lot of what was coming out of her mouth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Lesson learned. But listen, I think it would be in your best interest to get her help. She’s insane.” 
 
    Noted. 
 
    “She refuses any help. How come nobody thought to tell me?” 
 
    “We aren’t friends either, Dean. Plus, I thought she was over you…” Her words drift off. 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “I’d watch your back.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, where did you go?” Lola brushes her hand through my hair. 
 
    “Sorry, I still have a lot of my mind.” I kiss the side of her neck. 
 
    “Yeah, so do I.” She frowns and I lift her chin, wanting her to look at me. Instantly I see the anxiety bubbling behind her chestnut eyes. 
 
    “What’s been going on? I know you’re keeping something from me.” I stroke back her hair. 
 
    “I don’t know how to tell you.” She bites her lip, and her eyes glint downwards. 
 
    “Just say it.” Her mouth opens and closes, and then a tear slips from her eye. “Lo, come on. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “I’m just stressed,” she mumbles and wraps her arms around me. 
 
    “But it’s more than that.” 
 
    “I promise to tell you. I just need a few more days to get my head around it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    She nuzzles her head deeper into my chest, and I can hear her as she inhales my scent, much like I do to her when I get close. “Can you trust me?” she mumbles, “that I’ll tell you real soon. I need some of this drama to calm around us.” 
 
    “I trust you, but I think you should tell me now. You’ve been carrying whatever this is around with you for a while. I don’t like you hiding stuff from me, Lo.” 
 
    “I don’t like hiding from you either. And I’m not. I just want the moment to be perfect.” 
 
    “And tonight wasn’t?” 
 
    “It was, but...” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Peyton is still hanging over us. I’m still expecting her to jump out of the woodwork and ruin everything the second the words come out of my mouth.” 
 
    My lips twist, and I’m instantly hit with an oddly familiar feeling of six years ago. Instead, it was Peyton sitting in front of me squirming around, and her chestnut eyes staring up in fear and worry, with her arms wrapped protectively around her belly. “Lo are you...” My fingers point to her stomach. Her eyes grow as big as saucers, and she scoots away from me, and I know I hit the nail on the damn mother fucking head. “Fuck. I should’ve known with how you’ve been acting. How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since I went to the hospital after I got roofied,” she murmurs. “Are you mad?” 
 
    Mad? How could I be mad? 
 
    A barrage of emotions flash through me. I’m terrified, amazed, astonished, hell maybe a little pissed at myself that I didn't better protect Lola from getting pregnant considering she is still so damn young herself. But in the end, it doesn't matter because I’m going to be a father again. Ready or not. 
 
    There's no going back now. 
 
    “No, no of course not. I’m…shocked.” My fingers brush through my hair. 
 
    “I know we never talked about this and I didn’t ever expect it to happen. Like I haven’t fully processed it all since the doctor came back with my blood work after I was roofied. I’ve been worried something could happen to the baby because of me being drugged and I drank a little that night. Which I wouldn’t have done if I had known, but it’s why I wasn’t jumping at telling you. I didn’t want to let you down if I lost…” She looks down at her hands, folding them over her stomach. 
 
    I cup her face lifting her back up to look at me. “No, I get it.” 
 
    I do and I don’t. I would hope this would be something she could tell me right away, but between our fight and what has been going on, I guess I can’t blame her. 
 
    A baby. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Of course.” I kiss her softly on the lips, giving me another second to process this whole thing. I close my eyes and picture her round with my child. My dick twitches enjoying the mental image. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she mutters, making me pull back and examine her. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “For getting pregnant. For not telling you—for everything.” She peeks up through her lashes as she mumbles the last words. 
 
    “What do you mean for everything?” 
 
    What else isn’t she telling me? 
 
    She shrugs and lunges for me, wrapping her arms around my neck and burying her head into my shoulder. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper into her hair. “We will figure this out.” 
 
    “Did you even want more kids?” 
 
    “I want them with you.” 
 
    Her head lifts, and she presses her forehead to mine. “That’s the sweetest thing I think you could have said to me.”  
 
    “Well, I’m about to make it a hell of lot sweeter.” I nip at her bottom lip and shift her legs around my hips so she can straddle me. I roll up the hem of her t-shirt, brushing her warm, soft skin under my fingertips. 
 
    There isn’t any more to say. What more can be said, anyway? We are going to be parents. I could run for the hills, scream, be pissed, but Lola is my forever, and nothing is going to change that. Though I fear when Lola's father gets back from Afghanistan, and finds out about us, and that I knocked her up, I’m going to have hell to pay. 
 
    I push Lola down to the couch after discarding her shirt and leaving her in only a blue bra. I nuzzle her creamy chest, inhaling her when my phone rings in my back pocket. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groan, dropping my head not being able to ignore Peyton’s ringtone in my back pocket. 
 
    Lola had been right. Leave it Peyton to ruin the perfect moment. 
 
    “Can’t you ignore it?” Lola pants, reaching up and tangling her hand in my hair. 
 
    “I would, but it could be about Georgia.” I sigh and sit up, pulling Lo up with me. No matter how much I don’t want to talk to Peyton, I never ignore her when she has Georgia. It would be my luck if I didn’t answer it’d be the one time something would happen to Georgia. It’s a promise I made to myself. 
 
    I snatch my phone from out of my back pocket and Peyton’s house number lights on the screen. She doesn’t usually call me from this number. I have no idea why she even has a house line in the first place. 
 
    “What is it, Peyton?” I answer roughly, keeping the line on speaker for Lola’s peace of mind. We haven't spoken since she hung up on me last night in her tantrum. I’d hoped to keep it that way till it had been time to pick up Georgia. 
 
    “Daddy,” Georgia cries through the line, and I’m instantly on high alert. 
 
    “Peanut. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Daddy, I had a nightmare.” She sniffs. “Can you come over?” 
 
    “Georgia…” 
 
    “Please, Daddy,” she begs, “please. You and Lola are the only ones that can scare away the bad man in my dreams.” 
 
    “Of course, sweetie, I'll be right there. Okay? Just remember nothing can hurt you. It was just a dream. Where's your mom?” 
 
    “Downstairs, I think. I'm calling from her room because she wasn't in here, but I want you anyway.” 
 
    “Alright. It's going to take me about ten minutes to get there. Can you hang tight? Maybe get a glass of milk? I'm sure Mom can comfort you till then…” 
 
    “I don't know,” she whispers. 
 
    “Don't know what?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she answers quickly. “Can Lola come?” 
 
    Lo grabs my arm, obviously overtaken by the sentiment. I look back over at her and smile. 
 
    It would be the quickest way to lay it out to Peyton we were together, but Georgia doesn't need to see that shit storm. She's already dealing with one nightmare. 
 
    “No, baby. It wouldn't be a good idea, but she sends her love.” 
 
    “Yes, bug, I love ya,” Lola calls out. “I had so much fun with you today at the zoo. Do you have the stuffed Panda I got for you today? I hear it helps with bad dreams.” 
 
    “I don’t have it,” she sniffs. “I thought I had it when Mom picked me up, but she says she never saw it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. We will just have to go again and get another one.” Lola glances up at me, I’m sure the same thought running through her head that Peyton probably got rid of it. 
 
    “Really?” A sound of hope perks up in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “Who you talking to Georgia?” Peyton's voice echoes over the speaker. 
 
    “Daddy,” her voice shakes. I hate how scared she sounds when moments ago she was finally relaxing. “He's coming here. I had a nightmare.” 
 
    “Oh, well, good.” I roll my eyes at how pleased Peyton sounds. 
 
    I lean over and kiss Lola, telling her I'll be back, not wanting to hang up with Georgia. 
 
    I’m in my car in seconds and zipping out of the driveway. I asked Georgia to tell me more about her day, to keep her mind off her nightmare and Peyton. I’m not even through Georgia getting off the bus at the zoo when she mentions Lola’s name, and Peyton takes the phone from her. 
 
    “Dean, let me get her back in bed,” Peyton says in a rush and then hangs up on me.  
 
    “Fucking bitch.” I toss my phone down, and for the first time, I’m thankful Peyton doesn’t live far. 
 
    When I arrive at Peyton’s house, I don’t even have to knock before she’s opening the door. “Dean, come in. Georgia is upstairs.” 
 
    I don’t say anything and storm pass her to my daughter’s room. If I did say something to Peyton right now, it wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    I crack open Georgia’s door and poke my head in. She’s tucked under her covers, with a stuffed dog under her arm, looking at the blank white wall. 
 
    Peyton has lived here for about a year, and Georgia’s room isn’t decorated—at all. It looks more like a prison, with only her bed and desk. There are no colors, not even curtains—nothing showing Georgia’s personality. 
 
    “Peanut, it’s Daddy.” She turns over, a broad smile creeping onto her face as I step into the room. I sit on the edge of her bed and push her hair back. “How are you doing?” 
 
    She shrugs and then wraps her arms around my neck. “Can you read me a story?” 
 
    “Will that help you go back to sleep?” 
 
    “Maybe two.” She holds up three fingers instead of two. 
 
    “That’s not two.” 
 
    “Okay, so three.” She places her hands together, begging wordlessly, along with the doe eyes this dad never says no to. 
 
    I’m going to be in a heap of trouble when my next kid picks up on her techniques. 
 
    “I can do three. Where do you keep them?” 
 
    “In my desk.” 
 
    I pat her leg and tell her to hold tight while I find a couple of books that will hopefully lull her back to sleep. “I think we need to add some color to your walls and maybe some pictures.” 
 
    “Mom says I can’t because we won’t be staying in this house forever.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I mumble under my breath as I pick out a collection of fairy tales. 
 
    Once Georgia is fast asleep, I place a kiss to her forehead and move out of the bedroom. As soon as the door closes behind me, Peyton steps in front of me. She’s changed and is now wrapped in a red silk robe that barely covers her goods, holding a glass of whiskey. 
 
    “Thought you would want a drink?” she purrs, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    “No, thanks. I just want to go back home, Peyton.” Home to my newly pregnant girlfriend. God, Lo was right, maybe she should’ve waited to tell me when there wasn’t so much Peyton drama because damn if I haven’t had a chance to wrap my mind around it. 
 
    I move to go around her, and she grabs my arm. I shake her off, not wanting her to touch me. “What do you want?” I grit out between my teeth. 
 
    “I thought maybe since you were here, I could apologize for the way I’ve been acting. And help you understand how lost I've been without you.” 
 
    “That doesn't sound like an apology.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. I swear my brain is going to explode if I hear her explain how lost she is one more time. What she needs is some damn help.  
 
    “Let's talk, and I promise not to make a pass at you.” She pushes the glass of whiskey in my hand. “Please.” 
 
    “Fine,” I huff, swiping the glass from her. It might not be a perfect time, but since she wants to be so fucking persistent, I'm telling her about Lola tonight. 
 
    She follows behind me as we make our way to the living room. I plop down on her little white floral couch I once remember being in her mother’s house. 
 
    “Before you start babbling on about whatever it is. I have something I need to tell you.” I throw back the whiskey and enjoy how good the oak flavors burn on the way down my throat. 
 
    “What?” She spins around on the ottoman in front of me. 
 
    “I should’ve told you the second it happened, but you are also keeping things from me—especially now. I guess I didn’t want to hurt you or have you—” Go crazy. “upset. Anyway, I’ve been seeing Lola, and I’m in love with her.” 
 
    Peyton looks away from me, taking a deep breath and smoothing out the tie on her robe. “Oh, I guess I shouldn't be surprised,” she mutters and slowly turns her head back to me. “With the way Georgia talks and with her always being there, I should've known. I guess in a way I think I did. How long?” She chokes back tears. “Before we separated?” 
 
    “No. It didn't happen till after. We’ve been seeing each other for about eight months, but I had fallen for her way before that. I can't deny it. We spent hours and hours alone, Peyton. It was impossible not to grow close to her.” 
 
    “So you emotionally cheated on me.” 
 
    “You weren't around, Peyton. For fuck’s sake. You didn't give a shit about me, and I'm sick and tired of explaining it to you over and over again. You were doing the same thing to me. Karen told me about the other guy you were with.” 
 
    “You talked to Karen?” Her fists clench to her side. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I needed information. I should’ve done it a long time ago. You are just as guilty as I am with dating someone.” 
 
    “He was just a friend,” she snips and stands from the ottoman. “I told you I made a mistake with leaving you alone. I was so lost for a while. The meds made me feel foggy. I had thought I needed my friends and to be free. That I was trapped with being married...You know after I had Georgia how hard it was for me.” 
 
    “I did,” I cut her off. “It was hard for me too, but I stood by you. Let you do what you needed to do to help you. But the thing is there's only so much I could take before I cracked.” 
 
    “So you leaned on a child.” 
 
    “She's not a child!” I bark. My chest heaves, and I can only think lately my girl has been more mature than the woman in front of me. 
 
    “She is, Dean. She was our student, our babysitter. For fuck sakes we watched her play next door out on the lawn and saw her go through puberty.” 
 
    “I wasn't watching that damn closely, Peyton. Don't try to make this into some sick fantasy. If you fucking came home, I would have been there with you. But you didn't want me. Lola did.” 
 
    “Wait till I tell Kiki about this.” 
 
    “She already knows,” I say smugly. “I only didn't want to tell you because I didn't want you to use it against me. 
 
    “She's no good for you, Dean. We have something perfect.” 
 
    “Perfect? Hardly, Peyton.” I sigh. “Listen, I'm not trying to hurt you. But I can no longer lie about this, and you need to move on. I want you to be able to move on and be happy too.” 
 
    She scoffs. “Happy? Happy? When everything I had is erupting in my face?” 
 
    “It’s not erupting in your face, Peyton. You can still start over.” 
 
    “No, I can’t. I can’t,” she cries as she makes her way to the kitchen and digs around in a drawer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I stand, but I feel woozy and fall right back down. I rub my forehead, hoping to shake off whatever the fuck is wrong with me. 
 
    “I’m doing what I should’ve done a long time ago,” Peyton growls, placing a hand on my shoulder. My eyes open and she’s staring down right at me, her mouth hovering over mine. “I’m sorry it had to come to this, Dean. I’ll be a better wife this time.” 
 
    “Pey—” I groan. There's a sharp prick in the side of my neck, and my vision begins to blur. Peyton pushes her hands through my hair, and I try to pick up my arm to push her away, but it falls back to my side. 
 
    “Don’t try to move, babe. Sleep now.” Her words come out like a slow drawl, and the world around me starts to haze. “In the morning, we will be a family again—” 
 
    Then everything goes black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
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    LOLA 
 
     
 
    Where the fuck is he? 
 
    It's six o'clock in the morning, and Dean hasn't returned from Peyton's house after he rushed over there for Georgia's nightmare. I've sent countless texts and they have all gone unanswered. 
 
    I'm somewhere between worried and angry but leaning more towards worried. 
 
    And there's nothing I can do. 
 
    He more than likely fell asleep trying to calm Georgia back to sleep. 
 
    It's not like he doesn't have to go to work this morning. 
 
    Figuring I'm useless hanging around here, I decide to head home. I have my Psychology class this morning, and we’re having a major test. I’m not ready for it, so I need to do some last-minute studying. 
 
    He’ll call me when he gets in. 
 
    He will. 
 
    He doesn't. 
 
    Now I'm fucking pissed. 
 
    It's ten a.m., and there still hasn't been any word from him. On my way to school, I drove past Peyton's house, and his car wasn't there. Maybe I should've gone by when I woke up, but I was trusting him. I am still putting faith in him, but why hasn't he at least texted me to say hi—or anything. 
 
    If it weren't for this stupid test, I would have just stayed home because I feel like coming here is a bad idea anyway. 
 
    I haven't been able to concentrate. I'm pretty sure I bombed my test, and any time my professor asked me a question, I looked at him like he had grown three heads, the words going right over my head. 
 
    What if he's avoiding me? The baby news had been a huge shock, and we didn't actually talk about it before Georgia called. 
 
    Maybe he doesn't want it and doesn't know how to tell me? I mean, he is thirty-four. It isn't old, but he isn't young either. 
 
    As I walk out of class, I try to give Dean a call, hoping to put my mind to rest. Like I deserve some sort of answer—even if it’s talk later or not now—because this cold shoulder and blowing me off is pissing me off more by the second. 
 
    I pick up my phone and dial his number, ready to ream him. The other end doesn't even ring when I'm met with a female robot voice: 
 
    “The person you are calling is unavailable.” 
 
    “What the?” I redial his number and I'm met with the same thing. I go to text him, and unlike this morning the message doesn't send and comes back undeliverable. 
 
    Did he block me? 
 
    This has to be a mistake. 
 
    Tears prickle in the corners of my eyes and my stomach twists. This can't be happening. 
 
    You were just going to lose him anyway when he found out what you’ve been hiding for years.  
 
    My fellow students file past me on the lawn as they make their way towards their classes, and I'm stuck in the middle of the grassy field not sure of what the hell is going on. 
 
    It honestly makes no sense. 
 
    None. 
 
    Everything inside of me feels unsettled as I start to make my way to my car. I could go down to Applegrove High where he teaches now, but I doubt they will let me in. 
 
    My heart rate spikes and the hair stands on the back of my neck when I spot none other than Peyton standing at my car smiling smugly. Okay, now this really doesn't make any sense. What the fuck is she doing here? Especially when I haven't heard from Dean. 
 
    I’m tempted to just run and not deal with the looney bin right now, but she’s blocking my car and all I want to do is go home.  
 
    “Lola,” Peyton yells, waving at me to come over. Stealing a breath, I walk over to her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “Dean came over last night, and we had a very interesting conversation.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes. About you. Never thought you would be a husband stealing—” she sucks in a deep breath, obviously steadying her choice of words, “but I guess I should also be thanking you.” A sly grin now forms on her face leaving me confused. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, you know it gave Dean and I a chance to say goodbye and in doing so, rekindle something we’ve both been missing. Now that we have done so, we can push back the divorce and work even longer on ourselves.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, would pictures help?” She pulls out her phone and swipes to her photo gallery. The images on her phone make my stomach roil, and I’m doing everything in my power not to lose my lunch on her designer shoes. Her fingers flick through picture after picture of her and Dean in an embrace. A naked embrace. 
 
    “You’re lying. There’s no way these are from last night. Dean can’t stand you.” 
 
    “Dean and I have history. A history that was filled with lots of passion, desire, and attraction. There’s something about that one last time, that can help spark everything again.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit.” I spit, my heart thumping out of my chest. I’m doing what I can to keep my cool and not tackle her to the ground. I’m tired of this woman breaking my heart. Now she’s doing it in the worst way possible. 
 
    “I’m not full of anything. The only thing that Dean had forgotten was when you’re separated, and you sleep with your spouse, it cancels the separation. That’s why I made sure I got proof.” 
 
    Twisted fucking bitch. 
 
    “You’re full of shit. Does Dean even know what’s going on in those pictures?” 
 
    “Of course he does.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to ask him about it.” 
 
    “I mean you can, but has he even talked to you today?” She grins, but her eyes are filled with nothing but venom and hatred. The pure evil look makes me gulp, and my racing heart drops to my feet. “He mentioned cutting things off with you too. Now that the separation is canceled, he’s going to take things seriously this time. And you should’ve seen Georgia, how happy she was to have all three of us putting her to bed last night. We are a family, Lola. That doesn’t include you. You’re just the trashy babysitter that got in the way.” 
 
    Trashy? My fists clench to my side, and I feel my face heat. She might be some crazy devil, but I can’t let her win. I can’t let her affect me. 
 
    I’m not going down without a fight. 
 
    “The thing is, Peyton, I have plans to stay in the way. It’s going to take more than your crazy ass to keep me away. Now if you don’t mind, I have to go. And shouldn’t you be going to pick up your daughter? I think it’s time you focus on being a mother for a fucking change.” 
 
    She grabs my arm and digs her nails into my skin. “Don’t you dare tell me how to be a mother. You have no right.” 
 
    “The thing is, I think I do.” I shove her hand off me, her nails cutting into me along the way. “Now if you don't mind, I need to go climb your ex-husband like a tree and wash away the nasty things you did to him.” 
 
    I shove her away from my door and hop in, leaving Peyton stewing. I peel out of the parking lot, the pictures of her and Dean swirling in my mind like a movie reel. 
 
    He wouldn't. 
 
    He wouldn't. 
 
    He wouldn't. 
 
    But then why has he been avoiding my calls? Could it have been a lapse in judgment? 
 
    When I get home, I spot Dean’s Mustang in his driveway. Now I’m boiling that he didn’t have the nerve to even text me or answer me. There’s no way he could expect not to see me. Not tell me what is going on. 
 
    But there’s no way Peyton is telling the truth either. 
 
    Is there? 
 
    Wasting no time, I park my car and make my way across the yards to his house to figure this all out. I don't knock, choosing to use my key to enter the house. I find him sitting on the couch with his phone in his hand, typing. “I see your fucking phone works,” I growl making Dean’s head pop up at me. His eyebrows twist with worry, I’m sure seeing the angry scowl on my face. 
 
    Hell, I can feel the wrinkles in my forehead, and a vein pulsating in the side of my neck. There’s no way he could miss it. 
 
    He stands from the couch and walks towards me, but I hold up my hand, telling him to stop. He doesn’t, which just makes me snap again. “Where have you been?” I yell, my voice ricochets off the walls, finally making him stop. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all day. Your phone tells me I’ve been blocked.” 
 
    “Blocked? I didn’t—” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “There’s a fucking lot to explain, Lo.” 
 
    I hesitate momentarily knowing I could get sucked into a web of lies. Though who am I to say anything when I’m still hiding my own. Before I can over think any further Dean is grabbing my hand roughly and pulling me into his hard body. “Lo, I need you to trust me. More than ever, I need you. I might not deserve it, especially after what happened last week, but I need you on my side. Please. With what I'm about to reveal, I just need you to trust me and know that I would never do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    Maybe I didn't get that same trust in return a week ago, but it doesn't matter because there's something uncanny going on. And just by the broken look in his blue eyes, begging me to believe him, it’s hard not to put my faith in him. 
 
    I nod. “Yes, yes, I trust you.” 
 
    “Thank fuck.” His lips mesh with mine, ravishing me. I can feel his desperation, along with his love for me as his tongue massages mine, but before I get too lost in the way he tastes and feels, I push him back. 
 
    “First, we need to talk.” 
 
    “You're right. I just needed to show you how much I love you. How much you mean to me.” His eyes plead with me to understand. 
 
    “It’s bad, isn't it?” I’m hit with a sudden chill down my spine. 
 
    “You might want to sit down. This is all gonna sound insane.” 
 
    “Maybe not. I already had a run in with Peyton before I came here. Though, I'd like to hear your side first.” I plop on the couch and take a large breath, ready for him to lay it on me. 
 
    “Are you shitting me? She accosted you. Where?” 
 
    “At school. But I'd like to know why you didn’t come back home last night, Dean.” 
 
    “The fucking bitch,” he mumbles under his breath and sits beside me on the couch. “After I managed to get Georgia to sleep, she wanted to talk. I figured it was the perfect time to tell her about us. As I figured, she didn't take it well.” He rubs the back of his neck and looks up at me. “She was upset, and then I don't know what happened. We were going back and forth and then next thing I knew I woke up on the couch this morning, her couch. My shirt and pants were missing.” 
 
    My eyes close and my breath hitches, the pictures from Peyton's phone coming alive again in my mind like a movie reel. Them naked, her on top of him. I’m sick all over again, and my body shakes as the continued nausea rises to my throat.  
 
    At least he isn't denying it. 
 
    Dean grabs my hand. “Lo, I swear, I didn't do anything with her…at least not consciously. But she has pictures. She's doing things in them, and I guess I look like I'm also doing stuff. But I swear to god, I didn't do anything with her.” 
 
    “I saw them,” my voice croaks. 
 
    “God damn it. Lo…I'm…I didn't.” He squeezes my hand so tight, I can hear his teeth sawing back and forth as he clenches them. 
 
    “Dean, you're hurting my hand.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry.” He releases my hand and stands to his feet. His hands tug at his hair as he paces and his jaw still ticks. “Listen, I know how I acted after what happened to you at that frat party, but shit Lo, now I think it's possible Peyton might have had something to do with that as well.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don't know, but I've been thinking about it for most of the day, trying to piece this all together. There are so many similarities between the two events. Taking pictures, the memory loss. It's all too much. Plus, the way she took the news at first, it feels so set up—I don't know. I don't have any proof, but at this moment nothing surprises me. It doesn’t all seem like a coincidence.” 
 
    I rub my hand over my stomach, letting his words sink in. Peyton had me drugged? 
 
    “So, you think she always knew about us?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    How could we’ve been so blind? All the signs were there, yet we both ignored them. She might be crazy, but she’s a good actress to boot. 
 
    “Okay, but it doesn’t explain why you didn’t call me or text me.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.”  
 
    “That’s bullshit.” Dean pulls out his phone and moves to his screen. “I texted you about fifteen times and called you and left you a message. I was worried about you. You never answered them.” He hands me the phone showing me the messages. 
 
    There, in black and white, are a bunch of texts asking me where I was. If I was all right, telling me we needed to talk, it was an emergency about Peyton. The time stamps prove he had been upfront from the beginning. There’s even one sent right before I got here. Unfortunately, I wasn't on the receiving end of these messages. 
 
    “I didn’t get these.” I dig out my phone from my back pocket and open our text chain. No new messages, nothing. “In fact, after my first class, the texts I sent you came back as undeliverable. And when I called, it said the person I was calling was unavailable. Which I figured meant you blocked me, which matched some of what Peyton said.” I scroll through the information under my name in Dean’s phone, and when I look at the number listed, I notice right away it isn’t mine. “This isn’t my number, Dean. The last two numbers have been switched.” I hand him back his phone to show him. “How long were you out?” 
 
    “I woke up about eight this morning, I think. I missed work, and Georgia was late for school. Though, thankfully, she did call me in a sub. I realized quickly what she had done to me, we fought, and then I got Georgia out of the house. After I dropped her off at school, I went to see my lawyer.” 
 
    “Your lawyer?” 
 
    “Yeah. Peyton has officially lost her damn mind, and I'm more worried about Georgia now than anything. I want her to stay with me from now on. I want to end Peyton's visitation. The bitch doesn't deserve it. She can’t even decorate her damn room.” He growls and his jaw ticks. “Not only has she done this to me, but she's not thinking about Georgia's wellbeing. I never wanted to fight for full custody because of how I thought it would affect Georgia, but what she's doing now isn't any better. So, I went to see my lawyer about it. Also, with those pictures, I needed to see if she has any pull with the separation to delay it further.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He's working on a way to get Georgia to stay with me in the meantime. I have no idea how that’s going to play out, but that’s what I pay my lawyer for. I’m hoping if anything it will encourage her to get some help.” 
 
    “Has she ever done something like this before? Gone off the rails?” 
 
    “She did once when we were together in college. But it didn't last long and nothing, nothing like this. Then there was one other time; I wasn't around for it though, her mother told me about it. She had some sort of nervous breakdown when she was about fifteen or sixteen.” My ears perk up. 
 
    “Sixteen?” 
 
    “Yeah, young right? They had to lock her up in a hospital psych ward. Pumped her full of meds to get her to calm down.” He looks at me and pulls on his hair. “She had been raped, or that’s what her mom said.” 
 
    “Raped?” I gasp and feel dizzy. “Oh my god.” My heart twists, and I wonder if it explains so much and maybe—everything. 
 
    “Yeah. Peyton refused to talk to me about it when I did ask, and I never pushed her further afterward. I didn’t want to open old wounds that she claimed were healed, but thinking back now; maybe I should’ve.” His eyes close tightly, and I rub his back. The muscles tighten, and I can tell that he carries some blame around. “She seemed okay when we started dating. She told me back then that she was bipolar and had meds to help her, but I didn’t care about that. She was just Peyton, a bit quiet and shy at times. She had a good heart, just a little separated from life. Till she separated from me, from Georgia, trying to make a new life or whatever the fuck she was doing.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “But now, what’s she’s doing…this is beyond anything I could have ever imagined since I first met her. If this is another nervous break, I don’t want her around Georgia, and I need her to get help before they’re in the same room together again. If anything, for Georgia’s own safety. I wish I only saw it all sooner. I hate that I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Dean.” 
 
    “Isn’t it though? She was my responsibility when we were married. I should’ve tried harder, paid more attention. I don’t know. At least I should’ve checked up on her afterward when she started acting out of character this last month.” 
 
    “No. We don’t know what caused this break. You said it yourself, it could have had something to do with her new friends. Not you. And if she needs meds to be somewhat normal and she’s not taking them, like you think she’s not, then she’s doing it to herself. Trust me when I tell you, it’s not you.” 
 
    He grabs me around the waist and pulls me onto his lap. “When did you get so smart?” he chuckles. 
 
    “I’ve always been smart according to you.” I smirk and he kisses my nose. 
 
    “Touché.” He nuzzles his head into the side of my neck. “I’m sorry about this whole mess though. You don’t need this.” His hand runs over my stomach. 
 
    “It’s worth it though, for loving you, being with you, having this.” I lay my hands on top of the ones he has over my stomach, our baby. I giggle and kiss the prickles of his beard. He is worth it. Every day I’m thankful for him, though at the same time I’m terrified I’m going to lose him. He’s my everything, and I wouldn’t know what to do if he wasn’t a part of my life anymore. 
 
    His phone rings, and he tugs it out of his jeans. He glances at the caller ID and takes a deep breath. “Sorry, I need to take this. It’s my lawyer.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” I nod and go to stand, but he yanks me closer to him before I can get up. I relax against him and curl into his side as he answers the phone. 
 
    “Hey, Leon, what you got?” There’s a rough voice on the other end, and I can’t make out the words, but judging by the smile on Dean’s face, I’m guessing whatever is being said is good. “That’s great news. Thanks, man, I owe you.” Dean hangs up and fist pumps the air. 
 
    “What's up?” 
 
    “Peyton actually agreed to let me have Georgia for the remainder of the week, without having to threaten to press charges against her for what she did to me. Then next week we will go into mediation to work out the rest.” 
 
    “That's great, but do you think she'll back off so easily?” 
 
    “No. Honestly I don't, which in a way worries me, but I’ll take it for now. I’m getting Georgia. I only hope that Peyton uses the time to get some help.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    PEYTON 
 
      
 
    8 hours ago. 
 
      
 
    I brush my fingers through his long dirty-blonde locks, making him moan in his sleep and his forehead to wrinkle. The drugs are starting to wear off, and I need him to rouse before Georgia comes down. 
 
    “Rise and shine, babe,” I whisper seductively in his ear and run my fingers down his bare chest. 
 
    “Lola,” he groans and a hint of a smile perks on his face. 
 
    Dark clouds brew over my happy sunshine skies that were shinning on me only moments ago. I had him right where I wanted, and here he is, still thinking of her, dreaming of her. I snap, slapping him in the chest. My handprint leaving a nice little twinge of red in its place. 
 
    His eyes fly open, wide in surprise, looking right at me. His breathing is erratic now, and he moves to sit up. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Good morning, sleepy head!” I say in a sing-song voice giving him my best warm smile. 
 
    His eyes shift around the room, then down at his body, his half-naked body. 
 
    I had the hardest time last night getting him out of his pants. Though seeing him in his boxers made it worth it. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Peyton?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” I flutter my eyes and reach out to touch him. When he knocks back my hand, my vision reddens. 
 
    I’m sick of being pushed away. I’m sick of being an afterthought, an annoyance in his life. 
 
    “Don’t touch me. Where are my clothes?” he grits through his teeth. “Start there.” 
 
    “I’m hurt, Dean, that you don’t remember the night we shared.” 
 
    “That’s fucking bullshit. What did you do to me, Peyton?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. We shared a special moment together. One that brought us together like we needed to be.” I grin, standing from the couch. “We explored each other’s bodies and remembered what it was like to be together. Now we can start all over again.” 
 
    “You’re fucking full of shit!” he roars, standing to his feet. 
 
    “I’m not the one in their underwear, Dean, on my couch the next morning. Am I?” I tilt my head, and reach for my phone in my back pocket, while he snorts and rages like an angry bull.  
 
    It’s so fucking sexy. With his hair all disheveled and his eyes dilated black. Too bad he isn’t going to put his anger towards a good punishment fucking. 
 
    Been awhile since I’ve had one of those. 
 
    “How did this happen, Peyton? I know for a fact I didn’t take my clothes off.” 
 
    “But in fact, you did. You were never really good at watching how much you had to drink. I made sure I took some pictures of our time together. That way you couldn’t say it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “You—you took pictures,” he stutters, pushing his long fingers through his hair. “You’re fucking insane.” 
 
    “Yes. You see, I told you I wanted you back. We made love, despite you being a little out of it, I didn’t want you to tell me it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “It didn’t. We didn’t have sex last night! There’s no way in hell. I would remember that. And there’s no way in hell my dick would get up for you,” he spits. 
 
    “Oh, baby, but it did. I still ache from where you rammed yourself into me.” I rub my hand over my core. With my other hand, I swipe open the screen on my phone and then face it to him. Letting the full technicolor take effect; me on top of him, kissing his face…naked as well. 
 
    His face goes pale, and he falls to the couch. “Did you fucking rape me while I was out cold? What the fuck is wrong with you? God, did you drug me with something?” He rubs his neck, and his eyes go wide. “You did, didn't you?” 
 
    “I did nothing of the sort.” 
 
    “I don't believe you.” He's off the couch again and stomps behind it spotting his jeans and slips them on. “I'm getting Georgia and taking her out of here. You need fucking help, Peyton. Like psychological help. Have you stopped your meds? Because if I find out you have, I seriously will not let Georgia in your care till you’re back on them and stable again.”  
 
    My blood boils as he talks about those pills. 
 
    The pills that ruled my life for so long. 
 
    The ones that ruined my life. 
 
    “You can't do that!” I snap. “She’s my daughter. Our daughter. We should be together, taking care of her together. Then maybe I wouldn't be like this. You fix me, Dean. Not my meds. Don't you get that?” 
 
    “No. Don't give me that horseshit. Now answer me, are you or are you not taking your meds?” 
 
    “I don't have to say anything. What I do to my body, put into my body, is none of your concern.” 
 
    “The thing is you do have to tell me. If I can't trust you, I'm not trusting you with Georgia either. You never were much of a mother before. You have your moments, but if you’re not taking care of yourself, I can't have her in your care.” 
 
    “But you'll have her in the care of some twat teenager?” I seethe. How dare he think that little brat is a better mother than me. 
 
    “If I remember, you…” He stabs his finger in my direction, “picked her because you liked her. She was your favorite student.” 
 
    “Biggest mistake of my life,” I mutter.  
 
    “Actually, I think it was your best.” He grins and inside I’m stewing so much I can practically hear my blood boil. “Now, I'm grabbing my daughter and leaving. Don't call me to come over or anything. If you need anything from me regarding my daughter, go through my lawyer. You’re lucky that I'm not calling the cops to figure out what the hell you did to me, but I won’t do anything else to traumatize Georgia further.”  
 
    “We will see about that.” 
 
    “Don't fucking push it, Peyton. Just don't.” 
 
      
 
    That had been hours ago. 
 
    Everything I did backfired. 
 
    Every jealousy angle I tried only ended up bringing those assholes closer together. 
 
    Then for him to bring our lawyers into it. 
 
    Threaten mental institutions and health evaluations. 
 
    There is no way I’m going back on my meds. I can't do it, so I let them have their way. Take Georgia from me. 
 
    But it's fine. It gives me time to plan. 
 
    I only need one final plan! 
 
    I mean, there is only one last thing I can do. 
 
    Cut out the problem at the head. 
 
    Lola Anderson has to go. 
 
    Permanently. 
 
    

  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    The last two days have been stressful as fuck, but also an adventure. After we picked up Georgia from school we took off for the beach, just the three of us, to get away. We told Georgia it had been something we were planning for months, not wanting to alert her to being away from her mother suddenly. She didn’t ask any questions as we spent our time in the sun enjoying being away from the madness of the world. It had been what we all needed. Now we were back in reality, and I wasn't quite ready to face the real world again. 
 
    “Why aren't you dressed yet?” Dean wraps his arms around my waist and kisses the side of my neck. I’m standing in his bathroom in a pair of his grey boxers and a silk cami. 
 
    “I don't have classes today.” 
 
    “Lucky you.” He hums, rubbing his bearded chin into my bare shoulder, making me laugh. 
 
    It's a half lie, I only have two classes on Monday, but my morning class was canceled, so I figured I skip the second and hang out here and do something special for Dean. Okay, so my true intention is to butter him up and finally reveal to him the rest of the secrets I've been holding in for the longest time. 
 
    “Yeah, so I thought I would camp out here today. Then make us dinner. My sister and mom said they could watch Georgia for a bit tonight.” 
 
    Just in case he doesn't take said news well. 
 
    I don’t see how he will. 
 
    My hand touches my stomach, and though we will be joined by one thing together, forever, this could be the news that shatters us. I’m not even sure why I want to tell him. It was never my plan, but I can’t hold it in much longer. 
 
    He has the right to know. Secrets never stay hidden forever. They always find a way to come to the forefront in the worst possible way—like an infection—that bores inside of you, not letting go, nearly killing you till you find a cure. 
 
    The cure for deep dark secrets: telling someone and setting them free. Though the release might still end up killing your soul. 
 
    Technically there is no win, but I can't take it anymore. 
 
    My problem is I've been holding onto this for four years by myself. Not a single soul knows about my secret, and with the baby coming, yeah, it is better now to lay it all out than to let it blow up later when it’s too late. 
 
    “What are we having for dinner?” His thumb brushes over my nipple and his mouth hovers over mine. The sexual tension is now burning bright between us. 
 
    Why does he have to leave? I want to curl back into bed with him and hide from the world some more. 
 
    “I was thinking of baby back ribs?” I gulp at the mention of the word baby. We haven’t had a chance to talk more about the baby since the events of what happened the other day. Instead, we’ve been keeping Georgia busy. 
 
    “Cute.” He kisses my nose, then behind my ear. 
 
    “I thought so. Maybe some baby potatoes to go along with it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were such the chef,” he teases, and I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you didn't, huh? Well, it's a talent I learned a while back to help me pick up this hot older man.” 
 
    “Did it work?” He smirks. 
 
    “I like to think so. He hasn't let me go yet.” 
 
    He grabs me by my waist and pulls me flush with him tight, our noses touching. I can feel his love pour out of him. “I never plan to let go either, baby. I love you so damn much.” He kisses me gently, but his soft kiss means so much. 
 
    “I love you, too. I hope you never forget it either.” My forehead falls to his, trying to convey telepathically how much I do love him, and I hope no matter what he remembers it. That he remembers what we have shared and what I share tonight doesn't change me or my feelings for him. 
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    I open the oven and check on the ribs inside. I dab on a little extra bbq sauce and give the timer another thirty minutes before closing the oven again. This is going to be good. 
 
    I hope. 
 
    Dean is going to be home in about an hour. Georgia is now with my mom and sister, and I'm shaking like crazy. 
 
    Secrets are going to be told. There is no going back now. He had to know everything. 
 
    And I mean everything. 
 
    I'm hoping with this fancy feast, his belly will be full and happy and he won’t have the energy to be upset. At least he already knows about the baby, so maybe I can also milk that up...to remind him we made something special with our love. That my secret isn't that insane… that it doesn’t change anything. 
 
    I go to reach up towards the top cabinets for a mixing bowl when familiar chills run down my spine. The ones I've been feeling for the last month. 
 
    She's here. 
 
    Slowly I bring the red mixing bowl down, placing it on the counter. The scent of her lavender perfume overtakes my sense, and I want to gag. I've had enough of her. 
 
    And how did she get in here? 
 
    “Don't you look all cozy taking my place in the kitchen.” 
 
    I turn around to face my intruder. My already high anxiety spikes further spotting the silver switchblade in her hand that she's waving around with a crazed smile on her face. Standing behind her is a man six-four with arms bigger than his head and huge veins popping out of his neck. 
 
    I’m in trouble. Big trouble. 
 
    But I’m not going down without a fight. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Peyton?” 
 
    “Claiming back what is mine. But first I need to get rid of a little problem. Well, two little problems.” The knife circles my stomach, and I swallow the large pile of saliva down that has gathered in my throat. 
 
    How the hell did she know? 
 
    I brace my shoulders back, trying not to act affected. I can do this. I'm wearing my big girl thong today. “The only problem here is you, crazy town.” 
 
    “What did you call me?” she snarls, and inches forward. 
 
    Okay, maybe too much, Lola. 
 
    “You heard me. Why can't you just go away and leave me alone?” 
 
    “I'm not going anywhere. You stole everything from me, everything that was once mine, everything that I have.” 
 
    “No, I didn't. You didn't care about what I had two months ago. You were fine. Why do you care now?” 
 
    “You don't get to ask the questions…” She steps towards me again, wielding the knife and aiming it right at my stomach. I step back my flight or fight response is in the middle of an internal battle of wills.  
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” I plead, hoping this is the right move and pray it doesn’t cause her to lose the rest of the screws she has left. 
 
    Plead to a part of the old Peyton I hope is still hiding in there somewhere. The one Dean used to know.  
 
    “And why not?” she says slowly with a sly grin on her face, her fingers tracing the blade. 
 
    God, I hope this works. 
 
    “Because you’re going to be a grandmother.” I smirk, and her left eye twitches. The words surprise her, I'm sure. 
 
    How could she have expected that I would say that? 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Her feet halt, and her head tilts, looking at me like I'm the crazy one now. Maybe I am for confessing this to her now, when she has a knife in her hand, but these are desperate times. 
 
    “I said you wouldn't want to do that because you're going to be a grandmother. I guess you’ve been too busy trying to figure out ways to hurt me, that you never took a second to talk to me and get to know me. That really hurts, Mom.” 
 
    Her eyes go wide, and the knife drops to her side. “What the fuck did you say?” Her tone is deadly soft, but I can see in her eyes the harsh reality of my words. 
 
    “I called you mom because that’s who you are. To think after all these years, you never took enough time to get to know me, to really look at me. It’s such a shame you’re so blind by your rage. Because it really would’ve saved you so much trouble trying to do whatever it was you were trying to do to me. Maybe none of this would've happened.” 
 
    “You’re fucking lying. You’re insane.” The knife lifts, and she waves it in my face. 
 
    “No, that’s you.” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m your mother.” She spits out the word harshly, but I can see in her twitchy eyes the possibility is hitting her. 
 
    “Well, you are. I have the proof back at my house. You signed the birth certificate before walking out of the hospital and gave me up forever. Lakewood Hospital December 19th, 2000. I was born nine weeks premature. Does that all sound familiar?” Judging by her wide, fearful eyes, I say it all hit her like a tornado. “You didn’t go by Peyton on the form. Your real name is Janice Lee-Peyton Morgan. Father Unknown. You were only sixteen at the time. You dipped out in the middle of the night. But you see I guess it wouldn't have been so bad if the antipsychotic meds you were on didn't leave me with heavy withdrawal symptoms and in the NICU for three months. 
 
    “No, it can't be.” Her head shakes wildly. “They told me the chances of you making it were five percent. Five!” she screeches. “There’s no way you are her. This has to be some kind of sick joke.” She glances around the room and the burly guy she brought with her shrugs. “No. You should be dead,” she mumbles, and a cold chill runs down my spine. It isn't the words I wanted to hear. Her whole body tightens up, and she leans against the counter. 
 
    “Well, I'm very much alive,” I whisper, throwing her out of her trance. 
 
    When I found out why I had been so premature, I never hated her for it. I couldn't because I thought at least she had been trying to take care of herself, but now it’s a whole different story. 
 
    “Kiki had been on the floor that month and saw me,” I continue, and I don't know why I'm telling her this knowing it's just going to piss her off. But she has to know it’s not my fault I lived. 
 
    Maybe too many episodes of Criminal Minds with Dean, teaching me to keep the perp talking. 
 
    “She said she fell in love with me instantly. That's how I got to stay here in town. She has no idea you're my mom, though. I never told her I found you and if she does know she hasn't told me.”  
 
    Peyton doesn't reply and stares at me blankly, so I go on, thinking maybe I'm getting through to her. At the same time, I'm shedding these layers I've been holding onto for years. 
 
    “When I discovered who you were, I was so excited because you were so close. I never expected you’d still be in Wilmington and be a teacher at my high school or living across the street of all places. I swore it was destiny that I was going to get to know my real mother.” I smile, trying to convey how happy I had been at the time I found out about her being so close. My biological mother had been footsteps away from me, breathing my air. I was going to know where I came from, and if we shared similar traits because I felt so out of place with my adopted parents. Even though they love me through and through. 
 
    But now the only destiny in finding Peyton was getting to love Dean and Georgia. Because I no longer want anything to do with the traits Peyton has to offer.  
 
    “Destiny, please,” she spits. “It's the worst thing that could've happened. I never wanted to come back to this godforsaken town. I never even wanted to have kids, but I did it all for Dean. He wanted this quiet little country life because his grandparents left him a house and suddenly he wanted to teach at the smaller school. Back then, I would do anything for Dean, but I thought I was safe. Because I knew your father was dead and I swore you were dead too.” Her eyes cloud over, turning the blackest of black. Another part of her has snapped, and it's when I realize I might have gone too far. The silver blade in her hand lifts again, and she takes two steps towards me. I go running, but I don't make it far. 
 
    The big ox she brought with her grabs me around the waist and knocks me against the wall, holding me in place. 
 
    “Thank you, Lloyd.” She pats him on the back and then grabs me around the neck, squeezing me so tight it hurts, but I can thankfully still breathe. 
 
    The knife now digs into the side of my stomach. Lloyd steps away chuckling. 
 
    “Nice friend, you got there,” I mumble, and she squeezes a little tighter around my neck. 
 
    “It's amazing the people you can meet on the internet these days. You remember your little frat friends, right?” She laughs, and my stomach twists at the memory. How can I forget? “Now, little girl you had your chance to talk, now it's Mommy's turn. You wanted to know about me.” 
 
    “I thought I did, but then you weren't who I thought you were.” 
 
    “What's that? A Susie homemaker?” 
 
    “No. I don't know.” 
 
    “Tell me,” she growls, pushing her body into me along with the blade. I feel it prick my skin. My eyes close, and I try to swallow with her hand gripped around my neck. 
 
    “At school, you were super nice. You praised me, it felt good that you noticed me. Then when you hired me to watch Georgia, I was thrilled because you welcomed me to be a part of your family, I got to watch my sister grow up, and then that's when I saw another side of you. You became this whole different person. You were more strict, you weren’t there. You ignored them, you ignored me, and had me raise Georgia for you. You wouldn't play with her, wouldn't interact with her, especially when she was little. You weren't there even when you were home. It was so odd to see these two different sides of you. You were the same with your—husband.” I opt for a safe, neutral word. 
 
    “What did you want from me?” 
 
    “To know you. Be your friend. Something. I didn't know. I just wanted to get to know you.” 
 
    “So you could steal my husband?” 
 
    “That was never part of any plan. We just happened. You left him heartbroken. You didn’t love him. He was willing to move the world for you until you gave up on him completely. I watched you shatter his heart for years.” 
 
    “You teased him with your teenage pussy,” she hisses, and I swear she's practically foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “I didn't tease him. We fell in love.” 
 
    “Love? Oh, little girl. You're pathetic. What do you think he's gonna do when he finds out you're my daughter? That he’s just been fucking a younger me? He's going to hate you too.” 
 
    My heart skips a beat, and the stomach that was already at my feet now lands on the ground. I know the risk, but I’m not going to admit it to her. “He won't. He loves me.” 
 
    “Loves you? Please. I've been listening. All Dean has for you is lust.” 
 
    “That's not true.” 
 
    “Please. The same goes for you. Like isn't that why you like calling him Daddy?” 
 
    I can feel the rest of the blood drain from my face. She heard all that? How long has she been listening to us? How? “It sickens me that you would call my Dean such. You want to know who your real daddy is?” She tightens her grip on my neck. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I don't. I never cared, and now with what I know, I definitely don't. 
 
    God, I'm made from two monsters. 
 
    “To bad because I'm going to tell you a story.” She gives me a crooked grin. “I suppose I owe you one of those. His name was Emmett, and he was my first boyfriend. We dated for about two months. Then one day we were making out, and he wanted more. I didn’t. Well, you’re a smart girl, you can guess what happened. He forced himself on me. Sometimes I can still feel him on me. Especially now, seeing you in front of me,” she growls. “You do have his nose and his damn chin. How did I not see it before? He brought out the voices in me last time. It’s the reason why I was taking so many of those drugs. When I found out I was pregnant with you…” she hisses through her teeth, and her nails dig into the skin of my neck, “I did everything to try to get rid of you, but you kept hanging on. I even tried throwing myself down the stairs once. I’ll give you credit. You're resilient, like me.” 
 
    “I’m nothing like you though. Thank god, the only traits we have in common is our eyes and hair.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” 
 
    “Did you ever think of me?” 
 
    “No. I wanted nothing to do with you. You were a connection to him. The doctor said your chance of living was slim. Like today.” An evil glint shoots through her eyes once again. 
 
    “I'm sorry he did that to you, you didn't deserve that. I get why you wouldn't want me, but I'm not him and I really really just wanted to know you…” My breathing quickens feeling the cool metal twist on my skin. Her anger is not letting up, but me being her daughter isn’t why she is here today. I need to keep her talking. It's the only way to save myself because if she wanted me dead, she would've done it by now. “Why are you here, Peyton? You didn't care about us three months ago. You didn't even act like we existed?” 
 
    “They always liked you more,” she mumbles, and for a moment the knife relaxes from my side, and I feel a sense of relief. 
 
    Storytime is working. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don't act all surprised, princess,” she snarls. “I bring you into my house, and Dean didn't need me anymore. Georgia didn't either. You took over. It was fine because I didn't know how to handle her, with the crying and always needing something. It's different with kids that are yours, and I worked with high schoolers who didn't need attention. But it killed me as you got older how Dean would look at you. It was sickening.”  
 
    I gape at her. Wait, what? 
 
    “Don't play innocent, either.” 
 
    “Peyton, nothing ever happened till you and him…” 
 
    “It doesn't matter. I couldn't be what he wanted, and then because of you he didn’t want me anymore, so I made new friends and then I met Hector. He let me be myself. I didn't have responsibilities, no one questioned my meds or told me I need to hug my daughter more or pay them attention when all I wanted to do was anything but.” 
 
    “So you cheated on him?” 
 
    “My friends and Hector showed me how good life can be. Or how good I thought it could be. I thought it had been what I wanted because the life I had with Dean I couldn't handle. That's till he left me for some younger bitch. Someone like you.” Her eyes blacken again with her sneer, and I gulp. 
 
    “Then I realized how stupid I had been. That it had to be the new meds I was on that made me confused and fall for a man like Hector. So, I got off the medication and lo and behold the voices and the storm I had been missing let me see how perfect Dean is for me. But you got in the way, taking his attention from me that caused me to lose everything.” 
 
    “If you never left with Hector or your friends, Dean would've never looked my way. He did love you.” 
 
    I watched him drink himself silly because he loved her and missed his wife. A man doesn't do that when he doesn't give a shit. I just helped him heal. I wasn’t till after the love was gone between them.  
 
    “That's bullshit. He would find any excuse to touch you. Laugh at everything you said, and cuddle on the couch with you…” she screeches and squeezes my neck so hard my vision momentarily goes red then black from the lack of oxygen. I try clawing at her so she'll let go. 
 
    She has it all wrong. 
 
    “Then when I needed Dean the most, you were there. I caught you guys fucking in the shower, on my day of fucking need! I hate you, you stupid bitch, and you will pay for taking him from me.” 
 
    I try to tell her sorry, but nothing comes out. I feel as if my neck could snap at any second. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Dean's angry voice shouts, making Peyton's head snap in his direction, and her grip loosens around my neck. I'm able to catch my breath again. 
 
    “Welcome home, darling. I was wondering when you were going to show up,” Peyton says snidely as her hired muscle grabs Dean by surprise. Dean tries to fight out of the behemoth’s hold, but it’s no use, and the beast folds Dean’s arms behind his back.  
 
    “Peyton? What are you doing?” Dean struggles in the arms of the burly asshole. 
 
    Her hand around my neck tightens, and the blade pokes harder into my stomach breaking the skin. “What does it look like I'm doing? I'm giving your little princess what she deserves—or I guess I should say our little princess.” 
 
    Dean’s eyes widen, and he glances at me as if to say ‘what the fuck?’ My eyes close not only from the loss of oxygen but in exasperation, wishing I never said anything too crazy town. 
 
    What the hell was I hoping for? Besides maybe driving her to the brink. Maybe I had been hoping she would’ve given a shit. 
 
    “Oh, she didn’t tell you? I guess it doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Peyton,” he says low and slow, “you need to let her go, and we can talk. You don’t want to hurt her. Think of Georgia.” 
 
    Peyton laughs maniacally. “That's the thing, Dean. I am thinking of Georgia. This little accident shouldn’t be around our daughter. She shouldn’t even be alive. It’s why I’m putting an end to her now. It will fix everything.” The cool blade digs deeper into my side and the tears slip down my cheek. 
 
    “Dean,” I call to him between my tears, “I’m sorry.” He has to know I never meant to hurt him. Because I fear no matter what, this doesn’t have a good ending. 
 
    I just hope the ending isn’t me or my baby. 
 
    Dean’s mouth opens, but he’s cut off by Peyton’s shriek. 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid little bitch. This is all your fault.” 
 
    “Peyton, come on. Stop. If you hurt her, you’ll end up in jail. End this now and we can talk. Get you some help because Georgia needs her mother.” 
 
    “You don’t get it, Dean. How do you think Georgia is going to feel when she finds out you slept with her sister?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Peyton’s head twists to me, and an evil devilish smile crosses her face, sending more fear down my spine. I was already worried about my life and my baby, but I’m even more worried now. Her grip on my neck loosens. “Do you want to tell him?” 
 
    “Dean, I love you…” My head bangs against the wall, and I see stars. 
 
    “Peyton, what the fuck!” Dean bellows through the ringing in my ears. 
 
    “That’s not what you need to be telling him, young lady. I, for one, know what lies get us into.” 
 
    “You lied to him more than I did.” I hiss, through my teeth. “It’s your fault. All of this. And it’s really because you ignored Dean and left him alone.” 
 
    “I wish you died. You should’ve never been born.” Her head turns to face Dean. “I would like you to meet my daughter, Dean. You’ve been fucking your step-daughter this whole time. Georgia’s sister. And she KNEW,” she shouts the last part, and through my haze I watch all the color drain from Dean’s face. 
 
    Yep, there’s no going back now. 
 
    “You’re shitting me,” he whispers looking between us and tries to maneuver away from the goon that’s holding him. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not. I’m just as surprised as you are. Guess we really should’ve never moved back to this godforsaken town. Population too damn fucking small and everyone fucking knows everyone. Daughters you fucking deserted end up being neighbors. Some shit, right?” The blade jabs into my side, and I scream in agony and my body slumps. 
 
    “NO!” Dean screams. 
 
    “You think I’m going to let you bring a child into this world? A child that’s a part of him,” she bellows back at me, and I know she’s not talking about Dean. 
 
    “No, please,” I beg her through my labored breathing. Everything hurts so bad. “Please. I’ll go away, please don’t hurt my baby, because it’s a part of you too.” 
 
    It was a stupid thing to say, but my side is getting ripped open, and I can feel my warm blood running down my hip. My head pounds, and my throat hurts. This lady gave me life and therefore gave my child life. In my haze, I need her to know she is part of this circle, and I don’t want to hate her. 
 
    I never wanted to hate her. 
 
    “Please. You have good in you, and I want to carry that on. I’m sorry. I just wanted to get to know you. I didn’t think coming into your life would hurt you like this. Please. I’ll go…Leave Dean and Georgia.” Thick tears now block my vision, and I try to look up at Dean, but he’s hard to see. The last thing I want to do is leave them, but I fear I might not have a choice anyway. I doubt Dean wants me now, but if I want to live and have my baby live, I need to plea with what she wants to hear. 
 
    “You’ll just go?” 
 
    “Yes. I have some money saved, and I can transfer colleges. Please.” The knife twists, and I scream again. She then pulls it out, and I drop to the floor, gripping my side. 
 
    “I don’t believe you for a second. I think I’d rather watch you bleed.” 
 
    “Peyton, stop this!” Dean bellows and I curl into a ball. 
 
    “Why? Aren’t you pissed Dean?” 
 
    “I am, but this isn’t the way to handle it.” 
 
    “She lied to us!” she screams. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you stab her, Peyton!” he yells back. “Goddamn.” 
 
    “I stabbed her because she stole you from me. She has to go for that because you weren’t letting her go.” 
 
    “And you think I want you back now? You need to get her help. Now,” he demands. “I will hate you forever if anything happens to her or my baby, Peyton.” 
 
    “Either way I have nothing to lose right? She was never meant to live Dean. She’s the product of the devil. She needs to go.” Peyton’s foot connects with my arm that’s protecting where she stabbed me. I yelp, as pain shoots through me again. Dean is hollering at her to stop, but she doesn’t. She kicks me again, and I do my best to curl further into a ball to protect my baby. So the next time she kicks me, it ends up being a direct kick to my jaw. 
 
    “Peyton that’s fucking enough!” Dean yells, and her attack on me stops. Thank god! “What do you want?” 
 
    “You know what I want, Dean.” 
 
    “Fine. We can be a family again. But you need to get her help. Let her go.” 
 
    “Why? So you can cheat on me behind my back? She’s better off dead.” 
 
    “No, Peyton...please, no,” I beg and glance up at her. When she looks down at me, the evil in her eyes hasn’t diminished.  
 
    “Mrs. Goodwin!” she snaps. I’m crying so hard now from the pain and the sheer craziness of it all. 
 
    “Mrs. Goodwin. Please, I already told you I would leave. I promise. You’re my mom. You might hate me, and I get why, but I want you happy,” I rasp out through the pain and my tears. “I want you happy because no matter what I was born to love you, even if you hate me. Please. Please just let me go. I won't press charges, but you do need help...if you want a good life with Dean and Georgia,” I beg hoping that, goddamn, there's still some rational old Peyton inside of her. The one I knew when I was fifteen. The one who isn't mentally unstable and the one that can be a good person. She's there. She has to be because I'm a breed of her. 
 
    “Please, Mrs. Goodwin. I beg you, this isn't the real you. You're not this bad person. You've just been hurt. Please, I'll go, so maybe you don't hurt anymore.” 
 
    “You mean that?” she says softly, and I think maybe I did get to her. That maybe my psychology 101 classes and lots of Psychological thriller books were of some use to me. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I groan, as I'm hit with a large cramp through my belly making me curl back into a ball. My vision blurs, and I feel a gush of blood wet my hand. “Ahh, it hurts.” 
 
    “Lola?” I hear Dean call for me and then Peyton curse. 
 
    There's a loud bang, followed by some shouting around me, but I’m too tired to keep my eyes open. I try to fight the darkness overcoming me, but everything hurts. Finally, I let it take over and close my eyes and find peace. Away from this hell.



 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    “She’s nothing but a mistake. She needs to go! She needs to go!” 
 
      
 
    “Get down on the ground…” 
 
      
 
    “Lola, Lola, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Grab the oxygen mask!” 
 
      
 
    “She's losing a lot of blood. We need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “Please take care of her. She's pregnant!” 
 
      
 
    Beep... 
 
    Beep... 
 
    Beep… 
 
      
 
    “Lola, I had something I wanted to ask you.” Mrs. Goodwin stops me at the end of English class.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Have you ever thought about babysitting?” 
 
    “Babysitting?” 
 
    “Yes, I need some help around my house with my daughter. Someone to watch her after school, maybe help with dinner. Georgia already knows you, so I’m sure you two would get along great.” 
 
    A smile splits across my face. She wants me around after school? Where I’ll be able to bond with my little sister and my “real” mom. How can I say no?  
 
    “I would love to.” 
 
    “Great. How about you come over this afternoon? Mr. Goodwin would like to talk to you as well.” 
 
      
 
    Beep... 
 
    Beep… 
 
    Beep... 
 
      
 
    “God you’re beautiful,” Dean says, running his hand down my face. I'm straddling him on his lap in his living room. His words make me blush. It doesn’t matter how many times he says it, I still melt inside.  
 
    His large hand cups around the back of my neck pulling me into a kiss. The sweet, slow kiss makes my heart beat faster. We’ve been officially together now for about two months.  
 
    It’s been perfect. 
 
    And I’ve fallen in love with him. I think I’ve been in love with him for months, but I didn’t know what it was till lately.  
 
    His lips break away from me, and he rubs his nose against mine, his blue eyes shining.  
 
    “Lo, I love you…” 
 
    I shake my head, wondering if my imagination had made up those words. “You...what? “ 
 
    He chuckles, grabbing my chin and kissing me again. “I said I love you.”  
 
    My heart flutters and skips a beat. “You do?”  
 
    He nods. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Beep… 
 
    Beep… 
 
    Beep…. 
 
      
 
    “I never wanted you…” Peyton’s dark eyes glare into me. “You’re better off dead. I hate you…”  
 
    Tears burn my cheek as I watch the knife raise in her hand. I’m screaming for her not to do it, but nothing comes out.  
 
    The room is empty. Nobody is coming to save me. I’m alone with a woman who I only wanted to love me.  
 
    I don’t want to be alone.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” The words lodge in my throat.  
 
    “You should’ve never been born.” Peyton growls again as the knife comes down on me…  
 
      
 
    Beep Beep Beep… 
 
    Beep Beep Beep... 
 
    Beep Beep Beep... 
 
      
 
    My eyes fly open to the sight of white clinical walls and the smell of disinfectant. The annoying beeping sound echoes around the room. I rush to sit up, but my head pounds and my mouth taste of cotton. “Ow…” I wince as pain shoots through my left side and my hand that's attached with the IV drops to my stomach…my baby.  
 
    Fuck, Peyton. 
 
    The nightmare of being on the floor, telling her I will leave Dean and Georgia just before everything goes black comes back to haunt me more than the knife she jabbed into my side.  
 
    I search the white room, looking for Dean, for anyone, and there's nobody here.  
 
    I'm alone. All alone.  
 
    I cry, clenching my stomach. It hurts so bad. I don't want to be alone. I don't even know if I have this child anymore. I don't know if my boyfriend loves me anymore. How could anyone after all the secrets I kept? My biological mother always wanted me dead, and my biological father was a monster. I should have stayed away from the Goodwin's when I found out the truth.  
 
    It all hurts, but I did this to myself because I wanted to know where I came from. 
 
    And all because I fell in love.  
 
    “Oh, god, Lola.” My mother comes rushing from the side door of the room, gripping a paper towel and I hear the sound the toilet flushing behind her. 
 
    I wasn't alone.  
 
    “Hey, sweetie. It’s okay. I'm here. I'm here,” my mother's soothing voice coos. My only mother—with her perfect tight bun and her green scrubs and the scent of honeysuckles. She sits down beside me and brushes back my hair. “Take slow, relaxing breaths. Can you do that for me?” I nod and do as I'm told as she comforts me. Something she always did when I was sick. Always the nurse. 
 
    Always the mother. 
 
    I didn't need to know where I came from, I’ve always had everything I needed here. 
 
    My hand touches my belly, realizing that’s not true. There might be something missing. Something really important. 
 
    “Do you know if my baby’s okay?” 
 
    “Yes. There's a nice strong heartbeat. The doctor promised to come back and show you when you woke up.” She sighs and gently runs her fingers down my cheek. “She missed your uterus, thank god, but she did end up nicking your intestine. It wasn’t too bad and they were able to get in and fix it laparoscopically. So they didn’t have to open up the wound more. You've been out of it for over eighteen hours though. I was getting worried, so it's so good to see you with your eyes open.” 
 
    Eighteen hours. Holy shit.  
 
    “So, my baby is really okay? Like they’ll survive?”  
 
    “Yes, the doctor said that you had a nice layer of thick muscle and that helped the blade from not going as deep. And considering the blade wasn’t too long helped too.” 
 
    My eyes close as I breathe in a sigh of relief.  
 
    My baby is okay.  
 
    I’m okay.  
 
    My mom rubs my knee. “You’ll be in some pain for a few weeks, and the doctor is going to want to check on you to make sure the stitches hold. I’ll be taking some days off to help take care of you once you’re released.” 
 
    There’s nothing more I want than my mom taking care of me, but there’s someone else I want around who will make me feel so much better. “Where's Dean? Is he okay?” 
 
    “He's fine. He's with Georgia right now and they're sorting a few things out.” 
 
    “Was he here at all? Does he hate me?”  
 
    “Hate you? Why would he?” Her eyebrows twist in confusion and it’s then I realize she has no clue about the entire madness of what happened. My heart starts to race and I can feel it thudding against my chest. Drops of sweat form on my forehead, and her eyes flit to the heart machine as it begins to ding obnoxiously behind me. “Baby girl, I need you to relax and take deep breaths.” She cups my face and runs her hand down my cheek, showing proper breathing techniques. “Getting yourself worked up isn't good for anyone right now.” 
 
    “Just tell me. Please.” I beg. There is no way I can relax till I know and even then the chances are slim. “I need to know at least where I stand with him.” 
 
    She's still looking at me flabbergasted, but nods. “He's been here.” Instantly I release the breath I have been holding. He has been here, that's all that matters. “I didn't get a chance to talk to him, there has been so much going on. He did talk to Jasmine and after dealing with cops and everything, he went to get Georgia and be with her.” 
 
    “Georgia…” I whisper and fall back on the bed. The tears overflow my eyes, and I know my little sidekick’s life has been turned upside down. My heart aches for her, knowing it’s all my fault she might have just lost her mother too. Even if she is crazy as fuck.  
 
    You can't help who you are born to love.  
 
    “What happened to Peyton?” 
 
    “Honey,” she sighs, “I wish you would worry about yourself right now.” 
 
    “Aren't I though? I need to know she's not out there running loose.” 
 
    “That I can assure she's not. Listen, I don't know all of everything going on with her. They can only tell me so much, and I've been most worried about you and at your side, but from what I do know is Peyton is here.”  
 
    The machine’s warning beeps go off again, and my mom takes my hand and squeezes it. “She's on the psychiatric floor locked up, under heavy guard. She's not mentally well, Lo. They can't take her in for questioning till she's evaluated. They’ll probably need to take her out of the county anyway because this hospital is not fully qualified for all that, but I'm not a hundred percent sure. But you’re safe. There's even a guard here for you, to make sure.” 
 
    “But she had help.” 
 
    “He's in jail. Don't worry.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” I mumble. 
 
    “Whatever for?” She scoots in closer to me and pushes my hair back. “What do you think you need to be sorry about?” 
 
    “All of this is my fault. I was always Peyton's trigger.” 
 
    “Lola, that's not true.” 
 
    “You really haven't heard, have you?” 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    “It's more than me being with Dean, Mom. I haven't been completely honest with you.”  
 
    She gives me a half worried laugh. “Whatever are you talking about?” 
 
    “My adoption.” I take a deep breath, and then release out the overly powerful burning words from in my chest. “Peyton is my biological mother.” 
 
    “No!” I swear the gasp that escapes her mouth is heard down all the way on the maternity ward. 
 
    “No. There's no way.” She shakes her head.  
 
    “Way…” 
 
    “How did you discover that? I'm pretty sure I hid the birth certificate from you. The girl who ran off was unstable from what the doctor had told me. I didn't want you to find her.” 
 
    “I wish you’d said that sooner.” 
 
    But who knows if it would've all happened anyway? They lived across the street, they were still my teachers.  
 
    “I found it in a safe and made a copy of it. When I found out it was Peyton, I did everything I could to try and get to know her. I should've told you when I found out but I didn't want to ever upset you. To me, you were still my only mom, the one who raised me. Loves me. I'm so sorry, Mom.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie. None of that.” She pulls me into a hug, mindful of my side. “You've always been curious. I should've been more open to you when you asked. Now that explains why you think Dean would be upset…” 
 
    I nod and the tears well in my eyes. “I was so stupid…” I think back to what happened at the house, and as I say it out loud, I realize my mistakes, but there is no going back now. “The thing is, I was going to tell him. It's why you and Jazz were watching GG. So, I could have the alone time. If he freaked out, he wouldn’t upset her. I didn't expect him to take it well. How could he? Then to find out from Peyton…I can only imagine what's going through his head. I bet he does hate me.” 
 
    “He doesn't.” 
 
    “You don't know that. I understand he needs to be there for Georgia. But there's also something inside me that feels so empty even though you say he's been here. I need him, Mom. I hate this feeling that I’m going to lose him. If I told him from the beginning, I would’ve never had him, so can I really regret it? But then the last thing I ever want to do is hurt him. I love him.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie. It’s a huge thing he needs to wrap his head around. I need to wrap my head around it.” She cups my face and brushes the tears away with her thumb. “But if he’s one of the good guys, he’ll hear you out. You just need to be prepared to give him time too if he needs it. Now, I know you just woke up, but you still need to rest. You had major surgery.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can. Not till I talk to Dean.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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    DEAN 
 
      
 
    I've been pacing the door of room 1223 for fifteen minutes, debating if I want to go inside and see Lola. The thing is, I didn't know what I want to say yet. 
 
    Though there is so much to say.  
 
    The guard standing watch at her door is eyeing me intently but hasn't said a word. He knows who I am and that I belong here, so I'm sure he knows I'm stressed under the circumstances. 
 
    But I wonder if he knows how crazy this whole mixed-up situation really is. 
 
    This is internet clickbait crazy. 
 
    Georgia is staying with my best friend, Andrew, and his wife, Sandra. Adam also promised to come and hang out with her, so she will be preoccupied. 
 
    I haven't been able to explain this whole thing to her. She knows something is going on. Our home is now a crime scene. She saw the ambulances take out both Lola and her mother. I didn't know how to tell her that her mother hurt and attacked Lola and she possibly isn’t going to see her again. The words lodged in my throat and twisted in my stomach till I got sick.  
 
    Instead, my little preceptive daughter seemed to know I couldn't explain and kissed my cheek and told me ‘everything will be okay, Daddy.’ She then gave me the piece of the moon from the locket Lola gave her and told me to give it her. 
 
    “So we can be together even though we're apart right now,” she said shoving the gem in my hand. 
 
    The whole experience still feels as if I was out of my body for the entire thing.  
 
    Peyton had sent me a text to meet her at my house, saying she had something for me. I tried calling Lola, and when I got no answer, I grew concerned, and when I got to the house and saw Peyton's car in the driveway, I called the cops.  
 
    I was done with the intrusions and stalking.  
 
    I should've waited for the cops. I figured maybe there had been a cat fight going on and I could break up whatever was going on before either one was hurt. Never in a thousand years did I expect to walk in on Peyton holding a knife to Lola's side.  
 
    But maybe I should've with how insane she's been.  
 
    And I didn’t expect a Jason Momoa wannabe to also be there to hold me back. 
 
    The image of Peyton jabbing that knife into Lola’s side plays on constant reply in my mind; Lola's eyes going so wide in fear and in pain, the whimper she made...and the blood when Peyton pulled the knife out.  
 
    I tried everything to get out of that damn asshole’s hold. Peyton started ranting and raving and kicking her. I don’t know how many times I begged her to stop, till she finally did. 
 
    My eyes never left Lola’s as she begged for her life and for our baby's life. Promising she would go, but I knew in a thousand years I would never let that happen. 
 
    Peyton, I think did too.  
 
    Then Lola passed out from the pain. I thought I was going to lose her.  
 
      
 
    “Lola?” Oh god. The blood pools around her, her hands still wrapped around her stomach. 
 
    She tried to protect our baby.  
 
    There's a loud bang on the door, the cops announcing themselves.  
 
    “Fuck,” Peyton yells and pulls on her hair. “No. No. This isn't how it works.” She looks at me, her eyes...blank.  
 
    There's no one home. I don't think I've been more freaked out in my whole life. 
 
    “Peyton. Drop the knife. Please.”  
 
    “She was a mistake. She’s nothing but a mistake. She needs to go! She needs to go!” Peyton rants and looks back at Lola's unmoving body. Her hand with the knife raises towards Lola's body, ready to stab her.  
 
    “Get down on the ground…” 
 
    The giant buffoon releases me, just as the cops come charging in. There's no thinking as I charge towards Peyton and knock her down. The knife falls to the ground. She's screaming like a banshee, and I roll on top of her holding her shoulders down. 
 
    “Peyton. Stop! You need to stop,” I bark, and she tries to spit at me. I have never been more tempted to hit a woman, then I am now.  
 
    “She had to go…” she mutters through her evil breath. My hand raises to hit her, but I'm grabbed forcefully by my shoulders and pulled off the demon possessing my ex-wife.  
 
    “Sir, sir. You need to get off her.” I shake myself out of the cops hold, holding my hands up. “Let us handle it.” 
 
    It takes three cops to get Peyton to her feet. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot EMTs rushing for Lola. 
 
    “Please take care of her. She's pregnant.” 
 
    I can't remember the last time I cried, but watching the EMTs working on her, seeing all the blood surrounding her body. Have I lost her?  
 
      
 
    After they wheeled Lola into the ambulance, and I had been left alone to talk to a detective, the weight of Lola's secrets piles on my shoulders. The shock, I think, outweighs all the pain. I feel betrayed. And I can’t get past wondering if I had been used as well.  
 
    I have so many questions, but I’m not ready to face reality. And I’m here because I can’t say I’m not worried about her.  
 
    “Dean, you're here,” Kiki says, placing a hand on my shoulder, pulling me out of the flashbacks of yesterday. 
 
    “Yeah, how is she?” 
 
    “She woke up a couple of hours ago, but the nurse gave her a light sedative so she could get some rest and to get her pressure back down. She was getting a little worked up over everything, and I didn't think she would’ve rested till she saw you. So, I'm glad you're here.” 
 
    “Is the sedative okay to give her with the…” I point to my stomach and shift uncomfortably on my feet. I have no idea if the baby is okay. It’s news I’m not sure I’m ready to hear in fear of the worst. Another reason I avoided Lola's room.  
 
    I have been selfish, but if something happened because I didn't fight harder to protect them, it might kill me. 
 
    “For the baby?” I nod. “Yes, it's fine. The baby is fine, as well.” I let out a deep, strangled breath and push my hands through my hair.  
 
    Thank fucking God.  
 
    “Good. Good,” I mutter, feeling some of the weight lift off my chest.  
 
    “Are you going to go in? I was thinking of going home, picking up some things for Lola and also getting changed real quick. I never had the chance to yesterday before...well, you know.”  
 
    I give her a weak smile, and quickly realize she is dressed in her scrubs from yesterday. She had been watching Georgia with Jasmine straight from getting off work. 
 
    “Um, I don't—” I rub the back of my neck and look towards the room.  
 
    “Dean, do you love her?” Kiki asks me firmly, narrowing her eyes at me and I look anywhere but at her.  
 
    “She's my…” I let the rest of the words hang, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    “That's not what I was asking you,” Kiki bites out harshly and pokes me in the chest. “I asked if you love her.” 
 
    I love Lola Anderson more than anything. Even after the confession of a lifetime. My forbidden little goddess is even more so. I used to think how hot it was that I had been dating my teenage babysitter, but now I have forbidden in spades and I’m not sure if I can handle it.  
 
    “I do. I just don't know how to deal with all this. She hid this from me. Didn’t trust me enough. My mind is a mess. She's my soon to be ex-wife's daughter. Like if I didn’t have enough of a conundrum with the list of taboo I have with Lola already, step-daughter wasn’t one I really wanted to add to it. Like some men might think it’s hot. I don’t know, but it’s not my thing. Like do you really understand how confused I am? I do love her, but this is all sorts of nuts.” 
 
    “I get the whole thing is overwhelming, Dean. But she told me that she wanted to tell you. She said she had planned to before Peyton came in.” 
 
    “She should've told me before!” I cut her off.  
 
    “Before when?” 
 
    I tilt my head. She knows when. Before I fell in love with her. Hell, before we hired her to watch Georgia. “I don't know, but I had the right to know.” 
 
    “I didn't even know.” She throws her hands up, exasperated. “And I'm her mom. You need to talk to her about it. Get her side. No matter what you decide, you two will have a child together.” 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    “Also, one last thing, Dean.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I'm her mother. Not Peyton. I might not be perfect, but I raised that little girl the best way I knew how. Loved her from the second I saw her tiny little body in that incubator. Lola fought every day since the second she was born. When I found out about Lola’s condition, I couldn't believe it. She thinks she was in the NICU because Peyton's meds caused her prematurity issues. It was because Peyton pumped herself so full of meds in the month before. Lola was basically a drug baby, had bad withdrawals, couldn't breathe on her own. She really wasn't going to make it, Dean. Now she's been attacked by the woman who in a normal world is supposed to love her unconditionally. I don't know if you believe in it, but it was fate that brought you two together. Think about it…what are the chances you'd live across the street? That she'd find you, someone that could love her? That she’d find a second family, even after Peyton left her for dead? And let’s not forget your luck for her father being away this whole time, so he didn't kill you cause you’re with his little girl?” 
 
    I chuckle for the first time today. “I guess you have a point there. Franco, I'm sure will have my head when he comes back.”  
 
    The man hates me for some reason, and now I’ve given him about another sixty reasons why. 
 
    “I understand with all the craziness that Peyton has given you, and it's now with her...” she leaves the word hanging. “It’s all a bit unconventional, but don't give up if you truly love her. She came into your life for a reason…like I said its fate...destiny...whatever you want to call it. Follow your heart and forget everything else, even just for a little bit.” 
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    I listen to Kiki's advice and follow my heart, which places me in an ugly blue and white faded chair across from Lola's bed. She is still passed out, so I watch her sleep, as her chest rises, and falls, and the heart monitor beeps behind her.  
 
    Considering everything, she looked peaceful.  
 
    The last twenty-four hours have been a mind fuck. I keep hoping I'm going to wake up from this dream and I'll be back home with Lola in my arms, safe. Georgia will be tucked in her bed across the hall from us. And finally, Peyton isn’t institutionalized and she’s back at her house… ignoring me and on her meds.  
 
    “Dean, you're here.” Lola's soft angelic voice breaks through the silence of the room. The surprise in her voice is evident, no matter how small it is.  
 
    “That I am.” I give her a weak smile and don't move from my chair. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She shrugs and adjusts the bed to sit up. “Fine. Sore. You?”  
 
    “I'm alright.” 
 
    Her chin drops to her chest as she stares at her hands and we fall into an uncomfortable silence. I don't think it's something that has ever happened between us. 
 
    “I know you're lying. You're not ‘alright,’” she mumbles, not looking up at me. I grin. She does know me so well. “If you don’t want to be here, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I do,” I answer quickly. “Lo, there’s so much to say, and I don’t know where to start.” We both fall silent again, and she stares at me with her large glossy chestnut eyes. 
 
    The ones I found so similar to Peyton’s, but as I look at her and get down to the depth of them, I see a world of difference between them. There’s life and a happy spirit even behind the worry and fear. The sweetness and innocence she always had. Not to mention their beauty. Beauty I couldn’t find in Peyton’s because they always lacked life…a soul. She’s still my Lola. The girl I fell deeply in love with ten months ago. 
 
    I believe my biggest worry is since she’s Peyton’s daughter will she have the same issues. Will she one day go insane and leave me too? I have hundreds of questions—none of which can be answered.  
 
    Then I have to remember Georgia is Peyton’s too. Though she is my daughter, I’m going to love her no matter what genetic make-up her mom gave her. As for Lola, I have to do the same; love her for who she is and how she makes me feel. She’s proven to me over and over again that she’s nothing like Peyton. And that is going to have to be enough.  
 
    Because life isn’t worth living when you’re always worried about the what ifs. 
 
    “Can you tell me how GG is at least? I'm sure this has been crazy for her,” she asks breaking the silence and my pondering thoughts.  
 
    “Georgia is fine as she can be.” 
 
    She blows out a puff of air and shakes her head. She brings the thin hospital blanket up to her neck. “I'm sorry, so sorry.” The words come out just above a whisper, but I catch them.  
 
    My already mangled heart twists when I see the tears fall down her face. I hate seeing her cry. I've only seen her do it a handful of times since I've known her, and it kills me every time.  
 
    I can’t shut her out when she needs me the most.  
 
    I'm quick to my feet and at her side in a second, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. My lips brush along her forehead as she wipes away her fallen tears with the back of her hand.  
 
    “She misses you. You were her first thought when I saw her.” Lola looks up at me and gives me a tiny crack of a smile. “Actually, she wanted me to give you this.” From my side pocket, I pull out the half moon charm.  
 
    Lola takes the charm from my hand and puts it to her chest, over her heart. “She's going to hate me.” 
 
    “She's not going to hate you.” 
 
    “She will. If not today, one day, when she figures it all out.” 
 
    “That's really not what you need to think about right now. When this settles down a bit, I'm going to get someone she can talk to and figure out how to talk to her about this, but for now, she's dealing with it a lot better than I ever expected. She's been my little rock.” I chuckle lightly and it makes Lola grin.  
 
    “Do you hate me?” 
 
    “No,” I answer quickly, “I could never hate you. I just wish you told me.” 
 
    “I didn't ever want to tell you or anyone. Ever.” She looks down and fiddles with the half moon. “Maybe if Peyton turned out to be the person I had hoped for. Yeah, I possibly would’ve said something, but then everything would be different wouldn't it?” 
 
    Yeah, it most certainly would've been.  
 
    “It wasn't until I found out I was pregnant that I figured I should tell you. That keeping it to myself was only going to make me crazy and turn me into Peyton.” She chuckles softly, but I don't laugh. “Sorry…”  
 
    “It's okay, go on.” 
 
    “I wish I didn't tell Peyton. But I was hoping if she knew, she wouldn't want to hurt me and-or it would just make her malfunction and I could get away. It didn't work, because she really hated me. I knew she came to hurt me, but I think I only made it worse.” 
 
    “This wasn't some sort of revenge?” 
 
    “No...I swear. Listen, I never meant to fall in love with you. It wasn't some devious plan. This whole thing with Peyton wasn't a plan of revenge. That was her thing. I just wanted to get to know her and my sister. Then me and you grew close. She treated you like fucking shit, and you were there. I fell in love with you because you’re amazing and you saw me for who I was. Sure, I think in the beginning, the thrill of our relationship had this hot element of taboo.” 
 
    “Like you calling me Daddy in bed?” Her cheeks turn beet red. “Did you only call me that because...you know…” 
 
    “Really? No. I called you that because you have a beard, you’re old, and you have a child…you’re a daddy…Daddy. Come on, why else; because it’s hot.” 
 
    Oh, it is hot. It just may be a bit before she calls me Daddy again.  
 
    Like—when my divorce is officially final, and she no longer is—you know.  
 
    “I had started to see the similarities…” She cringes. “Just in your eyes and some minor expressions.” 
 
    “Is that going to bother you? I mean, added to me being related to Peyton?” 
 
    “It's going to be one hell of an adjustment. You really are now one delectable forbidden treat, rolled into one. Not only are you Peyton's…” I leave the words hanging because, at this point, Peyton is not a mother. “You're Georgia’s sister.” 
 
    “Half-sister.” 
 
    “That only helps a little.” 
 
    “It’s what I’m most scared about when she finds out.” 
 
    “Like I said, let’s not think about that all right now. Georgia has adored you since she has been almost three years old. You spent nearly every day with her. More than her own mother. She loves you. I love you. We're a family…just a little more complicated and confusing now.” 
 
    “I love you. I really really…”  
 
    I cup her face and crash my lips to hers, hushing her. She doesn't have to plead her case with me. I know how she feels. It's in her kiss alone.  
 
    The tension in her body fades as she moans against my mouth. My dick grows, and I need to stop before I end up with a case of blue balls. “We need to stop.” 
 
    She frowns, but it's quickly replaced by a smile when I adjust myself. 
 
    “I'm glad to know I still affect you, even though I'm sure I look like a major disaster.”  
 
    “You look perfect to me.” She blushes, and I run my hand down her face. “Now is there anything else you need to tell me? If you have any other secrets that I need to know, this is the time.” 
 
    She's quiet for a second and chews on her bottom lip, looking guilty. “There is one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I cheated on my math test in your class once off Riley Hoss’ paper because I didn’t study.” 
 
    I groan. “That's not what I'm talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, well you said secrets and that one has been gnawing at me for almost two years.” She gives me a cheeky smile. “Then, no. I don't think I have any more skeletons in my closet.” 
 
    “Good.” I don't think I can handle any more crazy secrets. “Now come here.” I take her face in my hand and kiss her gently.  
 
    There's a heavy knock on the door right before it cracks open, pulling us apart. A bald head peeks in, “Miss Anderson?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lola clears her throat, her face flushed pink from our kiss.  
 
    “I'm Doctor Monroe. I'm the OB, I saw you earlier when you came in. I'm glad to see you awake.” 
 
    “It's good to be awake.” 
 
    “I bet,” he chuckles. “Now, how would you like to see your baby?” 
 
    “The baby is okay? My mom said…” 
 
    “He or she is doing great. You have a strong little person on your hands. Determined to be here.” The doctor grins.  
 
    My hand touches her stomach. “I'd say.” Our baby is safe. Georgia and Lola are both safe and that's all that matters now.  
 
    This has been one crazy adventure.  
 
    Never did I expect falling for my teenage babysitter would turn my whole life upside down, maybe quite literally. That her forbiddenness would be even wilder than I could imagine.  
 
    I should be running. I should be out the door with the secrets she kept, but the thing is, I can't leave her. I'm hooked and under her damn spell. There is no turning back. 
 
    We're a family…in one of the damndest, weirdest ways, but we're still family, and I couldn't stop loving Lola if I tried. She brought me back to life, she made me whole and if I'm honest that outweighs all the crazy. 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    [image: A picture containing outdoor, sky  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    PEYTON 
 
    2 months later 
 
      
 
    White walls are now my prison. I’ll be spending my next twenty years in this hell hole. They said I had a Psychotic break, so they trapped me in here in this prison hospital.  
 
    Twenty years of white walls and thin mattresses.  
 
    Every day they shove my meds down my throat. The voices are gone, and I've seen the light of my mistakes…  
 
    Well, somewhat.  
 
    I don’t deserve this life sentence they gave me.  
 
    My head leans against the bare wall, and I gaze out the tiny window—the only window I have in my six by six box of doom.  
 
    Dark clouds roll in, a storm is beginning to brew outside. It's going to be a nasty one.  
 
    When it rains, I think of Dean.  
 
    How perfect we could've been.  
 
    But I also think of her. 
 
    Lola 
 
    My daughter has been my own personal hurricane. She came into my life…unwanted…and destroyed me in her path.  
 
    I've officially lost everything.  
 
    My life is over. 
 
    There is no picking up the pieces of the storm that trampled my life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
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    LOLA 
 
      
 
    “I think she looks like me,” Georgia says, running her finger down her new baby sister’s cheek.  
 
    “I think so, too, especially with all the blonde hair.”  
 
    Faith Harper Goodwin was born four hours ago with a head full of blonde hair, at six pounds three ounces.  
 
    She's absolutely perfect, and proof Dean's genes are dominant as hell. She looks every bit like him, even still wrinkled and puffy.  
 
    This had been a crazy pregnancy. From being drugged, to being stabbed and then having issues with my insulin, I'm blessed this tiny girl in my arms came out with no issues, right on her due date. Faith was determined to come into this world, and I’ve never felt so lucky to now be holding her in my arms. 
 
    Peyton didn't win.  
 
    She couldn't take away this part of me.  
 
    “Why are you crying?” Dean wipes away my fallen tears with his thumb as he searches my eyes for answers. 
 
    “Hormones, I think. But also knowing she's okay.”  
 
    Dean smiles and leans over to kiss me. His kiss is soft and short, but it conveys every ounce of his love for me. 
 
    “Ewww,” Georgia says with a giggle. She loves to give us a hard time about our “mushy” moments every time she catches us. We just kiss again to tune her out.  
 
    I'm just glad she's smiling and still the same happy-go-lucky child she's always been. 
 
    After the events with Peyton, we, plus a psychologist helped explain that her mom is sick and away at the hospital getting better. Georgia knows something happened between us, that I got hurt, and it's why she had to go. She took the news better than expected and hasn't had too many questions. We figured as she got older if she wanted to know the truth we'd tell her, but for now, she's doing just fine. 
 
    Well, we haven't decided when we would tell her I'm her sister and her step-mom. Or maybe just that her new little sister is also her niece. Either which way you slice it, that's just too much information right now.  
 
    “So where’s my newest granddaughter?” My mom comes into the room, holding a small pink elephant. My dad is right behind her carrying a bunch of balloons that say, “It’s a girl,” and “Congratulations.”  
 
    “She’s right here. Eager to meet her grandma and grandpa.”  
 
    As my mom gushes over Faith, my eyes glance over to Dean and my dad huddled in the corner talking. With smiles on their faces.  
 
    I didn’t think I was going to see this. Ever.  
 
    When my dad came back from Afghanistan, and he found out about Dean and me and the baby, he flipped, just as we knew he would. I remember the day vividly, all the yelling and the tears. Days later, my dad’s fist connected with Dean’s face.  
 
      
 
    Five months ago... 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get why Dad had to talk to him in private,” I say to my mom who is watching me walk the same path in her living room—over and over again for the last thirty minutes. 
 
    When Dad came home three days ago and saw me and my four-month pregnant belly, he lost his lid. Then add to what happened with Peyton, yeah, I swear I saw his head spin.  
 
    My mom didn’t tell him about Dean and me while he was gone because she didn’t want him freaking out or call over a hit. I think she was joking about the latter, then again, Dad does know a lot of military trained men.  
 
    He was not happy with the news in the least. He wouldn’t even talk to me for me to explain how much I love Dean. It's been killing me to get the cold shoulder from my dad. I haven't seen him in a year, and all I want to do is hug him and tell him everything that's been going on.  
 
    I haven't been able to sleep for days. 
 
    My mom says she’s been trying to butter him up about us. She says the only reason she accepted us is because she saw that we were in love with each other. Keeping us apart would only make everything worse.  
 
    Dad isn’t getting the vibes. 
 
    Now, days later, he has requested Dean’s presence.  
 
    “You know how your dad can be. He’s protective of both you girls. He just wants to make sure Dean has the right interest in you.” 
 
    “Interest. Really? Didn’t you tell him how good Dean is to me.” 
 
    “I did. But I think the whole thing with Peyton has him spooked. Dean was still a married man when you started dating.” 
 
    “They were separated,” I mumble, and my mom narrows her eyes at me.  
 
    “I know that, but your dad needs peace of mind. This is all new for him.” 
 
    “We should’ve told him months ago. Given him time to cool down.” I groan, and I’m tempted to storm into the office. “What the hell are they talking about in there!” 
 
    “You need to chill, sweetie. It'll be fine.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Dean and my dad appear again. But now Dean is sporting a large bruise forming on the side of his face. I run over to him and touch his cheek. “Dad! How could you?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Dean hushes, kissing my forehead. “I would’ve done the same if it was one of our daughters.”  
 
    “No. It’s not okay.” I turn to glare at my dad who shrugs. 
 
    “He’s a big boy, Lola. He should be glad that’s all I did. Not for just dating you, but for knocking you up.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Is this how it’s going to be? You hitting him every time you see him.”  
 
    I'm so glad that Georgia is at our house with Jasmine. I would hate for her to see this.  
 
    “No. I feel better now,” he chuckles.  
 
    “Lo, it’s fine.” Dean rubs my back. “Now I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “What? Now? I’m not done yelling at my dad about his what he’s done to your face.” 
 
    My dad walks up to us, still laughing it up, and puts his hand on my shoulders. “I’m sorry, but you will soon understand where I'm coming from.” His eyes dart to my stomach then back at me. “Now go on, we can talk later.” 
 
    “You’re not mad at me anymore?” I grin, and he pulls me into a hug. 
 
    “I was never mad, just worried. Now I have answers, I don’t feel so worried anymore.”  
 
    After saying our goodbyes, which had been hard, because I still want to know everything that had been said, Dean and I make our way to his car.  
 
    “Get in, baby.” Dean opens the passenger door, and I eye him up and down wondering what the hell he's up to. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” He smirks and nudges me inside the car.  
 
    I sit and swing the seat belt over my body as Dean gets in the driver seat. “I thought we weren't to keep secrets from each other,” I huff, pretending to be upset.  
 
    He squints at me, making his whole forehead wrinkle, and I'm trying not to giggle at his annoyance with me. “This is a surprise. It's different.”  
 
    “I meant with what you and my dad were talking about.” Okay, I just want to know where we are going, but maybe I can get this out of him too. 
 
    “You'll see.” He gives me the biggest smile, a smile I haven’t seen in a long while. God, he's so fucking handsome when he smiles, and it warms my entire body seeing him this happy. Whatever this all is…it's big. 
 
    We drive for about twenty minutes down a long windy road, crossing a bunch of farmland. Once you're out of little old Wilmington…there's nothing. And I mean nothing but grass and cornfields till you make it to the next big city. 
 
    He pulls onto a long dirt road and approaches a cute little farmhouse. It looks as if it's been remodeled recently. The whole outside has new siding and white paint.  
 
    “Whose house is this?”  
 
    He gives me a cheeky grin as he turns off the engine. “Ours.” 
 
    My mouth drops open, and I look at him then back at the house, then back at him. “Wh—hat?” I stutter. “Did you say ours?” 
 
    “I did. I thought we needed something that could be our own. Away from all the old memories. I know living there has been hard for you.” 
 
    I sink my teeth into my lower lip and nod. It has been hard. I've been living there since I got out of the hospital. Dean didn't want to wait till the divorce had been final, and demanded I stay with him because he needed me with him all the time. I wanted the same. He had gotten new carpet and fresh paint to cover up what happened, but it didn't help the memories. Every time I enter the kitchen, I can't unsee Peyton holding me against the wall, her hand around my neck, and the look of evil on her eyes. 
 
    “Just a little.” I pinch my fingers apart just a smidgen to show him how much, but it really is arms wide of discomfort. 
 
    Dean grabs my hand and puts it to his lips. “Come. I want to show you the place.”  
 
    He gets out of the car, coming to my side to help me out. Taking my hand, we walk up to the covered front porch with a white swing that faces the massive green lawn. He opens the door for me and we enter into a large open foyer, with beautiful oak hardwood floors, and a dazzling chandelier hanging in the middle. “When I saw this house, I knew right away you would love it.”  
 
    “I do,” I whisper in amazement as he leads me to a huge farm kitchen with butcher block countertops, a double oven, and an eight-burner stove.  
 
    This will be a dream to cook in. But this place had to cost a fortune.  
 
    “Wait, how can we afford this?” 
 
    “I sold the house,” he says simply, and my jaw drops open again.  
 
    He what? He loves his house. It had been the whole reason he moved back to Wilmington.  
 
    “But it was your grandparents’ house. Dean, I would be fine there.” 
 
    “My grandparents left it for me because I was their only grandchild. They wanted to make sure I had a roof over my head. I know them, and they wouldn't want us to stay in a place that causes so much pain. You're my entire life, along with Georgia and this baby, I want you all happy.” 
 
    I don't hesitate before jumping into his arms and kissing his face all over. “I love you, I love you,” I say between kisses.  
 
    “I love you too, now let me show you the rest.”  
 
    Dean guides me around the house, showing me our room and three other bedrooms. I can already see Georgia and our baby running around these halls, laughing. 
 
    Everything is really going to be alright. 
 
    After we walk every inch of the house, he takes me out back where I'm taken by surprise once again. The back porch is covered in flowers. There are lilies, roses, tulips, you name it, it's probably here, in an array of reds, whites, and purples.  
 
    “Dean, did you do all this?” I spin around to look at him, and all the air leaves my lungs. Tears prickle in the corner of my eyes, and my legs go wobbly at the sight now in front of me. Dean is down on one knee, holding a diamond ring.  
 
    Someone pinch me because I must be dreaming.  
 
    Dean takes my shaky hand and kisses it. “Lola, you are the love of my life. When I thought things were lost in the love department, you were there always re-gluing the pieces and keeping me whole. I've known for the longest time I wanted to spend my life with you. So, Miss Lola Anderson, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes.” I squeal. The excitement bubbling inside of me to where I think I might burst.  
 
    He slips the ring on my finger then stands to his feet, swooping me into his arms to seal the deal.  
 
    He carries me inside to our empty living room where we make love.  
 
    I'm just kidding, the man fucks me raw, making my screams echo off the walls.  
 
    My knees and back will be sore with rug burns for days.  
 
    But it was worth it.  
 
    “I still feel like I'm dreaming,” I murmur into his chiseled chest as he plays with my hair. 
 
    “This is what I had been talking to your dad about,” he admits. “After he slugged me, I told him how much I love you, and I asked for permission to marry you.” 
 
    “You asked permission?” I sit up and stare down at him in shock.  
 
    He asked my father, the man who wanted him dead only days ago, permission?  
 
    Holy shit, I think I'm swooning, with butterflies shooting out of my stomach. And I’m also amazed my dad didn't kill him. 
 
    “I thought I'd be nice and tell him what I had planned. He needed to know I was serious about you. That you’re not some fantasy I'm trying conquer.”  
 
    “I don't mind living up to your fantasies.” I purr, tracing my fingers down his chest. “You know, I've been a bad, bad girl, Mr. Goodwin.”  
 
    He grabs me by the hips and pins me to the soft carpet underneath me.  
 
      
 
    Present time... 
 
      
 
    I glance down at my wedding rings. The diamonds flicker and shine under the fluorescent light above me. I smile, remembering our little wedding in the backyard of our new house. It was a simple affair, with only twenty of our closest family and friends. I might have been seven months pregnant, my belly large and round in my wedding dress, but I felt like a princess on one of the biggest days of my life.  
 
    “Let me lay her down,” Dean whispers. Faith is now fast asleep with a full belly in my arms.  
 
    Dean lifts our sleeping newborn from my arms and places her in the bassinet next to my bed. Georgia has gone home with my parents for the night. They’ll keep her spoiled rotten, for sure, with movies and candy.  
 
    Dean sits down on the bed beside me and places a kiss on my forehead. I lean into his body, my eyes and head are heavy. I’m dead tired; birthing a child is fucking hard work. All mothers should get a medal for this. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m exhausted, but I don’t think I’ve ever been better.”  
 
    “You should close your eyes and get some sleep while she's sleeping.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy. Whatever you say,” I say cheekily. It took some time for me to be able to call him that again after finding the truth. But one time it slipped out of me a few months later, and he could no longer deny how it affected him. 
 
    “Don't start something you can't finish young lady,” he growls, putting his hand behind my neck and pulls me in for a hungry kiss, that leaves my head spinning.  
 
    As I get lost in his kiss, I can't help but think of how lucky I am. I have a family, something I always thought had been missing when I was young, even though it was right in front of me the whole time. Peyton giving me up had been the best thing for me, but so was finding her. Both ways gave me a new family filled with people who can love and support me and best of all the man I was supposed to be with. I guess in a way I should thank her because she led me to my future—my true destiny.  
 
    From now on there are only clear skies ahead because the storm that loomed over us has disappeared. 
  
 
    THE END 
 
    
BEFORE YOU GO…. 
 
    If you enjoyed this story, please leave a review and share with your friends. It would mean so much to the author. Thank you. 
 
    Also, if you would like to find out more about what’s coming next, bonus content, and deals… 
 
    Sign up for my non-spam 
 
    Newsletter. 
 
      
 
    AND IF YOU ARE INTERESTED IN ANOTHER FORBIDDEN ROMANCE  THEN CHECK THIS SNEEK PEEK OF THE FIRST CHAPTER OF MY BOOK SO WRONG SO RIGHT!  
 
    A STEP SIBLING FORBIDDEN ROMANCE (STANDALONE) (It is also free with Kindle Unlimited)  
 
    Enjoy!  
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    Family. They’re the people you expect to always be there for you. The people that will protect and love you through anything, but the thing is, that isn't always true.  
 
    I used to believe I had the perfect, cookie-cutter family growing up. Something you see in those old TV shows from the fifties: always wearing big toothy smiles, a home with a white picket fence, and always so damn chipper.  
 
    Then, when I was twelve, that image was pulled from the reels and disintegrated around me when my parents divorced. It was like overnight, the two people I loved the most had changed. Their love and warmth turned into a bitter cold hatred. They no longer kissed and, instead, spent their time jumping down each other’s throats. Soon, my dad moved away for a new job, and my mother got custody of me. 
 
    I had then spent years watching my mother date asshole after asshole, trying to find love again. If it weren’t for my dad, I would say she had the worst taste in men. Though, I would’ve taken the revolving door of men over the one she decided to marry.   
 
    One of my mother’s happiest days ended up being the beginning of my worst of days. 
 
    Enter Victor Wagner, my step-father, my living nightmare.  
 
    Victor is a creation of the devil—making the last year and a half hell on earth. 
 
    When I first met Victor, I swear his beady eyes leered over me like a piece of meat. He always makes me feel uncomfortable. He’s never tried anything, but I think he’s like a snake ready to strike. Especially these recent months, where he’s spending more of his time drunk than sober. My mom is hopelessly in love with him and seems blind to what he’s truly like.  
 
    The only thing that has made my new home feel less like Satan’s lair is my step-brother, Colin. 
 
    He’s nineteen, built, with dark blue eyes that look into your soul, wild, untamed brown hair, and a face that reminds me of a younger Scott Eastwood. He also happens to speak French, which never fails to make me a trembling wet mess.  
 
    Yeah, I might have a little, well, big crush on my step-brother. I've been making goo-goo eyes and daydreaming about all the dirty things he could do to me since the second I met him. How could anyone blame me? First, I'm a teenage girl; my hormones are raging and, second, the man is fine. 
 
    He used to come around every weekend to visit his dad because he was blessed to be able to live with his mother instead of the devil himself. So every weekend, I found myself turning into Cher from Clueless; whipping my hair around, dressing in the tiniest clothes I own, and then end up doing something stupid like falling on my face. 
 
    Though, two months ago, he moved in after his mom took a job back in her hometown of Paris. The boy is crazy; I would’ve moved to Paris in a heartbeat if I had the choice. I mean, it’s the city of lights and love, and best of all, it’s far away from this crappy small town in Delaware.  
 
    Or I would have at least moved in with a friend instead of this house. 
 
    But who am I to complain? 
 
    He's here and tends to always walk around the house with his shirt off. 
 
    Case in point, right now, he’s watching sports highlights, wearing only a pair of basketball shorts. His bare feet are propped on the coffee table, as he occasionally takes a handful of popcorn from the bowl next to him to munch on. I watch as one of the kernels drop on his firm tanned chest, and my mouth waters as I envision eating it off him. Among all the other things that would happen afterward. 
 
    Knowing it will never be more than a pleasant dream, I shake it off and skip over to the couch. I plop down next to him, our shoulders bumping together. 
 
    He turns to look at me, and a delightful shiver runs down my spine when his eyes narrow in on my chest for a second, then back at me. 
 
    “What's up, brat?” He gives me a cocky smirk and throws a piece of popcorn into his mouth.  
 
    I have a love-hate with his nickname for me. Sometimes it’s playful, like now, and other times it’s because he thinks I’m actually acting like a spoiled brat. 
 
    “Nothing. What's up with you?” I say cheekily and lean over his lap to grab a handful of popcorn, making sure my breasts graze his chest. 
 
    “You know you could just ask if you wanted some.” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that?” I tease. “Plus, I have no problem getting what I want,” I say, hoping he gets the hint. 
 
    He ignores me and goes back to watching TV. I move off him even though he didn't ask me to. 
 
    “You've been very tense lately.” I massage his bare shoulder, but I’m disappointed when he grabs my wrist and pushes it away to land on his lap. 
 
    “I have a lot on my mind,” he grumbles, locking eyes with me. 
 
    My heart flutters at his intense stare, and so do my eyes, trying to lay it on thick, determined to get the guy who used to flirt with me back. 
 
    “Yeah? Like what?” 
 
    “Stuff…” His gaze drops from mine, back to the reporter barking about Phoenix losing three to eight. I roll my eyes and flop down to the couch in a huff, knowing he’s more interested in last night's scores than he is me.  
 
    He hasn’t been the same with me in the last month after he took me to a concert with his friends where all our favorite bands were playing. I went to hug him and kiss his cheek to thank him at the end of the night. Well, he ended up turning his head, mid-cheek kiss and it landed on his lips. It only took a second for him to realize that our lips were locked when he freaked out and pushed me away. It hasn’t been the same between us since. 
 
    “You know you can talk to me? You used to.” I try to hide the hurt in my voice. 
 
    “This is different, Abbs, and you wouldn’t get it.” 
 
    “Try me. I might surprise you…” I lay my head on him and look at him, pleading.  
 
    Colin and I used to talk about everything: music, crazy parents, debate over the best flavors of soda, or last week's episode of American Horror Story. We had something special, dammit, and I considered him someone I could lean on when I needed it.  
 
    His head turns, and he rests his nose in my hair. My insides about turn to mush, thinking he’s about to kiss my head, but then he nudges me away. “You’re a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Obviously you haven’t looked in a mirror. I’m just trying to be nice,” I snarl and stand, giving up. Why would I think he would tell me anything?  
 
    He grabs my hand and pulls me back down to the couch. “Stop being a little brat, Abbs.” 
 
    “I’m not. You’re just acting like a shithead.” I cross my arms and turn away from him.  
 
    “A shithead?” He chuckles, and I glare back at him for laughing at me. I notice his eyes are trained on my breasts again, my crossed arms lifting them and exposing more of my cleavage.  
 
    “You really want to know?” he asks as his eyes drift from my boobs to the TV.  
 
    “Yeah…but if you're going to need bail, I might be a little short,” I joke, trying to ease the mood. 
 
    “I dropped out of college....” He lets the words hang and I'm taken back by what he said. Victor is going to kill him. 
 
    “Why?” I utter, still gaping at his confession. 
 
    “Because I hate it. I thought I wanted to study accounting, but it's not what I want to do with my life.” 
 
    “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “I don't know.” He pushes his hands through his hair, letting his head fall back to the cushions. “It's just not that, and I don’t want to waste my time studying for something I’ll never use.” 
 
    “I get it. Lots of people wait or don't go at all. It's not the end of the world.” I move to rub his back, to feel the rippling tension in his muscles under my hand, and this time he allows it. 
 
    “It will be when my dad finds out,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Why did you move in here? You can’t tell me you didn't have friends you could've lived with or, hell, went to Paris.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, and I swear I can see the wheels turning in his head. He places the bowl of popcorn on the table and picks up the remote, flipping to a different channel.  
 
    “Oh, look, your favorite,” he snickers. When my head twists to the television, I scream.  
 
    Clowns.  
 
    Murderous clowns grace the screen with their evil painted smiles. I hate those things. Scratch that; I'm terrified of those things.  
 
    Now I’m going to have nightmares for weeks 
 
    “Ugh, I hate you,” I screech, and smack his chest, tempted to wrap my hands around his neck. 
 
    Colin is cracking up, trying to catch my flying hands. “What’s wrong? They’re just clowns. They just want to make you laugh,” he teases, and I growl louder. I spot the remote next to him and dive over him to grab it. He snatches it away before I can take it. “Did you want this?” He antagonizes, waving it in my face. 
 
    “Yes, stop being a dick and turn this off.” Colin holds the remote over his head and I crawl into his lap, pressing my boobs in his face, as I try to pull his arm down. “Come on give it to me.”  
 
    He groans underneath me, while someone screams on the television—probably being chopped up into little pieces by a clown.  
 
    Colin tosses the remote over his head, landing on the other side of the couch. I make a mad dive for it, but he grabs my hips holding me still, my hands now only inches away from the device. I try to wiggle out of his hold to inch closer to it, but it’s no use.  
 
    “Colin, come on.” I throw a glare over my shoulder, and I notice my ass hanging out of my shorts and his hands are dangerously close to the exposed skin. He’s laughing with a mischievous glint in his eyes, making me want to kick him. “You’ll pay for this.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” The roar of my step-father bellows into the room. Colin releases me and practically shoves me to the ground. With a sudden lack of coordination, I sit up and grab the remote to turn off the creepy clowns.  
 
    Who needs clowns to scare me when I have a Victor? 
 
    Victor’s evil black eyes flit from Colin to me. When they land on me, they linger a little too long. This isn’t the first time this gorilla has looked at me like that, but over the last months his creep factor has intensified, and his stares make me feel as if I’m naked.  
 
    “Nothing. He just stole the remote.” I look down at the ground, away from his line of sight.  
 
    “And that accounts for you being all over each other?” 
 
    “Dad, it wasn’t—” Colin goes to argue, but he’s quickly silenced.  
 
    “Shut up, Colin. Go to your room, Abigail,” he spits, and the hair on my arms stand on edge. Part of me wants to argue he’s not my father and can’t tell me what to do, but I run off instead.  
 
    “And put some damn clothes on while you’re at it,” he calls out when I’m midway up the stairs.  
 
    “Get your ass off the couch! We need to have a talk.” It’s the last thing I hear before getting to my room and shutting the door. 
 
    I fall on my bed and close my eyes. Victor ruined something that I’ve been waiting for a month to have back. The awkwardness that was around us had disappeared, going back to the way we used to be. Before the concert, we could goof around and have fun. He treated me normal, like a friend, and not like some vile step-sister. He’s the only person who understands the darkness and loneliness I’m going through. It’s the reason I feel close to him. When he's around he makes me feel wanted and special, something I'm desperate to have now that I live in hell. 
 
    God knows my mother is no longer the mother I knew before she became hypnotized by Victor. I know she loves me and still does some things for me, but it’s different. Victor’s needs always come before mine now. Now, I'm pretty much ignored when she comes home, and all her free moments are spent with him. We used to go out shopping and have lunch on the weekends and now it’s nonexistent because it’s like I don’t exist. I don’t feel that same love I used to from her and that’s the thing: at the end of the day, that hurts the most. Colin truly is my only light in the darkness.  
 
    Will what happened today change our relationship, again? I can’t help but wonder what Victor is saying to Colin. Is it about us? About Colin dropping out? I only hope Victor doesn’t know about that yet because when those two really fight, it’s nasty. Victor is always putting him down. 
 
    I don’t know how he puts up with it. I personally can’t wait to get out of here when I turn eighteen and never look back.  
 
    My thoughts drift somewhere nicer, back to what happened on the couch. The way his hands felt on my body, making my skin ignite. The sound he made when my boobs were practically smothering him was enough to give me tingles down there.  
 
    I only wish it meant as much to him as it does me.  
 
    I know the feelings I have for him are wrong, but are they? I didn’t grow up with him, we’re not blood related, so is there a problem if we get together? But I should be honest with myself; it’s not like anything would ever happen between us. He’s a college boy, well he was, and I’m just a junior in high school. No way he would want anything to do with me. I've seen some of the girls he hangs with and there’s no way I could ever compare to any of them. 
 
    But a girl can dream.  
 
    A bedroom door slams, shaking the house. I jump out of bed and race to my door, cracking it open. I notice Colin’s door now shut and I’m tempted to check on him. From downstairs, I hear Victor cussing, so I pass, not sure when he’ll pop up. 
 
    Seconds later, Colin’s door flies back open and he comes out with a backpack slung over his shoulder. I whisper his name and he turns to me.  
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Out,” he says and my heart sinks knowing my moment in the sun with Colin is officially over.  
 
    “Are you okay? Are you coming back?” I ask, in fear that he’s leaving. Though it would be the right thing for him to do, I don’t want him to go and leave me alone in this hell.  
 
    “Yes.” He makes his way down the stairs, leaving me unsure which question he answered.  
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    Over the next several days, Colin avoids me at all cost.  
 
    When I come home, he vanishes to his room or leaves to go out. He barely even utters a hello in my direction.  
 
    The air in the house has shifted. I’m not a hundred percent sure if it's just because of what happened with Victor or if I had gone too far trying to wrestle him for the remote.   
 
    But now it’s Friday afternoon and I'm sitting on the couch, flipping through channels, trying to pretend I’m not watching them fight in the kitchen. 
 
    Victor had gotten home shortly after me. The rage radiating off him caused enough shockwaves to make me quiver in fear as he slammed the front door. He reeked of liquor and demanded to know where Colin was. I lied, saying I didn’t know, and he called me an idiot before he charged up the stairs.  
 
    Not wanting to go in that direction I flopped onto the couch to listen, to avoid the path of Victor’s fury. 
 
    Victor is twice the size of Colin in weight and muscle and stands over him by a couple of inches. He’s fucking intimidating; a nightmare. I’m not sure how Victor found out, but for the last hour, they have been in a screaming match over Colin dropping out of college.  
 
    No place is this house is safe from their argument, which started upstairs, then moved to the garage, and is now in the kitchen. Watching them is like a violent tennis match with all the back and forth. Their angry voices sound as though they're coming through a bullhorn, and I’m surprised the neighbors haven’t called the cops. I ache, wishing I could do something to protect Colin from Victor’s anger. 
 
    “I told you if you wanted to live here you had to be going to college. I should kick your fucking ass out for wasting my money on nothing.” Victor is as red as the devil, with a vein popping from the side of his neck. “I only paid, hoping maybe you would fucking wise up and stay the hell out of my hair. If it weren’t for my wife, you would be on the street.” 
 
    “All I said was I need a break to wrap my mind around everything. Figure out what I want to do.” 
 
    “Wrap your mind around what? What a fucking failure you’re going to become?” 
 
    “I’m not a fucking failure. I can do plenty without a fucking degree. Mom is okay with me dropping out. Why can’t you be?” I can see the hurt radiate in his eyes and hear it in his voice.   
 
    It tears me up to see him like this. My father would support me through anything. Victor, on the other hand, has always seemed to have this disdain for his own son, and it seems worse when he’s been hitting the bottle. 
 
    “Because you’re a useless fuck and a waste of fucking space,” Victor bellows. 
 
    Colin scoffs. “You must be looking in the mirror.” 
 
    Victor’s fist connects with the side of Colin’s face and he stumbles back into the wall with a bang. 
 
    Holy fuck, he hit him. I gulp and turn around to face the television in fear of being seen watching. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my face.”  
 
    I turn up the volume on the television when I hear feet storming away up the stairs. 
 
    I can’t believe he hit Colin. I know he's an angry asshole, his words will always be hurtful and vile, but I’ve never seen him get physical before. But I’m not dumb to think this is the first time it’s happened. Which puts me on red-alert to know I need to watch my back.  
 
    Victor storms into the living room and I pretend not to see him, watching some lame entertainment news channel. He snarls beside me, causing me to glance his way. 
 
    “Get your feet off my coffee table.” My feet quickly fall from the table. “And tell your mother when she gets home I’ve gone to the bar. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Will do.” I muster up my best act of sweetness and give him a smile, trying not to be disgusted at the monster that stands in front of me. 
 
    “Thank you,” he grits out, sounding more like a fuck you. Thankfully, he walks out the door, leaving my presence. 
 
    I throw the remote onto the coffee table and race to the stairs, taking them two at a time. Stopping at Colin’s door, loud heavy metal music belts some angry lyrics. He won’t hear me if I knock, so I twist the doorknob and open it. 
 
    “Colin?” I yell out, walking into his room. 
 
    He’s nowhere to be seen, so he has to be in the bathroom. I’ve only been in his bedroom a couple times, but it's never been longer than to tell him dinner was ready. I take my time to admire the gray walls he has lined with rock posters and sports memorabilia. His queen-size bed is unmade and I picture getting tangled in the sheets with him. I move to his desk and, since I’m nosey, I shuffle through his papers. Nothing stands out for me to read, but then I see a picture of us stuck on his corkboard. It was taken last month at the Chili Cook-Off Concert. I take it off the board to admire it. 
 
    Colin has his arm around me as we both smile at the camera. My body shivers remembering that moment he asked someone to take a picture of us since it was my first concert ever. When he pulled me close, I thought I would expire. He smelled so good and my body melted into his. We fit together perfectly. It was so hard not to want to kiss him that night. 
 
    Looking back at his board, my heart stills as I realize I am the only picture hanging on it. He has his old school schedule, but the picture sits directly in his line of vision. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Colin asks loudly, causing me to yelp and drop the picture to the floor. 
 
    Fuck, I was lost in my own mind. When I spin around to face him, the visual does nothing to help my schoolgirl crush—at all. 
 
    He stands before me with a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair tousled and damp, causing beads of water to drop down his chiseled chest. When God made him, he sculpted him from his prized molds. He’s perfection and it’s not fair. 
 
    Why do our parents have to be married? We could easily be together and run off into the sunset. 
 
    Who am I kidding, the only that would happen is if I kidnap him and handcuff him to my wrist. 
 
    “Abigail, what are you doing in my room?” he asks forcefully, and I remember I haven’t answered him. 
 
    I give him a weak smile, shifting on my feet. “I um–wanted to come in and check on you. That fight was brutal. I can't believe he hit you. Are you alright?” 
 
    My eyes rake over his handsome face and I spot the reddish, purple hue under his chin. It doesn’t look as bad as I thought it would, considering the sound of the crack when Victor made contact. 
 
    He moves to his radio and turns off the music. “I’m fine, thanks.” He yanks open his dresser drawer and grabs a shirt, pulling it over his head. 
 
    “Oh, well, okay then. You do know you can talk to me. I might not understand, but I’m here for you—” 
 
    “I’m fine, really.” He cuts me off and pulls out a pair of his boxers. He steps into them and I can’t help but watch his every move, hoping that his towel slips before his boxers make it around his hips. 
 
    Lady luck isn’t on my side when he drops the towel and his boxers are where they should be. I’ve seen Colin in just his underwear a few times, his package looks like he’s packing for sure, but as I look at it now, I can’t help but think it seems bigger, semi-erect maybe? 
 
    But what the hell do I know? I’ve never seen one up close before. 
 
    “Okay,” I chew on my finger, still staring at his package of goods. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you, Abigail?” he bites out, annoyed. 
 
    My eyes bounce to his, pulling me from my mindless gawking. “I don't know. I thought maybe we could hang? Order pizza or something.” I shrug, knowing I just want to mess around like the other day. “I mean, I don't get to spend much time with my big bro.” I tease. 
 
    “Don't call me that. I'm not your brother.” He slams his dresser closed, shorts in his hand. 
 
    I roll my eyes, hurt by his brush off and that he doesn't want me associated to him. It is what it is. And here I thought we got along, making those words sting even more. 
 
    Then what am I to him? 
 
    “Brother, step-brother, what's the diff?” 
 
    “Huge difference. Monstrous difference. Now, like I asked, Abigail, what do you want?” he snaps, pulling on his shorts and ending the floor show. 
 
    “You want to order a pizza?” I mumble, feeling like an idiot for asking again.  
 
    “No, I'm going out tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, do you want to come to my party tomorrow night?” I do my best not to sound exasperated by his dismissal.  
 
    “Party?” He looks at me confused, but at least it’s better than disdain.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m throwing a party tomorrow night since my mom and Victor are going to be gone. One of my friends is going to DJ and there will be booze. You should come. It’ll be fun,” I ramble, and he pinches his nose.  
 
    “You have no idea what kind of trouble you're getting yourself in, do you?”  
 
    “Maybe, but I never get to have friends over anymore. I didn’t even get to have one of those sweet sixteen parties that you used to see on TV. I’m owed this even if I have to take it.”  
 
    When I turned sixteen two months ago, I spent it in my room, alone. My mom wouldn’t let me have a sleepover with Sandy and Tamara, even at their house. She wanted to take me out to dinner, which she later canceled because Victor was ‘sick.’ I was so pissed afterward, I no longer wanted to celebrate because it was no longer sweet. But now I’m taking back the day I’m owed and making it fun. 
 
    “I had some plans already.” He scratches the back of his neck and avoids looking at me.  
 
    “I mean, you can bring your friends if you want. I know hanging with a bunch of high schoolers wouldn't be your thing. But it's me and you know I’m a lot of fun to hang out with.” I give him a winning smile, hoping he’ll crumble to my charm. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” He gives me an uncomfortable smile back that tells me he won’t be coming.  
 
    “Right, I'll see ya later, I guess.”   
 
    I run out of the room feeling my heart deflate. If I can't have him as more, is it wrong to want us to at least be friends, or I don't know, have him care about me?  
 
    I thought I at least had that with him.  
 
    Doing my best to shake it off, I head to my room. All I want to do is scream, so I flop on my bed.  
 
    Covering my face with my pillow I let out the loudest scream I can muster. Once it’s released I toss the bright pink pillow to the floor. I kick my legs and my fist to the mattress, letting out the rest of my aggression. “I want the Colin I knew before everything got so awkward. Is that so hard?” I mutter out loud—maybe as a prayer—wishing back what was. 
 
    I hear his bedroom door close and the thumping sound of him going down the stairs. He’s never going to want me and even if he did there's no way we can be together. I need to get over this stupid crush. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I’m standing in front of my full-length mirror checking myself out in my outfit for tonight. Once Mom and Victor were out the door, I went to the mall with my besties Sandy and Tamara. I needed something that would blow everyone out of the water and say, ‘look at me bitches, tonight I’m the star.’ 
 
    Well, I found it and under fifty bucks too.  
 
    The red dress hugs my curves perfectly and shows off the right amount of cleavage, making my breasts look amazing and huge. The red pumps I’m wearing match the dress and make my legs look longer than they are. My blonde hair is curled flawlessly around my face and down my shoulders. 
 
    I look fucking hot. 
 
    There’s an hour until my party, and I make my way to the kitchen before I go to the basement to finish setting up. While I was out today, I bought enough food, drinks, and cool ranch Doritos to feed my army of friends. 
 
    Opening the fridge, I’m dying of thirst, and I dig around the drawer of sodas. Buried under a bunch of grape sodas, I find my last diet root beer that I've been craving for hours. 
 
    “What the fuck are you wearing?” Colin’s gruff voice startles me and I drop the can to the floor, letting it roll away.  
 
    Great, I'm not opening that now. 
 
    I spin around and glance down at my stellar dress before glaring at him. He’s staring at me wide-eyed, looking like a dickface. 
 
    “I'm wearing a dress?” I wonder why in the hell he cares what I wear. It’s not like he gives a shit about me anyways. 
 
    “I get that, but where’s the rest of it?” he says as he noticeably swallows. 
 
    I swear his eyes are roaming over my body, but I’m sure it’s my mind playing tricks on me. I need to stop holding on to hope he could ever want me. 
 
    Fuck him and his stupid face. 
 
    “What are you? My father now?” I hiss slamming the refrigerator door, making everything inside rattle. “Since, you know, I can’t call you my brother anymore,” I yell, throwing the words he used at me yesterday. 
 
    “Abby—” he starts and I raise my hand to stop him. 
 
    “I made sure I got the shortest. Not only because I look good, but I’m hoping maybe tonight I’ll get lucky.” I smirk and he shifts uncomfortably. 
 
    He clears his throat and shakes his head. “Right.” Bending down, he picks up my runaway root beer and places it on the island. When he looks at me again, his expression gives nothing away and he mumbles, “Have fun,” before turning away from me, to head to the front door. 
 
    “Yeah, fun,” I whisper, feeling suddenly out of place as the door closes behind him. 
 
    He was here, and now I wonder if I scared him away. Again. Had he decided to stay for my party? 
 
    No, he said he had plans. 
 
    And did he really not like my dress? Rude. 
 
    I’m so confused. All his back and forth mood swings would drive anybody to the nuthouse. Taking the can of root beer, I make my way downstairs, hoping that this party will make me forget all about Colin fucking Wagner.  
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