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Seven Years Ago


“This ain’t no free ride, girl! Don’t you be forgetting that. I took your homeless ass in, and I didn’t have to. I did it though, now didn’t I? Dakota had no business at all, having kids. She ain’t got good sense, and neither do you or that sister of yours,” my aunt Mabel Lynn screeched her words loud enough that every neighbor in the trailer park could hear her.

My stomach felt sick from embarrassment and shame. My sister, Tory, and I had been living with my mama’s older sister in Alabama for two years now. Ever since my mama had been put in prison for murder. Aunt Mabel Lynn had said they were never gonna let her out. That she would rot in there, and just like everything else, it was my fault.

If I hadn’t told Mama about Bennie, her boyfriend, touching me in my private places, she wouldn’t have come home from work early. I just wanted her to send Bennie away. I would have never told her had I known she was gonna shoot him with the neighbor’s shotgun. Fact was, Bennie had been touching Tory longer than me, and she never said anything about it. She refused to talk about it when I tried to get her to. It was almost as if she didn’t know what I was talking about when I knew he had. I had heard her crying in the closet after he shoved her inside and then followed her. She was sixteen, almost seventeen now, and I was positive Bennie had started abusing her when she was eleven. I just hadn’t known what he was doing until he did it to me.

“There you go, standing there, looking as dumb as she is! You hear me, girl? Don’t you leave this trailer until it is spotless. When I get back from my shift, this place had better smell like motherfucking pine! And if’n that no good sister of yors shows up, she ain’t welcome in this house. She can’t come and go like some whore. She can stay and earn her keep or just stay gone!”

I nodded my head. “Y-y-yes, ma’am,” I stuttered. I used to only stutter when I was nervous, but after Bennie, it was something that happened all the time. I hated speaking. It was always a struggle.

She shook her head at me and grabbed her faded blue-jean purse with patches of cities she’d never see all over it. “I don’t have to keep you, girl. Remember that!” she continued yelling, then opened the screen door and left. Finally.

I stood at the sink, washing the dishes, until I heard her loud car start up, then pull out of the gravel parking spot beside the front stoop. When I was sure she was gone, I stopped washing and sighed in relief.

During the school year, it was easier. She worked most evening shifts at a bar. By the time we walked home from school, she was getting ready to leave and wouldn’t get back until after three in the morning. We would be at school before she woke up.

In the summer, things were different. She remembered how much she didn’t like having us around. I heard about it a lot, and so did our neighbors. Tory wasn’t here much anymore. Since summer break, she’d started going off more and more with boys. They had to be older because she stayed with them for weeks at a time. I wondered if she had air-conditioning where she was staying. She didn’t tell me much when I asked her, but then she rarely came back here.

Aunt Mabel only ran the window-unit air conditioner when she was sleeping and getting ready for work. Then, she opened the windows and doors before she left. Everyone could hear her loud voice as she yelled at me before going to work every day.

A knock on the metal part of the screen door startled me, and I jumped and spun around to see who was there.

“Can I come in?” Rio March asked.

Rio must be six foot tall already with warm brown eyes and a dimple when he smiled. He was also the only good thing about this place. He had moved in six months ago, and things seemed easier with him around. He lived two trailers over with his mom. He was the only friend I had made while living here. Rio didn’t seem to mind that my clothes were too big, faded, and smelled of old cigarettes. He also didn’t mention my stutter. He acted as if I spoke normally. Being with him made me forget the way I looked and sounded. All I could see was him. He was beautiful, and part of me was a little in love with him.

“Yes,” I said, drying my hands off on the hand towel beside the sink.

He opened the door and walked inside. “She’s a bitch, Bryn. I swear I don’t know how you haven’t thrown something at her yet,” he said, then looked around. “What is it you gotta clean before we can go down to the swimming hole? It’s hotter ’n’ hell out there, and this damn trailer is like an oven.”

“I g-g-got it,” I said, wincing at the stupid stammer.

Aunt Mabel Lynn had said only stupid people stuttered. Maybe she was right. I didn’t feel real smart.

Rio was smart though. He was two years older than me and always made straight As. I struggled to get by with Cs. One day, he’d said he was gonna go to a college far away from here, and I knew he would too. I tried not to think about how sad I would be when he left.

“Either you tell me what to clean or I will just start cleaning it all,” he told me.

I felt bad when Rio came over and helped me. He had his own chores to do. It wasn’t his fault my aunt was never satisfied.

Sighing, I looked back at the sink. “You c-c-could finish th-th-the dishes a-a-a-and wipe down th-th-the kitchen, and I’ll g-g-go clean h-h-h-her bathroom and bedroom.”

“Done,” he said, striding toward me. “We can get this knocked out in no time,” he assured me, then winked.

I liked it when he winked. Almost as much as I liked his dimple when he smiled.

“Th-th-thank you,” I said, wishing I spoke normally so I could say more without it taking me forever to get it out. My cheeks were red enough already. No need to embarrass myself more.

I hurried in the direction of my aunt’s bedroom.

“Hey, Bryn,” Rio said.

“Yes?” I asked, turning back to look at him.

His hair was dark, but with the summer sun, it had some lighter streaks in it. This year, he had let it grow out, and it was tucked behind his ears. It made it even harder not to stare at him with complete adoration on my face.

“Joey won’t be messing with you anymore,” he said with a scowl. “Wish you’d told me about him. I’d have stopped it already.”

Joey Turner was a bully. He lived in the last trailer on the left, and every time I had to go to the store or anywhere, he showed up to either take the money my aunt had given me, shove me down and laugh at my clothing, or twist my arm just because he liked to hear me beg him to stop. It had only started this summer. I wasn’t sure what I had done to make an enemy out of him.

“It w-w-wasn’t y-y-your prob-b-blem,” I said.

Rio raised his eyebrows. “Someone messes with you, then, yeah, Bryn, it is.”

In that moment, I was sure I’d love Rio March forever.

Turned out, forever wasn’t a real thing.
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Chapter One



Bryn



present day



Please don’t let that be Tory.


“Please, please, please,” I whispered my plea to no one in particular. I had stopped praying long ago when my prayers fell on deaf ears. My pleading was more of a way of silently panicking.

“What is it, Aunt Bryn?” Cullen asked from the backseat.

I had hoped he would fall asleep while I drove around, looking for his mother. Unfortunately, he was still awake, and I blamed my sister for that. If she had been at home like she should be, then he would have been tucked in bed at this time, but that wasn’t the case.

“Nothing, buddy. Just lie back and close your eyes,” I suggested, knowing that wasn’t going to happen.

Cullen was wise for his four years. With a mother like Tory, a kid grew up fast. Even if I was doing all I could to give him some semblance of a stable home life, his mother was screwing that up every chance she got.

“Is that Mama?” he asked, leaning forward in his seat.

I winced as Tory took the metal pole in her hand and swung hard, slamming it into the windshield of a Jeep.


Oh God.



No.



Not that Jeep
 .

I stopped the car behind the familiar Jeep my sister was currently beating the hell out of in the parking lot of a beach bar. She was going to draw attention to herself—if she hadn’t already. She was yelling at the Jeep as if it were a person.

“Do not get out of this car, Cullen. Do you hear me?” I said, looking back at my nephew, who was watching with wide eyes as his mother acted like a psycho.

He nodded his head and looked at me a moment. “What is she doing?”

“I don’t know. Just stay in here. No matter what. Stay in this car. Promise me.”

“I promise,” he replied, his voice shaky from nerves.

With that reassurance, I jerked open the driver’s door and got out of the car and went to stop my sister. “I swear to God, Tory, if you swing that thing one more time, I am going to hit you with it,” I told her as I advanced on her.

She barely glanced at me. “Yeah, right,” she replied.

“Give me the pole now,” I demanded.

She glared at me. “No.”

“Cullen is in the car, watching you act like a lunatic. Stop this. What you’re doing is illegal. You can get arrested for this. We don’t have the money to pay for the damages. You can’t keep a job, and the one I have”—I pointed at the Jeep—“well, the guy who owns this Jeep gave it to me. Why are you doing this?”

She opened her mouth to say something when blue lights lit up the darkness. The pole was then shoved into my hands as Tory hurried to our car and climbed inside the driver’s seat. I stood there, holding the metal pole, unsure of what to do or how to proceed. This was not the first time my sister had let me take the fall for her actions.

Her reasoning was because of Cullen. I always did it because of Cullen. I was so tired of cleaning up her messes.

We were here in The Shores, Alabama, because of her. Just when we got settled in a place and I found a job, she would do something to ruin it. Then, we would have to leave. I was done leaving.

This time, I had chosen where we would move with more careful planning. I didn’t just stop at the first town we came to. No, I brought us to the town that I’d once heard my aunt say Rio’s mom was from. After Rio’s mom had overdosed and he was taken away, I had written the name of this town down. Knowing, one day, I would go find him.

Life just hadn’t happened the way I’d hoped, and I hadn’t been able to go find him when I turned eighteen.

I’d gone to the gigantic farmers market two weeks ago when we arrived in town, not only because of their Now Hiring
 signs everywhere, but also because I had asked the girl who rang up our meager groceries at the store if she knew a Rio March. She had known exactly who he was, and that had led me to the market.

I needed a job, but I also wanted to find Rio without him knowing I had come here, looking for him. When he saw me, he paused, studied me a moment, then put down what he had been carrying to walk around the counter toward me. Rio March was all grown up, but I recognized him immediately.

He stopped a few feet in front of me and tilted his head as he continued to look at me. “Bryn Wallace?” he’d asked with a look of amazement.

I was sure he had never expected to see me again.

I nodded.

The grin that broke out on his face was breathtaking. Often, I had told myself that the memories I had of Rio March were exaggerated. He hadn’t been as beautiful as I remembered. His smile hadn’t been magical. My crush on him had only been a childhood infatuation.

But I had been right. Rio March was all that and more. He gave me a job on the spot. Making more money than I had expected. Twice, he stopped while I was on my lunch break to ask if I was enjoying my job. We didn’t talk about life or get to know each other again. Coming here, I had hoped for more, but as each day passed, I realized that I’d been holding on to a young girl’s dreams. Rio had moved on from those days in the trailer park. I was just a girl he used to know.

Other than those two brief interactions, I didn’t see him other than in passing at work. I’d had no idea that Tory was someone socializing with Rio. There had to be a reason for her to vandalize his Jeep. My stomach felt sick as I thought of the reasons why. Jealousy was the only one I could think of when it came to my sister. Her beauty had always gotten her too much attention, and she expected it. However, if a guy triggered her crazy switch, then things like this happened.

The blue lights were drawing closer, and I was still standing there with a metal pole in my hand. Cullen was in the car, and as screwed up as Tory was, he needed his mother. He didn’t need the stigma of his mother being in jail. I had lived that life. I didn’t want it for him. However, if I were to go to jail, could Tory feed him, and would she make sure he had all he needed?

“What the fuck?!” a male voice roared.

I jerked my gaze from the horrible damage to see Rio and another guy walking in my direction. Rio looked murderous. The blond guy looked horrified. What was I going to do?

The blue lights finally made it to the scene of the crime, and there I was with the pole in hand, a furious Rio, and my sister in the car with her son. I didn’t know what relationship she had with Rio. Heck, they had barely known each other back when we were kids. There had to be something going on between them for her to bash his Jeep. Was that why he had kept his distance from me at work? Was he dating my sister? He knew how I had once felt about her, so maybe he hadn’t known how to tell me, or maybe he hadn’t thought anything of it at all. Tory was stunning. She had only gotten more gorgeous with age.

“Bryn?” Rio said my name, and I looked at him.

I didn’t know what to do. No words were coming. I was just standing there. Mute.

“What the fuck? And I thought I’d pissed off a crazy tonight. Turns out, you did,” the blond guy said.

I shifted my gaze to him then. He was Tory’s type. I could believe she had been dating that one more than I could Rio. He had the bad-boy look to him she was drawn to.

Had Bryn attacked the Jeep because she thought it was his?

“What the hell did you do?” Rio asked me.

My eyes swung back to his. If I told him the truth, he would press charges. At least, there was a good chance he would press charges. There was a small chance that he wouldn’t if he thought this was my doing. Maybe I was putting more faith in the friendship we’d once had, but deep down, I couldn’t believe he would have me arrested.

“I d-d-d-didn’t know th-th-th-this was your Jeep,” I stammered. When I was nervous like this, it was harder to control the stutter that I had worked so hard to overcome. Lying to Rio and taking the blame, however, had brought it back full force.

His scowl deepened. “You fucking bashed in my Jeep, Bryn? What is wrong with you? Although this is crazy as hell, you could have at least made sure to trash the right vehicle. Dammit!” Rio stalked over to observe the damage and ran a hand over his short hair.

“Got a call from someone who was leaving the bar. Said there was a female beating a Jeep up. This yours?” the cop asked Rio.

He locked both hands behind his head, just staring at the damage. “Fuck,” he groaned.

I felt sick to my stomach.

“You do this?” the cop asked me.

I paused only for a moment because I knew I had to say something. Cullen was in the backseat. If I told them the truth, then he would witness his mother being arrested. I couldn’t do it to him. I also wasn’t sure I could even get the words out if I tried to talk.

“No, it was a misunderstanding. You can go,” Rio told the cop just as I opened my mouth to confess.

I swung my gaze to his, waiting for him to say more. That small part of me that had thought Rio wouldn’t press charges if he believed it was me had been right. It made me feel even worse instead of relieved.

“Are you sure? She’s holding a metal pole, and that Jeep is going to need extensive body work,” the cop said with a concerned expression on his face.

Rio nodded. “Yeah. It’s fine. You can go,” he replied.

“Shit,” the blond guy said under his breath. He was as surprised as the police officer.

The cop shook his head and shrugged. “All right then, but if this is a lovers’ spat and it goes beyond this, I’ll be taking you both in. Clear out of here.”

“We will. It’s done,” he assured the cop.

With one last glance at me, he looked disappointed that he wasn’t going to be able to arrest anyone over this before walking back to his car.

“Tha—” I started to thank Rio, but he held up a hand.

“Don’t speak. Just go. I don’t want to look at you,” he said, his hard glare on his beat-up Jeep.

“Better go on before this sinks in and he snaps out of his shock,” the blond guy told me.

I wanted to explain it all, but I was afraid of what Rio would do to Tory. Maybe he would let her off the hook too. I just couldn’t be sure. I wanted to tell him I would pay for the damage, but I was barely able to keep the bills paid and food in the apartment. Yesterday, Tory had been fired from her second job since moving here. I didn’t know when she would find another job.

“I a-a-a-am so s-s-sorry,” I stammered, needing to say something.

There was no way to describe how horrible I felt. Keeping Tory safe for Cullen’s sake wasn’t always easy, but this was by far the most difficult thing I had done. Speaking had become easier for me when I was calm and could speak slowly and think about my words. But tonight, I felt the block there, taunting me. Reminding me how my brain was broken.

“Go
 ,” Rio roared.

I jumped back, startled, then hurried to the driver’s door to get in before I remembered Tory had gotten in the driver’s seat. Keeping my head down, I went over to the passenger side and quickly got inside.

“Oops,” Tory said as I closed the door. “Guess I got the wrong Jeep.”

“D-d-don’t sp-sp-speak. Not n-n-n-now. Jus-jus-just don’t talk to me,” I said as calmly as I could, but the stuttering was still there. My heart was pounding in my chest. I wasn’t sure I could control my words when I felt like this.

“Whatever,” Tory replied. “You’re so damn dramatic.”

I turned my head to see Cullen staring at me, wide-eyed. He looked so scared. For him, I would keep my mouth shut. It was all I could do.
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Chapter Two


It was almost an hour before I was due for my shift, but I hadn’t slept last night, worrying about Rio’s Jeep. The only option that I could come up with was to set up monthly payments for the damage. I was hoping I could get extra shifts, and that money could go directly to Rio.

Tory wasn’t awake when I left, but she had promised that she would go job-hunting today.

Getting to work early so I could talk to Rio about this had been weighing on me since I’d come up with the idea at four this morning. Tory and I shared the fifteen-year-old Buick that had belonged to our aunt before she died. Some mornings, it didn’t want to start, but with a little extra work, we could normally get it going.

Tory had been able to walk to her last two jobs from our apartment. The farmers market was five miles from our place, and I could walk it if I absolutely had to, but it would be easier if Tory found a job in town close enough she could walk to.

Parking the Buick in the back of the lot with the other staff members, I made my way to the back entrance. I didn’t see Rio’s Jeep here, but then I doubted he would drive it. He was always here early for deliveries. I hoped he would be today. I couldn’t make what Tory had done right, but I could at least pay him back.

The cooler fall air that had finally arrived in the South wasn’t even enough to make me smile this morning, and I loved this time of year. My stomach was in knots, and I replayed exactly what I was going to say to Rio as I walked across the parking lot. I had almost reached the entrance when Rio emerged from the back, carrying a crate of sweet potatoes.

His eyes immediately locked on me, and he turned to a younger guy I had seen working in the back, unloading trucks, and shoved the crate into his hands. Jeremiah nodded at whatever he’d said and then turned to go back inside. When Rio’s gaze swung back to me, I was thankful he was alone.

“Don’t say anything yet,” he said, his glare leveled on me.

Confused, I waited, unsure why he wanted me to remain silent. There was a lot I needed to say to him and hopefully ease the hateful look in his eyes. I understood why he was upset, and I didn’t blame him, but if I could just tell him my plans, then maybe we could find a way to move on from this.

Hazel, Rio’s aunt—who was a few years younger than him, but I wasn’t sure by how many—appeared behind him in the doorway. Hazel was kind and always there to help anyone who needed it. She had become the closest thing I’d made to a friend while working here at Deep South Farmers Market. Other than the interactions I’d had with Rio at least.

“Sorry, Daddy ain’t here jest yet. His arthritis is acting up this mornin’ somethin’ awful,” she said to Rio, then gave me a nod; however, her always-present smile was not there.

She was mad at me too. I couldn’t say I blamed her. What Tory had done to Rio’s Jeep was bad. I opened my mouth then to try and fix things the best way I could, but I didn’t get that far.

“That’s fine. You’re management,” Rio said to her. “I just need a witness to this.”

A witness? What did he need a witness for? He needed someone else to hear what I was going to say? If so, then I was okay with that because I intended to keep my word. I would pay him back for the damage.

“I wasn’t sure you’d show up this morning. I figured you’d just quit,” he told me matter-of-factly. “Since you didn’t do the respectable thing and quit, you’re fired.”

My stomach sank. I had feared this outcome, but I had hoped I could talk to him before this was decided. “I n-n-need this j-j-job, Rio. I’m s-s-sorry about your J-J-J-Jeep, and I am going to—”

“You’re sorry about my Jeep? Well, that doesn’t fucking fix it, does it?” He glared at me. “You’re going to leave this property. You’re not welcome here. Buy your produce elsewhere,” he said, not letting me finish what I had come here to tell him. He turned then to walk inside.

Hazel gave me a sad smile. “I’m sorry, but you must have expected this,” she said softly.

Part of me had, but then there was the part of me that had hoped Rio knew me better than that. Deep down, he had to know I wouldn’t do something so insane. Apparently, I had been mixing up my childhood Rio with this one, and they were not the same. That was something I had realized more than once, watching him in his life here. The more I observed him, the more I doubted he was there somewhere, lurking beneath the surface.

“I want to pay you back,” I blurted out without a stammer. “I was hoping I could work extra shifts here and give the money to y-y-y-you.”

He paused then, but he didn’t look back at me. “I don’t want you here. You can work extra shifts somewhere else.” He turned his head slightly in my direction then. “Your first payment to me will be your last paycheck. Don’t come pick it up. There won’t be one.”

With that last bit of devastating news, he walked inside, and Hazel turned to follow him.

I stood there for several moments, debating if I should go beg him for at least half of my last paycheck. Just enough to get some milk, bread, and cheese to keep Cullen fed until I could get another job. We were on our last ten dollars, and if I did get a job, most of them would make me wait two weeks for my first paycheck.

Tears stung my eyes as the frustration and panic set in. Tory hadn’t thought about any of this when she decided to act like a maniac last night. Now, we had ten dollars, neither of us had a job, and we had a four-year-old to feed. I knew going inside and begging wouldn’t help. Rio had made it clear he didn’t want me here. He also didn’t want to listen to my problems.

I wanted to hate him for it, and part of me did. He hadn’t known struggle in a very long time. His life here was magical. I had watched him live in this fairy tale, and I wondered sometimes if he remembered what it had been like back at Sumit Head.

Not once in my life had anything been as easy for me as it was for Rio. Sure, his Jeep had been ruined, but he had car insurance and a rich grandfather. He would survive it. No, it wasn’t fair that Tory had damaged his vehicle, but it wasn’t fair that I had to give Cullen water to drink and a piece of fried bologna for dinner either.

By the time I was back in my car, my guilt over what Tory had done was slowly morphing into an extreme dislike of Rio March. His life wasn’t hard at all. Nothing in it was a challenge. Today, his Jeep would go to a body shop and get fixed. He would eat three solid meals and not once worry about his rent being paid. There would be no four-year-old little boy begging him for a glass of milk that he couldn’t afford.

One thing I was certain of was that the Rio I had once loved was no longer. He was long gone. In his place was someone I had no desire to be around.

There were other jobs, and I would get one. I didn’t need Rio’s help to get a good paying job with benefits. I had been desperate most of my life, and I had always found a way out. I would do it this time too. Reaching up, I wiped at the tears that had fallen, angry with myself that I had shed even one of them.

Depending on someone was a mistake I should have learned not to do by now. It never worked. The only person I could depend on was myself. I would take care of things. Cullen would get his milk, and he wouldn’t be forced to eat cheap, unhealthy food.

Holding on to pride was pointless. What had that gotten me in life? Absolutely nothing. I was over it.
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Chapter Three


“What’s he drinking?” Tory asked when she walked into the apartment after being gone for only three hours.

“Did you find a job?” I asked her, knowing by the look on her face that she hadn’t.

“Not yet. Did you?” she asked, then pointed at the cup of milk in Cullen’s hand. “How do we have milk? You said we only had ten dollars left, and the gas tank is almost empty.”

“No one in town would hire me, thanks to the Jeep incident,” I told her.

“Then, why does he have milk?” she asked, raising her voice.

It was times like this, which was the majority of the time, that I wanted to slap my sister. This was her son, not mine, yet she was upset that I had bought him milk. When she saw the grilled cheese sandwich I was about to make for him, she would hit the roof. I was beyond caring at this point. I had just told her I couldn’t get a job in town because word had spread about Rio March’s Jeep, and it was her fault. She had caused this.

After being turned down all day, I had gotten home, and Cullen was red-eyed from crying while sitting on the sofa quietly with his coloring book. I waited until Tory left to go on a job hunt to ask him what was wrong. He hadn’t wanted the water and crackers Tory had given him for breakfast, and when he had asked her for milk, she had yelled at him. I hated when she acted as if he should understand that we had very little money. He was a baby, yet she treated him as if he were old enough to understand.

“It’s milk,” I told her.

“And neither of us has a job. What the fuck are you thinking?” she asked me, clearly annoyed.

“I’m going to get a job tonight,” I replied, fighting back the panic that I refused to allow to have any power over me.

“Where? You just said no one would hire you.” Tory was still talking too loudly.

“I don’t have it yet, but I will,” I replied, taking out the cheese from the fridge.

“Where?” she repeated.

I reached for the loaf of bread, then looked at her. “In Mobile. I will be working nights,” I said, then went back to fixing the grilled cheese for Cullen.

“Where in Mobile will you be working nights, Bryn?” She was getting annoyed.

“There is a place hiring that I found in the paper today. It pays more than I could make working anywhere else. I’ll be serving drinks.” I forced a smile for Cullen’s sake.

She didn’t say anything then, and I wasn’t sure if what I was telling her had sunk in or if she was done, trying to get specifics out of me. When I placed the sandwich in front of Cullen, she scanned my body with her gaze once, then narrowed her eyes.

“Are you gonna work at a strip club?” she asked, smirking.

“Don’t,” I warned her, cutting my eyes toward Cullen. I didn’t want him to ever know what I was planning on doing.

“It’s about time. You don’t use those things for anything else,” Tory said, pointing at my breasts before walking past me to go sit down on the sofa.

“Well, excuse me if I never wanted to use them for a source of income,” I snapped, then went to the tiny bathroom we all shared in the studio apartment to get a shower.

I took more time than was necessary simply because the more I allowed myself to think about what I was going to do, the harder it was going to be to go through with it. The life I had lived, the childhood I’d survived, it all had played a part in the woman I had become. Just because I had lost my innocence at a young age didn’t mean I was experienced.

The truth was, no man had ever seen me naked. At least, not since my mother had ended the life of the man who had sexually abused me. Intimacy terrified me, and I stayed away from it. I was modest because it was a security blanket for me. Now, after just turning twenty-one years old, I was going to pretend to be something I wasn’t for money. If it wasn’t for Cullen, I wouldn’t even consider it, but this job promised more money than we had ever brought in, even when we were both working.

If nothing else, my life had made me tough. Because of that toughness, I could do this, and I would. The first few nights would be hard. Time would make it easier. There was no future in my life that this would affect. It wasn’t as if this could come back to haunt me and mess up any grand plans I had. My main goal in life had become making sure Cullen had proper food and a safe place to live. Maybe there had also been that desire to get to The Shores and find Rio March.


Lucky me, I found him
 , I thought bitterly.

By the time I finished my makeup, I had convinced myself that not
 doing this would be selfish. It was what got me out the door and gave me the courage to walk in the doors of The Red Stiletto. My heart was slamming against my chest so hard that I was sure everyone could hear it as I made my way to the bar, where I had been told to go when I arrived.

I didn’t take in my surroundings. I was afraid to just yet. Although I knew what was happening around me, I preferred not to look. I needed a few minutes to adjust first. Keeping my focus on the colorfully lit bar, I headed directly for it.

A tall man with blond dreadlocks, covered in tattoos, wearing a tight-fitting black polo shirt, was pouring a drink behind the bar. He should have seemed out of place, yet somehow, he made tattoos and dreadlocks appear as elite as the upscale bar he was standing behind. He lifted his eyes to meet mine, then his gaze dropped, as if he were appraising what he could see of the rest of me. This was my life now. No reason to get offended.

“Hi, um, I’m Bryn Wallace. I was told to come to the bar and ask for Saint,” I said, hoping the loud music masked my nerves.

He smirked then and gave a small shake of his head before putting the tall, frosted mug on the counter.

“You found him,” he replied in a deep voice I recognized from the phone call I had made earlier. “Minx, table three,” he said loudly, then looked back at me. “Come this way.”

Keeping my eyes locked on Saint, I followed him as he walked out from behind the counter and then led me toward a red door to the far left behind the bar area. He opened it and stepped back, then waved a hand for me to go inside. I stepped into a large area with black-and-white striped walls and three more doors. All of them red, like the one we had walked through. The floor was a black marble, which must have been expensive.

“This way,” he said and opened the door to the right. “Marley typically handles the hiring, but she’s out on maternity leave. My job is to keep the girls safe, and I handle the money. Marley has never been good with numbers.” He didn’t go sit behind the desk in the middle of the room, but instead stood in front of it and leaned against it, crossing his arms in front of him.

“I’ve never had anyone come for an interview dressed … well, so completely covered. Makes me question what it is you’re hiding. You can’t hide it long. As you saw out there, very little is left hidden. We start girls here as servers. However, it’s a topless bar, and the bottoms you are given to wear cover only what they must.”

I swallowed nervously. I hadn’t considered that I might need to borrow one of Tory’s dresses to wear for this interview. I had chosen my best top—a soft white sweater—and a pair of black jeans.

“If those are real, then you’ll do well here. As you can imagine, the bigger, the better. Depends on what the rest of you looks like. Let’s see it.”

I stood there, staring at him, unsure exactly what “let’s see it” meant. Does he want me to just … strip? Right here in his office? Is this normal?
 I’d never stripped for anyone.

“Uh, you want me to, uh—” I began but wasn’t sure how to ask this.

“Take off your clothes. Yes. That’s what I want you to do.” He raised one eyebrow and leaned forward. “You are aware you’re applying for a topless server position at a strip club. The most elite one in Alabama with wealthy clientele, but it’s still a strip club.”

I swallowed hard and nodded my head. “Yes, I know. I just … well …” I couldn’t tell him I had never been naked in front of a man before.

The look in his eyes told me that he doubted me. I was losing the job already, and I needed this.

Remembering Cullen’s tears earlier today over milk, I reached for my sweater and pulled it over my head, only just then worrying about my bra. It wasn’t anything sexy or expensive. It was a basic white bra that did the job. My face felt as if it were on fire, and I didn’t look at Saint. I knew I needed to, but I was afraid it would do more harm than good. If he saw the terror in my eyes, then that would be the end of this interview.

I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down to the floor before stepping out of them. My panties were better than my bra. At least, I thought they were. Taking a deep breath, I focused solely on Cullen and being able to pay our bills, then lifted my head to meet Saint’s eyes. He was watching me closely.

“The genuine fear of getting undressed in front of a man is a major issue. Normally, when a female comes in here, asking for a job, she has no problem with stripping down what little clothing she is wearing. Rarely does she have on a bra,” he said. He uncrossed his arms, then sighed.

I wanted to defend myself and say something, but I didn’t think I could manage words just yet. I had never felt so exposed. There was a possibility I was trembling.

“Damn,” he muttered and ran a hand over his jaw. “Look, if my sister, Marley, were here, she would send you home. You’re not what we are looking for in a server—at least, not entirely. However, I’m not Marley. I’m a man, and you”—he waved a hand at me—“that body and that face, along with the naive good-girl persona? You’re gonna be a favorite. The men will love you.”

“I … I got the job then?” I asked, stumbling slightly over my words.

He rolled his head around, making a cracking noise with his neck, then groaned. “Yeah. I think you might. But I have to see the tits, darling. That is the selling feature for the floor job.”

I stared at him a moment, realizing he meant I had to take off my bra. “Oh,” I whispered, knowing he was right.

I had to get used to being topless. I nodded my head and tried to think about something else while I unhooked my bra. Nothing was working though. I couldn’t get myself out of this moment and this room.

When I felt the clasp slip free, I inhaled deeply, then let the bra fall forward as I slipped it off my arms and to the ground.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Yeah, you got the job, but do me a favor. In the next two weeks, get rid of the terrified expression. Marley comes back then, and if she knows I hired a girl who’s scared shitless, she’ll be furious with me. I’m not in the mood to hear her bitch. Ever,” he said.

I nodded, relieved to have gotten the job and equally horrified that I was going to be walking around in a club full of people with nothing covering my breasts.

“You, uh, you said I would make twenty dollars an hour on weekday nights and forty dollars an hour on weekends?” I needed to make sure this was correct and not an average with tips. I knew tips weren’t always a sure thing, and I needed some reassurance.

He nodded. “Yes, but that’s not including tips. Weekend nights, you can make a lot more than that. I’ve seen waitresses go home with over two thousand in their pockets after tipping the front of house.”

“Two thousand,” I repeated, not sure I had heard that right.

He smirked. “It’s not every night, but it happens.”

Going home with even a few hundred dollars a night would change our lives. It would give Cullen a completely different world. Thinking about why I was doing this and who I was doing it for were the reasons I’d make it work.
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Chapter Four



Bryn



six months later


My feet ached as I slipped them into the red eight-inch platform heels that were part of my uniform. The lacy black silk panties that covered a small portion of my bottom along with the gold belly chain, which had a fake red ruby dangling from just below my belly button, were the other parts of my uniform. I had worked five days straight this week because two of the other servers had been let go last weekend after getting into a fight over a customer.

When Marley had asked if I could work extra shifts, I had agreed, not thinking about how exhausted I was going to be. We didn’t need the money even though Tory was without a job again. I never told my sister the exact amount I made and had been putting money in a savings account I’d opened at a local bank. I didn’t want to do this job forever, but for now, I saw no other way.

Two months ago, we had moved from our studio apartment to a three-bedroom apartment on the better side of town. I had considered moving us closer to my work. The Shores hadn’t exactly given us a warm welcome, thanks to Tory. My reason for coming here was no longer a staying factor. I had closure on my Rio March fascination.

However, Tory had just gotten another job at the time, and she hadn’t wanted to leave town. She told me I was being selfish. In the end, we’d stayed on in The Shores.

Cullen had his own bedroom now, and he hadn’t gone without a healthy meal in months. I was able to take him to the bookstore and let him pick out books every week. His fifth birthday would be here at the end of the summer, and for the first time in his life, he would have a real party. Not just a cupcake with a candle stuck in it with whatever used toy I had found at the thrift store, wrapped in newspaper.

“Here, use this,” Trix said, putting a tub of makeup in my hand. “It’s concealer. It will cover the dark circles under your eyes.”

I looked into the mirror and realized she was right. I not only felt exhausted, but I looked it too. “Thanks,” I said to her.

“Sucks, having to work every night. Marley needs to let Saint help her hire. Hell, he did a fucking excellent job with you. She knows it too. We need more servers on the floor. I can’t keep up the double shifts to cover for them. I need to be on the damn stage. Makes more money, and if I am going to get into medical school, I need to dance,” Trix said as she fastened her belly chain around her waist.

A month after I’d started, Trix had been moved from serving on the floor to stage dancing. I knew those girls often went home with five thousand dollars a night. Trix was headed to med school; Danka was the sole provider for her daughter and her father, who was battling cancer; Lola was raising three nieces after her sister and brother-in-law died in a car accident. They were the three I had worked with the most. I didn’t know all the dancers’ stories, but I had learned most were up there because they had to be.

“You said you have a sister,” Trix said, and I looked back at her through the mirror as I applied the concealer.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“She look like you? Maybe she could come in and interview,” Trix suggested.

I laughed then and shook my head, then continued to cover the dark circles the best I could. “Tory is not someone I would recommend to Marley. She has no work ethic and has yet to keep a job longer than three weeks.”

Trix sighed. “That’s a fucking shame.”

She had no idea. It was why I was here.

“Here, let me do that,” Trix said and took the tube from me, then began to fix my face. “She older than you?” Trix asked me.

“Tory? Yes.”

Trix snorted. “Rarely hear of the younger sister being the responsible one. Hell, my baby sister calls me weekly for help to pay her bills. If it wasn’t for the three kids of hers, I would hang up. She’s just like our mama, I swear.”

I understood that all too well. “Tory has a son,” I said just as she stepped back and studied my face.

“There. It’s fixed,” she stated. “You got a sorry-ass mama too?” Trix asked, walking over to slip on her platform heels that were white, covered in red lips.

“She was in prison for murder. They had a Covid outbreak shortly after the lockdown, and she didn’t survive it,” I explained.

“Murder? Shit. Damn, that’s tough,” she replied.

“Just had the Elvis table arrive. We need you both on it. Looks like spoiled trust-fund brats tonight, but they have daddy’s money,” Saint said as he walked into the dressing room.

Each table was named after a dead music icon. Elvis was The King, so the table with his name was the most exclusive.

“Gotta have something if they reserved the Elvis table,” Trix said, flashing a smile.

Saint was looking at me though, and I wondered if he wanted me to say something. I never understood him. His mood swings came and went. Getting to know him was impossible. Although Trix wasn’t bothered by his moodiness. She was always flirty with him.

“This is your fifth night in a row, isn’t it?” he asked me.

I nodded.

“You need a night off,” he stated.

“I’m fine until Marley finds new servers,” I assured him.

“Tomorrow night, you take off,” he said, then turned and walked out of the room.

“Yeah, don’t worry about me,” Trix called out and rolled her eyes. “Damn, must be nice, having that face of yours and those tits. Come on, Angel. Let’s go.”

Angel was my name here. My first night at work, Saint had given it to me, as he had done with the other girls here. It was his job—or at least what everyone expected of him. When he named me Angel, I was relieved. It didn’t sound like a stripper name. Trix, however, had teased me about it relentlessly in the beginning.

“You just do better with makeup than I do,” I told her, following her out. “I must have looked rough.”

Trix laughed then and shook her head. “Oh, Angel, if life were as simple as you see it. Damn, girl, you should be more jaded with your history.”

I didn’t say anymore as we walked out onto the floor. It was time to become Angel. I had learned to leave Bryn back in the dressing room. My acting began now. Placing a smile on my face, I sauntered out into the club with my bare chest on display and my lips painted as red as the heels I wore.

Saint’s gaze locked with mine as he stood behind the bar, pouring a drink. I made sure that tonight, I would work extra hard at making the customers happy. I would smile more, wink, and be sure to stand at the tables longer than necessary. I wasn’t going to give Saint any reason to say I couldn’t do my job.

“Young and hot,” Trix whispered as we drew closer to the Elvis table.

I turned my attention to the table that was reserved by those who wanted a front row seat to the dancing onstage as well as two different servers to wait on them.

The smile I was determined to keep on my face tonight, however, was forgotten when a pair of familiar eyes met mine. Breathing also became difficult as my throat tightened from panic. The room seemed to close in around me, and suddenly, there was no one else here, no loud music, no voices. All I could see was the disgust in Rio March’s eyes.
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Chapter Five



Rio



What the fuck?
 I stared at Bryn as the reality of this sank in. She was topless. In a strip club. Walking toward our table. Or she had been until she saw me. Holy hell.


“Hello, boys,” another female voice said, but I couldn’t focus on her or anything other than an almost-naked Bryn standing a few feet from me.

Drake was speaking now, but I wasn’t paying attention. Why was Bryn here, dressed like that? She had to work here. In a motherfucking strip club. Was there nothing of the girl I had once known left inside her?

A massive brick wall of a man with dreadlocks and tattoos appeared at her side then, and she swung her gaze up to him. He was touching her back. She wasn’t wearing any damn clothes, and he was touching her. I felt my hands fist at my sides as my blood began to simmer from rage.

What had happened to her over the years? She was nothing like the girl I had known.

Bryn was smiling again and saying something to the man, but he looked our way and didn’t look convinced. Then, his eyes found me watching them, and I met his steady glare head-on. What was she telling him? Was she dating him? He was a damn bouncer at a strip club.

She moved then and began walking toward me—or us. She didn’t look my way again, but I watched her as she walked up to Benji, Drake’s brother, who we were here for, celebrating his graduation from college. Benji lifted his eyes to her—or her tits.

Had she really sunk so damn low that she had no problem with using her body to make money? I was torn between being disgusted with her and being turned on. I hated that I was attracted to her at all. She was just like her sister. Maybe worse.

“I’m Angel,” I heard her say.

Then, Benji said something that I couldn’t make out with the noise, and she laughed. It was an excellent fake laugh. No one else here would know it was fake. No one but me. I had once thought she reminded me of an angel. How ironic that she went by that name now that the girl I’d once known no longer existed.

“Hey, sugar. You look familiar,” Drake said then, and her gaze swung to mine only briefly before she lifted a shoulder and gave him a small laugh.

“I have one of those f-faces,” she replied.

Drake laughed. “No, babe, you don’t. Those tits might have me proposing after a few drinks. Go ahead and start thinking about your answer.”

Unable to handle any more, I stood up abruptly, shoving my chair back as I did so. Bryn’s eyes swung to me. I could see the uncertainty there, and damn it, I wanted to wrap her up and take her out of here. I wasn’t sure what made me angrier. Her working here or my giving a fuck what she did.

“We need to talk,” I said to her.

The other server was there then, standing in front of Bryn. She was smiling at me in a way that was supposed to distract me, I was sure, but she wasn’t a part of our history.

“Ah, the girls on the floor just serve the drinks and food. If you want anything more, we do have a couple dancers here tonight that offer that kind of thing.” She winked at me.

“Bryn,” I said her name, needing her to say something.

“Oh fuck,” Drake said, realizing who she was now that I had said her name.

Bryn touched the other girl’s shoulder and whispered something to her, but the other server didn’t look happy about it. In fact, she was now glaring at me with a warning.

“This way,” Bryn said to me and turned, walking toward the door we had entered through.

I followed her, getting a view of how bare her ass was in the tiny bottoms she was wearing. She might as well be naked. I had guessed Bryn’s body was nice under her conservative clothing, but I had never imagined this. And damn if she wasn’t out, making money with it.

Where had the girl I knew gone? How had she changed so completely?

First, she’d bashed the fuck out of my Jeep, and now, this. It felt like losing someone. As if the girl from my past that I had cared about so deeply had died.

She stopped at the bar and spoke in a whisper to the tattooed bartender-slash-bouncer. He scowled at me, as if he was thinking of tossing me out. Bryn said something to him that made him look at her instead of me, and he shook his head, then pointed toward a red door far away from the entertainment.

When she looked back at me, she said, “Come on,” then started walking in that direction.

She didn’t say more or look back to see if I was following her. Instead, she kept walking until we were through the red door to a much quieter area that was empty. Bryn walked over to yet another door, then glanced back at me.

“W-w-wait here,” she said.

I stood there, battling internally about my reaction to this. Why do I care?
 She had beaten my Jeep up. I’d fired her from the market. It wasn’t as if I had kept up with her after that. I hadn’t wanted to see her. Now, she was here, serving drinks, naked, and I suddenly gave a shit.

Bryn emerged, wrapped in a black leather jacket that was too large to be hers, hanging halfway down her thighs. Having her covered up should have calmed me down and helped me focus, but knowing it belonged to a man just made this worse.

She squared her shoulders and looked directly at me this time. “You c-c-came with a g-g-g-group. We are short-staffed, an-an-and until Demi gets here, I c-c-can’t leave Trix with the entire g-g-g-gr-group. I’ll stay a-a-a-away from you-you-your end of the t-t-table. That’s all I can d-do for now.”

She thought this was about my not wanting her to wait on us. Part of it was because I didn’t want my friends seeing her naked. Knowing they were all going to use her body in their next spank session pissed me the fuck off. And it shouldn’t. That made me even angrier. Bryn wasn’t mine and had never been mine. Even when we had been younger, she’d just been the girl I was fascinated with and determined to protect. But never mine.

“I can’t believe you’re working here,” I said. “What happened to you, Bryn? You take a damn steel pole to my Jeep like an insane person, and now, you’re serving men drinks, topless, with your ass barely covered. Is this how you had the money that you kept leaving with Hazel to give to me?”

Starting six months ago, every two weeks, Hazel would give me an envelope with my name written on the front and five hundred dollars in cash inside. She told me Bryn had dropped it off as payment for the Jeep. After she gave me two thousand, I refused any more, as my deductible had been met. Three months ago, when Bryn had arrived with another envelope, Hazel had given it back to her and relayed the message that she had paid me enough.

Anger flashed in her eyes, and she let out a hard, cynical laugh. A laugh that made me feel as if I were wrong about something when she was the one who was wrong. She was the one doing things that were fucked up.

“It’s been six m-m-months. Six months since you sp-sp-spoke to me. Six months since you fired m-m-me. And you are going to st-st-stand here and ju-ju-judge me because I work at a strip c-club? What d-d-does it matter how I p-p-paid you back?”

If I had been ready to respond to that, I wouldn’t have had time because Bryn didn’t pause but for a second.

“The Shores is a small t-t-town, and there wasn’t an e-e-employer willing to hire me after the incident with your J-J-Jeep. We needed m-m-m-money if we were going to live. I was tired of not having enough. I came here. I don’t have to answer to y-y-you. Now, if you would like me not to serve your table, that is f-f-fine. I didn’t br-br-bring you back here for you to judge me or talk about things. I brought you back here for m-m-my privacy, n-n-n-not yours.”

I hadn’t considered folks in town would hear about my Jeep and not hire Bryn. “Pops would’ve given you a good recommendation if someone had called him,” I said.

“He did,” she replied, looking me in the eyes.

“Then, why didn’t they hire you? It couldn’t have been because of my Jeep.”

She had placed blame at my door, and I didn’t like it. I was going to make it clear that her reasons for working here weren’t because of me.

“They did hire me. I’m here n-n-now. Look, I need to get back on th-the f-f-floor. Trix can’t handle it alone. If you are okay with m-m-me serving your table until another server arrives, then that’s all w-w-we need to di-discuss.”

That was fine with me. We didn’t need to discuss anything. She was nothing to me anymore. She hadn’t been for a long time. She shrugged off the jacket, and her body was bare again. Problem with my damn head was, if she was nothing to me, then why was my need to get her covered up and out of this place so fucking strong?

She was right. I hadn’t spoken to or seen her in six months. Which was hard to do in a small town like The Shores. But the two weeks she had worked with me, I had barely spoken to her then either. She reminded me of a life I wanted to forget. I’d wanted to help her when she needed a job, but I had also wanted to keep her at a distance. But that didn’t mean I wanted to see her working at a place like this. Yes, she had the face of a fucking angel, and seeing her topless, serving men drinks for money, broke the halo that I had once assumed hovered invisibly over her head.

“If I get you another job, one in town, will you quit?” I asked her as she started for the door.

She stopped walking but didn’t look back at me. “I want n-n-n-nothing from you.” Then, she went to the door and opened it, stepping back to wait for me to leave before her.

I stood there and looked at her. She was in there somewhere. The girl I’d once known. The girl I had put on a damn pedestal for years. No matter what life had done to her and how she had changed because of the damage, this was not okay.

But who was I to stop her?

The girl two trailers over that I had wanted to protect and save was in the past. Just like my life back then was not something I thought about. This woman in front of me was what had become of a child who had been abused and neglected. It was too late for me to save her now. The damage had been done. Bryn hadn’t been taken from that world like I had. She was broken in ways that couldn’t be fixed.

Life had changed her, and I needed to accept it.
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Chapter Six



Bryn


“You okay?” Saint asked me as I stopped at the bar to get the tray of beers one of my new tables had ordered.

“Yes,” I lied.

My stuttering hadn’t been that out of control in a while. Rio had triggered it. I hadn’t been okay since I’d walked in tonight to see Rio sitting there. The way he had looked at me in Saint’s office, as if I had become my aunt, was going to haunt me. I wanted to hate him, and maybe I did a little, but not enough.

“Pretty boy keeps watching you, but I’m watching him,” Saint said, as if to reassure me that I was safe.

I knew I was safe. Rio wasn’t here to hurt me. Not physically anyway. Emotionally, he had done plenty, but then in his defense, he believed a lie. One I had told him.

“Rio is harmless. A friend from the past. He doesn’t like that I work here. That’s all. I’m not at their table anymore, and they’ll leave soon enough. It’s fine.” I said all that without stuttering once.

Rio was the only one who could make me stutter anymore, it seemed.

Saint cocked a pierced eyebrow at me. “You’re so fucking naive.”

“Rio doesn’t like me. He might hate me. But he’s not going to hurt me,” I said.

Saint’s gaze shifted back in Rio’s direction, and a scowl darkened his face. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s not hate, sweetheart,” he replied. “Not even close.”

I rolled my eyes at him. He had no idea what Rio thought of me, and I wasn’t about to explain that to him. “He has reasons,” I assured him and took the tray, then headed to the Prince table.

It was the second most-sought-after table in the club. There was a bachelor party seated at it tonight, and the groom did not want to be here. I liked him for it too.

I was thankful they were here for selfish reasons. It kept me busy, and I had no time to think about the pair of eyes following me around the room. I hadn’t needed Saint to tell me I was being watched by Rio. I could feel it. If he wanted me to look back at him, then he was going to be disappointed. Our interaction was done.

“Hey, Angel. It’s Angel, right?” one of the groom’s friends called out too loudly since I was putting drinks down almost directly in front of him.

I turned to look at him, and he gave me a drunken grin.

“Damn, baby, what I got to do to take you home?” he asked.

This wasn’t new, nor was I offended. It was a regular question. Part of the job. “You can always take me in your memories,” I replied with a smile. “Are you boys ready to order some more food?” I asked.

They were laughing at their friend or my response to him.

“Boom! She burned your ass,” one of them said with a cackle.

I knew to wait it out when drunken men started this line of talk. See if they were going to order, and if not, walk away.

“I can give you whatever you want. I’ve got more money than God,” the guy said, leaning forward in my direction.

“Your daddy has more money than God,” one of his friends said, and they all started laughing again.

He didn’t care or look away from me. The wealthy, spoiled, drunk ones were always the wild cards. When they didn’t get what they wanted or their money couldn’t buy them what they wanted, they got angry, or they got bored. I was hoping this one got bored.

“I bet you don’t care whose money it is, do you, beautiful?”

I started to respond when a hand touched my back, startling me. I jerked my head around, ready to shove someone back. Touching was not allowed.

“She’s not fucking interested. How many times does she need to say it?” Rio’s voice sounded on edge.

“Who the fuck asked you?” The guy stood up, shoving the table a little and making his drink slosh over the top.

“Sit down, Jude,” one of the others at the table said.

“She’s just a waitress, man. Stop being an ass,” another said.

Rio’s hand slid to my waist, and his grip firmly tightened, as if he were afraid I was going to be taken at any moment. I started to tell him to let go when his gaze moved to meet mine, and the words got stuck in my throat. It was seven years ago all over again, and Rio was protecting me. The same look in his eyes daring anyone to say another word about me.

“Angel,” Saint’s voice called out, and although I knew he wasn’t happy with the situation, I couldn’t seem to stop this.

“Let’s go,” Rio said.

“Hey, man, where are you taking her? We need more food,” one of the guys at the table said.

I heard them, but my body was currently wanting to obey Rio. I was unable to do anything but stand here and consider leaving with him. When my head knew good and well that couldn’t happen. This job had been our salvation. Rio hadn’t been.

“Take your hand off her.” Saint’s commanding voice snapped my moment of insanity, and I blinked, remembering who I was and what the hell I was doing.

Rio didn’t move his hand, but I stepped away from him.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Saint.

Trix was there then, and she began taking the table’s order.

“Go to the back until I come get you,” Saint said to me, but his eyes were locked on Rio’s.

“I’m f-f-fine,” I said, not wanting to leave the two of them standing there in some sort of face-off.

“Hey, man, think it’s time we move on. Other places to be,” Drake said as he approached us.

I was relieved to see the rest of his party was also on their feet and headed this way.

Rio kept his gaze locked on me. I tried to look away, but he was making it impossible.

“Bryn,” he said my name. Just my name.

But the way he’d said it sounded like he meant more. I knew he didn’t, and if I was being honest with myself, I knew Rio March enough to know this had to do with his conscience. Not me. He felt guilty that I worked topless. Maybe deep down, I wanted him to.

The truth was, it was my sister’s actions that had set this in motion. Yes, he had fired me, but it had been six months, and I had blamed him in the beginning. I didn’t anymore. This situation was one that Tory’s actions had caused. Not his. I wasn’t going to pretend otherwise.

“I think your f-f-friend has the b-b-best idea. Good-bye, Rio,” I said through the strange lump that had suddenly formed in my throat.

I guessed old habits died hard, and Rio was definitely an old habit for me. At least, feeling something where he was concerned was an old habit.

I didn’t wait to see what he would say or do. I had to get distance from him before I did something stupid, like walk out on a job that had given me the first real security in my life.

“Don’t,” I heard Saint’s warning, and I winced.

Although I wanted to turn around, I didn’t. I kept walking toward the back door leading to the offices. Saint was right. I needed to get out of sight until this was over. I didn’t stop until I was in Saint’s office, wrapped back up in his jacket. Then, I stood there and stared at the wall. Remembering a time when I had thought life would be different.

I wasn’t sure how long I had been standing there, lost in my memories, when the door behind me opened. I turned to see Saint walk inside. He paused, and his eyes studied his jacket that I was wearing, then he sighed.

“Who is he?” Saint asked me.

“I told you earlier, I’ve known him a long time, and once, we were friends. Then, I did something that made him hate me. We haven’t talked in six months,” I replied.

Saint didn’t walk any farther into the room. He remained just inside the door. We stood there in silence for several minutes. I didn’t know if I was supposed to say more or if he was deciding on what I would do next.

“He doesn’t hate you, and I doubt you’ve ever done anything to someone to make them hate you. You’re too damn sweet,” Saint said as he came inside and went to sit on the edge of his desk, then crossed his arms over his chest.

“I didn’t do it, but he thinks I did. I took the blame for my sister. Look, I am sorry. It won’t happen again. There are no other guys out there who will care about my working here.”

Saint let out a low chuckle, but there was no amusement in his eyes. “You can get under a man’s skin, Angel. That naivete normally isn’t my thing, but somehow, you make it work.” He held my gaze, his green eyes flashing something I did not want to acknowledge. “I’ve never heard you stutter. Not once, until tonight. He upset you.”

I said nothing. I didn’t want to admit that at one time, I couldn’t speak without stammering over every word. That was another life. I could control my speech now. Most of the time.

“Things are under control out there, and I think you could use a break. Go on home and get some rest. I’ll see you back here on Saturday,” he said, dropping his arms and standing back up. He said nothing more as he headed for the door.

“Are you mad at me?” I asked, afraid that him sending me home meant I could be fired soon.

I had been scheduled to work the next three nights. Now, he was sending me home and acting as if they didn’t need me.

He shook his head. “No, I’m not mad at you. Not fucking happy with myself, but I’m not mad at you.” He paused, then looked at his jacket wrapped around me. “That’s gonna mess with my damn head. Seeing you in my leather,” he added, then opened the door and left me there alone.

I was tired. Physically and, I realized now, emotionally. Going home sounded wonderful. Tonight was the first time I’d had to face someone I knew. I probably could have handled it better if I hadn’t been so worn down.

We had gone six months without running into each other. There was a good chance I wouldn’t see Rio for another six months. That thought both relieved and deflated me.
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Chapter Seven



Rio


Work had done little to distract me today. I wasn’t in the mood to be around people, and if I wasn’t starving, then I would go directly to my bedroom. The smell of something cooking drew me toward the kitchen even though the sound of voices got louder.

The only cars outside were Saul’s, my best friend and the owner of this house; Henley’s, my sister and Saul’s girlfriend; and Drake’s. Those three I could deal with if that meant I would get some of Henley’s cooking. She was best at baking, but she could cook better than the three of us.

When I stepped into the kitchen, Henley was closing the fridge door, and her eyes met mine. She frowned. “I heard about last night,” she said.

I was sure Drake had given them both every detail.

“I bet,” I replied and shot Drake an annoyed glance.

He just shrugged and took a drink of the beer in his hand.

“Did she say why she was working there?” Henley asked.

Talking about Bryn was the last thing I wanted to do. Eating, showering, and getting in bed to hopefully sleep and forget Bryn was my plan.

“Needed a job,” I replied.

Henley rolled her eyes at my response. “Most women who work at places like that do so because they have to. They need the money that they can make there, doing it to take care of someone or to pay for school, something that a lower-paying job can’t cover. Does she have a kid?”

I shook my head. She didn’t have a kid, and she wasn’t going to fucking college. She was using folks not hiring her because of what she had done to my Jeep as an excuse. I didn’t fucking buy that.

“Her sister has a kid,” Drake said. “Or at least, I think so. We only hooked up twice, but she mentioned him. Said she was late because she had to get him to bed or some shit like that. I didn’t ask details.”

Drake’s messing around with Tory had been around the time of my Jeep getting bashed to hell. For a moment, I tried to make myself believe Bryn had done it because of something Drake had done to Tory, but that didn’t add up. It was my Jeep, and I hadn’t done shit to her. She had said she made a mistake, but she knew I drove that Jeep. She had seen it at work. We had parked beside each other a few times. I’d said good morning to her as we got out of our vehicles.

“Does she live with her sister and nephew?” Henley asked.

I nodded. “Yeah.” That much I did know. I hadn’t been aware Tory had a son, but I did know they lived together. It had been on her job application.

“Maybe she needed the money because of the nephew,” Henley suggested.

“Tory can’t keep a fucking job,” Drake piped in. “She had been fired from two last time I talked to her, and she’d only been in town two weeks or something like that.”

Henley raised both her eyebrows at me, as if Drake had said something informative.

“This is Rio’s shit to handle. Let’s not meddle,” Saul said as he walked up behind Henley and placed his hand on her waist, then kissed the side of her head.

She glanced up at him. “I’m just helping. He is struggling with this. It’s in his eyes.”

Saul smirked, then shifted his gaze to me for only a second. “Yeah, he looks torn the fuck up.” He pressed another kiss to her temple.

Henley sighed. “Fine. I’ll let it go. But”—she pointed the wooden spoon in her hand at me—“don’t judge what you don’t know. Just in ten minutes’ time, you found out she had a nephew living with her. I have a feeling there is more to her story.”

“You don’t know the girl,” Saul said, amused. “How do you have a feeling?”

She shrugged. “Because Rio cares enough about her that it’s upset him. She must have something about her that makes her special.”

Drake snorted with laughter, and I didn’t even look his way. I knew that laugh, and I knew whatever was about to come out of his mouth was going to piss me off. I went to the fridge to get a beer instead.

“Yeah, her tits are pretty damn special,” Drake said.

I slammed the fridge with more force than necessary and glared at him.

“Easy, boys,” Saul said from behind me.

“Don’t be a jerk,” Henley told Drake.

“I don’t care about her. I did once, but that world fucked her up. Seeing her so damn screwed up is hard. It reminds me what could have happened to me.” I stopped. I wasn’t going to talk about my mom. “I’m going to take a shower. I’ll be back for food later,” I said to Henley before heading out of the kitchen.

“What?” I heard Drake ask. “I didn’t know that was going to make him pissy.”

I didn’t wait to hear what else was said before making my way to the stairs. Henley was right about my not knowing Bryn’s life. We had spoken at work briefly, and then I had only asked her if she was enjoying her job. Giving her a job had felt good, but I hadn’t been interested in catching up. She was part of a time in my life I didn’t want to think about.

Closing the door to my bedroom, I went directly to the bathroom and turned on the water to the shower. Thinking about Bryn wasn’t doing me any good. That was a part of my past, and bringing her into my life now had been a mistake six months ago. I wasn’t going to do it again. She was no longer the girl in the trailer next door who needed saving. She was a grown-ass adult, and we lived two different lives.

There had never been closure for me with her, and that was all this had been. I had found my mom dead, my grandparents showed up, and I was gone without even a good-bye to Bryn. I had worried about her for months until life moved on and her memory slowly faded.

I knew the life she’d had as a child and the kind of effect that could have on you. My grandparents had saved me. They had turned me around. I was different because of the life they had given me here. If my mom hadn’t died and I’d continued living in that life, there was a good chance I would be in jail by now.

Bryn hadn’t been saved, and it was too late to save her. She was the result of a very broken, fucked up childhood. I couldn’t continue to let myself remember the girl she had been because I wasn’t that boy anymore. We were grown. The days of turning things around for her were over. She was a product of the life she had been given.

Knowing this and accepting it were two different things.

The hot water continued to fall, and while it washed over me, I stood there, staring at the marble tiles. Bryn’s coming here could have been fate, but then I wasn’t sure I believed in things like fate. There was a good chance she’d looked me up and come here because of me. She could have thought she could get money from me. It was almost too long of a stretch to be a coincidence. But at first, I hadn’t wanted to think that about her. I wasn’t so sure now.

I didn’t know her. This Bryn was different. The best thing I could do was put this and her behind me.


Forget it. Forget her. Move the fuck on. Leave the past where it belongs.


I’d be better off, forgetting her.
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Chapter Eight



Bryn


Walking down the main street in town, I held Cullen’s hand firmly in mine. Tory had taken the car to job-hunt today while I was home, and I had picked Cullen up from school. I glanced down at the ice cream that was dripping down his hand. He couldn’t eat it fast enough to beat the heat from the sun. The smile on his face said he didn’t mind at all.

Things like ice cream delighted him. It had once been a treat he never got to have. Now, I could buy him an ice cream every day if he wanted it. I didn’t, of course, because it wasn’t healthy for him, but I loved days like today when I could stop and let him pick whatever he wanted from the ice cream stand.

The Help Wanted
 sign on the store up ahead caught my eye, and I turned to walk closer to the window. I could see books lining the walls and tables sitting inside along with sofas and comfy chairs. There was a bakery and coffee. Lifting my gaze, I read Signed Sips
 displayed on the building.

This was walking distance from our apartment. I wondered if Tory had checked here. It was maybe a quarter of a mile away from where we lived, and she could get here quickly. I couldn’t imagine a bakery and coffee shop stayed open late. She would have early hours.

“Let’s go in here,” I told Cullen, then remembered he was dripping with melted ice cream.

I stepped in front of him and bent down to wipe him up with the napkins. Once he was no longer a walking mess, I took his hand again, and we headed inside the shop.

“Cupcakes!” Cullen said gleefully as we walked toward the counter.

There were several artfully decorated cupcakes displayed. I noticed many of the items in the case were marked dairy-free, gluten-free, and even nut-free. That was rare. Every one of the cupcakes had an allergy-free sign in front of it. How something that looked so delicious with all that icing and bits of candy could be free of all those things, I had no idea.

“Welcome to Signed Sips. Can I help you?” a female voice asked.

I looked up to see an attractive brunette wearing a black apron on the other side of the counter. She had a friendly smile that put me at ease.

“Hello. Uh, yes. Could we have the pink unicorn cupcake and the …” I paused and looked down at Cullen. “Which one?” I asked him.

“The chocolate bar one!” he replied gleefully.

I glanced up at the menu hanging on the wall to see what drinks they had available. “And a caramel cappuccino, please.”

“Regular milk?” she asked me.

I had never had any other kind of milk. I nodded my head.

She walked over to the coffee machine behind her and began working on my order. I glanced down at Cullen to see his ice cream was once again beginning to drip. I quickly scanned the place for napkins, then walked him over to the counter to clean him up before he got ice cream on the floor.

“Do I get to eat a cupcake too?” he asked me.

“Yes, but not until after dinner,” I replied.

When he was no longer a mess, we walked back to the counter just as the girl was putting my coffee down along with a bag.

She glanced down at Cullen and smiled. “That looks good,” she said.

He turned and buried his face in my thigh.

“Sorry, he’s shy,” I explained.

“No worries. Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

I paused for a moment, not sure if my asking for a job application for Tory would look bad or not. The girl was very friendly though, and I doubted my sister had stopped here.

“Well, I noticed your Help Wanted
 sign,” I began. “Could I have an application? For my sister? She’s out on the hunt for a job today, and this is very close to our apartment.”

The girl’s eyes brightened, and her smile widened. “I don’t have any applications but we have two positions open. We need someone out here, doing what I am doing right now, and then we need someone in the back, helping with the early morning baking.”

Tory was not a baker. That was out, but this front-of-the-store job she could do. “Great. I’ll let her know.”

I could tell the girl wanted to ask me something more, but she didn’t. I figured she would wait and hold the questions for Tory.

Instead, she nodded her head and smiled. “I’m Henley Warren. I’m one of the owners. Have her ask for me when she comes back.”

“Thank you so much,” I replied.

Cullen slipped a sticky hand into mine. I looked down at him to see he had finished his ice cream, although a good deal of it was on his face.

Turning my attention back to Henley, I added, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Bryn Wallace. My sister’s name is Tory.”

The smile on her face grew wider. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Bryn.”

“I want to go home and color,” Cullen said beside me.

I smiled down at him. “This is Cullen,” I told her.

“Well, hello, Cullen. I like that name,” she said. “I read a book series once, and the guy in it had that as his last name.”

He watched her closely but said nothing. His hand still in mine.

“His mother watched the movies about that book when she was pregnant with him. She doesn’t read books,” I explained. “I doubt she knows there is a book series about it. But she did get his name from the Cullens you’re referring to.”

Henley let out a small laugh. “That’s a great name.”

“Can we go now?” Cullen asked me again.

“Just send Tory here and have her ask for me,” Henley told me.

I nodded. “Perfect. I appreciate it. Well, we’d better be going.”

The door opened behind us, and I glanced back to see a group of teenagers dressed like they had walked over from the beach coming inside. I waved good-bye to Henley, and then Cullen and I headed out the door to go back home.

If Tory didn’t mess this up, she could have a great job close to the apartment. I was torn between being excited and worried. She never held on to a job long, so the common denominator was obviously her. I liked Henley Warren, and I wanted Tory to make it work there.

“Aunt Bryn?” Cullen asked me.

“Yes?”

“Do you have to work tonight?” he asked.

“Nope,” I replied.

His hand squeezed mine. “Good. I like it best when you put me to bed. Mama doesn’t tuck me in. She just tells me to go get in bed.”
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Chapter Nine



Rio


I waited until Bryn and the little boy were out of sight before stepping out of my Jeep and walking across the street to Signed Sips. I had been driving home from work when I saw them walk out of Henley’s shop and pulled into the closest parking spot. I wanted to know what they had been doing in there and if that kid was Tory’s. Not that I should give a fuck about any of this, but thanks to my sister, I was curious.

The teens who had walked into the shop while Bryn was inside were walking out with drinks, cupcakes, and doughnuts, and one had a sandwich by the time I made it over there. I was glad she would be alone inside. Since I was going to be nosy about shit I shouldn’t be.

Henley’s head snapped up when the bell chimed as I opened the door, and a smile spread across her face when she saw me. I could tell by the gleam in her eyes that she thought she had a secret. Silly girl. That was why I was here. She had no secret.

I would say The Shores was too damn small for secrets, but her life and mine had been full of secrets hidden in this town. We’d found out who our father was—although both our mothers had kept the truth from us—and that our grandmother was still living. Here in this town. Henley worked for our father’s mother now. Well, technically, they were co-owners. She had given Henley half the store and intended to eventually give it all to her.

“Hello, Rio,” Henley said in a singsong voice.

I rolled my eyes. “I saw her leave here,” I said.

“Figures. You never stop by anymore out of the blue,” she said. “You didn’t tell me she was gorgeous. Jeez, Rio! She is stunning. And so sweet. That little boy was precious, and she was great with him. I refuse to believe she bashed your Jeep in. Sorry, I can’t see it. That girl is not crazy. I know crazy. I was raised by crazy, and she had not one small teaspoon of crazy in her eyes. Plus, the way the kid clung to her and trusted her. Kids don’t cling to crazy like that. So, figure it out, but she did not do it.”

This wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I had caught Bryn with the pole in front of my beaten-up Jeep, and she hadn’t denied it. What more did I need for proof? Henley reminding me how damn gorgeous she was didn’t help shit. I knew she was fucking gorgeous. She had been beautiful, even as a kid. I’d been determined to save her back then. But now, I didn’t trust her, and if she had come here, thinking she could get money from me, then she might target my family.

It was a sour pill to swallow. I had gotten in so many fights at school, defending her honor and protecting her, that I’d been threatened with expulsion. Even after my grandparents moved me here, it had taken me a long time to stop thinking about Bryn. I would go to sleep at night, worrying about her. Now, I had to worry she might take advantage of someone I loved.

“She was asking about a job for her sister,” Henley said then, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“Don’t. Tory was bad news way back when. She isn’t better now,” I warned her.

Henley rolled her eyes. “I think I remember you once asking me if I was that judgmental all the time. Sounds like I need to be asking you that question now.”

Henley wasn’t listening to me, and she didn’t get it. Although she had been born to a single teenage mom, just like I had, she had lived a very different life. Her mother was an uptight, controlling bitch, but Henley had never come home to her mother high or lived without food because of her mother’s addiction. I had lived in bad places until my mother’s death. The last of those bad places was where I’d met Bryn. I knew the life she had been raised in and the effect it had on people who had gone through that.

“It isn’t the same. You were judging people you didn’t know because they had a life you had never experienced. Granted, you were right about several of them. But I’m not judging Bryn and Tory. I know their life. I watched how they lived. Their aunt treated them like trash. Their mother was in prison. It messed them up. Hell, you’ve heard Bryn stutter. She’s so emotionally traumatized that she gets nervous and can’t speak a word without struggling.”

Henley was frowning at me. She was so damn stubborn. I had to get through to her on this though. She couldn’t let Tory into this shop. I wasn’t just protecting her; I was also protecting what our father’s mother had built here in her lifetime.

“Bryn doesn’t stutter,” Henley stated matter-of-factly.

“Yes, she does. She’s done it since she was a kid.”

“She didn’t do it one time while in here. I guess I don’t make her nervous. Perhaps that’s reserved for you.” Henley’s eyebrow shot up, and the door to the shop opened.

In came many voices, and I knew this talk was over for now. A kid ran past me and pointed at the cupcakes on the display and began begging for one.

Henley gave her complete attention to her customers, and I stood back to wait when a group of five more people came in behind the family who had interrupted us. She was about to hit the afternoon rush she often talked about, and I knew there was no reason to stay. Moving behind the line of people, I headed outside.

I would explain all this to Saul. He could talk to her. She would listen to him.

I was almost to my Jeep when my phone rang. I reached into the back pocket of my jeans to see my gramma’s name on the screen. I pressed Answer and put the phone to my ear as I unlocked my Jeep.

“I will be there for dinner. I didn’t forget,” I assured her before she could even ask.

I heard her sniffle then, and I paused as alarm registered in my head. My gramma wasn’t an emotional person. Unless she was praying. Other than that, she didn’t cry. Not easily.

“Honey, it’s your pops. He’s had a heart attack. I’m at the hospital now, and they have him. I’m waiting. I don’t know much of anything just yet. Could you go tell Hazel and make sure Jesse shuts down the market tonight? Bring Hazel with you when you come.” Her words were clear and in her calm voice. Yet there was a fear she couldn’t cover up that caused a subtle tremble as she spoke.

“I’ll be there soon. I’ve got everything else under control,” I assured her.

“Thank you,” she replied, then the call ended.

Fear engulfed me, and I realized I had never been this frightened of anything in my life. Not even when I had found my mother dead. A life without Pops seemed impossible. We all needed him. Gramma would be lost without him. Hazel needed her father; she had so many more milestones in life he had to be there for. And me, I needed Pops. The only man in my life to give me stability.
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Chapter Ten



Bryn


When Tory walked into the apartment, smiling, I knew she had found a job or a new man. I wasn’t sure which. With her, you never knew. She could have forgotten what she was supposed to be doing today and ended up at a bar somewhere.

“Well?” I asked, thankful Cullen was interested in the Superman
 show he was watching.

She beamed. “I got a job,” she replied.

Relieved but hesitant to be hopeful, I replied, “Great! Where?”

“Stonies.”

My brief moment of excitement was now slowly fading.

“But isn’t it only open at night?”

Stonies was a club where local bands played. It wasn’t a daytime operation. I knew this even though I had never been there.

She shrugged, as if that wasn’t an issue. “Yeah. Tips are great, and I’ll make nine dollars an hour. If I work two of the nights a week that you don’t work, then there is no problem.”

I worked weekends almost every week. This was The Shores, and I doubted Stonies made much money during the weeknights unless summer was in full swing. We were close to summer being here, so maybe that would be okay for the next few months. In September, we would see if it was still good.

The voice in my head was saying, If she still has this job in September
 , and as much as I should feel guilty for thinking it, I was justified.

“Okay, well, if that’s your plan. But I did talk to the lady at Signed Sips, and she’s hiring. That would be a daytime job.”

Tory yawned and sank down onto the sofa beside Cullen. “I don’t want to work at some coffee shop all day with a bunch of books in it.”

I didn’t argue with her that it was a better idea. Maybe it wasn’t. Now, we wouldn’t need to put Cullen in day care during the day. That was more money we would save, so it would be as if Tory were making more.

“And I’m surprised she spoke to you. If it was the owner, her boyfriend is Rio’s best friend. I would think she would’ve recognized your name,” Tory said.

“Henley Warren?” I asked.

“That’s the one.”

Stonies was definitely the better choice then. Once Henley realized who we were, there was no way she would hire Tory.

“What did you do today, kiddo?” Tory asked her son.

I took that moment to go outside and take a walk. They needed to spend time together, and I needed the quiet. Although things hadn’t been easy since we’d moved to The Shores, I was thankful Cullen was here. This was a place he could grow up safely. It was nothing like the home we’d left behind.

The roads were getting busier every day, leading up to the end of May, and more out-of-state license plates were appearing. The summer rush was on its way. I looked forward to being lost in the crowd when I went to buy groceries. Not worrying who might see me and know I was the girl who had beaten Rio March’s Jeep with a metal pole.

More than once, I had been ridiculed for it. A younger girl at the checkout counter refused to wait on me, and someone else had to. The owner of the pizza place that Cullen had always wanted to eat at told me we weren’t welcome there. The most difficult had been the candy store, which Cullen had dreamed of going into, turning us away when I could finally afford to treat Cullen to a trip inside.

Other than that, the town was okay. I was used to people not accepting us and disliking us on sight. Tory had always made enemies. We had left the last town we were in because of her affair with the Baptist minister. His wife stayed by his side, but Tory had been broadcasted as a harlot far and wide. The only day care we could afford for Cullen had told us not to bring him back because of Tory’s affair.

After that, we had packed up and left. As bad as beating Rio’s truck up had been, it was nothing compared to the ostracizing you got when you slept with the beloved minister in town. Not everyone knew or cared about Rio’s Jeep. Everyone loved Pastor Bart.

I didn’t stop walking until my feet touched the sand. I slipped off my sandals, then bent down to pick them up before walking closer to the water’s edge. The crashing waves were soothing, and for a moment, I could get lost in the sight and sound. Worries of what Tory had done to alienate us in The Shores forgotten. Thoughts of my going back to work and what I did for money no longer seemed important.

My past was gone, and the future that lay ahead was vast and full of opportunity. The ocean was healing, if only for that moment you stood before it. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes, and the sounds of the kids nearby, the music playing, the people talking all faded away. It was simply me and the crashing waves.

“Don’t go back to Signed Sips.” Rio’s deep voice interrupted my peaceful solitude.

My eyes flew open, and I turned my head to see him standing a few feet away from me. Glaring at me as if I were here to annoy him instead of the opposite. I was the one being annoyed. I glared back at him.

“If I w-w-want coffee or a p-p-pa-pastry, I will. Henley didn’t t-t-tell me I wasn’t welcome,” I shot back at him angrily.

Hadn’t he had us banned from enough places in town? Did he have to take away Cullen’s favorite new cupcake place too?

“Tory doesn’t need to work there. Henley needs good employees. Good people working for her. Not someone like your sister,” he said with a slight snarl of disgust.

If I wasn’t so mad about his interrupting my moment of peace, I might agree with him. Tory wasn’t the best employee, and I liked Henley too. She was very nice. But at the moment, I disliked Rio enough that I didn’t care about any of that.

“I don’t s-s-s-se-see how where T-T-T-Tory works is your b-business,” I replied.

His eyes flashed the hatred he felt for me, and a stupid lump formed in my throat at the sight of it. I wished I didn’t care. It would be easier if I could hate him too.

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t get the job. Don’t waste your time,” he warned.

I had no doubt he would do just that. The next time Cullen wanted a cupcake from there, I doubted I would be served. I would be turned away at the door, like the pizza place and candy shop. Sighing, I just nodded. My fight was gone. I didn’t want enemies here. I wanted to fit in and let Cullen grow up somewhere that accepted him. It was a constant struggle to give him everything his mother and I hadn’t had. There were days I felt like giving up and moving us once again. Possibly to Mobile, but then what about when men who frequented the club saw me out in town? I didn’t want to deal with that either. Cullen needed stability.

So, I didn’t respond to Rio’s threat. I believed him, and I knew he had that power. I nodded instead and fixed my gaze out on the water in front of me. I could almost pretend he wasn’t standing there and I was alone. Almost.

“It’s disappointing, you know,” he said then.

I didn’t look at him. I was afraid of what he would see in my eyes. “Wh-what is?” I asked.

“You,” he replied.

I winced, and my chest felt as if someone had slammed a heavy fist into it with one hard swing. Later, I would pride myself on standing there and not breaking down. I would be impressed with my strength and the way I’d handled it. Right now though, I wasn’t sure I could take my next breath. My throat was too tight, the pain inside too intense.

I knew the moment he walked away. I could feel him leave, and I was relieved he had said nothing more. I wasn’t sure I would have been able to stand here without crumpling if he had continued on. I had survived nightmares that most would never know, and I had come out stronger. I hadn’t let life take me down.

The boy I had once adored was gone. Once I got that through my head, I would be able to face Rio’s hatred and not feel anything. Until then, I would suffer. How could someone who had been through the depths of hell and come out on the other side still be affected by something as simple as words?

Rio March was my weakness, and I couldn’t afford a weakness in this life. Life wasn’t on my side. I had been fighting against it since birth.
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Chapter Eleven



Rio


Pulling up beside Hazel’s red truck, I parked, pushed open my door, then reached over to grab the bag from Signed Sips and tray of coffees before getting out of my Jeep. I held up the items at the passenger window of Hazel’s truck.

“I brought gifts,” I said since the window was rolled down.

She leaned over and opened the door for me, so I could climb inside.

“Cup closest to you has some caramel shit you like, or so Henley said,” I told her.

She took the cup and leaned back in the seat with a sigh. I was worried about her. She had barely gone home for a good night’s sleep since Pops had been put in ICU. Gramma was the only visitor allowed in the waiting room. Thanks to Covid, we had to wait outside.

“Why don’t you go back to the house and get some sleep? You could also use a shower. I’ll stay here. I promise,” I told her.

She looked at the bag I had instead. “What’s in the bag?”

I handed it over to her, and she opened it, then pulled out a doughnut.

“God, I love Henley,” she said before taking a big bite.

“Eat the doughnut. Hell, eat everything in the bag, then go home and rest. You aren’t keeping Pops alive by sitting in the parking lot. You need some sleep,” I told her.

Hazel continued to chew. When she was done, she shifted her gaze from the massive building in front of us to me. “What if I leave and he … and he—” She stopped because I knew she couldn’t say it. I understood that.

“I will be here, and I will come get you. We can’t go inside. We would just be out here, waiting on Gramma to come out. That’s all we can do. I go home not because I don’t love him, but because there might be a time soon when we are needed. And not because of the worst. But when he gets out of there and when he is strong enough to go home, we are going to be needed. So, I get rest. I continue on with my life daily. I go to work, and I make sure things are running smoothly, so I can update Gramma. That’s what we need to be doing.”

A single tear rolled down Hazel’s face. “What if he don’t come home?” she whispered.

I had thought about that more than once since Gramma had called to tell me he had a massive heart attack last week.

“He’s still alive. He’s strong. He will
 come home. But if he doesn’t, we’ll lean on each other, and we’ll pull through. We’ll be there for Gramma, and we’ll be strong for her. That is what he would expect of us.”

She nodded then, and I hoped to God I was right and his still being alive a week later meant he was going to live. I knew one day, I would have to face life without him, but I wasn’t ready for that yet. Neither was Hazel. We both needed him still.

Hazel finished the doughnut, then turned to look at me. “You’re right. It’s not somethin’ that happens often, but you are right now. Thanks,” she said with a sad smile.

I shrugged. “Everyone is right eventually,” I replied.

She laughed, and I reached into the bag and pulled out a chocolate chip muffin and a slice of lemon cake, then handed her the lemon cake since it was her favorite. She took it, and we ate in silence while we stared at the brick building in front of us. The evening breeze came through the rolled-down windows, and I felt hopeful. That soon we wouldn’t be sitting here, waiting on Gramma to come out and give us an update. Soon, we would all be back at Pops and Gramma’s house, eating her fried chicken and biscuits in the kitchen while listening to Pops talk about how bad hospital food had been.

“I saw Bryn today,” Hazel said, breaking the silence with the one name I hadn’t wanted to hear.

“How?” I asked instead of just ignoring her comment.

“She was walkin’ somewhere. I waved. She waved back. That was it,” Hazel said. Then, she sighed. “Okay, that’s a lie. I waved. She recognized me, realized I was sitting in a hospital parkin’ lot, and came over to see if I was okay. I told her about Daddy. She said how sorry she was.” Hazel stopped, and I waited because I knew she wasn’t through. “Then, she left and came back with a cheeseburger and fries. She also left me her phone number if’n I needed anything and then asked me not to mention it to you, if I didn’t mind. She said you wouldn’t be happy about her being around me.”

Hazel cut her gaze toward me then. “I don’t think she smashed yer Jeep, Rio. She’s good. The kind of good you can’t fake. It’s in her eyes. She paid you back for the Jeep. More’n your deductible was, and Pops had paid that. The way she argued that she owed you more the time I gave her back the last envelope, that was character. That is a good person.”

When was Bryn going to stop coming around my family? Couldn’t she just stay the fuck away, like I’d told her to? Did she have to stalk everyone related to me?

I jerked open the truck door. I loved Hazel, but I wasn’t going to listen to her praise Bryn. I wasn’t in the state of mind for that. She’d paid me back because she’d bashed my damn Jeep. If she hadn’t done it, then why pay me back? I wasn’t going to argue about this with Hazel though.

I closed the truck door, but Hazel wasn’t done talking.

“I love you, but you can be an ass,” she said, and I turned to get into my Jeep without responding to that comment.

When I was safely inside, she stared at me, and I mouthed the words, Go HOME. I’ll stay
 , because I wasn’t rolling down my window, so she could keep saying shit to me I didn’t want to hear.

She finally nodded and started her truck. I was relieved when I saw her pull out of the parking spot and drive away. Getting her to leave this week had been almost impossible. I didn’t see how my sitting here in the parking lot helped Pops or Gramma. I lived three miles from the hospital. I could be here quicker than Gramma could get outside if she needed me. Nonetheless, I rolled down the windows and drank my coffee. I’d told Hazel I would stay, so I would stay. Even if I knew Gramma didn’t expect it of us.

My text message alert went off, and I picked it up to see Drake’s name. He had been headed to hear Jack Knife play at Stonies tonight when I left the house earlier. I figured this was him asking me if I was going or not even though I had already told him I was headed to the hospital.


That crazy Tory bitch is working at Stonies. Serving motherfucking drinks.


I read the text twice. I was relieved she had a job. Henley hadn’t mentioned her or Bryn again since I had told her not to hire Tory. Either she’d listened or Tory just hadn’t gone in to see her. Whichever it was, I was just glad Stonies was stuck with her.

I didn’t respond to his text and laid the phone back down in the seat. Taking another drink of my coffee, I looked at the people walking down the street toward the main street in town. Watching the visitors come and go from the hospital doors depressed me, so I didn’t want to look in that direction.

Pops had saved me after my mother’s death. I was difficult when they first brought me here. Seeing their life, I couldn’t understand why they’d left me with my mom for so long. They must have known what she was like and the way I was being neglected. It took some time, but soon, I understood just how much my grandparents had helped us and how much they hadn’t known about my mother. Until her death. In time, it had been easy to forgive them. They loved me in a way I had never been loved.

It wasn’t time for Pops to go yet, and he knew that he was needed. He’d fight to live. It was why he was still alive.
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Chapter Twelve



Bryn


Tonight should have been easier, but the two new girls that Marley had hired struggled. That had left me to take up the slack since Trix had been onstage all evening. My head was pounding as I slipped my oversize hoodie over my head. It fell halfway down my thighs, covering my shorts, but I didn’t care. It was comfortable and baggy.

Being covered up after a night of being bare was a relief. I was slipping on my sandals when a knock sounded on the door before it opened. The three solid raps were Saint’s signature. I knew it was him before he entered.

“Hey,” I said. He was normally busy, cleaning the front of house and making sure things were done properly this time of night. “Is everything okay?” I asked him, taking in the scowl on his face.

He gave me a singular nod but said nothing. I picked up my bag and put the strap on my shoulder, waiting for him to speak. He was the broody sort, and I was used to his scowls and delayed talking. I always imagined that he was deep-thinking his words before saying them. I respected that. I, too, had to think about my words but for different reasons.

“We have a rule,” he stated.

I knew the rules. I hadn’t broken any. I just nodded.

“Management doesn’t date the employees,” he said.

I didn’t know of any management dating employees.

“Yeah,” I agreed, unsure of why he was in here, telling me this. He was the one who had slept with some of the dancers and didn’t follow the rule. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

He ran a hand over the top of his head and made a sound that was somewhere between a growl and a sigh. It was his frustrated noise. I had heard it many times before. Even tonight, when Blondie—that was her floor name—had dropped her second tray of drinks, then slipped in the spilled alcohol and landed on her butt.

“I’m considering changing the rules. Just need to speak to Marley about it.”

That was interesting. He hadn’t seemed to care about the rule before. I nodded again and waited.

His eyes narrowed as he looked at me. “Bryn, do you understand anything I’m saying?”

Not really, and I was confused by why we were discussing it. “Uh, you want to change the rule about management dating employees,” I replied.

He let out a low, short chuckle. “Yeah.”

I smiled, glad he was amused. He rarely laughed. He reminded me of a caged lion at times. There was a wildness just there under the surface that he kept tamed. It’d frightened me at first, but over time, I had grown accustomed to it. He was a good man. One I considered a friend, and I had very few of those.

“I want to change the fucking rule because of you,” he said.

My head snapped up then, and I stared at him. My thoughts going in several directions. My first being, I didn’t need it changed. I didn’t want to date management. Then, I realized why he was in here and that he wanted to change it because he wanted to date … me?


Oh no. No, no, no, no.



Not that. Why that?


He was my boss. He had become a friend. I liked him, but not in that way. I wasn’t sure I could like anyone in that way. I had issues with dating. I was damaged, and I wasn’t sure I could be attracted to anyone because of it. I had even opened my mind to see if women attracted me a couple years ago, but I was as numb to them as I was to men. I had never truly felt anything for a guy, except one. Once.

“Oh,” I whispered when I could see in his expression he wanted me to say something.

He gave a short laugh and shook his head. “Why does that response not surprise me?” he said.

Because I had never once flirted with him or given him any reason to believe I wanted to date him or sleep with him maybe? I didn’t say that though. Saint was very handsome, tall, well built, and dangerous-looking. He had that sexy vibe going that every woman in this place swooned over, except me and his sister. Was that it? He was attracted to me because I didn’t flirt? Was he one of those? The one female who wasn’t trying to get screwed in his office was the one he wanted?

“I’m not—I don’t d-date,” I blurted out. I took a deep breath and focused on my words. This was one of those situations where my stuttering could come out full force if I didn’t work hard to control it. “I am damaged, Saint. My childhood, it w-w-was bad.” I stopped then and inhaled sharply, frustrated by the stammering I was failing to manage.

“You’re different. You’re tough, determined, brave, but not damaged,” he said.

Afraid to speak, I shook my head. He had no idea what all I kept hidden under the surface.

“I am,” I said simply.

“I can wait. You’re worth it,” he replied.

He would be waiting forever. That wasn’t fair. If I was going to feel something for him, it would have been before now. I just wasn’t. I couldn’t.

“I am broken. I can’t.” I paused and focused hard. “I don’t think or feel the way normal people do when it comes to relationships.”

He cocked one pierced eyebrow. “That’s not true. You love hard. You love that nephew of yours so damn much that you get out there in front of strangers, topless, when you don’t like the spotlight. Your nature is shy and modest. That’s loyalty, love, willingness to put someone else before yourself. That’s what a solid relationship is built on.”

“It’s not the same,” I whispered.

Cullen was a child. Of course I loved him. He was family. It was different.

Saint shrugged. “It’s not exactly the same, but the layers are there. You’re just too scared to experience it.”

I shook my head. It wasn’t that I was too scared. Once, I hadn’t been. I would have done anything for Rio March. Maybe Saint was right that I could feel it, but again, the problem was with my past. I wasn’t just broken from my mom’s boyfriend’s sexual abuse, my mother killing him, and the abuse I’d received from my aunt. Rio had broken me too.

“I trusted … a guy once. I did feel things for him. He br-broke me too,” I admitted.

Saint’s scowl returned.

We stood there in silence while his jaw worked, as if he was trying to control his anger. I hadn’t meant to make him angry. I just needed him to understand. I wasn’t who he needed to change a rule for because we were never going to date. Now, if he wanted to change it for the girls he regularly took back to his office, then fine.

“I’m a patient man,” Saint replied.

I wanted to tell him not to be. He was wasting his time. However, controlling my stuttering was hard, the more upset I got over this, so I said nothing at all. I hated hearing my words come out uncontrolled. I hated not having the ability to get them out and fighting to say what I was thinking.

Saint left the room.

Relief that I no longer had to speak came with his absence, but I feared I would soon lose a friend. No matter how long he waited, I knew I would never be ready to feel anything more than friendship for him. How I wished that were different.
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Chapter Thirteen



Rio


Pops was moved to a regular room late last night. Now, two people were allowed in the waiting room if they had vaccination cards. Gramma called me this morning and told me that Hazel was on her way. I told her I would come by this evening after work and she could go home to get some decent rest.

Knowing he was going to make it was all I needed. I popped a doughnut in my mouth on the way out to the Jeep, humming one of my favorite songs as I went. Turning the radio up, I sang along with my mouth full as I chewed the gluten-free, dairy-free caramel doughnut that Henley had finally perfected yesterday.

Nothing could wipe the smile off my face—or at least, that was how it had felt until I pulled onto the main street to see Bryn walking into Signed Sips. Henley hadn’t mentioned Bryn had been coming in for coffee. I wanted to drive on by and forget about it, but Henley was my sister. I had to protect her from things she didn’t understand.

Pulling the Jeep into a parking spot right out front, I closed the door a little too loudly, frustrated that Bryn Wallace wouldn’t stay out of my life. What would it take to make her stay away? Didn’t she know by now that Henley was my sister? She wasn’t an idiot. She should know I didn’t want her around my family.

Stalking inside, I saw the boy first. He was small and huddled close to Bryn with one arm wrapped around her leg, his other hand holding a doughnut much like the one I had eaten, except his had sprinkles on it. Henley’s gaze swung from Bryn to mine, and I saw the warning there.

“I’ve not seen her walk by all morning, but I will keep my eyes open. Do you want to leave Cullen with me while you search?” Henley asked.

The boy pressed closer to Bryn’s leg and then buried his face in her thigh, as if the idea of her leaving him was terrifying. Bryn looked down at him, then she glanced back to see who had entered the shop. Her eyes widened when they met mine, and she turned back to Henley quickly.

“Thank you. But that’s okay. He’s clinging pretty tightly to me. We will just go on and continue asking down the street. Thanks again for the doughnut,” Bryn said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out some money to hand to Henley, who was already shaking her head.

“It’s a gift for my favorite customer,” Henley said, smiling down at the boy.

Bryn looked down at the boy, too, and reluctantly put the money back in her pocket, glancing back at me, as if she wasn’t sure that was wise. “Thank you,” she said again, turning back to Henley.

She placed her hand on the little boy’s head. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go,” she said gently, and he let go of her leg to reach up and clasp her hand tightly.

“Wait,” Henley said. “What’s your number in case I see her?” She put a pen and piece of paper down on the counter between them.

Bryn took the pen from the counter and wrote it down on the piece of paper Henley had placed there, all the while still holding the boy’s hand. The boy kept looking back at me, then burying his face in Bryn’s thigh when I would make eye contact with him. The kid was either nervous or shy.

“Here is mine,” Henley said, handing her a business card. “My personal cell is written on the back. If you need anything, just call,” she said.

Bryn gave a short nod, then glanced at me nervously. She knew I wouldn’t want her calling Henley, and I doubted she ever would. After listening to the conversation, it was clear she was looking for Tory, and this was just one of the stores she was stopping at on her way down the street.

“How long has she been gone?” I asked her, not needing the specifics.

Tory running off was something that had been happening since she was sixteen years old.

Bryn glanced down at the boy. “She w-w-went out late after I g-g-got home from work last night.”

She was lying, or I was the only one who made her stutter these days. She hadn’t stuttered once while talking to Henley.

“She left before you got home. I heard her leave,” the boy said. “Remember I told you?”

Bryn winced and nodded her head once, then forced a smile as she looked down at the boy. “That’s right, buddy. You did.”

She’d left the kid at home alone. He couldn’t be more than three or maybe four. He was a tiny thing. How fucked up was that?

“We need to g-g-go,” she said, stepping around me and heading for the door.

I could help. I could make some calls and see if anyone had seen her last night. Bryn had the kid with her, and he didn’t need to be walking all over town, looking for his sorry-ass mother. I might have my issues with Bryn, but the kid had done nothing to me. Glancing at the time on the wall, I knew I needed to get into work, but I wasn’t going to be able to let them walk out either, searching for Tory without help.


Dammit,
 why had I stopped?

“Wait, let me make some calls first. See if I can help track her down without you dragging him all over.”

Bryn paused with her hand on the door. She was considering it, and for a moment, I thought she was going to tell me that she didn’t need my help. If she did, then I could let her go, and I could get to work. The little boy looked up at me, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to do that either. She was going to have to let me help her. For the kid’s sake.

“Who can you call?” she asked, finally looking back at me.

The reluctance and uncertainty in her gaze were clear. She didn’t want my help, but for the boy, she was willing to put that aside. I respected that if I respected nothing else about her.

“I know everyone. Give me a few minutes,” I told her, then walked past them, pushing the door open and heading to the parking lot. Taking my cell phone from my pocket, I dialed the first number I could think of—Drake.

He had gone out last night. He might have a lead.

He didn’t answer on the first try, but it was early for him. By the third time, he answered, and luckily, he had seen her and knew who she’d left with. It took three more calls to track her down. In less than ten minutes, I walked back into the shop to see Bryn at a table, drinking a coffee, talking to Henley and Hillya. The boy was coloring on a piece of paper with his half-eaten doughnut beside him and a cup of chocolate milk.

“Rio, I have a casserole for you to take with you and one of the lemon pound cakes Henley makes. Tell Lloyd I am praying for him and give your grandma a hug for me,” Hillya said to me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

Our relationship wasn’t close. Henley had drawn close to Hillya, working here with her, but we had only found out a year ago she was our grandmother.

I shifted my attention back to Bryn.

“She pass—” I stopped when the boy’s eyes lifted to meet mine.

I had been that kid once. My mom would leave me home alone for days at a time. I had been his age, yet I had felt so much older. There had been no aunt living with us to watch out for me. He had security in Bryn. She shouldn’t be working nights. He needed her.

“She got tired and stayed over at a friend’s house. She’s awake now, and they are bringing her home,” I told Bryn.

That was the cleaned-up version for the kid’s ears. The truth was, Tory had gone home with a guy named Dillion. They had gotten high and then crashed at his place early this morning. I had threatened Dillion with a visit from the local police chief if he didn’t have her home in ten minutes even if he had to drag her body there.

Bryn’s lips were set in a tight line. She knew what I wasn’t saying, and I could see the anger she was trying to hide. Tory hadn’t changed at all, it seemed. Poor kid was growing up with a mother exactly like mine and an aunt who had her own set of issues. I hated to see it, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

“Thank you,” she said, standing up and taking the to-go cup with her. “Let’s go home, buddy,” she said to the boy, and he picked up the crayons and gave them back to Henley. He then collected his drawing and handed it to Bryn before taking his doughnut and once again clasping her hand.

“Call me anytime,” Henley told her.

She nodded, and as she turned to leave, she paused to look at me. “I appreciate y-y-your h-help. Thank you,” she repeated, then started toward the door.

Just as she opened it, the boy looked back at me and held up his doughnut in a wave.

I held up my hand and waved back at him, and then they were outside and walking away. He was looking at Bryn, saying something, and she paused and bent down until she was at his eye-level. I couldn’t read her lips, but she was saying something to him as she held on to his hand. Then, she leaned forward and kissed his cheek before pulling him in for a hug.

“She looks like a crazed, messed up bitch to me. I’d better steer clear,” Henley said sarcastically from behind the counter.

I said nothing because I was too busy watching them. The boy hugged her back tightly. They stayed that way for several moments before Bryn stood back up, and they continued on their way. There was a lot I didn’t know about Bryn Wallace. What I had just witnessed was one of them. She did love the boy, but her priorities were fucked the hell up. He needed someone at home at night to protect him. She was too damn worried about money to think about that.
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Chapter Fourteen



Bryn


Tory had already been fired from her new job within the first week. She wasn’t going out and searching for a new one. Instead, she was going out and not coming home for days at a time. It had been a couple years since she had done this. The last time, I had threatened to get custody of Cullen, and she had straightened up.

This time, I wasn’t sure I was going to threaten her anymore. The older he got and the more he was exposed to, the more he would remember. The more he would be affected by her choices. Marley had thankfully understood my family issues and given me two weeks off work while I worked on getting things handled at home.

It had been Tory and me most of my life. Saving her from her own mistakes was all I knew. It was what I did. But was it fair to Cullen for me to keep doing it? I couldn’t even leave him at home anymore at night with her, for fear he would be left alone. The trauma that caused him would never truly go away. It would leave a mark on him.

Last night, I had called Tory’s cell over and over but gotten no answer. It was getting closer to ten, and she still hadn’t called or come home. I sat on the sofa with Cullen curled up beside me while we watched his favorite superhero cartoon. Times like this, I could convince myself he was stable and he would be fine. But I knew his little mind was working.

His mother wasn’t here. She wasn’t here when he went to bed. She wasn’t here when he woke up. He knew she didn’t have a job. All of this was there in his head, and I never wanted him to feel as if his mother didn’t love him. I wanted him to feel loved, but was my love enough?

“Aunt Bryn?” His voice broke into my thoughts, and I looked down at his upturned face.

“Yeah, buddy?” I asked.

“Is Mama okay?”

That was it. What I knew was in his head. He was doing all the things normal little boys did, but he had fears no little boy should have. Such as the fact that he was worried about his mother. I honestly had no idea if she was okay. When I got my hands on her sorry ass, she might not be okay.

“Yes,” I replied, hoping it wasn’t a lie.

He frowned. “Why didn’t she come home again?”

When he had been little and she stayed out like this, he hadn’t known what was happening. Now, he was old enough for it to worry him. She was going to have to make a choice. Tory’s behavior had to stop now. Today.

“She’ll be home soon,” I told him because I was about to make some calls and get her home.

I had a good idea where she was. She had been over there the past few times I had gone searching for her.

Patting his leg, I stood up. “Want some more eggs?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Can I have more bacon?”

I had two slices left from what I had cooked earlier. Walking over to the counter, I took his small plastic red plate that had Superman on it and put the last two slices of bacon on it. Taking the plate back to him, I checked to make sure he had enough milk in his cup before going back to my bedroom to make another call to my sister.

When her phone rang three times without an answer, I thought it would go to voice mail again, but the sound of someone breathing met my ear.

“Whaaat? It’s fucking too early for this shit,” Tory groaned into the phone.

Anger pounded in my veins, and my grip on the phone tightened. “It’s almost ten. Your son is asking for you. Get your sorry ass home, Tory. I’m done with you acting like you have no responsibilities.”

The doorbell rang, and I ignored it. Whoever it was could wait.

“You’re home with him. He’s fucking fine. Stop being so damn self-righteous. Jesus.” Tory’s words were running together and slurred, as if whatever she had taken wasn’t out of her system yet.

“If I am going to raise Cullen, then I will do it legally. Do you understand what I am saying to you? Last time was a threat in hopes of waking you up. This is a warning. I will do it. I’m not protecting you anymore. He is too important.”

She laughed then. A dark, wicked laugh that reminded me of our aunt. “Sure you will. You won’t take him from his mama.”

I opened my mouth to say more when the other end went dead. Jerking the phone from my ear, I checked to be sure the call had ended. It had. She’d hung up on me. Tossing the phone to the bed, I let out an angry scream as quietly as I could, so Cullen didn’t hear me. Then, I took a minute to calm myself.

I wasn’t sure when Tory would be home, but I’d told Cullen it would be today. I needed to distract him. Take him somewhere. Rubbing my temples, I heard another voice in the living room and panicked, remembering the doorbell. Rushing to the bedroom door, I jerked it open and went to the living room to check on Cullen.

“Aunt Bryn made breakfast,” I heard Cullen say as he stood in front of Rio, who was just inside the door. “I ate all the bacon.”

Rio’s gaze lifted from Cullen to fix on me as I stood just inside the room, watching them. Why was he here? I hadn’t done anything to him. I hadn’t called Henley even though she had given me her number. He had no reason to find me and come to my home.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

Cullen turned to look back at me. “I checked out the window, like you said,” he told me. “I remembered him from the cupcake and doughnut shop.”

I gave Cullen a reassuring smile. We would discuss never opening the door for anyone later, but right now, I needed to deal with Rio.

“Go on back to your show, Cullen. Let me talk to Rio,” I told him.

He hurried back over to the sofa and covered himself up with the blanket. I waited until his focus was fixed on the television before turning back to Rio.

“Why are you here?” I asked Rio. I also wanted to know how he had known where I lived, but I didn’t ask. Best to keep this short and get it over with.

“Can you step outside?” he asked me, glancing at Cullen, then back to me.

I shook my head. “No. He’s not …” I paused, hating to admit that Cullen felt insecure and feared being left alone. It made me sound like a neglectful aunt. Although leaving him with his mother was neglectful on my part, it would seem. “With Tory not here, I don’t need to walk out that door. He won’t—” I stopped again. There was no easy way to say this.

“He will think you left him too,” Rio said with his mouth in a tight, disapproving line.

He didn’t have to tell me how wrong it was for a four-year-old little boy to even have that kind of fear. I was aware it was wrong. I knew how screwed up Tory was making him. I hated her for it.

I nodded but said nothing more.

Rio cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck hard with one hand. Then, he motioned for me to come closer to him. I walked softly so Cullen wouldn’t notice until I felt I was close enough for him to whisper and me to hear it.

“She’s in trouble. Place she’s at is a meth house. They’re being raided as we speak. I just got word she was there.” His words were low and quiet enough that I didn’t think Cullen could have heard him over the television.

I stood there, unable to respond. My heart hurt for the little boy who wanted his mother to come home, for the sister I loved and had fought for most of my life, and yet I was relieved. Because I wouldn’t have to fight her over Cullen. If she had chosen drugs over her son, then no matter how I felt about my sister, I had to protect my nephew.

“She needs help. He needs security.” Rio’s words sounded more like an accusation than a suggestion.

I didn’t want to discuss my life with him. He wasn’t someone I trusted.

“Thank you for letting me know,” I said, walking around him and opening the door, then stepping back in an invitation for him to leave.

He didn’t move. “Do what is right for the boy.”

The whirlwind of emotions churning inside me made me feel like I was going to explode. Rio March had no right to judge me and assume that I would do anything less than what was best for my nephew. I had been taking care of him and protecting him since he was born. Rio didn’t know that though because he’d chosen not to get to know me. The person I had become.

“Good-bye, Rio,” I said tightly, thankful I had been able to control my words around him.

He moved then, and as he walked toward the door, he paused. “The kid deserves better than this life. You know that as well as I do. Let him have the life we didn’t get.”

My knuckles gripped the door so hard that they turned white. I glared at him, unable to check my words. He had pushed me too far.

“Y-y-you know n-n-noth-thing about his life or m-mine. You assume be-be-because you became a-a-an elitist ass-asshole. I do not n-n-need your advice. I’m capable of taking care of th-th-things myself.” Although I spoke quietly, I struggled once again with my words.

I did not like Rio March. I hated him. Everything about him. Especially how he’d made me become that weak, broken girl who couldn’t speak without stuttering.
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Chapter Fifteen



Rio


I closed the fridge door with more force than necessary. I’d been on edge all day. My morning visit to Bryn’s had soured my mood, and I hadn’t been able to come back from it. As hard as I had tried, I’d couldn’t shake her words from my head.

“You break the damn fridge, and you’ll buy a new one,” Saul drawled as he stood, watching me from across the kitchen with a beer in his hand, leaning on the counter.

“Sorry,” I muttered.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked me, looking as if he would rather do anything other than talk about my current anger problem.

I shook my head.

“Good,” he replied, shoving off from his relaxed position and heading for the back doors that led to where my sister was currently relaxing with a cup of tea and a book with her scenic view of the Gulf of Mexico.

He was almost to the door when Drake walked into the kitchen. “Jesus, what a fucking day. Did you hear the cops busted up Garth Harden’s meth trailer this morning? Place was loaded with folks. Two of the guys in Hollow Gun got arrested. One was their fucking drummer! They can’t play without him.”

Saul had paused at the door to listen to Drake. I had hoped he would go on outside. If he heard about Tory, he’d tell Henley. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with my sister worrying over that shit tonight.

“I heard,” was all I said, hoping Drake would shut up.

“Meth is insanity. I never did understand it. Just get fucking drunk,” he added as he opened the fridge to grab a beer. “Oh,” he said, his eyes wide as he turned to look at me. “Tory, the crazed bitch I went out with, like, twice. You know, the stripper’s sister. She was in there. And I heard it wasn’t her first arrest. She’s probably headed to Montgomery or wherever the hell they send folks like that. I dunno.” He shook his head then and took a drink.

I could feel Saul’s eyes on me. He had put the pieces together quickly enough. Unlike Drake, he paid close attention to things. I turned my head to meet his gaze. He said nothing, and I knew he expected me to talk.

“What?” I snapped. I didn’t have to say anything to him. If I had wanted to tell him, I would have. This wasn’t his fucking business. Just because Henley was going to give a shit didn’t mean I had to give him any information. This was not my sister’s problem, and she needed to stay out of it. “Tory is trash,” I added.

Saul turned to look out the window at my sister, who was blissfully unaware about all of this. I wanted it to stay that way. Couldn’t he just let it go?

“She doesn’t need to know,” I told him. “She can’t do anything. There is nothing to do.”

Saul sighed and then looked back at me. “I wish I didn’t have to tell her, but damn if I’m keeping shit from her. I’ve been down that road, and I don’t intend to do it again,” he said. “The sister, she has the kid?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I went by their place this morning when I got word Tory was being arrested. I told her.”

“The stripper? Y’all talking again? Even after the shit with the Jeep?” Drake raised his eyebrows. “I don’t blame you. She had some incredible tits. I’d forgive her too.”

“She’s not a stripper. And, no, I’m not talking to her the way you think. Or at all. I just—I told you, she’s a part of my past. That’s it. And then there is the kid.”

Saul nodded his head toward the balcony. “You can tell her, or I can.”

I wanted to go take a shower and stay in my room all night, alone. Talking about shit I could not fix was pointless, but if Saul went out there and told Henley, she would just come search me out to talk about it. Getting it over with now would be easier.

“I’ll do it,” I told him.

“Now,” he replied.

If the fucker wasn’t my best friend, I would hate him at times. I glared at him as I walked past him and jerked open one of the double doors that led onto the elaborate balcony. It was two levels. The second level was where the pool overlooked the beach. Saul’s father owned exclusive resorts and apartments all over the world, putting him on the Forbes
 list. One day, Saul would be on that list too. However, if you met Saul on the street, you’d never know it.

Henley looked up at me and started to smile but stopped when she noticed the scowl on my face. Her gaze went past me to see Saul, and she put her book down in her lap, as if to prepare herself for whatever we had come out here to tell her.

“Hello, boys. From the looks on your faces, I am not going to like what you have to tell me,” she said, shifting her gaze from me to Saul.

“Tory was arrested this morning in a meth lab, completely fucked up. This isn’t her first time to be arrested like this. She won’t be getting out soon or easily. Bryn knows. I went to tell her this morning as soon as I heard it was happening.”

There, she knew. I could go get a shower now.

Henley swung her legs off the lounge chair she had been sitting on, putting them on the wooden boards beneath her, then stood up quickly. “You know where she lives?” she asked me.

I didn’t want to tell her yes because she looked like she was about to go somewhere. I just stood there and stared at her, trying to think of a lie to stop whatever she was thinking.

Henley’s fingertip hit my chest as she looked up at me with determination. “If Tory is in jail, then Bryn has a little boy who has been told today that he might not see his mama for a while. She has no other family. It’s just them. She can’t go to work at night if she’s taking care of Cullen. She needs help. So, tell me where she lives.”

“You aren’t getting mixed up with this. Hell, for all I know, Bryn is on the same shit. She works at a strip club and lives with a druggie. She could be using too,” I said.

Her eyes flared, and I heard Saul cough or cover a laugh behind me. I wasn’t sure which it was.

“When did you become this-this heartless, judgmental jerk? Bryn isn’t that child’s mother, but she sacrifices for him every day, the way a mother is supposed to do for her child. She’s come in the shop enough for me to see her with the little boy. He trusts her. She loves him. It is clear as day. I do not believe she bashed your Jeep. I don’t care if you saw her put the pole through a window of your Jeep; there has to be an explanation. Even if there isn’t, then you must have done something to deserve it. And I absolutely do not believe she is using drugs. Now, I am going to see Bryn and find out how I can help her and Cullen. Tell me where she lives, or I’m calling her.”

Deep down, I guessed I had known this was what Henley would want to do. It was one of the reasons I hadn’t wanted her to know. Did that make me a heartless, judgmental jerk? I hadn’t even considered Bryn wouldn’t be able to work or didn’t have help with the boy. She had trashed my Jeep, but she had said she didn’t know it was mine. Maybe she had been telling the truth. Didn’t make her any less crazy for it though. She had demons, and Henley could never understand something as dark as the life Bryn had been raised in.

“I’ll take you.” It was all I could agree to.

I stood behind what I’d said about Bryn’s past damaging her. I didn’t trust what she had become because of it, and I wasn’t going to let my sister get hurt. Henley had no idea the kind of life Bryn had lived and how it had ruined her.
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Chapter Sixteen



Bryn


I sat on the bed, staring down at my phone. Tory had used her one call to call me. I’d expected that. Who else would she have called? I was all she had. I was all she had ever had. Unshed tears stung my eyes. I fought to keep them from falling. Cullen was in the living room, watching some Spider-Man
 movie he loved with different versions of Spider-Man. It confused me, but it kept him occupied.

Tory was looking at up to forty-two months in prison. There would be no probation this time.

How blind was I that I hadn’t even realized she was addicted again? My working nights and leaving her here with Cullen. What kind of sister and aunt am I?
 I’d failed both of them.

The money had made our life easier—or so I had thought. That was why I had done it. But my being gone, the ease it provided Tory, it wasn’t something she could handle. She needed the stress of financial responsibility. I had taken that away. But then I didn’t know how long this had been going on. Until recently, she had been coming home.

Had she been high the night she beat Rio’s Jeep with the pole? Why hadn’t I considered that then? How long had she been doing this?

All day, I had felt a heavy weight on my chest, making it hard to breathe. Every moment that passed, it just grew heavier. I had failed Cullen when all I wanted to do was give him a better life.

The knock on the door, however, kept me from falling apart. Tonight was not the time to let Cullen answer the door. I had no idea who might be on the other side. There was the fear that Tory might owe someone also haunting me. The fact that Cullen could be in any path of danger terrified me more than anything else.

I stopped in the kitchen on my way to the door and glanced at the block of knives by the stove. Should I take the big one with me? Had our life really come to this?

“Someone knocked on the door,” Cullen said from his spot on the sofa.

I jerked my gaze off the knives and looked at him, hoping the panic inside me didn’t reflect in my eyes. “I heard it, honey. Just watch your show. I’ll handle it.”

I put 911 in my phone and had my finger hover above the Call button. Then, I walked to the door to slightly pull back the curtain covering the window beside it and peeked out. The first thing I saw was Rio’s profile. I paused, unsure if I was willing to deal with him tonight, but I was relieved I wasn’t about to get held up at gunpoint. Then, I noticed the figure beside him. It was Henley. With a sigh, I cleared my phone, so I didn’t accidentally call for help, then put it in my pocket.

As much as I didn’t want to see Rio or ever talk to him again, he wasn’t someone I feared. We would be safe while he and Henley were here. Or at least, we wouldn’t be alone. There was an ease that came with that knowledge, and right now, I needed some peace of mind, if just for a moment.

I opened the door and stepped back. “Come in,” I said, glancing behind them, suddenly thinking how it could be dangerous for them to be here and they didn’t realize it.

Henley walked inside first, and then Rio followed. His gaze immediately went to Cullen, who was on the sofa, looking at them with a curious expression. I closed the door and bolted it behind them.

“Hello,” I finally said in greeting now that everyone was inside and safe.

Henley hesitated a minute, and then she moved quickly and threw her arms around me, hugging me. “I am so sorry,” she said.

I wasn’t good with affection of any kind. I had experienced very little, if any, in my lifetime. Feeling awkward, I patted her back and stared up at Rio, who was now looking at me, amused. He seemed to know how out of place I felt.

“Uh, thanks,” I replied, not sure what else one could say.

Henley pulled back but held on to my arms. “I want to help. Whatever I can do. Watch Cullen while you work. He can come to the shop if you need to work days or stay at my house, and we can have a sleepover and bake things the nights you work. I want to help.”

I was at a loss for words. I couldn’t think of one time in my adult life that someone had offered to help me—or us. Not once. I had always had to figure things out and make it work. There was never someone I could call up for help. I barely knew this girl, and here she was, offering to do something as big as keeping Cullen while I worked.

Where had she come from? Were there more people like her in the world, or was she unique?

My gaze shifted to Rio, and the memory of him showing up at my aunt’s countless times to help me clean and do the chores she’d left for me came back to me. I quickly pushed them away, far back in my thoughts. That was a time when he had been different. I didn’t need to get that Rio confused with this one.

“I-I, uh … I don’t know what to s-s-s-say.” I stuttered on the last word, unable to control my speech with so much emotion whirling around inside me. I wanted to say so much more, but I was afraid I would stammer over every word, making it impossible to get a sentence out.

“Can we bake cupcakes?” Cullen’s small voice asked, and he was there beside me then. Reaching up and taking my hand.

Henley bent down in front of him. “Absolutely. We can make cupcakes, cookies, doughnuts, whatever you want. I also have another little friend who likes to come over and bake. I think you would like her. She’s about your age,” she told him.

Cullen thought about that for a moment. He had never had a friend come over from preschool, nor had he been invited to anyone’s house. The idea of having someone his age to play with would either be exciting or intimidating to him.

Finally, he nodded his head. “Okay,” he replied.

Henley beamed so brightly that it was as if I had just given her something instead of the opposite. She stood back up, and I focused hard on my words, knowing I needed to speak. She wouldn’t understand my silence.

“I don’t know how to thank you for this. It’s—no one—I’ve never—well, no one has ever helped us before. I am at a l-l-loss as to what to s-s-sa-say or do.” That was the truth. I was clueless. I was very close to bursting into tears.

Henley glanced back at Rio, who had stood quietly behind her since their arrival. It was clear by the expression on his face that he did not want to be here. He was here because of Henley. I could see the uncertainty there in his eyes and the concern. Henley being around me worried him. I understood. Right now, I was worried about our safety too.

“I, uh, I should tell you that I do not know …” I paused then and looked down at Cullen. He didn’t need to hear what I was going to say. Bending down beside him, I took his small hand. “Hey, buddy, go back and watch your show, okay? Let me tell them bye, and then I will get you a snack.”

His eyes lit up at the word snack
 . He nodded his head then, forgetting his new friend, and ran back to the sofa. The promise of a snack always seemed to work. It was still new to him. Having food in the kitchen that he could eat between meals.

I turned my attention back to Henley and Rio. As much as I didn’t want to look at him or speak to him, he was here with her, and he needed to hear this. It was clear his concern was for her safety, and her helping us could put her in danger.

“I don’t know what Tory was doing exactly, who she might have owed money to.” I paused, shifting my gaze between the two of them. “I’m not sure yet if I should be expecting someone to show up, demanding money or payback of some sort. It’s not a world I’ve ever lived in. It’s her world. Not mine. The little I know of it is that her addiction causes her to make selfish decisions,” I explained quietly, not sure if Cullen was trying to listen or not.

“Having help with Cullen so I can work would be great, but for now, I need to stay close. I can’t put you or anyone else in danger. I’ve got to wait this out,” I finished.

Henley’s expression didn’t change. “You’re afraid you and Cullen could be in danger, but you’re not sure?” she asked me matter-of-factly.

I nodded.

She looked back at Rio and said nothing. He, however, seemed to understand what she was saying without words. He gave one nod, and she turned back to me.

“I’ll look into things. I can find out if your sister left behind any debt,” Rio said.

“Thank you,” I replied, not sure how he would do that but thankful he could and was willing to.

“He will also stay here tonight to make sure you’re safe,” Henley added.

“He d-d-d-doesn’t n-need to do th-that,” I stammered, feeling my face heat at Rio’s reaction to that.

He would not want to be here or help me.

“If Tory owes someone, then, yeah, I do,” Rio said.

Henley smiled, obviously pleased with the plan.

I stood there, confused by him agreeing to stay and afraid to try to argue. My words were once again a struggle. I stared at Rio, torn between wanting the security of him being here and hating the idea of owing him anything. Even gratitude.
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Chapter Seventeen



Rio


What the fuck had I just agreed to? I looked over at the kid. He was supposed to be watching the movie, but his gaze locked with mine. He knew he’d been caught listening, and his eyes went wide before he swung his attention back to the television.

How many times had people come knocking on our trailer door, demanding money from my mother that she didn’t have? How many times had I hidden in my room, under my bed, in my closet, while she paid them back with sex acts that I could hear? How many times had she left with them and not come home for days? How many fucking times had Tory done this to her son?

I turned my attention back to Bryn. “I’ll stay just to be sure no one comes tonight. Then, tomorrow, I will handle things. I know who she was tied up with, and most of them were arrested. They won’t stay locked up forever, but when they are free, Tory should be, too, and she can clean up her mess.”

Bryn massaged her temples, then sighed before finally looking at me. “Whatever n-n-needs to be done to-to-to keep Cullen s-safe,” she said.

She hadn’t said anything about herself. She hadn’t said us
 . Just Cullen. Henley was right about one thing; I seriously doubted Bryn was using drugs too. She didn’t act like someone using.

“That’s settled then,” Henley said. “I will call tomorrow and see what I can do to help out. Just let me know when you go back to work.” She turned and walked to the door then.

“I’m walking you to the car,” I said. There was no way I was letting her walk out there alone, coming from this apartment.

She didn’t argue, and I was relieved. Cullen was still listening to us. The tilt of his head said as much. The less he knew about the world his mother lived in, the better his life would be. I didn’t know how much Bryn had managed to shelter him from, but from what I could tell, she had done everything but take him away from his mother. Which, in my opinion, was what she should have done a long time ago.

“Lock the door behind me. I’ll knock when I’m back,” I told Bryn, not looking back at her.

The walk out to the car and the few moments away from her would give me time to think. Being in there and watching her had my head messed up. My concern was for the boy. Bryn could take care of herself. She had been doing so for a long time.

When we were far enough away from the apartment, Henley looked back at me. “She’s not what you think she is. She might have lived some awful life, growing up, that you think I wouldn’t understand, but it made her strong. She’s tough. She’s resilient. She doesn’t fall apart when things get bad. She does what she has to for those she loves. She is protective and nurturing to Cullen. He is well taken care of. Whatever you think her life did to her, you’re wrong. That woman is not a drug user. I just hope you see it before you do too much damage to undo it.”

Sighing, I looked down at her. “What damage am I doing? I’m staying, aren’t I? Keeping them safe,” I reminded her.

We reached the car, and Henley turned to me. She pointed a finger at my chest and glared up at me. “The kind of damage that ruins any chance you might have at getting to know her again. She’s under your skin, and I think she has been since you were kids. You can’t shake it, and you ignore it. But I see the way you look at her. Under all that fake crap, there is something there, and you hate it. Well, you’re gonna hate it more if you lose it.”

Henley had no idea what she was talking about. I didn’t trust Bryn, but I wasn’t going to tell my sister I suspected she had tracked me down and was probably desperate.

“Text me when you’re back at the house,” I told her. “So I know you made it safely.”

She smiled and climbed inside the car. I waited until she pulled out of the parking lot to turn and head back to the apartment.

Henley was wrong. There was a past with Bryn and me. When I looked at her, memories of the girl she had been came back, and I couldn’t help that. It was hard to keep this Bryn and the girl she had once been separate. We had just been kids, but Bryn had been special.

Henley was reading things into the memories that haunted me and nothing more. Well, except the attraction, but I was a man, and Bryn was impossible to overlook. Her face, hair, body, the way her top lip was slightly bigger than her bottom, smooth and tan skin that appeared too perfect. Yeah, I fucking looked at her, but it was lust that Henley saw in my gaze. Nothing more.

I knocked on the door and noticed the curtain covering the window move. I was glad she was being careful. For the kid’s sake at least. From the way things looked, Bryn was all he had in this world. He clung to her as if he understood that. Where the fuck was his dad?

Bryn opened the door, paused, and studied me a moment. I thought perhaps she was going to tell me she didn’t need me to stay now that Henley wasn’t here to demand it. If that had been on her mind, she pushed it aside and moved back so that I could come in.

I was glad she’d made it easy because her telling me to leave wouldn’t have done any good. We would have just ended up fighting, and I would have won.

She glanced back at the sofa, and I followed her gaze. Cullen had fallen asleep and was now slumped over.

“I need to get him in bed. The kitchen is right through there. Make yourself at home,” she said without once stuttering, then walked over to the sofa. She moved the blanket off Cullen, then went to pick him up.

“Do you want me to do that?” I asked her.

She shook her head and scooped him into her arms, then headed for the hallway. I waited until they disappeared into a bedroom before heading toward the kitchen. I noticed the chocolate chip cookies that sat on a cake plate by the stove. I wondered if that was something Bryn had made with Cullen.

There were drawings and artwork covering the front of the fridge door. The drawings all had the sky, sun, grass, and stick people. All but one of them only had two people in them. The drawing that was on the very top had three. It was clear that it was Cullen, Bryn, and Tory. A much smaller figure stood between two others, and they were all holding hands.

I looked down at the next drawing and studied it. The much shorter figure was holding an ice cream cone in his hand. The taller one was smiling beside him. The brown hair told me who it was, and as I studied the other drawings, the taller figure was always the same. Bryn. Never his mother, who he would have given blonde hair. Although both sisters were blondes, Bryn’s was a darker blonde, almost a golden brown. Tory was a paler blonde.

“I have to rotate the artwork every other week. Cullen loves to draw, and there isn’t enough room on the fridge for all of it. I started putting the ones I take down in a scrapbook for memories. Years from now, we can go back and look at how his drawing evolved and changed through the pages.”

I glanced back at Bryn, who wasn’t looking at me, but at Cullen’s art, smiling.

“That sounds like a lot of work,” I replied. Unable to admit I was impressed with her dedication to making sure Cullen had memories from his childhood. Neither she nor I had that, and neither of us wanted to remember that time either.

She shrugged, then walked past me toward the sink. “Not really. He takes the time to create them. I can take the time to display them and keep them.”

I stood, watching her as she filled a glass with water. It was things like this that didn’t fit into the Bryn I knew now. The crazy one who’d beaten the hell out of my truck. The one who served drinks, topless.

She took a drink, her gaze now locked on me. “You know, Rio, the image in your head you have of me is wrong. I think deep down, you already know that,” she said without stammering over her words once.

She hadn’t stuttered since I’d walked back in the apartment. Her control of it was impressive. It wasn’t something I had witnessed until now.

She continued to study me, and I wasn’t going to defend myself by pointing out why I had the image in my head of her that I did. This was her apartment, and I was here because I wanted the kid to be safe. Tomorrow, I would leave and handle things to make sure there wouldn’t be any more of these nights.

“When did your stutter begin to fade?” I asked her, changing the subject.

“It didn’t fade. I learned some techniques to help control it,” she replied, taking another drink of water.

“I think this is the first time I’ve heard you speak without one at all,” I said.

She shrugged. “That’s because you make it hard for me, and then speaking becomes difficult.”

“How?” I asked her.

She raised an eyebrow and set her glass down on the counter. “By being a complete ass,” she replied, then gave me a smile that didn’t meet her eyes before walking past me and leaving the kitchen.

I listened to her footsteps as she walked away and back down the hallway. There had been no response to that anyway. I was glad she had left. Talking about things with her would lead nowhere good. We just had to get through tonight.

Opening the fridge, I found a small bottle of apple juice and took it.

“First bedroom on the right is yours for the night. If you need a shower, the bathroom is the very next door down. Towels are under the sink,” Bryn told me, and I turned to see her standing in the doorway again. “Eat some of those cookies. Cullen wanted to make them, and we will never eat them all,” she added. Then, once again, she walked away, leaving me there, alone in her kitchen.
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Chapter Eighteen



Bryn


The screaming woke me, and I swung my feet out of bed. When they hit the cold hardwood, I noticed the clock by my bed said 2:08. This was about the same time Cullen had experienced his last night terror. Jerking open my bedroom door, I ran to his room. Cullen’s face was illuminated by the Spider-Man night-light I always left on for him and the moonlight cascading through the windows.

He was sitting up in bed, eyes wide open, screaming but not moving or acknowledging my being there. The first time this had happened, it had terrified me. I was sure something awful was wrong with him. The pediatrician had assured me that night terrors were common and not to be alarmed.

I went to his bed and had a seat beside him, then pulled him into my arms. His screaming didn’t stop, and like the times before, my heart hurt because I couldn’t stop this for him. I wasn’t surprised when I heard the other bedroom door in the apartment swing open. There was no sleeping through one of Cullen’s night terrors.

Rio’s tall form filled the doorway. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep but alert for someone who wasn’t used to being woken up in the middle of the night.

“Night terror,” I replied. “He has them occasionally.”

Rio didn’t ask any more questions. I had expected him to, but instead, he walked farther into the room and stood at the foot of the bed. I rocked Cullen back and forth as his screaming began to subside and his eyes closed. He leaned back against me, and we remained that way for several moments.

“He’s fine now,” I told Rio. “I’ll stay with him the rest of the night. It seems to calm him more in his sleep if he’s not alone.”

Rio didn’t move, and I thought I was going to have to tell him to leave when he finally nodded. “Okay. Can I get you anything?” he asked me.

That was such a foreign question to me. I blinked several times, then shook my head. I had never been asked if I needed something before. Times like this, I had always figured things out on my own. Tory hadn’t been here the last three times he had his night terrors, and I was beginning to think that was what triggered them. Her absence and his uncertainty about when she would come home.

“I’ll leave this door open and mine. If you need anything, just call for me. I’m a light sleeper,” he said.

“Thank you,” I managed to say.

Telling Rio March thank you
 wasn’t something I’d thought I would be saying and truly meaning anytime soon. Sure, he had stayed tonight, but Henley wouldn’t have given him an option. This kindness was something he was doing all on his own. It reminded me of the Rio I’d once known, and that was a dangerous slope.

I was tired and exhausted mentally from this day. That was all. I laid Cullen back down, then crawled under the covers beside him, keeping my arm around him so that he felt secure. I didn’t watch Rio leave but closed my eyes instead. However, I knew the moment he left, and I sighed wearily. Tomorrow, he would be gone, and this would be over.
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It wasn’t the bright sun streaming through the blinds that woke me that morning. I was sleeping too deeply for something such as light to bother me. The small finger tapping my forehead was what pulled me from my slumber. Slowly, I opened my eyes to see Cullen’s small hand in front of my face as he continued to rap my head with his pointer finger.

“Umhmm,” I grunted, and he stopped.

“I’m hungry,” he said, fully alert, and I wondered how long he had been lying there, waiting on me to wake up.

“M’kay,” I muttered, then yawned, covering my mouth and stretching.

“Why are you in my bed? Did I have the bad terror dreams again?” he asked me, and I heard the concern in his voice even if my vision wasn’t great just yet.

I rubbed my eyes, then opened them to look at him. He had been with me at the doctor, and he knew about the night terrors even if he didn’t remember them.

“Yeah,” I told him.

He frowned. “You can go back to sleep if you’re tired,” he said.

The guilt he was feeling at having woken me last night was something no four-year-old should experience or even understand.

I threw back the covers and smiled brightly. “No way! I’m starving. How about waffles?”

“With silly faces?” he asked hopefully.

I had used berries to make a face on his waffles last time in hopes that he would eat the berries. He had as long as I added the syrup and whipped cream for the hair.

“Absolutely,” I told him.

“Yay!” he cheered and bounced out of bed, wearing his Spider-Man pajamas.

“Let me go to my room and put on some clothes instead of my pajamas, and I will meet you in there.”

“But you always cook breakfast in your pajamas,” he replied.

“Yes, but we don’t always have company,” I told him.

Although Rio had seen me in them last night, it had been dark in the room, and I had been holding Cullen. It wasn’t that they were revealing, but I didn’t feel comfortable, wearing silk pajama shorts and a silk tank top in front of him. Sure, he had seen me in much less at work, but that had been different. At least, in my head, it was different.

Cullen’s eyes widened when he was reminded of our company, and he hurried to the door. “Do you think he’s awake?” he asked me, stopping at his open bedroom door.

I doubted it, but what did I know of Rio’s sleeping habits? I shrugged. For all I knew, he could be gone already. If he had left without telling Cullen good-bye, I was going to need to add chocolate chips to those waffles and exchange the regular syrup for chocolate syrup to brighten his mood.

I was just walking out of the bedroom when Cullen called out, “He’s up! He’s in the kitchen, drinking coffee!”

I didn’t reply. I went to my bedroom to get on a pair of cutoff sweats and a T-shirt before joining them in the kitchen. He would be leaving soon enough to handle the problem Tory might have left behind. I just hoped he was right and could fix things like he seemed to think he could. I only had two weeks off work, and then I would go back, and Cullen would have to get into a new routine.

Thankfully, I had more money in savings than I’d thought I would see in this lifetime, but I didn’t know if Tory had some debt in the drug world that I was going to have to pay. I also wanted to keep that money in savings and not use it to live on. It was the first time in my life I had some security, and I wanted to keep it that way.

Going back to work and taking Henley up on the babysitting wasn’t going to be an option for me though. Rio would not be okay with that, and I couldn’t ask that of her even if I paid her. Besides, I didn’t know what went on at the house Henley lived in. She was nice, but there could be parties and guys over there, drinking with her boyfriend. I would protect Cullen the way I hadn’t been protected.

Figuring out how to go back to work was something I had less than two weeks to work out.
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Chapter Nineteen



Rio


This was fate’s way of laughing at me and telling me to fuck myself. Or at least, it felt that way. No woman should look that damn good after just waking up, especially when she’d had an interrupted night’s sleep and then spent the rest of the night on a twin bed with a kid.


Damn, damn, fucking hell!
 I didn’t want this image in my head. I was dealing with enough shit.

Then, she smiled at me. It wasn’t a flirty smile or even a happy to see you
 smile. It was more of a good morning
 , oh, you’re still here
 , and I don’t know what to say
 smile. But dammit, she made even that look good.

I nodded my head in greeting, unsure about speaking just yet.

“Are you gonna make Rio waffles too?” Cullen asked.

Bryn yawned, covering her mouth, and, Jesus, why was that sexy! Then, she nodded her head and gave the kid a genuine smile. It was a good thing she hadn’t given me one of those. My head was too mixed up this morning to handle that. I would have forgiven her anything if she’d smiled at me like that. I was pretty damn sure I would have forgiven her even if she had set my Jeep on fire.

It was the lack of sleep. That was all this was. Sleep deprivation was making me stupid.

“If Rio wants waffles, I will happily make him some,” she told the kid, then shifted her gaze to mine only briefly before turning to get a cup from the cabinet. The T-shirt she was wearing lifted with her arms, and there was a small flash of skin just above the waist of her shorts.

Why was that so damn sexy when I had seen the woman practically naked? It was the sleep deprivation. That, and I needed to get laid. Tonight, I would fix that. It had been weeks since I’d fucked. That had to be part of this.

“I need to get going. I’ve got things to handle before going into work,” I said, wanting to get away from Bryn as quickly as possible.

I wasn’t sure how much longer my good sense would hold out. My attraction to her wasn’t something I ever intended to act on. Seeing her last night, alone, taking care of Cullen the way his mom should have been, that had done something to my head. My good sense was gone for a moment. She’d almost won me over, and then I remembered all the reasons she was bad news.

I had been wrong about one thing, and after my brief stay here, I was willing to admit it even if only to myself. Bryn was a good aunt. Hell, she was a good mom. She was the mom we never had. The kid wasn’t suffering because of her. Tory was a piece of shit, but Bryn made up for it. She sacrificed for him, and it was clear he loved her. Working at a fucking strip club wasn’t the answer, but she wasn’t my business. If that was what she wanted to do, then fine.

“Okay, uh, thank you for that and last night,” Bryn replied with a soft smile that was as genuine as I was going to get, and that was a good thing.

“No problem,” I replied. I shifted my gaze from her to the kid. “See you around,” I told him.

He didn’t smile at me this time but nodded his head. His shoulders were slumped, as if my leaving was letting him down. Damn, this wasn’t something I had been prepared for either.

“Cullen, I need a little help, washing the berries. Can you get a chair and do that for me?” Bryn asked.

Just like that, his face brightened, and he rushed over to grab a kitchen chair.

She smirked when I looked back at her and shrugged. “He’ll be fine,” she assured me.

I knew he would be. I had witnessed how fine he was with my own eyes. I started to turn for the door when I paused and looked back at her. She was watching me.

“I forgive you for bashing the Jeep,” I told her. “It’s forgotten. Whatever made you do it, I don’t care.” If nothing else, I needed to let that go.

I didn’t wait for a response before heading for the door this time. She hadn’t expected my forgiveness, and I knew she probably didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t require one. I’d just needed to get that out. Then, maybe I could put her behind me. Move on from what I had witnessed here and forget her.

“Aunt Bryn didn’t bash your Jeep,” Cullen called out, and I paused with my hand on the doorknob.

“Cullen,” Bryn said his name, but I turned back around and looked directly at her.

She looked nervous and unsure. It was as if she was battling shoving me out the door or covering Cullen’s mouth.

I shouldn’t have said it in front of the kid. I hadn’t thought before speaking. Shit.
 He hadn’t needed to hear something bad about the woman he trusted and loved. But how did I backtrack and fix this?

“You’re right. I got confused. I think I dreamed that.” I replied, hoping that was enough so he would forget about it.

Cullen frowned at me. It had been a poor cover-up, but he was four.

Did he have to think it over so hard? Let it go, kid.


“You didn’t dream it,” he said to me. “We found Mama with that pole, beating up a Jeep. Aunt Bryn told me to lie back in my car seat and close my eyes, but I didn’t.” He looked at his aunt and lowered his head. “I’m sorry I looked, but I was scared Mama would hurt you with that pole.”

“It’s okay,” she assured him, then reached down and ran a hand over his head. “Go on and wash the berries,” she added, but she didn’t look at me.

She shifted her gaze down at the kitchen towel she was wringing in her hands. I waited for her to elaborate. To explain why I’d found her with a pole in her hand and not Tory. Asking Cullen to say more felt wrong. He shouldn’t have known the truth or witnessed it. But him being in the backseat made sense. Where else would he have been? I knew now that there was no way Bryn would have left him home alone to come bash my Jeep. Maybe once, I would have believed that about her, but not now. I had seen too much into their life in my brief stay here.

“You gonna say anything?” I asked her when the silence continued.

She sighed and finally lifted her eyes to meet mine. “What?” she snapped.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe explain why you took the blame for it, lost your job,” I began and decided to leave out, Started working at a strip club
 . I had already said too much in front of the kid.

Bryn leveled her gaze on me, and it suddenly looked more like a glare. She was angry with me, as if I should understand. As if this were my fault.

“I did what I had to do,” she replied.

How the hell was this my fault? She had let me believe she had bashed my Jeep. I’d had every right to be pissed off about it. I should have filed charges that night. I shouldn’t have let my insurance pay for it. And she’d given two thousand dollars for it.

“You lost your job and your last paycheck. How was that the thing to do? Look at what you ended up doing because of it.” I stopped myself and glanced at the kid.

He was watching me. This wasn’t the place for this conversation. He didn’t need to hear it. But he had seen what had happened that night.

I looked back at her, and with a softer voice, I asked, “What if I had pressed charges? He needs you
 .”

I saw something in Bryn’s eyes before she looked back down at the towel in her hands. “Thanks for forgiving me,” she said finally but didn’t look back up at me, but at Cullen. “Let’s get those berries dried. We have waffles to make.”

Cullen handed her the fruit he had washed, and she went to work, putting them on the towel she had spread out on the counter. She wasn’t going to say any more in front of Cullen. As much as I wanted to talk about this, I didn’t press because she was right. He had heard too much already.

Without saying any more, I opened the door and left the apartment.

I didn’t walk away from the door yet. Instead, I stood there and took a deep breath to calm myself, but it didn’t work. My chest felt as if someone had a fist inside, twisting everything. Why was I reacting like this? Because I had believed a lie? Did this matter? Should it? Every-fucking-thing about Bryn Wallace was screwed up. Her entire world was full of baggage I didn’t want to deal with. Shit I had left behind a long time ago in my own life.

I studied the place, my surroundings, and made sure nothing was sketchy before making my way down to the street. I heard the bolt click into place in the door as I walked away and wondered if she had seen me still standing out here.

I wasn’t her hero, and I didn’t want her to think I was going to be. I’d do what needed to be done to make sure the kid was safe from whatever shit his mama had left behind, and then that was it.

Getting in my Jeep, I turned and headed up the main street toward my house. I needed a shower and some food, but first, I was going to get Saul and Drake. It wasn’t that I was nervous around dealers or addicts. I had lived with one most of my life. My mother had been an addict, and dealers had come and gone in our home, wherever it was at the time.

Saul knew the area better than me because he had dealt with his mother’s addictions. He could find the people I needed to see. Drake was just another body. Numbers were always safer. The more of us, the better. I wanted this handled, and I wanted to get on with my life.





[image: bryn]



Chapter Twenty



Bryn


An hour after lunch, Cullen fell asleep on the sofa, watching television. He had wanted to go to the park today, but I had been waiting to hear from Rio that it was safe. I didn’t like having to keep Cullen inside all day, but I had no other choice.

Rio had said he was going to handle things this morning. Maybe he hadn’t planned on updating me. I was just supposed to trust he had done it. However, I had Cullen’s safety to worry about, and I needed to know for sure. I thought about calling Henley and checking to see if she had heard anything. In the end, I decided to just wait. If I didn’t hear from him by tomorrow, I would call Henley. Right now, we would stay inside, locked up safely.

I wasn’t sure what I expected now that he knew the truth about the Jeep. I hated that Cullen had heard any of that, but there was a sense of relief. No matter how I felt about Rio March, him knowing I wasn’t the kind of person who would bash in someone’s vehicle was important. He knew my background, and as stupid as it was, I wanted him to see what I had overcome. He had made it out, thanks to his grandparents. I had made it out, thanks to me. I had done it. I had survived it.

Rio had kept his distance when I arrived in town. Other than a nod and smile when he saw me at work, there was nothing else. He looked at me as someone lower than himself. It had been painful at first, but I was over that now. Or close to over it.

I knew the job I worked to give Cullen a decent life was something Rio saw as a failure. I needed to stop caring what he thought of me. It did not matter. I was never someone he had interest in since my return. I was the one with the silly attraction to a boy I’d once known, dreaming of something stupid when I’d decided to come here and find him.

A knock on the door snapped me out of my thoughts, and I glanced back at the sofa to make sure it hadn’t woken Cullen. Moving quietly, I made my way to the window to peek outside to see who it was. It wouldn’t be Rio. I had expected a call or possibly a text from Rio but gotten neither. There was no chance he was going to come by here to update me in person.

Saint’s tall form startled me, and I dropped the curtain and quickly went to open the door. My first concern was something being wrong with Marley or possibly Trix. Instead of letting Saint inside, I stepped outside so that our voices wouldn’t wake Cullen.

Without my platform heels on, I had to tilt my head back to make eye contact with Saint. The leather jacket he was wearing told me he was on his Harley. There was no other need for a jacket this time of year.

“Sorry, Cullen fell asleep on the sofa. I don’t want to wake him up,” I explained, nodding my head toward the door. “What’s wrong?” I then asked, trying to tamp down my imagination.

Saint smirked. “I miss you. That’s what’s wrong,” he replied.


Oh.
 I stood there, relieved that this visit wasn’t because something bad had happened. “I, uh, I think I’ve just been expecting the worst lately.”

His smirk instantly faded. “Has something else happened?”

I shook my head. Marley would have updated him on things. She had sent me a text last night, and I’d explained the situation. I knew that was part of the reason Saint was here.

Saint scanned the area with his gaze. I had no doubt he could spot a problem. It was his main job at the club. He weeded out the trouble before it became an issue.

“You shouldn’t be staying here alone,” he said, his gaze locking back on me.

I opened my mouth to say that we were fine and explain how things were being handled, but I didn’t get a word out before another voice spoke up.

“They’re not alone,” Rio said from behind me.

I spun around to face him. He had come back. My heart rate picked up, and I wanted to curse myself for feeling anything where Rio was concerned. So, he had come to tell me what had happened instead of calling. Henley had probably made him do this.

Rio wasn’t looking at me. He was glaring at Saint. Rio stepped beside me, much closer than I was used to him being. I could feel the heat from his body. If he moved an inch closer, he’d be pressed against a portion of my back.

Why was he acting possessive? Did he assume Saint was here to make me work? I had to say something, I realized.

“Rio, y-y-y-you r-remember Saint from the c-c-c-club,” I stammered, wincing at the sound of my voice.

Rio needed to back away from me. I was struggling to focus on my words. My breathing was a bit off too.

His gaze dropped from Saint to me. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Of course,” I replied. Why wouldn’t I be okay?

“She was fine until you arrived.” Saint’s deep voice reminded me he was here, and my gaze swung back to him.

I felt my face heat from him witnessing my obvious weakness where Rio was concerned. I had told Saint that a guy broke me. He didn’t need to know who, and if I continued to stammer and act nervous, he would figure it out easily enough.

“She wasn’t struggling with her words when I left her this morning. That leaves me to assume you’re the cause of it.” Rio’s tone was challenging.

“Funny thing,” Saint replied. “She rarely ever stutters and never like this.”

I felt Rio stiffen beside me, and although I wasn’t sure why Rio was unhappy about Saint being here, I did know why Saint didn’t like Rio.

I held up my hand and took a deep breath before speaking. “Stop. Please.”

Both sets of eyes were on me then. My heart began to quicken its pace, and I was unsure what it was I needed to say and if I had the ability to say it without struggling with each word. The door opening slowly behind us saved me from having to do anything.

“Bryn?” Cullen said softly, looking from me to both men, then back at me.

I moved over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. I could see the fear in his eyes and realized he’d woken alone, and like so many times before, he’d thought he’d been left. I never wanted him to feel that way again.

“Hey, buddy. I didn’t know you were awake. We had company, so I kept them out here, so you could sleep,” I explained to him.

He moved closer to me then, pressing his small body against my leg. My heart ached, as I knew he was searching for security. I was all he had. I slipped my arm around him and held him there, then looked up at Rio and then at Saint. I no longer felt nervous, but protective, and I knew I could control my words. Cullen needed me.

“Thank you for stopping by, Saint. I appreciate it. We are fine,” I told him. I knew his rough appearance would frighten Cullen.

The dark look in his eyes made it clear he believed something was going on between Rio and me. He had that all wrong, but I wasn’t going to explain it to him. This part of my life wasn’t Saint’s business. I hadn’t crossed that line with him, and I never would. He was work. This was home.

“If you need me, call,” he said. Then, without another word, he turned and walked away.

I sighed in relief. I didn’t want to burn bridges, but Saint would always be my boss and a friend. Nothing more. I didn’t want him in my personal life. It was separate from the club and needed to stay that way.

“Can we go inside?” Rio asked, and I nodded but said nothing as I walked Cullen back into the apartment.

I heard Rio close the door behind us, and I bent down, so I could look into Cullen’s eyes. Before I moved any further with Rio’s visit and the information he had for me, I wanted to reassure Cullen.

“If you ever wake up and you can’t find me, I will always be right outside the door. I did that, so we wouldn’t disturb you. But, buddy, I will never, ever leave you here. I promise you that,” I told him, holding both his little hands in mine.

“Pinkie promise?” he asked me.

I let go of his right hand and held out my pinkie for him to link with his.

“Pinkie promise,” I said as we held our pinkies together like that for a moment.

He let go and put his little arms around my neck. I held him close, swallowing the emotion clogging my throat. It would take years for him to trust me completely. I’d left him with his mother too much. She had ruined his faith in adults or having any form of security.

“I love you,” I told him, wishing those three words could heal all the mistakes.

“I love you too,” he replied and squeezed me harder.
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Chapter Twenty-One



Rio


The kid lifted his eyes from Bryn to look at me. “Are you staying over again?” he asked.

I felt an unfamiliar emotion tighten my throat, watching them. This wasn’t something meant for me to see, and I was afraid of how it would affect me now that I had. My goal in stopping by had been to tell Bryn it was all handled. They were safe. Then, I was going to leave and get ready for a date. The getting laid and getting Bryn out of my head was my plan. I’d even called Vanessa and asked her out, knowing she was a no-strings-attached kind of girl.

Before Bryn could respond, I nodded my head. “Yeah, I thought we could order pizza and let you pick out a movie for us to watch.” The words came out before I could think them through.

Seeing the bouncer here had flipped some damn switch in me I couldn’t control. There was what my head was telling me I wanted, which was Vanessa and a good fuck. Then, there was the rest of my damn body, demanding I stay here. With Bryn and Cullen.

The memories of my life with my mother weren’t good ones, and the time I had known Bryn were the worst. I had gone without food, a parent, electricity most of the time, and in the end, I’d found my mother dead. Keeping my distance from Bryn and the world I had left behind was what I needed to do.

They were safe now, and I didn’t need to be mixed up with any part of their lives. I was done. I had paid the money Tory owed, and that debt was covered.

“We always make our pizza. We like to do that,” Cullen told me, turning his gaze from me back to Bryn.

But I couldn’t let the kid down now. I’d spoken without thinking.

She nodded, then stood up. “Of course we can. We need to go to the store and buy the supplies. Why don’t you go use the bathroom, brush your hair, and put on some shoes?”

He spun around and hurried down the hallway.

Bryn turned to look at me then. Her arms folded across her chest. “What’s wrong? Are we in danger?” she asked me quietly.

The concern in her eyes was clear. She thought I was staying because of something Tory had done. I considered being vague and making her think she needed me. Bryn had lived in enough fear. I wasn’t going to lie to her to cover up my stupid offer to stay for pizza and a movie. I would cover that up another way.

“Nothing’s wrong, and you’re not in danger. She owes no one. And no one will be coming here. She was dating the brother of the guy who owned the meth lab, but it was new. They had just met. All three are in prison.”

There was no reason to tell her that Tory had owed a three-thousand-dollar debt. She’d want to pay it, and I wasn’t going to let her go work extra hours at the fucking strip club to pay me back.

Her arms fell to her sides, and her shoulders visibly relaxed. “Thank God,” she whispered. Then, she frowned and tilted her head slightly to the left as she studied me. “So, why the pizza and movie?”

What was my lie going to be? This was not a date. I didn’t want her to think I wanted more. This was an ending. Closure. Real closure this time.

“I don’t have to stay. I just offered to give you some peace of mind. Reassure you that no one was going to show up. Plus, Cullen seemed excited to see me, but I don’t have to stay, and you can make up an excuse as to why I left if you think my being here will confuse him.” I stopped there, thinking it was a pretty damn good excuse to me.

The look in her eyes was wary, and I knew she didn’t trust easily, if at all. She must still think they were in some danger.

She dropped her gaze to the floor and visibly sighed. “He isn’t used to having a man around,” she finally said as she lifted her head and looked at me. “He likes you. I can’t let him get attached, but I guess one evening won’t hurt.”

Why the hell was I relieved? I wasn’t going to get laid now, and I had a date to break. I should be upset that she wasn’t letting me out of this.

“Don’t confuse Cullen. He needs to understand you’re not going to be coming around again,” she added.

I understood what she meant, and I agreed. I didn’t want the kid to get hurt or attached. I was not the man for him to get attached to.

“Just this one time,” I agreed.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

It looked like she was going to say more when Cullen walked back into the room. He had changed into a Spider-Man T-shirt and put on a pair of tennis shoes with Velcro straps. The sides lit up as he walked.

Bryn glanced back at me after looking at him. “You going with us to the store?” she asked.

Somehow, it felt more like a challenge. I could see in her eyes that she expected me to say no. She knew if I was seen with them at the grocery store, that people would talk. She also had no clue how little I cared about that shit.

“You ever ridden in a Jeep?” I asked Cullen.

His eyes went wide. “No,” he replied.

“Well then, I guess I have to go. I’m driving,” I replied, then winked at him before turning to look back at Bryn.

She looked as if she might argue, but one glance at Cullen stopped her. “Okay, but I need to get his booster seat out of the car.”

“I’m really gonna ride in a Jeep?” Cullen asked excitedly and hurried for the door.

“The top’s off too,” I told him.

“This is the best day ever,” he exclaimed as he reached the door.

I followed him, checking to make sure Bryn was coming. She was frowning as she studied the back of his head and shifted her gaze to mine.

“Don’t make him like you too much,” she added.

I didn’t have a response for that. I wasn’t sure what the proper reaction to that request should be. Cullen walked outside and then stopped and turned to look for Bryn. When he found her walking behind us, he went to her and reached up to grab her hand.

It was just one more night. He wasn’t going to get attached to me that quickly.

“Let’s go,” he said, grinning up at her.

She returned the smile, but I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. Trusting someone else with Cullen—even just with a Jeep ride, pizza, and a movie—worried her. That led me to wonder about her personal life.

Had she not dated anyone since Cullen’s birth? Had they always lived together? Had her life recently changed by moving here with Tory and Cullen?

As I walked to the Jeep, more questions began to pile up in my head, and I fought to push them aside. This wasn’t my business, and I wasn’t going to make it my business. But it was impossible to believe Bryn hadn’t dated or brought a guy around since Cullen’s birth.

“I need to get the booster seat,” Bryn said.

I stopped as she unlocked her car, and then I moved to take the seat before she could.

“I got it,” I told her.

Again, the flash of worry was in her eyes.

“It’s one evening. Stop looking so damn scared,” I whispered for her ears only.
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Chapter Twenty-Two



Rio



nine years ago


All we did was move. I was so sick of it. This place was even worse than the last. My mother couldn’t stay anywhere for too long. Rent would come due, and she couldn’t pay it, so we’d have to leave in the middle of the night. Or her current boyfriend would disappear, and we would move because of that. Always the same shit.

The trailer park she had moved us to this time was worse than the last apartment we had left. I honestly hadn’t believed a place could be worse, but it was.

I took the last box of our things from the car and closed the door with more force than necessary. The car was ancient, but it was sturdy. Mom had said it was the car her father had given her when she turned sixteen. I didn’t know the man all that well, but he had chosen a good car for her. I was convinced nothing could stop the thing from running. Mom’s neglect and abuse to the car should have put us on the side of the road a million times. Yet it just kept going.

“Get the box inside and unpack things. I’ll be back later,” Mom said as the door to the trailer slammed behind her when she came outside.

She had put on some of the red lipstick she only wore when she was heading out to a bar. We didn’t have enough money for her to go to a bar.

“You going to find a job?” I asked her hopefully.

She shot me a glare. “Ain’t yer business what I’m doin’. Now, go on in and unpack. I’ll get some groceries tomorrow.” Then, she flashed me a smile to soften her words.

I didn’t say anything more. There was no reason to. She was done talking to me. I watched as she backed up and drove away in the faded blue Ford too fast, considering kids were out playing in front of their trailers. She was a mom, and you’d think she would think about that. Not my mom though.

I started to turn and head inside when long dark-blonde hair pulled up in a ponytail and blowing in the breeze caught my attention. The girl had just turned from the main road, and she began walking down the center path between the trailers. The closer she got, the more I could make out, and she looked to be my age. Possibly younger by a year or two. The jeans she was wearing were too big, and the shirt she had on was too thin for the cool breeze. Her arms were wrapped around her to fight off the chill.

I lifted my gaze back up to her face, and now, she was close enough that I could see her clearly. I set the box down on the step beside me but didn’t take my eyes off her, afraid she’d disappear. The sun made the bright blue of her eyes stand out, even from this distance. Long, dark lashes framed them perfectly. Pink lips, which were full and appeared to be puckered into a frown, were accented by one dark freckle just to the left of her nose. It reminded me of the beauty marks that actresses a long time ago had put on their faces.

Those blue eyes locked with mine, and she stopped walking. Her frown vanished, but she didn’t smile. She appeared unsure. As if she was trying to decide if she should turn and run.

I lifted my hand in a wave.

For a moment, I didn’t think she would respond, but then she returned the wave just barely. Then, she hurried toward the trailer she had stopped beside.

Girls didn’t normally run from me. This was a first.

“Hey!” I called out to get her attention before she was gone.

She stopped but didn’t turn to look at me. I knew she had heard me. I waited to see if she would turn back around. When she didn’t, I started walking in her direction. I didn’t know why I was so damn determined to get her attention. Maybe it was her odd behavior, or I just needed to get a close-up view of the rest of her face.

“I’m Rio. I just moved in two trailers over,” I said when I was close enough to her.

She stiffened when she realized I had walked over and then slowly turned to look at me.

Yeah, I was glad I had forced her to wait. That face was something else even if she did appear terrified of me. When had I become so damn scary-looking? Last I’d checked, my dimple was popular with girls.

She was too perfect. Everything from her nose to her damn feet. Something had to be wrong. When she said nothing, I wondered if she could speak, or maybe she was deaf.

“I’m nice,” I assured her, laughing at my own words.

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, and I felt an odd sense of accomplishment. I wanted to see her full smile. I tried to think of something funny to say.

“Hello,” she said in a soft voice.

I was going to need her to talk more. That wasn’t enough.

“You live here?” I asked, nodding my head at the trailer that looked to be in even worse condition than ours.

She glanced at the trailer, and I saw a flash of sadness in her eyes before she nodded.

“What grade are you in?” I asked, hoping she was in mine.

There was silence, and I was beginning to think she wasn’t going to respond when a slight frown that looked as if she was concentrating creased her brow. This was an easy question, but she made it appear to be difficult. I started to tease her and say just that in hopes that she would smile again, but I didn’t get a chance before the door to her trailer swung open.

An older girl stepped outside. She wasn’t dressed for the cooler weather either, but for different reasons. This one had a killer body, and she was showing off all of it that she could.

“What-the-fuck-ever!” the girl yelled at whoever was inside, then let the door slam. “Bitch,” she added before looking over at us. “There you are. She’s a fucking psycho. Good luck. I’m leaving.”

The girl I had been talking to went rigid but simply nodded.

The older one shifted her gaze to me and gave me a once-over. “Who are you?” she asked, tossing her long pale-blonde hair over her shoulder, then pulled out a pack of cigarettes from the leather fringe purse hanging on her arm.

“Rio March,” I replied. “Just moved in a couple trailers down.”

She put the cigarette in her mouth, then lit it up before taking it out and smirking at me. “Lucky you,” she said, then shifted her gaze to the other girl. “Might want to stay out here with Rio until she leaves. She’s got work.”

She only nodded again. It wasn’t just me she didn’t talk to, it seemed.

The older girl shook her head and laughed, then took a pull from the cigarette before looking at me. “She’s not talking, is she?”

For some reason, I felt like admitting to the younger girl’s silence would be betraying a trust. I didn’t even know her, but I just didn’t feel right, doing it.

“Yeah, she is,” I lied.

The older girl raised her eyebrows. “Sure she is,” she replied. “I’m Tory, and this is Bryn. Nice to meet you, Rio,” and with that, Tory turned and headed for the main road.

The name Bryn was unique. I liked it.

“Thanks,” she said softly.

“For what?” I asked.

She blushed and ducked her head. “Ly-lying,” she replied.

I had been right. She hadn’t wanted Tory to know she wasn’t talking. I was intrigued.

“Is that your sister?” I asked.

Bryn nodded her head. We were back to silent responses again.

“GET YER SORRY ASS IN THIS TRAILER! Stop being a whore like that sister of yers!”

I watched Bryn jump just before I swung my gaze to the woman standing at the door. She looked nothing like the two girls who lived here with her.

“Yes, ma’a-a-a-m.” Bryn struggled in her response and hurried toward the stairs without another glance in my direction.

When she reached the top step, the woman aggressively grabbed her thin arm.

“Don’t you back-talk me, you lazy little shit!”

“I-I-I-I’m s-s-s-s—”

“Oh, shut the fuck up. I ain’t got all damn day to listen to you stutter like a moron,” the woman told her, then slung her into the trailer and let the door slam behind them.

Anger settled in my gut, and my hands fisted at my sides. I wanted to storm up to the door and threaten the woman, but I was barely fourteen. She could call the cops on me. Claim whatever the fuck she wanted. I was a kid.

My mom was rarely right about things in life, but she was right about there being no God. Because if there were a God, then things like this wouldn’t happen. A mom was supposed to love her kids and protect them. Not abuse them.

I had to find a way to help Bryn. Somehow.
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Chapter Twenty-Three



Bryn



present day


I didn’t trust life since it had never been on my side. Watching Rio make bread pizzas with Cullen and seeing the smile on Cullen’s face had terrified me. For the most part, I fought the fear and anxiety this was causing me. Protecting Cullen from life wasn’t something I could do. No one was safe from fate. I wanted him to have moments like this.

I just didn’t want him to expect them. They were sparse. Rio was here now, but why he was here, I still wasn’t sure. He had made a phone call while we were at the grocery store, and from the small bit I’d caught at the end, it had been clear he was apologizing for canceling plans. If he’d had plans, then why stay here?

Rio leaned forward and looked at me from across Cullen’s body. We were all on the sofa with Cullen in the middle, watching the movie. Rio nodded his head toward Cullen, and I looked down to see he was asleep and slumped over on Rio’s arm. I had been so lost in my head and worried that I wasn’t sure how long he had been like that.

I stood up. “I’ll go get his bed ready,” I told Rio.

I had expected this and dressed him in his pajamas before the movie started. He hadn’t brushed his teeth, but I wasn’t waking him up to do that. We would floss extra tomorrow.

Rio could leave now, and this wouldn’t happen again. Cullen and I could go on with our lives and find a way to settle into Tory not coming home for a while. Getting back to work was something I had to do. Draining my savings was a bad idea.

After I turned down the covers and made sure the night-light was on, I went back to the living room to get Cullen. Rio stood up as I entered and then scooped Cullen up into his arms. I was going to do that, but I didn’t say anything. Cullen was asleep, so this didn’t matter.

I led the way to Cullen’s room and watched as Rio laid him in bed. I waited for Rio to move, so I could tuck him in, but Rio pulled the covers up and did the job himself. The entire scene was as touching as it was disastrous. That was the kind of thing Cullen never needed to depend on. A man would not be in his life. Getting attached to this one was something I couldn’t let him do.

When he finally stepped back, I moved to the spot beside Cullen, then bent to press a kiss to his head. Even though he was asleep, it was something I had wished for as a child. To have a mother who loved me and made me feel safe. I knew Tory loved her son, but she had never given him that comfort. Our mother had loved us. So much so that she’d killed her longtime boyfriend for abusing us, but a simple kiss, hug, or comfort wasn’t something she had given us.

Rio left the room, and I followed him, closing Cullen’s door as I went. I assumed Rio was leaving now, and I went behind him to say good-bye and lock the door. He was standing there, just outside the entry area. Not at the door, but it was clear he was ready to leave.

“You gonna finish the movie?” he asked.

I glanced at the television, then back at him. “No. Spider-Man
 isn’t my thing.”

Rio smiled just enough for his dimple to appear. “Yeah, me neither.”

I waited a moment for him to say good-bye or whatever. The silence was only seconds but felt like an eternity. Possibly because I was hoping deep down, he would want to stay.

“I had fun tonight. He’s a good kid. Thanks for letting me crash your evening,” he said, then moved slightly, as if to head to the door.

“Cullen enjoyed it,” I replied, unable to admit I had too.

This was done, and he had no interest in anything more. How weak was I to allow myself to even want more with Rio March even if it had been a fleeting thought?

“Well, I’ll see you around. If, uh, I hear anything about the shit with your sister that I think you should know, I will be in touch,” he told me. Then, with one last nod, he turned and walked the few steps to my door. “Lock up,” he added but didn’t look back.

“Always do,” I assured him.

Then, the door opened and closed. He was gone. I wanted to be glad this evening was over, but I knew it would now haunt my thoughts for a while. Rio was not easy to forget, and he had just made it more difficult for me by showing me a side of him I had thought was gone.

With a deep sigh I felt all the way to my soul, I went to the door and locked it. Then, I leaned my forehead on the solid wood and groaned at my stupid heart. I gave myself a moment to grieve what would never be, and then I focused on reality.

I needed to get back to work, and I needed somewhere secure for Cullen to stay when I worked. Somewhere he felt safe. I didn’t want him worrying about me when I wasn’t at home. If I didn’t come up with an answer by tomorrow, I would call Marley. See if she had any ideas. Although it wasn’t her job to help me with child care, she was the closest female friend I had.

A long, hot bubble bath with a lavender candle burning didn’t ease my mind or help me rest. It took hours before I was able to fall asleep. Luckily, there were no night terrors from Cullen, and my eyes didn’t open until seven in the morning with Cullen standing in front of me.

“I’m hungry,” he said softly as he stared at me.

I rubbed my eyes and yawned, stretching my legs out and pointing my toes before I looked back at him. “Let’s go out for breakfast, and then I need to run to Mobile and talk to a friend about work,” I told him.

Before falling asleep last night, I’d finally decided that going to see Marley in person was for the best.

“Can I go too?” he asked me, looking concerned that I was planning on leaving him.


Thanks, Tory, for the damage you’ve done
 , I thought before sitting up and leaning forward to look closely at him.

“I will never leave you alone, I promise,” I reminded him.

He smiled then and nodded his head. If he needed to hear me say it a million times, then I would say it a million and one. I wanted him to feel safe and have the security every child deserved.

“Can I order pancakes with chocolate chips at the restaurant?” he asked me then.

I nodded. “Yep!”

“Will they put whipped cream on them too?” His voice was eager.

“Absolutely,” I assured him.

“Rio left,” he then said with some deflation to his prior happy tone.

“He did,” I agreed.

“I wish he had stayed,” Cullen said softly, as if he were saying something he shouldn’t.

“He had things to do. Now, go get dressed, so we can go get those yummy pancakes,” I told him.

His bright grin was back, and he nodded before running from the room.

If only chocolate chip pancakes could solve all my problems so easily.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


The club was only open to VIP guests during the daytime. Everything about the club was meant to attract a wealthier clientele. It didn’t have signs out front that would tell what exactly was happening inside, and it was on a nice side of town. I had called Marley and told her I would like to talk to her today but explained that I had Cullen with me. To my relief, she had been happy about the idea of meeting Cullen.

I parked in the back and went through the staff entrance. Stepping inside first, I made sure none of the girls were walking around in the back offices before allowing Cullen to follow me inside. I took his small hand and went directly to Marley’s office, only knocking once, for fear Cullen might see more than I wanted him to. He didn’t need to know what I did for a job. I hoped he never knew.

Marley looked up from the baby girl in her arms she was nursing. Bay was a regular here. Marley wasn’t ready to stop breastfeeding, and her husband brought Bay to her often when she had to work.

“Hello.” Marley beamed brightly at me, then at Cullen.

Then, she tucked away her breast as Bay turned her head to see what was happening. She made happy noises and wiggled in Marley’s arms to sit up.

I glanced down at Cullen, who was watching Bay as she reached out her little hand in our direction and gave us a toothless smile.

“She rarely sees children. It’s exciting,” Marley said, smiling at her daughter’s reaction to Cullen.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said.

Marley waved a hand. “She wasn’t hungry as much as she was just bored. I need to ween her and make our lives easier, but I don’t know if I’ll have another, so I’m holding on to this a little longer.” She stood up and walked around the desk to set Bay on a blanket she had laid out in the middle of the room. “Jim is on his way to pick her up now. He’s just running late. Your timing is perfect.”

Cullen let go of my hand and moved just an inch away from me toward Bay. I watched him as he looked at the baby girl flapping her arms and making noises, as if to call him over to her. He was so shy with adults, so it was surprising to see him move away from me instead of cling to my leg like he usually did.

“She has taken a liking to you, it would seem, Cullen,” Marley said with an amused voice.

Cullen didn’t look away from Bay but moved closer yet again. Marley chuckled at the sight of the two of them. It was rather cute. Bay was so excited, the closer he got. I was afraid she was going to fall over from her wobbly seated position. Marley didn’t seem concerned though.

“Now, say you aren’t here to tell me you are leaving us. I don’t think I could handle that news,” Marley said, drawing my attention back to her.

“Oh, no. That isn’t it. I need this job, even more so now that …” I paused before saying Tory was in jail.

Marley already knew that, as did Cullen, but I didn’t want to talk about it in front of him.

Marley simply nodded. She understood my unspoken words. “Good, because we need you. Also, I am sure my brother wouldn’t fare well with losing you either.” She smirked.

Saint’s interest in me was something I hadn’t known she was aware of, and I felt my cheeks warm at the mention of it.

“I do have an issue with child care,” I said, glancing at Cullen to make sure his attention was still on Bay and not me.

Marley’s eyes widened in understanding. “Of course! I should have thought of that,” she replied. “When you asked to meet me, I was so worried it was the worst. I didn’t think about it being …” She stopped and shifted her eyes to Cullen.

Marley tucked a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear and leaned forward with a grin. “I have the perfect solution,” Marley said with a bright smile. “He can stay at my house with Mrs. Henry. She’s Bay’s sitter. Jim works late most nights, and when he comes home, he is tired and needs to eat and get in bed.”

That would work if it wasn’t for the fact that I didn’t want to wake Cullen up the nights I worked to take him home. That wasn’t a stable way for him to grow up.

“Thank you. I’m just worried about having his sleep disrupted.”

I felt like I was being difficult, but Cullen came first. He deserved that.

Marley nodded, and she looked as if she was thinking something through. “Bay wakes up as soon as I get home, as if it is clockwork. She wants to nurse. What if Mrs. Henry put them both to sleep in the guesthouse? That way, you could just go to bed yourself, no need to wake Cullen and go home until the next morning. That house is never used. Not since Saint moved out three years ago and bought his own place.”

I wanted Cullen to sleep in his own bed every night, but maybe for now, this would be okay. I would be there, and he would get used to the situation. It was clear he enjoyed playing with Bay. She was giggling and throwing down her teething ring for him to fetch, which seemed to entertain him as much as it did her. I trusted any sitter that Marley would allow into her home to watch Bay. There was no other option for me right now. Until I found one, this would have to work.

“Are you sure?” I asked her. “You could take the sitter fee and the rent for the guesthouse from my paycheck.”

Marley rolled her eyes. “I won’t accept rent money. I consider it good use of the place. I need you here, working, and it’s more of a selfish offer than anything. As for Mrs. Henry, I will ask her about the pay. I pay her thirteen dollars an hour. Twenty an hour for every hour she is there past midnight. I also pay her in cash.”

“That is fine with me. If she wants more because he’s older, I understand,” I readily agreed.

Marley smiled down at the two children. “She might require less. He seems as if he will be more helpful than anything.”

I thanked her and told her I would be back tomorrow night for work if they were ready for me to return. I still had time off, but I hated to keep losing money. Cullen said his good-byes to Bay, and I would use tonight to explain to him what would change on the nights I had to work. We would make packing up fun. I could take him to pick out an overnight bag and new pajamas today.

We walked out the back door with my mind on all I needed to do to prepare for our new arrangement. Stepping into the sunlight, I shaded my eyes and almost walked directly into Saint’s chest.

“Oh!” I exclaimed, stopping just before we collided.

Cullen’s hand in mine tightened, and he drew closer to my side.

“You okay?” Saint asked with concern in his voice.

“Uh, yes, I’m fine. The sun was in my eyes,” I explained.

“It’s eleven in the morning. You’re never here now,” he replied.

“Um, I had to talk to Marley about something,” I said, and he continued to stare down at me, waiting for more of an explanation. “I needed to figure out child care, so I could return to work.”

Saint looked down at Cullen and gave him a nod. “I see. Did you find a solution?”

“Thanks to Marley, yes, I did,” I told him.

“You’re coming back to work then?” His steady gaze was so focused.

I nodded. “Tomorrow,” I replied.

His tense stance eased somewhat. He was clearly relieved. “Good,” he said simply, then looked down at Cullen again and held out his hand. “I’m Saint. It’s nice to meet you, Cullen.”

Cullen glanced up at him and then his hand before slowly letting go of me and reaching out his small hand to shake Saint’s. I could see his little shoulders straighten as he did it. How strange the male species was. I looked back up at Saint with a smile on my face. His gaze met mine, and he winked.
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Chapter Twenty-Five



Rio


The past week, I had spent time at my pops’s, helping my gramma. Every morning, I moved Pops from his bed to the kitchen to eat, then to the living room recliner before I went to work. During my lunch break, I went back to their house to take him to the bathroom, then to his bed for a nap. After work, I moved him to the kitchen for dinner, then to the shower chair for Gramma to bathe him before moving him back to bed.

Having him home was a relief, and I was happy to move him daily, although it left me with little time in the evenings to do much else. I had only been back to my place to get clothing once. The only communication I had with the guys or Henley was texting.

Tonight, after I got Pops in bed, I found Hazel in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher. She looked up at me and smiled wearily. She had been doing as much around the house as she could to help Gramma. That, mixed with working extra hours in the office, was getting to her.

“Go to bed. I’ll finish up in here,” I told her.

She rolled her eyes. “No. You always load it wrong.”

Shrugging, I sat down at the table. “Fine, but you look like shit. You need to get some rest.”

She chuckled. “Thanks.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked my last two text messages. Drake had sent one ten minutes ago, telling me to get my ass to the bar. I was too damn tired to go to a bar. Then, Henley had sent me one before him, asking if I had checked on Bryn this week.

Bryn wasn’t my responsibility. Why was Henley intent on acting like she was? I didn’t need any reminders of Bryn. I was struggling to keep her out of my head as it was.

“What’s the scowl for?” Hazel asked.

I glanced up at her. “Henley being nosy,” I replied.

Hazel smiled as if that was funny. “About what?”

Sighing, I put my phone down and leaned back in the chair. “Bryn.”

“Ah,” Hazel said with a much larger grin.

“What does that mean?” I asked her, annoyed.

“It means, okay, I get it. I understand your scowl; it’s amusing,” Hazel said, folding the dish towel, then laying it over the side of the sink.

“No, it’s not amusing. Henley thinks I should know how Bryn is doing. Why would I know that? I haven’t seen her in seven days,” I said.

Hazel pulled out the chair across from me and sat down. “Seven days, huh?” She was still smiling.

“What?” I asked, annoyed.

“The fact that you know how many days. You’re keeping count.”


Fuck.
 I was keeping count. Why was I doing that?

Hazel rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward. “You like her. I don’t see how this is a bad thing. I like her too. She’s good. You know the truth about the Jeep now. Is it because of her job? I don’t understand why you won’t admit that you like her and do something about it.”

Because there was too much darkness in our past, and I was scared to face it. I didn’t say that though.

“Her job is part of it. I wouldn’t be able to deal with that,” I admitted.

I already struggled with it, but she hadn’t contacted Henley about keeping Cullen. I wasn’t sure she was going back to that job. The relief at the fact that she wouldn’t be able to go back without someone to watch Cullen was instant.

“That’s an asshole move. She must make a lot of money, and she needs money to raise her nephew,” Hazel said.

“She’s practically naked, Hazel. She serves men drinks, topless,” I told her.

Hazel rolled her eyes. “And you know this because you went to the topless bar to see boobs! You’re such a hypocrite.”

I shook my head. “It’s different,” I argued.

Her eyebrows shot up, and the blue vein in her forehead popped out. She was heated. “You want to go see the women who work there without their clothing on, but you judge them for doing it. How is that okay?”

I stood up from the chair and took my phone. I wasn’t going to talk about this with her. She was never going to understand. Besides, my head was now full of images I had tried not to think about. Bryn walking around in nothing but that tiny little pair of panties was something I had to work hard not to dwell on. Tonight, I was tired, and that one memory seemed to want to haunt me.

“Good night,” I told Hazel and headed for the basement, where my bedroom and bathroom were.

Hazel called out, “Good night,” in return, and I was sure she laughed again before I closed the door behind me.

Downstairs, in the silence of my room, I groaned and tried to think of something other than Bryn and her naked body. I needed to get laid, and yet I had no time to go do it. After I’d bailed on Vanessa, I wouldn’t be able to call her up again. She had been pissed at me when I canceled. There was no time to date someone—or I didn’t want to make time. It seemed like a chore.

Walking into the bathroom, I stripped off my clothes and got into a hot shower. I reached for the body wash, and I stopped fighting it. The memory of Bryn in the panties, belly ring, and those heels came back clearly. It was burned in my thoughts. I took my hard cock in my hand and let my imagination take over. Except, in my fantasy, she was dressed that way only for me. We were alone. She was down here in my room, and no one else was home.

I started with my mouth and then tasted all over her. Spending time on her perfect, large tits, then down to her flat stomach before burying my face between her thighs. She was on her back, lying on my bed with her legs spread open for me. Her dark blonde hair splayed out around her head and her mouth open as she moaned. I continued to lick her as her fingers clinched my hair and she cried out my name.

She started to beg me to fuck her. I was more than ready to be buried inside her. With one last lick, I moved over her body, and she lifted her hips for me as I sank inside with one hard thrust. She screamed my name, and her nails dug into my biceps as I began to move in and out of her tight, wet pussy.

Her breasts bounced as she moaned my name over and over.

“GAHHHH!” I cried out as my release shot free, and I had to hold myself up with my free hand against the wall of the shower as I continued to pump my dick. My knees were weak from the intensity of my orgasm. Damn.


I stood under the water and closed my eyes, tilting my head back so the water hit my face. From the amount of cum that had just come out of me, I should feel relieved. Unfortunately, I wasn’t even close. That had just made things worse.
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Chapter Twenty-Six



Bryn


Two weeks into our new arrangement, Cullen and I were adjusted. It was working out better than I’d hoped. The first night I’d left Cullen in a new place, he had seemed nervous even though we had talked it through and he knew I would be there when he woke up. However, he had soon grown very comfortable with Mrs. Henry, as had I. She was an excellent sitter.

I felt as if I should be paying her more than twelve dollars an hour, but she’d insisted that was all she would accept. She told me that Cullen was more help than he was work, and after the first week, Mrs. Henry had said she felt guilty for taking twelve dollars an hour from me. However, I wasn’t going to give her less. She was a widower, from what Marley had told me, and never remarried or had children of her own. She was making it possible for me to work, and I knew she needed the money.

Marley had left early tonight, and I had to work until closing. Trix had Covid and was out for two weeks. I was going to have to close for her since she normally did that. Marley had said she would put Cullen to bed in the main house tonight and send Mrs. Henry home.

My feet were killing me, and when I slipped off my heels, I groaned in relief. I stretched my legs out in front of me and wiggled my toes. I still needed to help Saint close up, but he was locking up after the last customer left. I had this time to change into some clothing.

My oversize T-shirt and shorts were also a relief after work. I put on a pair of soft, fluffy pink slippers. I just couldn’t bring myself to put on shoes after nine hours in those heels. Pulling my hair up in a bun on top of my head, I turned to look in the mirror and took off my false lashes, then wiped off the red lipstick and makeup.

Feeling like myself again, I headed back to the main part of the club to restock the bar while Saint put the chairs on the tables, so the floor could be swept and mopped by the morning cleaning crew who would come in and handle the floor after we left. Saint looked over at me when the door closed behind me, signaling my return. His gaze swept from my feet up, and then I caught him smile as he shook his head and went back to putting a chair on the table.

I headed over to the kitchen entrance to get the cart of clean glasses and roll it to the bar to restock it. I could feel Saint’s eyes following me as I went. He didn’t make me uncomfortable, but I wished his interest in me would fade. It had become more obvious, and the other girls had started to notice. Trix had been my buffer from a few of the jealous ones who wanted me gone. With her gone, I had to deal with them myself.

After I’d arrived today, I had been late getting onto the floor because my heels had been taken, as had my bottoms. By the time I got out there, the other girls had all the tables covered, and I was put at the bar with Saint for an hour.

He made me take the tips from that hour, but I felt bad, doing it. Those should have all been his. Working that close to him with my breasts on display had been unnerving. I didn’t think that was what the others had had in mind when they hid my things. I doubted they’d try that again. If it was Saint’s attention they wanted, it hadn’t played out well for them.

“Why the hell you gotta be so damn sexy, covered up and with the makeup gone?” Saint said as he put another chair on the table.

I stopped and looked over at him. I didn’t know what to say to that. We normally talked very little when we closed up together. He was a quiet guy, and I liked that. Talking about me wasn’t something I wanted to do with him.

“It’s the lighting in here,” I said.

He smirked. “Sure it is.”

I began putting the glasses back on the shelves, happy to have my back to him. Maybe he was done with the talking. I hoped so.

“Are you ever going to loosen up with me? We worked side by side tonight. You’d think after that, you would feel at ease with me.”

I glanced back over my shoulder. “I am at ease with you,” I replied, although part of me never was.

He was an attractive man who regularly saw me almost naked and was interested in me. What did he expect?

“No, Angel, you’re not.”

I sighed and set down the glass that was in my hand, then turned to look at him. It was much easier to do with my shirt on. I shrugged. “You’re my boss. Every female here wants you. I know you’ve slept with a few of them. They talk. But I guess knowing you want to …”

What did he want to do? Sleep with me too? Or date me? I wasn’t sure. I never let him get far enough to explain it. He was interested in me, but last week, he’d had sex with Blush in his office. On his desk.

His eyebrows drew together in a frown. “I’m a man, and I have only fucked a few of them. It’s not something I’m proud of, but after a night of watching you, I get worked up. I need a release, and when a naked woman offers it up, sometimes, I take it.”

My face heated, and I turned back to the glasses.

“Did Blush tell you I bent her over my desk and fucked her from behind in her uniform? Did she tell you it was your name I shouted when I shot my load into the condom? I didn’t want to see her face, Angel, because I wanted to think it was you. I had watched you all night, and I wanted you so damn bad that I was crazed for it.”

I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard Saint say that many words at once. My body was a mix of emotions. I didn’t want to hear he had imagined me while he was screwing Blush. Even if she was nasty to me most of the time, she hadn’t deserved that. I respected Saint, and I didn’t want him to change my image of him.

“Most nights, I relieve myself while thinking about touching you, being inside you. But there are nights when I have a woman begging me to fuck her, so I use her instead.”

I closed my eyes tightly. I wanted him to stop talking about it. Why did he insist on telling me all this?

“Why me?” I asked then, wanting to understand it. Was it because I was the only female here who wasn’t begging him for it? Did he like the challenge?

He didn’t respond, but I heard him move, and I knew he was walking closer to me. I hoped he left the bar between us and didn’t come too close. I wasn’t afraid of him, but his words had made me nervous. I didn’t know this side of Saint, yet it fit his appearance more so than the image in my head did.

There would be no barrier between us. He was behind me. I felt the warmth of his body, and I shivered, more nervous now than I had been. He ran a finger over my bare neck and down my back, causing me to tremble. I knew Saint wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, but I was still uncomfortable with this.

“I wish it weren’t you,” he said in a low voice. “It would be a hell of a lot easier if it was someone like Blush. But since the day you walked into this bar, I’ve wanted you. In the beginning, it was just to fuck the sweet innocence from your hot little body, but then I got to know you. It became more, and I never expected more.” His voice dropped even lower, and I felt his breath on my neck. “All I can think about right now is stripping off your clothes and burying my face between your legs. God, I bet you taste like heaven. Sweet as an angel.”

I shivered again. I’d never had sex with a man, but I knew all about it from movies and books. The idea of having someone lick me where he was talking about was exciting and terrifying. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to allow myself to be so vulnerable. Yet it had to feel so much better than my own fingers.

His lips pressed against my neck, and I closed my eyes and inhaled sharply. His hands grabbed my waist, and his teeth gently bit my ear. “If you don’t tell me to move away now, Angel, I’ll be eating your pussy in less than a minute. You smell so fucking good, and, baby, you make me crazy.”


No!
 He was not going to be doing that.

I stepped away from him and shook my head while trying to take a deep, calming breath. I didn’t want to be turned on by his words or feel anything, but part of me did. There was a tingle down low, my nipples were hard from something other than the cold, and I was curious.

His eyes were locked on my breasts, and I knew he saw my obvious arousal. I crossed my arms over them.

Slowly, he lifted his eyes to mine. “I’ll get on my knees and beg.” His voice was rough now.

I shook my head.

“Angel, we don’t have to fuck. Just let me taste you. Let me hear you come while you’re on my mouth,” he said, taking a step toward me.

I backed up again. Oh, I wished he’d stop saying things like that. This wasn’t right. I didn’t love him or have feelings for him, but my body wanted to do bad things with him. Things that would ruin our relationship and my job.

I licked my lips and swallowed hard. His eyes darted to my mouth, and a dark expression came over his face.

“I’m a virgin,” I spat out in a panic.

His eyes shot back up to mine, and the dark expression was now one of shock.

“What?” he asked.

I nodded my head. “I am. I’ve never been with a man.”

He stepped back this time and ran a hand over his face as he looked away from me. “Fuck,” he muttered. “How the hell …”

I didn’t think he was truly asking me for an answer, but I gave him one. “I just … I’ve never been in love. I told you I was broken.” My voice was barely above a whisper now.

“In love?” He repeated it as if it were a foreign word that he didn’t understand. “You’ve never had sex because you’ve never been in love?”

I nodded.

He laughed then, but it was a hard laugh of disbelief.

“Okay,” he said, then closed his eyes for a moment before opening them to turn his head back toward me. “I’ll finish up here. You can go on.”

Panic set in. Was he going to fire me because I wouldn’t sleep with him? I didn’t believe Saint would do something like that, but he was telling me to leave. Would Marley let him fire me?

“Are you—” I stopped, not sure what to say, but knowing I had to fix this. We had to get back to a working relationship. “Are you mad at me?” I finished. Although I saw no reason he should be.

He shook his head. “No. I just can’t focus with you here. Wanting you like I’ve never wanted anything before and knowing you’re untouched. My head is fucked up. I’ll see you on Sunday night,” he said.

I had no response to that, so I nodded and headed for the back door.

“Wait,” he called out, and I stopped, wishing he would just let me leave. “Let me walk you out. It’s late and not safe for you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I told him.

He was already almost to me. “I’m walking you to your car.”

Instead of arguing, I just let him follow me. I headed for the dressing room to grab my bag and put on flip-flops. He stood outside the room and didn’t follow me inside. I was thankful for that. I needed some space.

When I finished, he walked behind me until I reached my car and climbed inside.

“Good night, Saint,” I said, looking up at him.

“Night, Angel,” he replied, then closed my door and stepped back.

I pulled out of the parking lot and glanced in my rearview mirror. He was standing at the door, watching me leave with his arms crossed over his chest. I wondered how I was going to work around him now, knowing how he felt. Being topless in front of him was going to be difficult.

“Why can’t it be Rio who feels this way about me?” I asked myself aloud as I drove to Marley’s.

If it had been Rio confessing all that, would I have let him kiss me … there? Or would I have had sex with him?
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Chapter Twenty-Seven



Rio


I had been doing everything I could to not think about Bryn. I hadn’t laid eyes on her in fifteen days. Shouldn’t that be enough time to get the fuck over it? Instead, she was all I could think about anymore. She was the main show in my fantasies. I’d woken up after dreaming about her yet again with need of a shower to give myself some relief.

I had tried going out with Drake and picking up someone to get my mind off Bryn. I couldn’t even find someone who interested me. Drake was so damn confused when I left a smoking-hot redhead at the bar with the excuse of a headache. I had been disgusted with myself.

What was wrong with me? Was it the unknown?

Bryn had a damaged past, a shit-ton of baggage, but I had to accept that I didn’t care. Not anymore. I’d seen too much. I knew she was still the same deep down. All the shit I had been so sure had changed her hadn’t.

I had been so damn relieved when I pulled into the parking lot at her apartment that I hadn’t even noticed her car wasn’t there. Giving in and coming to see her felt like a weight had been taken off my shoulders. I wanted to see her. Fuck all the reasons it might be a bad idea.

I looked down at my phone again. I’d been sitting on the stairs, waiting on her, for over thirty minutes now. It was eight in the morning. Where the hell could she be? What if there was an emergency with Cullen? Why the fuck hadn’t I saved her number in my phone?

Just before I started to call Henley to get Bryn’s number from her, I heard Cullen’s voice. When I looked up from my phone, Cullen was standing at the bottom of the stairs, smiling up at me.

“It’s Rio!” he called out over his shoulder, and then Bryn appeared.

She looked like she had just woken up, and I realized Cullen was still in pajamas.

“Hey,” she said, placing a hand on Cullen’s shoulder.

“I, uh—is everything okay?” I asked, wondering why they would have woken up and left the house so quickly.

“Yes,” she replied. “I was going to ask you the same question.”

I hadn’t thought through what I was going to say or do once I got here. I’d just had to see her. “You look like you just got out of bed,” I pointed out.

She glanced down at the T-shirt and shorts she was wearing, then laughed. “Oh yeah. Well, we did.”

“Aunt Bryn is going to cook breakfast. Did you come to eat with us?” Cullen asked.

There was still no explanation for why they were in pajamas.

I looked from Cullen back to Bryn. “If I’m invited, I would love to,” I said, watching her face closely for her reaction to my staying.

“Of course,” she said quickly, then frowned.

Cullen started up the stairs to meet me and took my hand to pull me toward their door.

“We stay the night at Marley’s, but we leave early and don’t eat there,” Cullen said. “I’m always real hungry when we get home.”

Who was Marley?

“I bet,” I replied while watching Bryn unlock the door.

She opened it up and stepped back to let Cullen run inside.

“Go use the bathroom and wash your hands,” she called out to him, then looked back at me. “What is wrong? Did someone get out of jail? Are we in danger?” she asked in a low whisper.

I shook my head. “No. Has someone been bothering you? Who is Marley?”

She sighed in relief, and her shoulders relaxed. “No one has bothered us. I just saw you and thought there had to be a serious reason to bring you here and agree to stay for breakfast.”

She still hadn’t answered my question.

“Who is Marley?” I repeated.

She closed the door, locked it, and turned back to me. “My boss. She has a baby, and Cullen stays at her house with the sitter. He goes to bed there, and I come there after work. We sleep there and then come home in the mornings.”

So, she was back at work.

“I see,” I replied. “How long have you been back to work?”

“Two weeks,” she said, walking toward the kitchen. “Do you want some coffee?”

“Yeah, that would be great.”

“What brings you here if not to tell me bad news?” she asked.

She was back to working topless in front of dozens of men every night. I had come here to be around her. See if we might … hell, I wasn’t even sure. But was her job going to drive me crazy? If we spent time together, wouldn’t I have to deal with that too? I didn’t know, but I did know I couldn’t get her out of my head.

“I wanted to see you,” I admitted. Might as well be truthful.

She paused with a coffee cup in her hand and looked at me. “You did?” she asked with a confused look on her face.

“Yes, Bryn, I did,” I replied.

Cullen came running back into the kitchen, wearing a Spider-Man T-shirt and a pair of blue shorts. “I dressed myself too!” he announced with pride.

“Thank you, Cullen,” Bryn told him. “Why don’t you watch one of your movies while I talk to Rio?”

Cullen looked to be considering it, then turned to me. “You are staying to eat, right?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Okay,” he said, smiling, then turned and hurried to the television.

When he was settled on the sofa, Bryn placed a cup of coffee in front of me. “Maybe you could be a little clearer on the reason you wanted to see me,” she said in a softer voice so that Cullen didn’t hear.

I could tell her the truth, or I could make up an excuse. The first meant I had to be serious about this. Bryn wasn’t someone I could date casually. I had to accept her and her job. If I made up an excuse, then I would be in my shower again tonight, getting her out of my system—or at least trying.

“Because I can’t get you out of my head,” I said.

Her eyes widened, and she licked her bottom lip nervously. Damn, I was turned on that easily. There was a kid in the room, and I had no business getting a hard-on.

“Really?” she asked as if the fact that a man couldn’t stop thinking about her was hard to believe.

Did the woman look in the mirror?

I grinned. “Yeah, Bryn, really.”

Some of her hair hung loose from the messy bun she had it in, and she tucked a strand behind her ear. “Okay.” She let out a small laugh and blushed. “I’m sorry. I just, uh, wasn’t expecting that. I think I’m n-n-nervous now.”

“Want me to help you make breakfast? I’m real good at frying bacon,” I told her.

She licked her lips again, and I must have studied her lips a moment too long because her breathing picked up.

“Yeah, th-th-that would be n-nice,” she said with a small tremble to her voice.

“Good.” I went to the fridge to find the bacon and to stop thinking about her lips that she kept wetting.

“I was going to, uh … I m-m-mean, I thought I mi-mi-might do biscuits a-a-and gra-gravy,” she stammered out.

I set the bacon down and closed the space between us. Slipping a finger under her chin, I lifted her head to look up at me. “You’re stuttering. You don’t do that with other people. I don’t want to make you nervous, Bryn. It’s just me.”

She blushed and let out a small laugh. “I’ll try. If I concentrate on my words, I can control it.”

I looked down at her mouth and wished like hell we were alone. I’d thought about kissing her mouth since I had been a kid. When I finally did, I wasn’t going to do it with an audience.

“Th-th-at,” she sighed. “That makes it h-h-hard for me to con-con-concentrate,” she said softly.

“My looking at your mouth?” I asked.

She nodded her head.

“Good,” I replied.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight



Bryn


I splashed my face with cold water a second time. I was indeed awake, and this was not a dream. Staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I was wide-eyed. Rio had come here to see me. He had cooked the bacon and eaten breakfast with us. He was sitting on the sofa, watching television with Cullen. Because he wanted to see me.

What had changed?

Had I suddenly become desirable in the last twenty-four hours?

I’d had Saint talking about doing things to me last night and how much he wanted me. Then, I came home, and Rio was looking at my lips, and twice, I saw his eyes drop to my chest. His jaw flexed each time, as if he was thinking things similar to what Saint had said to me. The difference was, his heated gaze had made my bottom parts tingle in a way that hadn’t happened with Saint.

I covered my face and took a deep breath. I had to get it together. I’d stammered several times over breakfast. Mostly when I caught him staring at my nipples. I’d not expected to have company waiting on me when I got home, so I hadn’t put a bra on this morning. My reactions to Rio were hard to miss because of it.

My hands went to my breasts, and I cupped them. It felt good. I had found myself thinking about Rio touching them during breakfast, and it had been hard to eat. What was wrong with me?

A knock on the bathroom door startled me.

“Aunt Bryn?” Cullen called my name.

“Yes?” I replied.

“Can I go to the park with Rio?”

I opened the door, and Cullen’s little face was turned up, looking at me with excitement in his eyes.

“Please, can I go?” he begged.

I lifted my gaze to see Rio standing at the end of the hallway, watching me. “Uh, well, yes, if Rio asked you to go.”

Rio gave one nod. “It was my idea,” he assured me. “Thought some fresh air and guy time might be good for both of us. Then, you can do girl things.”

I’d never let Cullen go anywhere with a man before, but there wasn’t one I trusted like I did Rio.

“Please, please, please,” Cullen begged.

“Okay, yes, that’s fine.” I lifted my gaze back to Rio. “If you’re sure.”

He smirked, as if that was a silly question. “Positive. We’ll make a stop by Henley’s shop and get a cupcake. She’ll be happy to see her favorite customer.”

“Yes!” Cullen said, throwing a fist into the air.

I laughed at his glee as he turned to run and get his shoes from his room.

“Thank you,” I said to Rio.

His gaze dropped to my mouth, then my chest one more time. I inhaled deeply, and his gaze slowly made it back up to meet mine.

“My pleasure,” he replied.

Cullen came running out of his room in his tennis shoes. “Ready!” he said loudly. “See you later, Aunt Bryn,” he said to me, then went to grab Rio’s hand.

I walked down the hall to follow them to the door.

“You stay with Rio the whole time. Be polite and do what he says,” I told Cullen, then handed my keys to Rio.

“Yes, ma’am. I will use my manners,” he assured me.

“You’ll need to get the booster seat out of my car,” I told him.

Rio took the keys and then opened the door. “We’ll be just fine,” he said.

I nodded and watched them go.

Closing and locking the door behind me, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. Free time was something I hadn’t had in a while. I walked over and sat down on a barstool and stared at the table we had eaten breakfast at. The first thing I needed to do was wrap my head around Rio showing up after two weeks of silence, acting as if he wanted to be near me.

More than that, the looks he had given me weren’t friendly looks. He looked at my lips as if he wanted to kiss me. I had been close to begging him to do just that at one point. Maybe it was the images that Saint had put in my head last night, but it seemed my body was now very awake and more aware of its needs. I hadn’t thought I had needs, but after the way I had reacted to the looks Rio gave me, I realized I did in fact have them. They were just Rio-exclusive needs.

But was it stupid to get my hopes and hormones up? This was Rio. He could disappear in an instant. Two weeks ago, he’d barely looked at me. Before the Jeep smashing, he’d barely looked at me. Why was I now on his radar? Had he really been thinking about me?

A smile tugged at my lips. Rio March hadn’t been able to stop thinking about me. I felt fifteen again with butterflies in my stomach at the idea that he saw me. Really saw me.

He had taken Cullen out today. That was a step I had warned him about. I didn’t want Cullen to get attached to him. He wouldn’t have taken Cullen out if he was going to go away again. I had to believe that. I could recover from it, but I wasn’t sure Cullen could. He had been so excited about going with Rio.

Standing up, I went to the sink to clean up the dishes we had dirtied, only to find they were gone. Opening the dishwasher, I found them inside. Rio had cleaned up. Smiling again, I closed it and stood there with a feeling so unfamiliar to me that I didn’t know how to explain it. Was this joy? Or was it happiness? Hope maybe?

I bit my bottom lip to keep from giggling like an idiot and decided I’d take a bubble bath. Soak, shave, relax, then wash my hair. If Rio did want to see me, then I would give him something worth seeing. This morning, I had been a mess.

Walking into the bathroom, I paused and looked at myself in the mirror. I wouldn’t do my makeup like I had to for work, but I could make myself attractive with normal makeup. He liked my breasts. He had made that clear.

I turned and went to my closet to assess my clothing. My wardrobe wasn’t sexy or revealing. I looked through my shirts and found nothing that would work. Then, I remembered a pink sundress I had bought in the spring but never worn. I had thought it looked feminine, and when I had tried it on, I’d felt pretty. It was shorter than what I normally wore, but it had a flounce at the bottom. I laid it on the bed, then glanced down at my red toenails and wished they were pink. If I changed the color, I would have to just change it back for work in two days.

After a brief debate, I decided it was worth it. I needed pink toenails. I only wore the red press-on nails at work. My natural fingernails were bare, and I made the decision to paint those pink too. Rio March wouldn’t know what hit him. Or at least, I hoped so. I could very possibly be making an idiot of myself. But then I thought about the way he’d looked at my mouth, and I smiled.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine



Rio


“Might not want to tell your aunt you had candy and a cupcake,” I told Cullen as we pulled back into the apartment parking lot.

Cullen nodded. “Okay, but I really want to tell her that I got to go inside the candy store and buy something.”

“Why is that? She doesn’t take you in there, so I’m guessing she doesn’t want you eating candy.” And I didn’t want to do anything to make her mad at me.

The kid’s eyes had lit up when I suggested it. I hadn’t thought it through before I asked him. There was no way I could have backed out of it.

“We tried once. They don’t like Aunt Bryn, so we can’t go in there,” he said in a soft voice, as if he was telling me a secret and felt bad about it.

Why the fuck did Charles Denney not like Bryn? Had Tory done something to the old man? I’d known him since I’d moved here. He was a nice old man.

“I think I can talk to the owner. Mr. Charles seemed to like you just fine. I’ll tell him how nice your aunt Bryn is.”

Cullen’s eyes went wide, and he gazed at me as if I had hung the damn moon. “Really? You could do that?”

“Of course I can. I’ve known Mr. Charles a long time.”

“Do you know the man who owns the pizza place? Because he don’t like us either. That’s why we make our own pizzas. But I sure would like some pizza from there. It smells real good when you pass by it.”

What the fuck did Dan O’Neil have against Bryn? Jesus, was this entire town full of assholes? Just because Tory had done something, they didn’t have to blame it on Bryn and Cullen.

“We will be eating pizza from there tonight,” I assured him.

Cullen let out a woot. I unbuckled him, and he climbed out of the Jeep on my side. “I can’t wait to tell Aunt Bryn!” he said. “She loves the smell of that pizza too.”

He started to run for the stairs and stopped, then came back to me to take my hand.

“Sorry. I forgot I can’t walk in the parking lot alone,” he said to me seriously. “Aunt Bryn don’t want me hit by a car.”

I nodded and held on to his hand firmly. “She’s a smart woman,” I said.

“She’s real smart,” he agreed. “She’s got a job that pays her lots of money. I get to drink milk every day now, and we got snacks in the house, and I get to eat ice cream almost every week!”

I felt a tight knot in my stomach as he talked about all the food he had now, thanks to his aunt Bryn’s job. Things most kids took for granted. Things I knew all too well what it was like to go without. Bryn’s job made more sense to me, the more the kid talked.

I was a fucking asshole. Just like the rest of this town.

When we got to the door and knocked, I was struggling to swallow past the lump in my throat. However, the moment the door opened, everything I had been struggling with vanished as Bryn stood there, looking like a damn goddess.

“Hey, Aunt Bryn!” Cullen said, rushing inside.

“Hey, buddy. Did you have fun?” she asked.

“The best! You won’t believe it, but we are eating pizza tonight from the pizza place in town. They like Rio, so he can buy us pizza from there,” he said. “I gotta pee.” Then, he was gone.

My eyes never left her. She turned her gaze to me then, and I stood there, speechless. Bryn was beautiful in baggy shirts, no makeup, and unbrushed hair. However, Bryn like this was the most gorgeous being on the planet.

“So, you’re staying for dinner then?” she asked with a smile.

I opened my mouth, and nothing came out. Then, I laughed at my own reaction. Finally, I managed to find my voice. “Damn, Bryn. A man needs a warning before you show up at the door like this.”

She blushed and bit her bottom lip. She’d done this on purpose—or at least, I was pretty damn sure she had. This was for me. Although I hadn’t needed any more of a push. It felt good to know she wanted to give me a reason to stay.

The short skirt showcased her legs that I knew only led to more perfection underneath, and, God, did she give me a view of cleavage. I had fought not to stare at her nipples through the damn T-shirt this morning, which was several sizes too big. I didn’t need to see the tops of them. But there they were, taunting me. Her breathing was heavy enough to make them rise and fall slowly.

“Come on in,” she said, stepping back, and I caught sight of her bare feet. Even those were perfect.

I came inside, and her scent hit me. I paused and inhaled deeply. Then turned to look down at her. “You are trying to kill me,” I whispered just as Cullen came running back into the room.

“And Rio knows the man who owns the candy shop. He can tell him that you’re nice and we can go inside.”

I saw her stiffen, and a forced smile touched her lips. “That’s wonderful,” she told him tightly. “The pizza place and the candy shop,” she said, turning her fake smile my way.

“Yeah, I’d like to know more about that later,” I told her.

She only nodded once, then turned back to Cullen. “You’ve had a very busy morning. It’s time for a nap. If you don’t nap, you’ll never make it to eat that pizza.”

Cullen’s shoulders slumped. “Okay,” he said, then looked at me. “You’ll be here when I get up?” he asked.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I told him. Especially with your aunt dressed like that.


He walked slowly back to his room and closed the door.

“I’ll come check on you in ten minutes. You’d better be in bed,” Bryn called out to him. Then, she looked back at me. “So, he was good today?” she asked.

“Perfect,” I replied. “Tell me about the pizza place and candy store,” I said, stepping closer to her.

She sighed. “The man at the candy store said he didn’t sell to people like me who vandalize others’ property.” She lifted her gaze from the floor to mine. “Same with the pizza place,” she added.


The fucking Jeep
 . Jesus, were they still holding that shit against her? Why hadn’t I known about this already?

“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to touch her hand because I needed to touch something. “I had no idea.”

She shrugged. “You’re well liked in this community, and I bashed your Jeep. They took your side.”

The knot in my stomach was back, and I wondered what else she’d suffered because of her taking the fall for what her sister had done to my Jeep. Fuck, I hated the idea of her being turned away like that. My chest hurt.

“You look like you’re about to be sick,” she said, squeezing my hand. “It’s fine. Trust me, that was not the first time I’d gone through that. When Tory slept with the Baptist minister in the last town we lived in, I had much worse things said about us and to us. They won’t even sell you milk in town after something like that.”

I needed her to stop telling me this shit long enough for me to deal with the fact that she’d been turned away in this town. Because of me. I closed my eyes and muttered a curse.

Her other hand touched my arm. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me what y’all did today,” she said in a cheerful voice.

I opened my eyes and looked down at her. It hurt that she was so beautiful. I let go of her hand and reached up to cup her face. Her lips parted as I ran my thumb over her bottom lip. I placed my other hand on her hip and pulled her closer to me until our bodies were touching. Her breasts were pressing against my chest, and she was leaning into me, telling me clearly that she wanted to be here.

Lowering my head, I heard her shaky breath just before my mouth touched hers. Her hand gripped my bicep, and she trembled in my arms. When her mouth opened for me, I dived in, tasting her. I’d thought about this for so long, and not one of my fantasies compared to the actual thing. She tasted of honey and sunshine. She was sweet and warm.

She was holding on to me with both her hands now, as if she needed me to hold her up. Her scent, her taste, the way she felt against me—I wasn’t sure I could ever let go of her. I moved the hand I had on her hip down to cup her bottom. I grabbed it with both hands and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around me, and I walked us over the few steps to the sofa to sit down with her. Never once breaking the kiss.

I ran my hands up her thighs, and she gasped. I only pulled back a little, so I could look at her. My right hand was just inside her thigh. Her legs were open as she straddled me. The sundress was pushed all the way up, so I could see the lacy pink panties covering her. I lifted my eyes from that view to look into her eyes. Moving my hand slowly, I watched her.

“I’m just going to touch you there,” I said, my voice thick with arousal.

She nodded slightly, and her mouth fell open, but her eyes never left mine. I ran a finger over the silk and lace.

“It’s damp,” I said.

“Yes,” she whispered.

I slipped a finger under the fabric, and the silky heat made it easy to move inside.

“Oh!” she said, grabbing on to my arms again and arching her back so that her breasts were in my face.

“Pull down your sundress,” I said as I began running my finger along the satin skin, wet with arousal.

She reached behind her and unzipped the dress, then tugged it down until both her big, round tits were bobbing right under my chin.

I moved my finger to push inside her, and she arched again. This time, I captured a nipple in my mouth and sucked hard.

“O-o-oh G-G-God,” she cried out.

I continued lavishing her nipple and enjoying the way her pussy clenched around my finger as she panted in my arms.

“I just meant to kiss you,” I said as I looked at her. “But you taste too sweet. You drive me crazy. I needed to touch you.”

“Yes,” she said as she began to move her hips against my hand.

I licked at her other nipple and bit down gently. She made a small cry, and her hands grabbed my head.

“Yes, pl-pl-please,” she begged. Her stuttering was back. She wasn’t able to concentrate. She was in the moment with me.

I bit down again, and she rocked harder against my hand. My dick was so swollen that I wasn’t sure how much longer my jeans could hold it. With each little pant Bryn made, I throbbed harder. We had just had our first kiss. There was no way I could sink inside her now. With the kid asleep in the other room. It would have to be quiet, and I wanted to hear her scream my name.

“Rio,” she panted out.

I bit her again, harder this time, holding her nipple in my teeth while I looked up at her. She met my eyes, and her mouth fell open as she began to jerk in my arms.

“Oh G-G-God. O-o-oh, oh,” she cried as the orgasm hit her.

Her pussy was squeezing my finger, her juices coating my hand. I wanted to be down there, tasting it. Would she enjoy me biting her clit too? She liked the pain. The harder I had bitten her nipple, the harder she had ridden my hand.

She moaned and then opened her eyes while a smile curled her lips. “Th-th-that was a-amazing,” she said.

Really? That had been amazing? Hell, I could show her better orgasms than that.

But I had already moved too quickly. My fantasies in the shower had pushed me to this. Bryn being all hot and ready hadn’t helped slow me down.

I moved her off my lap in hopes that my erection would calm the fuck down.

Looking at her face, I let out a soft, shaky laugh. “I meant to kiss you. Seems I don’t have much control.”

She smiled, looking pleased with that admission from me. “Me neither.”

I smirked then. “I guess that’s been building for a long time.”

She tilted her head and studied me with a surprised expression. “Really?”

“Yeah, really,” I replied.

She straightened her dress and curled her feet back behind her. “You could have fooled me.”

“I thought you’d bashed my Jeep,” I reminded her.

She shrugged, and the strap of her sundress fell back off her shoulder. “That’s my point.”

“We had history, Bryn. Changes things.”

She began to bite her bottom lip again as she thought about it. Talking about this wasn’t cooling me off any. Possibly making it worse.

“Keep biting your lip, and there will be more of what just happened. I’ve done nothing but think about you for two damn weeks. I’m wound up.”

I thought the warning would cause her to laugh or change the subject. Maybe get up and offer me a drink.

I hadn’t expected her to lift her shoulders in a shrug, lean toward me, and whisper, “That’s not something I’m against.”

My body tensed in response. Why had I expected her to be shy and innocent? Fine, if she wanted more, then I wasn’t going to waste my chance.

I pushed her back on the sofa, and her eyes went wide with surprise. When I reached up to pull off her panties, she began breathing fast from excitement. If she was going to come to me this easily, who was I to deny us? Clearly, she was experienced.

Glancing at the hallway, I looked down at her. “How thick are your walls?” I asked.

“He has a s-s-sound m-machine. It dr-drowns out m-most everything,” she said.

“You’re stuttering again. Am I making it hard for you to concentrate?” I asked with a pleased grin.

She nodded and bit her lip.

I took her legs and put them over my shoulders.

“Wh-wh-what are y-y-you d-doing?” she asked, almost in a panic.

I hadn’t expected that reaction. But if she was wanting to make me hotter, there was no need. I was there.

“I’m going to eat you. I want a taste,” I told her. Then, before she could say anything else, I ran my tongue over the sweet, wet pink pussy opened to me.

“Ohhh,” she moaned, and her body jerked.

I licked again, then ran my tongue over her sensitive clit.

“R-R-Rio, oh, p-p-please,” she begged.

I looked up at her as she grabbed her breasts and began to pinch her nipples. I reached down and undid my zipper before my cock exploded behind the pressure.

Once I had it free, I went back to my feast. Running my tongue along the path that I knew felt the best, then slipping it inside before flicking her clit with it. When I sucked the clit hard, she cried out again, and her hand went to my head, as if to hold me there.

I had been right. She liked the pain with her pleasure. I bit it gently.

“Y-y-yes, yes, o-o-oh G-God, yes,” she chanted.

I stuck my finger inside her to wet it, and then as I bit down on her clit, I slid my finger inside her tight hole in the back. She covered her mouth as she screamed and bucked beneath me.

I was throbbing so painfully that I didn’t know how much more I could take. Reaching down, I took my own cock in my hand and began to stroke it with the wetness from her pussy. I continued to look at her as I licked and bit her in the way she seemed to like best. This was better than all my shower fantasies.

“You like having your pussy licked, don’t you?” I asked her, and she looked down at me, her eyes lost in the pleasure.

“Yes,” she moaned. “I n-n-never knew,” she said and arched her back again as I circled her clit with my tongue.

“What didn’t you know, baby?” I asked her, then licked at her clit again.

She shuddered and made another noise, then said, “How g-g-good th-th-this would b-be.”

“I knew we would be good together,” I said against her hot flesh.

She moaned again. “Th-this isn’t s-s-something I th-th-thought I’d enjoy.”

I paused and looked at her. “You’ve never had your pussy eaten?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No.”

“What the hell was wrong with your other lovers?” I asked, going back to loving her.

“Th-th-there were n-no others,” she said, and I froze.

She was watching me.

“What?” I asked her because I had to have misunderstood something.

“Pl-please,” she begged and squirmed under me.

I began to give her what she wanted as she moaned my name. She was so willing and free with me. How could this be her first time?

“I’m a vir-vir-virgin,” she said finally between her sounds of pleasure.

I lifted my head and looked at her. She was lost in the moment. Her mouth slightly open as she panted. Her eyelids heavy with desire. She was the image of every erotic dream a man could have, and no one else had been here. Just me. The possessive monster inside of me lost some control. The urge to beat on my chest and roar was under the surface.

I lowered my head again and pressed a kiss to her swollen clit, causing her to whimper, before I bit down on it just hard enough to send her spiraling into another climax as I pumped my dick and shot my own release onto my legs.

Once I was done, I pulled my pants back up and stood to pull her into my arms. She came willingly, although she was limp from her powerful orgasm.

I held her against me, feeling things I’d never felt before. Things that should scare the shit out of me. Things that were not me. But with the knowledge that I was the only lover to touch her, something inside of me unleashed, and I knew I’d kill anyone who tried to hurt her or touch her.

In one day, everything had changed.
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Chapter Thirty



Bryn


After the two insanely amazing orgasms Rio had given me, he had held me in his arms long enough for me to fall asleep. When I woke up, my sundress was back over my chest and zipped up, and I was lying on the sofa, covered up with a blanket. My panties were not back on my body though, and they hadn’t been on the floor either.

While Rio talked to Cullen in the kitchen about what pizza he wanted tonight, I was thankful Rio had covered me back up and that Cullen hadn’t found us together on the sofa. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and I was embarrassed that I had. I never took naps.

Now that they were gone, I took the time to wash myself up and change into something comfortable before we ate pizza and watched another Marvel movie. Before I put on my silk pajama shorts and matching top, I studied my bare breasts in the mirror a moment and smiled at the teeth marks on my nipples. Everything with Rio had been incredible. I wanted more of it, but he had just shown up today, acting differently, and I had spread out on the sofa with my legs open for him within hours.

I groaned and covered my face. What was wrong with me? He had kissed me, and I’d basically thrown myself at him. I doubted he believed I was a virgin. Nothing about what I had done today was something a virgin would do. I had been begging him to bite me.

I wondered if my vagina had teeth marks too. I tried to stop thinking about it as I finished dressing.

The front door opened, and I heard Cullen’s voice call out my name. I stepped out from the bathroom and made my way down the hallway to the kitchen. The pizza smelled so good. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the smell hit me.

Rio’s eyes met mine, and then his gaze went down my body. His eyes flared as he looked back at me. I had thought about wearing one of my baggy T-shirts and some old cutoff shorts, but I wanted him to look at me. It made my body tingle.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

I nodded.

He just smirked and shook his head. “Hungry?”

“Starving,” I replied.

His dimple flashed as he reached for one of the paper plates Cullen had gotten out of the pantry and put a slice of pizza on it, then handed it to me. “You worked up an appetite.”

I took the plate. “Thank you.”

He gave me one long look that made me want to do more things with him. But I had to keep my head on straight. Throwing myself at Rio was not smart. I needed to be sure why he was suddenly thinking of me all the time and if this was a fleeting thing.

Cullen took his plate from Rio and ran to the table. “It smells great!” he announced and began to eat.

Rio walked over to me and ran a hand up the back of my thigh, then cupped my butt before moving past me and walking over to the table to sit with Cullen.

“Isn’t this the best thing you’ve ever eaten?” Cullen asked Rio as he took a bite.

Rio’s eyes met mine. “No, bud, it’s not. But it is good.”

My panties went damp once again. He was not making it easy for me. I wasn’t sure if I had the power to hold Rio at arm’s length and move slowly. Sex had never been something I wanted. I hadn’t desired it. I’d run from it.

Now, my body was humming with a craving it knew nothing about.

Did Rio make all girls feel like this? I was deflated. He had been with a lot of girls. I wasn’t his first, and I wasn’t going to be his last. I didn’t allow myself to hope for things because I knew all too well how hard life could send you crashing to the ground. If you didn’t get your hopes up, then disappointment was easier to handle when it came.

“Don’t you, Aunt Bryn?” Cullen’s voice broke into my dark thoughts, and I forced a smile.

“Sorry, what did you say?” I asked him, wishing I had been listening to the conversation.

“You love Henley’s cupcakes. Especially the strawberry ones.”

“Oh, yes. She makes the best I’ve ever tasted,” I agreed.

I didn’t look at Rio. I wasn’t sure I could just yet. Instead, I ate my pizza and tried to get in a better mood. Today, I had dressed to catch Rio’s attention. It worked. I was very willing. He hadn’t seemed surprised by that, which could once again be because all women were very willing when he made a move. How could they not be?

My mood was not improving, so I was going to have to act. I was good at acting. I did it every night I went to work.

I finished off my piece of pizza and stood up. “I think I need one more. Anyone else?” I asked.

“ME!” Cullen called out.

“Sure,” Rio said, and I met his gaze.

He had noticed my mood change. I could see it in his eyes. He was studying me too closely.

I smiled at him and took his plate. I took my time, filling our plates up before returning to the table. “What movie have you picked for us tonight?” I asked Cullen.

He swallowed the bite of pizza in his mouth, then grinned. “Batman
 .”

We finished our meal with talk about Batman
 , mostly from Cullen, and then I stood and started clearing off the table. Cullen ran over to the television to find his Batman
 DVD. Rio came up behind me as I stood back up from getting Cullen’s empty plate.

“Something is wrong,” he whispered in my ear. Then, he ran his fingers down my arm. “Tell me, and I’ll fix it.”

I wished that were possible. This wasn’t fixable.

I smiled at him. “I’m fine,” I assured him, then started to step around him, but his hand grabbed my waist.

“No, it’s not fine. Something is bothering you.”

If I could not be instantly turned on by his hand touching the bare skin on my waist, then I wouldn’t have a problem at all. How did I explain that to him? I would sound like a desperate female who craved any man’s attention that was thrown at her. Which could not be further from the truth.

“I let myself think too much sometimes,” I said. There, that was the truth.

“Is it about today? Us? Is that bothering you?”

When I said nothing, his hand tightened on me, and he leaned closer. “After Cullen goes to bed,” he said, then let me go and went over to take a seat on the sofa.

He was going to stay after Cullen went to bed? This was probably a bad thing. I had no control. I needed to be a little harder to get. It was why Saint wanted me. Men liked that. Men didn’t stay when a woman was too needy. I had seen it happen to my gorgeous sister over and over.

Cullen sat between us on the sofa, and I was thankful for that. I needed him there. I wished he could stay there all night. He was a great buffer. But one hour into the movie, and his head fell over on my lap. He was done. That meant it was time for me to face Rio and not turn him off by my need for him.

Rio picked Cullen up and carried him to his room. I tucked him in and looked at the sound machine that I never turned on at night. It was simply to help drown out noise during his daytime naps. Turning it on now would mean I didn’t trust myself not to do more with Rio tonight. Leaving it off would mean I was sending him home.

“Turn on the sound machine,” Rio said in my ear.

I shook my head. “He doesn’t need it at night.”

“He will now,” Rio said.

I ignored that and walked out. I heard the sound machine come on just as I stepped into the hallway and turned to see Rio following me with a determined look on his face.

I closed the door to Cullen’s room and then looked at Rio. “I’m tired,” I told him.

“You took a nap,” he said, closing in on me until my back hit the wall. “Tell me what happened in your head. Because something is bothering you.”

“Can we go to the living room?” I asked, then pointed at Cullen’s door.

Rio nodded and stepped back, letting me go first, and then he followed. When we were in the living room again, Rio walked over to the sofa and sat down. I did the same, but I put distance between us.

“Talk,” he said.

Fine, I would explain most of it. The parts he needed to understand.

“You’ve never shown interest in me until this morning. Then, you suddenly found me attractive, and by early afternoon, I threw myself at you willingly. That isn’t me. I don’t do that.”

Rio said nothing for a few moments, and I wondered if he was waiting on me to say more.

“I’ve been attracted to you since I was fourteen years old,” he said finally.

“What?” I asked, not sure I’d heard him correctly.

“Bryn, the moment I saw you, I chased you down and made you talk to me. That was because I was sure I’d just seen the prettiest girl alive.”

I frowned. “Really?”

“Why would I lie about that?” he asked with a grin.

“Well, that was when we were kids. Before the Jeep thing, you weren’t interested in me. In fact, I saw you with several different girls those two weeks I worked at the farmers market.”

He sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You reminded me of my past and a time in my life I didn’t want to remember. You were the only bright thing in my world back then. But you were still a part of my fucked up childhood.”

“Why now? Why did you change your mind today?” I asked, not sure I really understood his reasoning.

“When I thought you’d bashed my Jeep, I could stay away from you because I thought your childhood had changed you. But once I didn’t have that and after watching you with Cullen and seeing the girl I’d once cared for was still there, that you hadn’t been hardened and twisted by life, I couldn’t get you out of my head. I won’t lie. I tried real damn hard.”

Maybe that did make sense. It didn’t make me feel better about the fact that I had been so easy for him. That was embarrassing.

“Come here,” he said.

He held out his hand to me, and I looked at it. If I went to him, I would end up doing whatever he wanted. I’d beg him for it. I didn’t move.

“Bryn, come here,” he repeated in a stern voice.

I looked from his hand to his face, and I had no control of my body as I stood and walked over to him. I stopped in front of him, and he held out his hands for me to take.

“Straddle me,” he said in a softer voice this time. “Please,” he added.

I wasn’t going to be able to tell him no. He’d said please. My panties were already giving away my reaction to him. I was going to get hurt. There was no way around it. He’d get bored with me and my easiness and move on. He wouldn’t mean to hurt me, but he would.

I sat on his lap, straddling him, and his lips brushed mine. Kissing him was something I had once fallen asleep thinking about doing. Those childish daydreams had been nowhere close to the real thing.

His mouth left mine, and he grabbed my bottom to pull me closer. When his erection rubbed against my clit, I let out a small sound. I had no control. My body was already humming with anticipation. I was being too easy.

“It’s n-n-not fair,” I said.

He ran his hands under my top and over my bare stomach as he looked at me. “What’s not fair?” he asked, his voice raspy. At least he was as affected as I was.

“That I-I-I can’t t-t-tell you n-no,” I admitted.

A wicked grin lit his face. “You can’t?” he asked as his hands moved up my rib cage and brushed the bottoms of my breasts.

I shook my head and trembled at the anticipation.

“Why can’t you tell me no?” he asked, moving his hands over my breasts and then pinching my nipples simultaneously.

“I w-w-want th-th-this,” I panted and cried out as he pinched harder.

Wetness pooled inside the crotch of my panties. My shorts were going to be damp.

He pulled my nipples to him. I groaned and arched my back. My top came off, and I was bare instantly. I watched as he pulled my right nipple into his mouth and pinched and pulled on the other. I started to squirm from the ache between my legs. The friction of his rigid penis rubbing against me felt good, so I began to rock back and forth on it. He grabbed my waist and held me still. I whimpered from the loss.

His hand slid down inside the loose leg of my shorts, and he paused and inhaled sharply. “Jesus, you’re fucking soaked.” His voice sounded like a growl.

“I told you, m-m-my body wants y-you,” I said as he slipped a finger into my panties, and I forgot everything else.

He slid it back and forth, teasing me with what all he could do to me down there. I knew now, and I squirmed, needing it. He sucked on my breast some more.

I begged and clung to him, wanting him to do more. Give me that euphoria he had earlier. He reached up and grabbed the back of my head and covered my mouth with his. Our tongues tangled and stroked each other the same way I wanted our bodies to. Our breathing was hard, and when he finally pinched my clit between his two fingers, I broke the kiss, crying out as I stared down at his face.

“I’ve got to unbuckle my jeans, baby. My dick is so damn swollen; it’s getting painful.”

I scooted back and got off his lap. My eyes didn’t leave his crotch though. I was fascinated. I’d never seen a real penis. He pulled his jeans down to his knees along with his boxers, and it sprang free. It was much bigger than I had anticipated and standing straight out. The head did look swollen. I wondered if that was what hurt.

Moving back to him, I wasn’t sure if I should straddle him now. I didn’t want to cause him pain. He held out his hand for me to come sit on him again, and I did so, careful not to press against it. My curiosity had me reaching out and touching the tip.

He jerked, and I moved my hand away quickly. “I’m s-s-sorry. I-I-I di-didn’t know,” I said.

He chuckled and took my hand, then moved it back to his swollen length. “I didn’t jerk from pain. You can explore all you want.”

Oh.

I gently wrapped my finger around it this time, and he sucked in a breath. My eyes flew to his, and he was panting. Much like I did when he touched me. I understood then. His wasn’t wet, but this must have felt the same for him as it did for me. I began to run my fingertip over it, and each time he made a noise of pleasure, I did the same thing again. Scooting forward, I lifted myself up onto my knees and ran the tip over my wet bottoms. That was almost too good.

“Fuck,” he groaned. He liked it too.

I moved my bottoms over and then rubbed the head of his erection on the crotch of my wet panties. He froze, and I looked up at him. He was clenching his teeth and taking short, shallow breaths. Needing to feel more, I pulled the wet fabric aside and ran it along my bare vagina.

“Oh,” I cried out at how good the skin-on-skin contact felt.

It slipped so easily back and forth. I moved my hips as I ran it from my clit, then back again. I knew I was making noises, and for a moment, I forgot about Rio and if he was enjoying this or not. I was lost in my own little world of pleasure.

Then, it was gone, and I was being lifted and tossed back on the sofa. Rio removed his bottoms the rest of the way, and then his shirt followed. When he reached for my bottoms, I was torn between anxiety and hunger. He was going to make love to me. Or was it just sex? I wasn’t sure, but I was going to lose my virginity.

He covered me and held himself there. “I want inside you so damn bad that I can hardly control myself. But I won’t. I don’t have a condom. But I’m going to make it feel good.”

He reached down and began to aggressively rub his erection against my opening. He looked down and watched. I opened my legs wider and lifted up, wanting to feel more. He was shaking. His entire body was shaking.

I began to move with him, and his eyes went to my breasts as they swayed.

“God, you’re fucking gorgeous,” he said.

He licked at my nipples and pulled one into his mouth as I continued to rub against him. I was more out of control.

The wetness leaking from me was going to leave a spot on the sofa, but I didn’t care. I wanted all this and more.

“O-oh, p-p-lease, pl-please, please,” I begged him, and he shook harder as he pressed down on me with his hardness there in my heat, rubbing back and forth.

“You’re so wet,” he said in my ear. “I want to slip inside you and never fucking leave.”

His words and description sent me spiraling off into my orgasm, and I cried out his name, holding him to me while my body felt like it was exploding. I heard him shout my name as he jerked on top of me. His hips were moving hard, and then he held himself up. I opened my eyes to see him pumping himself, and then his cum shot all over my stomach and my breasts.

He looked down at my naked body and his cum that now covered me. Then, he lifted his eyes to mine. “You might be the death of me.”
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Chapter Thirty-One



Rio


Bryn hadn’t thought my staying the night again was a good idea for Cullen. I hadn’t wanted to leave her, but I had. She didn’t trust me. Not yet. I could see it in her eyes that she was worried I would be gone and Cullen would be hurt. That she would be hurt.

There was a lot of damage there, and I would have to prove myself to her. I’d managed to create most of the issues she had with me. If I hadn’t been so fucking scared of being near her again, I might have listened to my gut when deep down, I knew she wouldn’t have bashed my Jeep. Or anyone’s Jeep. Everyone around me had told me they didn’t think she did it, and I’d ignored it. Now, I’d have to make up for that.

Pops was getting around on his own now, and I wasn’t needed over there to move him any longer. This was my second night back at the house with Saul and Drake. I knew they would both be asleep when I made my way to the kitchen; however, I should have expected Henley to be there.

She was already dressed for work and pulling a batch of doughnuts from the oven.

“You’re up early,” she said and then reached into the oven to pull out a second tray of doughnuts.

“Yeah,” I replied. “What time are you going into the shop?”

“Why? You want the kitchen to yourself?” she asked, looking at me oddly.

“No, I need to make an order.”

She scrunched up her nose. “From me?”

“It’s for Bryn and Cullen,” I said.

Her eyes went wide, and a smile lit up her face. “Oh! Really?”

“Yeah, really. It seems you make the best strawberry cupcakes in the world. Bryn loves them. And Cullen said he likes your chocolate ones. I was hoping I could order half a dozen of each, but maybe you could make the chocolate ones a Spider-Man theme? Then, I was also going to pick up breakfast and take it with me this morning.”

Henley looked at the doughnuts on the tray. “These are fresh and have dairy and gluten in them. I made them for all of you but mostly Saul. He mentioned them yesterday. There’s more than Saul will eat with Drake’s help. Take this second tray.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“Absolutely. Just don’t screw this up. I like her and Cullen.”

“I don’t intend to,” I replied.

She put the doughnuts in a bakery box, then handed them to me. “I’ll have your cupcakes ready by noon.”

“Thanks.”

I finished making my coffee and was about to leave the kitchen.

“Vanessa came by yesterday, looking for you,” Henley said. “You might want to give that some closure.”

I nodded but said nothing else. Vanessa and I had hooked up a few times. It had been a while since we had been out. There wasn’t any closure required.

Saul was walking into the kitchen, yawning, as I was leaving. He was still in his boxers, and his hair hadn’t been brushed. He looked at the box in my hand. “You’d better not be taking off with my shit.”

“Yours are in there,” I told him.

He yawned again and walked past me. I didn’t stick around. Saul was my best friend, and Henley was my sister. Seeing them make out in the kitchen wasn’t something I wanted to see. I’d walked in on it enough.

I managed to make it until seven thirty before going over to Bryn’s. I’d showered, shaved, taken my time in getting dressed, tried to watch the news, which was boring as hell. Finally, I decided it was a safe bet that Cullen was awake.

Bryn answered the door in an oversize T-shirt, her hair down and messy, a sleepy smile on her face. “Good morning,” she said. “I hope that’s breakfast because I am not in the mood to cook.”

Just seeing her made me feel better.

“Henley made doughnuts,” I told her.

She made a soft moan that had me tensing. I didn’t need to always get a damn boner around her.

“I love her doughnuts.”

I walked inside, and Cullen turned his head to look at me from his spot on the sofa.

His eyes lit up when he saw the box I was holding. “Is it cupcakes?” he asked.

“Not this early. I wanted Bryn to let me inside, not kick me out,” I told him.

“Oh,” Cullen said and climbed off the sofa to come around to me. “What is it then?”

“Doughnuts,” I told him.

He punched the sky with his fist. “Yes!”

“I’ll even let you eat on the sofa while watching television this morning,” Bryn told him, and Cullen beamed before running back to the sofa to watch Spider-Man
 on the television.

“You want some coffee?” she asked me, then started walking into the kitchen.

I followed her in and went over to the cabinet to get down two cups.

“Did you sleep well?” I asked her as I stood behind her while she worked on our coffee.

She nodded. “Yes.”

I glanced over at Cullen to see he was enthralled in his favorite superhero, then slid my hand under the back side of the T-shirt she was wearing. My hand met bare thigh and a panty-covered ass. No shorts. Damn. I was going to have a hard time thinking about anything else.

Her head whipped around to check to see if Cullen was watching me.

“I already checked that,” I whispered, then slid my hand up to her waist.

She stood very still, her breathing growing heavy as my hand went higher until I was gently cupping her right breast.

“I just needed to feel you,” I said in her ear before sliding my hand down her body and letting the T-shirt fall back down.

When my hand was gone, she turned her face back to look up at me.

“I wish I weren’t so weak where you were concerned,” she said, then smiled.

I didn’t. Her desire for me made me want to pound my chest like a caveman and alert the world that she belonged to me. I bent down and kissed her neck, inhaling the scent that was uniquely hers. Bryn tilted her head the other way to give me better access. So fucking sweet.

“We need to stop. Cullen,” she breathed and closed her eyes a moment, then moved away. She took a deep breath, then handed me a cup of coffee. “Here, taste this. Not me,” she offered.

I grinned and took the coffee. “You taste better.”

She blushed and ran her hand over her unbrushed hair. “Th-th-thank you, but”—her eyes went to Cullen again—“just because I can’t seem to tell you no, it’s dangerous to do things in front of him. He could look, and I …” She sighed. “It’s just that he’s never seen me with a man. Ever. He has seen his mother with many, but not me. I’m his constant. Change might cause him to think I’ll leave like she did.” Bryn stopped and took a drink of her coffee.

Another one of the things about her that was going to own me. Her dedication to that little boy. What would my childhood have been like with a mom like her? Or hell, an aunt? Anyone to care that my mother was unstable and not fit to raise a kid.

“Do you work tonight?” I asked her, and the thought of her at work made my chest tighten painfully. The idea of her topless in a bar was going to be the hardest thing for me to accept.

“No. I go back Sunday,” she said, and I could see her tense.

She knew I hated it, and right now, this was new for us. I had to win her trust. Asking her to get a new job wasn’t going to help me do that. Although I was going to talk to Pops today about the assistant he’d said he needed to hire. In his condition, he couldn’t help Hazel anymore. The position would pay well. I just wasn’t sure how to bring it up to Bryn.

“Then, we have tonight,” I replied.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“Can I have a doughnut?” Cullen asked, turning around and looking at us.

“Yes,” Bryn replied and went to put one on a plate for him, then poured him a glass of milk.

I picked up a doughnut and took a bite while watching her take Cullen his food. I wanted to spend all day with them, but I was supposed to be at work in an hour. I had called Hazel to let her know it would be nine when I got there today. She’d grumbled, but when I’d told her I was going to see Bryn, she’d immediately changed her tune.

“What are your plans today?” I asked her.

She took a doughnut for herself, then broke it into two, only keeping half of it. “I think we might go to the beach. Are you working?” she asked.

Sighing, I nodded. “Yeah. I have to be there in an hour.”

“We will be over by the south entrance to the public beach,” she told me.

The south entrance was directly beside the farmers market. “If you get hungry or thirsty or need to use the restroom,” I said, grinning.

She gave me a saucy smile. “Sorry. Last time I was there, I was told not to come back and to buy my produce elsewhere.”

I knew she was teasing, but the memory of that and how I had talked to her wasn’t something I wanted to remember. It fucking hurt. I reached for her T-shirt and grabbed a handful, then pulled her against me. “Not only are you welcome there, but whatever you want from there is also free. Including the ice cream and soda. When y’all get hot and need to cool off, come see me.”

Her body was pressed against me, and her head was tilted back as she looked up at me. Those eyes of hers were saying things I wanted to hear aloud. I lowered my mouth to hers and kissed it gently and quickly. My hand loosened its hold on her shirt, and I took another moment to run it over the side of her body.

“Do you think we can get him to take a quick nap this early?” I asked.

She laughed at me and moved away. “No.”

“Damn,” I replied, although I’d already known that was the answer.
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Chapter Thirty-Two



Bryn


The sunshine and salt water had been the perfect way for us to spend our Saturday. However, the sandwiches I’d made were eaten by eleven, and our water was gone. Glancing at Cullen, who was slowing down, I knew it was time to pack it up and go home.

I looked back toward the farmers market and thought about going and getting an ice cream for Cullen. I had debated that several times since we’d arrived. However, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I wasn’t ready to face going there just yet. Maybe in a few weeks, if this thing with Rio was still working out and he hadn’t moved on yet, I would go there.

Today was just too soon. Besides, Cullen didn’t need an ice cream.

I stood up and dusted the sand from my body, then reached into my bag to get the cover-up I had worn over my swimsuit. When I stood up, someone was behind me, and a large hand slid around me to splay flat over my bare stomach, then pushed me back against him.

“You didn’t come see me,” Rio said close to my ear.

“Rio!” Cullen said, jumping up from the sand castle he had been building. “Why didn’t you come swim today?”

Rio dropped his hand from me and moved to stand beside me. “I wish I could have, bud. But I’ve been working,” he said to Cullen. “But I was hoping you and Bryn might come over to the market and get an ice cream.”

Cullen clapped his hands together, then looked up at me. “Please, oh please,” he begged me.

It looked like we were going to the farmers market after all.

“Okay,” I said reluctantly.

“Did you drive?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “No, we walked.”

He grinned then, flashing me his dimple. “Good. I’ll tell them I’m done for the day. We will get the ice cream, and then I’ll drive you home.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Cullen ran to him and grabbed his hand, then began asking about his Jeep and if the top was off. I collected the rest of our things, but when I picked up the bag, Rio took it from me. He walked ahead of me, holding Cullen’s hand on his right and carrying my bag on his left. It was the kind of thing that seemed more fantasy than reality.

Cullen was chatting away, and Rio didn’t seem to mind. How long would it take before the package deal was too much for him? Would I continue to crave him and be so easy? How long before that got boring for him?

I was ruining a perfect moment with my dark thoughts, and I tried hard to push them away. We reached the side entrance of the farmers market, and Rio turned to me.

“I need to go let them know I’m leaving. You take him to the ice cream stand, and I’ll meet you there.”

Rio headed to the back, still carrying my bag.

Cullen came over to take my hand, and then he pulled me. “Come on!”

We walked over to the ice cream stand, and Cullen began studying the different colors and asking me about flavors while we waited in line. He finally decided on blue raspberry with red sprinkles when it was our turn.

I looked from Cullen to the girl taking orders. “Hello,” I said in greeting. “We need—”

“I know who you are, and you aren’t welcome here,” she said with a nasty grin.

She looked somewhat familiar, and I realized she must have been working here when I had been fired. Cullen’s hand was in mine, but he moved closer until he was pressed against my leg. This was something he had heard before, but I had hoped he’d never hear it again.

“I, uh …” I paused, unsure of what to say. Did I explain this to her or just go to the back and wait for Rio?

“Is there a problem?” Rio asked, and I turned to see him walking toward us. He frowned, looking down at Cullen almost wrapped around my leg. Then, he lifted his gaze to meet mine.

“Yes, sir. I told her we wouldn’t serve her here,” the girl told him.

Rio’s scowl, however, took the smirk off her face, and she glanced back at me, as if to make sure she hadn’t made a mistake.

“Whatever she wants, make it for her. If she is ever in this market again, you give her what she wants,” he said, coming to stand on the other side of Cullen and putting a hand on his head, then ruffling his hair.

The girl nodded. “Yes, sir. I didn’t know. I thought—”

“I know what you thought. I will make sure everyone here understands that Bryn and Cullen are welcome here.”

The girl nodded, then looked at me nervously now. “What can I get for you?” she asked.

“Blue raspberry with red sprinkles,” I said.

Cullen’s arms released me, and he smiled up at Rio.

“Bryn!” Hazel’s familiar voice called out, and I turned to see her making her way to us.

“Hello,” I replied.

It was nice to see her smile at me again. She had never been mean, but it had been awkward before.

“It’s sure good to see you here,” she said. “And who’s this?” she asked, turning her friendly smile toward Cullen.

“This is Cullen, my nephew,” I told her.

“Well, Cullen, is that blue and red ice cream yours?” she asked.

He nodded, and she took it from the girl, then handed it to him.

“We have a new litter of puppies out back. Would you like to go see them?” she asked him. Then glanced up at me. “If that’s okay with your aunt Bryn.”

He nodded his head vigorously and looked up at me with hopeful eyes.

“Sure, that sounds exciting,” I replied.

Cullen walked to Hazel without even a backward glance my way. He was getting braver with new people.

“Come with me,” Rio said close to my ear.

I fell into step beside him as he led me back to the private offices. I had been back here only once when I worked here. It was off-limits to employees unless they had an appointment.

Rio led us to the door on the left and took a key from his pocket to unlock it. He went in, and I followed him. The light came on, and I looked around the office lined with filing cabinets and a massive oak desk full of mail and notebooks. I turned to Rio to ask whose office we were in.

The door lock clicked, and he dropped my bag, then moved to me. I had little time to think or say anything as he backed me up against the wall, then covered my mouth with his. It wasn’t a sweet kiss. It was hard and demanding. I buried my hands in his hair and savored having this moment alone. Knowing he wanted to kiss me this much made my stomach flutter with excitement.

“You looked incredible out there on the beach. I like your bikini,” he said, trailing kisses down my neck to my collarbone. His hand slid under my cover-up, and he shoved it into my bottoms, groaning as his fingers felt my arousal. “I need to feel it,” he growled as my knees buckled, and I held on to his arms.

“I want inside you so bad,” he said, grabbing my left leg and pulling it up to his side. “For now, just a little taste.”

Then, he was on his knees, and my leg was over his shoulder. The crotch of my bikini bottoms was pulled aside, and I watched as Rio’s head moved between my legs.

The second his tongue slid inside of me, I cried out. Someone might hear me, and I needed to care, but right now, the pleasure I knew his mouth would bring me was winning. The tip of his tongue circled my clit, and my legs trembled.

“Oh!” I moaned, holding the back of his head there with both my hands.

He continued to tease me with his tongue before the sharp bite of his teeth took whatever strength I had in my legs, and my knees buckled completely. Rio’s hands grabbed my waist and kept me from falling. His mouth left me, and I wanted to shove his face back but didn’t. I managed to control myself. Tilting his head, he looked up at me.

“I was just going to get a taste, but I don’t want to stop until you come on my face,” he said.

His words alone made me tingle and pulse.

“P-p-pl-please,” was all I could manage.

He stood up, and I wanted to cry out. However, he picked me up and sat me in a chair, then pulled my bottoms off.

“Open your legs for me,” he ordered.

I did as told, and he placed a hand on each of my thighs, pushing them farther apart before putting my legs over his shoulders and pulling me to him.

“Damn, that’s a sweet pussy,” he whispered as he lowered his head back to where I wanted it.

With each touch of his tongue, I grew more frantic. My body arched and jerked beneath him as he brought me to another earth-shattering climax. I moaned his name several times as my orgasm pulsed through me.

How had I made it to be this old, not knowing how good this was?

His mouth moved down to my inner thigh, and he finished by kissing my knee before looking up at me. I was still struggling to catch my breath as my heart rate slowed.

“That’s addictive,” he told me.

I managed a laugh. “You have no i-i-idea.”

He flashed his dimple then and reached for my bottoms. I let him put them back on me and then stand me up.

“I told Hazel we needed twenty minutes. We might have taken more than that. Better go check on Cullen,” he said, then licked his lips. “I’ve been thinking about that all damn day.”

I was growing attached too quickly. We were moving so fast, but I couldn’t slow it down. I wanted the things he did to me. I craved them. Going back to work would slow us down. That would help. As much as I wanted to enjoy being with him, I had to keep my head and, dang it, stop being so easy to get.
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Chapter Thirty-Three



Rio


Bryn was going back to work tomorrow, and it was taunting me. I hadn’t expected things to go this way. Not so quickly. I’d thought she disliked me. I hadn’t known she was going to light up like a firecracker when I kissed her. But she had, and all the reasons I had fought to give us a chance were gone. One taste of her, and I was hooked.

The next few nights, she would be working, and we wouldn’t have much time together. I was already dreading it. If Pops didn’t need me at the market so bad, I would take off, so we could have days together. Being away from her even for a few hours bothered me. I knew that wasn’t mentally healthy, but fuck if I could help it.

Henley had helped me out by offering to take Cullen swimming in our pool, then keeping him there for the night. Bryn had told him she’d be there when he woke up. Saul had agreed to go get the little girl who was his sister by birth but had been adopted by a young couple in town to come swim too. Cullen got a playdate with another kid, and I got Bryn alone. I wanted a date night with Bryn. I wanted to take her somewhere nice. Let her see I wanted more from her than her body.

Henley had already picked up Cullen when I arrived to get Bryn. When the door opened and she stood there with a black satin dress that was fitted and hit mid-thigh, my heart thudded in my chest. Her long hair fell over one shoulder, and her shoulders and collarbone were bare. There wasn’t much cleavage, but there also wasn’t a bra. I swallowed hard.

“You look beautiful,” I said.

Her smile was always shy when I told her how beautiful she was. As if she didn’t believe me and was embarrassed. It was part of what made her perfect.

“Thank you,” she replied.

“You’d better come out here,” I told her. “If I come inside, we won’t make it out tonight.”

Her eyes widened, and for a moment, I thought she was going to ask me to come in. Even with her innocence, she was hungry to do more. That didn’t help my self-control.

I stepped away from the door. “Get out here, Bryn,” I said.

She reached for a purse and stepped outside. The heels weren’t like the stilettos she wore at work, but they were definitely fuck-me heels. I would be taking those off tonight. I placed my hand on her lower back and led her down the stairs and to the Jeep. Not looking at her chest to watch her tits bounce under the thin satin fabric was difficult. I managed to only look three times before opening the door for her to climb inside.

There was a brand-new box of condoms in the backseat, but that wasn’t for my Jeep. I was not going to take her in my Jeep. Not for her first time at least. In the future, it could happen in here, but not tonight.

“Where are we going?” she asked as we pulled out onto the main road.

“Sterling Sand Dollar,” I replied.

“The one with the rooftop seating overlooking the water?”

I nodded. “That’s the one.”

She smiled, and not taking her directly to her bedroom and burying myself in her the moment she’d opened the door was a good thing. Bryn didn’t get to go to places like this. She didn’t date, apparently. Her life had been ruled by Tory.

I put my hand on her thigh because I needed to be touching her while I drove the five miles to the restaurant. Fighting the urge to slide my hand higher up her thigh was difficult, but I managed it. Mostly by asking her things about Cullen, like when his birthday was and where he was going to go to school in the fall.

We didn’t go inside; instead, we checked in for our reservation outside, and the hostess walked us over to the elevator for the rooftop seating. It was virtually impossible to get reservations up here, but Saul’s father owned the building, so he’d made it happen for me.

The table seated in the far-right corner, away from the other tables, had to also have been Saul’s doing. I owed him one. There were limited tables up here, and we had managed to get the one that was blocked from the view of other tables with an ornate railing. I wasn’t sure patrons were regularly sat back here.

I sat on the same side as Bryn, so we could have a clear view of the beach. Also, I didn’t want a table separating us. The sounds of the crashing waves, ocean breeze, and soft music that was playing gave us a sense of privacy.

The server arrived and took our drink orders. Bryn ordered water, but I ordered a bottle of champagne. She said she would drink a little but that she rarely drank anything. Once the drinks arrived and we chose our meals, I allowed myself to finally touch her. I placed my hand back on her thigh and ran my fingertips inside her leg, where the softest flesh was.

“Do you eat seafood?” I asked her casually. “You ordered the only chicken dish on the menu.”

Her breathing had picked up some from my caressing. I liked being able to affect her so easily.

“I-I-I don’t know,” she said.

She was already stuttering. That did something to me. Every damn time. When I knew she was so turned on that she couldn’t concentrate on talking, I felt like I’d won something I didn’t deserve.

It also made me want to push her more. I let my fingers move up higher inside her thigh. “You don’t know? Have you never eaten seafood?” I asked.

Her nipples were hard and clearly visible through the satin fabric of her dress. She swallowed hard and then shook her head instead of answering.

“Are you afraid to try it?” I asked her, then moved my hand a little higher.

Bryn opened her legs more, and that single move made my cock throb. She looked up at me, and I bent my head to capture her mouth with mine. I tasted her honey and sunshine as my hand slid further up her thigh until I found the wet lips of her pussy with only a thin strap of fabric going up the center.

“A G-string,” I whispered against her lips.

She nodded.

“It doesn’t cover up much,” I told her as I played with the string, tugging it so that it rubbed her clit roughly.

She bit her bottom lip and muffled a sound. Her eyes fluttered, and she moved against my hand. I’d started this, but I needed to stop it. No one was going to watch her come. That was for me alone. I moved my hand away, and her eyes opened. The distress from my stopping was clear on her face. My dick was aching. I should have known better than to put my hand down there.

“No one sees you come but me,” I told her.

She looked around, and we weren’t in anyone’s sight.

“At any moment, the server could return,” I said.

She looked so damn let down that I was tempted to chance it and get her off. I licked her off my fingers, and her eyes grew wide as she watched me.

“Rio?” she asked me then.

“Yes?”

“After dinner, can we go back to the apartment?”

I had planned to take her for a walk down the beach, but maybe that would be better for another day. “Is that what you want to do?”

She nodded.

“Why?” I asked, wanting to hear her say it.

I expected her to blush or lick her bottom lip nervously. Instead, she leaned closer to me, letting her breast graze my arm.

“Because I want you to fuck me,” she replied.

My hands fisted, my dick jerked in my damn pants, as if it had been called to action, and I clenched my jaw to get control of my thoughts.

“What is it? Don’t you want to?” she asked me, concern now in her gaze.

“God, yes. I just didn’t expect you to ask for it.”

“Why?”

I looked down at her, afraid to touch her. “Not something I expected from you.”

Her face flushed, and she looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry.”

She was misunderstanding me.

“Bryn, you don’t apologize for turning me on.”

“I was?”

All I could do was laugh. If she made me keep talking about this, we weren’t going to make it to the meal.
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Chapter Thirty-Four



Bryn


The chicken was delicious, and so was the shrimp that Rio made me try. Everything about dinner was magical. I’d never been on a date, and he had made my first real date beautiful.

The ride back to the apartment, he didn’t say much, nor did he touch my leg. I worried something might be wrong, but one glance at his crotch told me it wasn’t anger keeping him silent. I squeezed my thighs together, trying to get some relief after seeing how hard he was.

My hand trembled as I unlocked the apartment door. Once the food had arrived, we had talked, and the sexual tension had eased. We’d eaten and had some champagne. It was the drive home when things had gotten intense. I stepped inside the house, and Rio pushed me in farther, then closed the door and locked it behind me.

I was going to ask him if he wanted something to drink when he picked me up and started walking back to my bedroom. His gaze was hard and intense. I held on to his arms until he put me back down in front of the bed.

“Take it off,” he ordered.

“My dress?” I asked.

“Take off the dress and panties. Leave the shoes on.”

He was unbuttoning his shirt, and it was already off before I even began.

I slipped my arms from the straps and let the dress fall to my waist. Rio stopped unbuckling his pants and was watching me. I had to shimmy to get the dress down over my hips and butt until it pooled at my feet. Rio began unzipping his pants, then slipped off his shoes while never taking his eyes from me.

“Panties,” he demanded.

I tugged them down until they, too, fell at my feet, and then I stepped out of my clothing.

Rio shoved off his pants, but his boxers remained.

He then knelt down in front of me and took my left foot, then removed my shoe. He did the same with my right foot.

“I could have taken them off,” I said, smiling down at him.

“Not when I’ve been thinking about it since you answered the door,” he replied, then stood back up.

“I’m going to lie on the bed, and you’re gonna sit on my face,” he said. “I need to lick that sweet pussy until it’s ready.”

“S-s-s-sit on your f-face?” I asked, terrified.

He grinned at my response. “Yes, baby. You hold on to the headboard and ride my face until you come. You’re in control of your orgasm. Just use my mouth to get off.”


Oh my God.


He lay back on my bed, and his erection was stretching the boxers until it was tented out in front. I climbed up on the bed and stopped to touch the tip of his penis.

“Don’t, or I’ll flip you over and sink into you now,” he warned me.

I lifted my gaze to look at him. “I told you, that’s what I want.”

He growled. “Get your pussy up here. I need you ready. It’s not easy for you the first time.”

I knew it was supposed to hurt and possibly bleed. I didn’t care. I liked pain with pleasure, it seemed. But I did as I had been told, and with my knees on each side of his head, I slowly lowered myself.

“That’s it, baby. I can smell you. Now, bring it here.” His hot breath tickled the inside of my thighs.

When his tongue flicked at me, I gave him more, no longer caring how strange this position seemed. His mouth was on me, and it felt wonderful. He began sucking my clit, and I did as he’d told me. I rode his mouth. His tongue sank inside me so deeply that I cried out louder than I ever had.

“B-b-bite me,” I pleaded.

He did it immediately, and I was so close. I could feel it building. My legs shook, and he moved one of his hands from my thigh to hold open my folds as he licked and sucked deeper.

“I-I-I’m c-c-c-coming!” I shouted, and he pulled my clit in to suck it just before he gave me one more bite.

My body went slack, and he moved me and somehow flipped me over onto my back with ease. My eyes fluttered open, and his boxers were off. He was rolling a condom down over his penis. He licked his lips.

“I’ll be as gentle as I can,” he told me, brushing hair back from my face. “But I might lose it once I’m inside you.”

“Please, f-f-fuck me,” I pleaded, using a word that I knew would make him snap.

His eyes flared. “Damn it,” he cursed, and with one thrust of his hips, he was inside me.

It was a sharp pain, but mixed with the sensation of being completely stretched and filled, it was pleasurable.

He held still, his breathing ragged in my ear. “I gotta move, Bryn.”

I lifted my hips to encourage it, and he slid back, then pushed inside me again. Opening my legs wider, I moaned at how incredible it felt. I wanted more of that. He did it again and again. My cries got louder, as did my begging.

“Your pussy is so tight; it’s squeezing my dick,” he said in my ear. “This has to hurt you.”

“S-s-so g-g-good. M-more,” I managed to get out between my pants.

“You want it harder?” he asked.

I nodded my head.

He began moving faster, and his thrusts were harder. I clawed at him, pleading for more, and I was sure if he ever stopped, I would die. Nothing in my life had prepared me for how life-altering sex was. There was so much to feel, and my body was wild with trying to take it all.

“My pussy,” Rio said as the vein on his neck stood out, his face red. “Mine. This is mine. I took it. I own it,” he said as his pumping turned as frantic as I felt.

I wanted to scream, yes, it was his. If he promised to do this all the time, he would own me.

“Tell me it’s mine,” he said, looking down at me, then pressing a kiss to my lips.

“It’s y-y-yours.”

He growled, “All mine.”

It broke free inside of me then. The building that I had known was coming. The promise of pure ecstasy. I erupted and screamed his name.

I heard him shout my name as his body jerked against mine over and over.

When my world finally stopped spinning, Rio gathered me in his arms and pulled me to his chest. We were both gasping, and I could hear Rio’s rapid heartbeat under my ear as I lay on his chest.

He slowly ran his hand through my hair over and over.

My eyes grew heavy, and I was unable to stop from closing them. Just for a minute.
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Saint was waiting on me when I stepped out of the dressing room after work on Monday night.

When I’d arrived, I’d asked Marley to cut my work days down to two a week, and I had expected Saint to say something about it. I had been the one to ask for more shifts until I was working five days a week. There had been weeks I worked six days straight.

I had money in savings and plenty in my checking account. There was no need to keep working so many shifts. This was about me. At least, that was what I kept telling myself. I didn’t want to make this about Rio. I had barely seen him since Friday night. Our work schedules didn’t match up, and his pops had fallen Sunday night, so Rio was over at their house again, helping with him.

We had only had two really good days together. I wouldn’t be making a job decision because of that. Would I?

“Only two days a week?” Saint said as I closed the door behind me.

I nodded. “Yep.”

He studied me. “Is it because of what I said to you?”

The night in the club last week seemed so distant now. I’d almost forgotten. I shook my head. “I promise you it’s not. Summer is here, and I want to have more time to do things with Cullen.”

Saint didn’t seem convinced. “You’re the best server we have.”

I knew that, and I felt guilty about it. “I told Marley I would work Saturday and Sunday nights. Those are always the busiest.”

He frowned. “When you need more hours, they’re always yours.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“Maybe seeing less of you will get you the fuck out of my head,” he said.

I hoped it did, but I wasn’t sure I should say that.

“You have my number,” he added.

I nodded. I did have it, but I would never use it.

“I’ll walk you out to your car,” he said.

I knew he did this with most of the girls if someone else couldn’t do it, so I didn’t argue this time.

Once I was in my car and driving away, I felt relief. My nights working topless were less now. I’d done it. I had saved up the money we needed. I had overcome my fears to make sure Cullen had security. There was no need for me to continue. Maybe, in the fall, I could get a daytime job here in town. Now that people no longer turned me away in stores and I didn’t get glares from strangers on the streets, I could probably get hired doing something here.

Once at Marley’s guesthouse, I crawled into bed with Cullen and went to sleep instantly.
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The next morning after arriving back at the apartment, I was making waffles, and Cullen was playing with his new Spider-Man figures when there was a knock on the door. Smiling, I wiped my hands on a towel. It was early, and Rio had texted he would stop by before work if he could get away from his grandparents soon enough. My stomach was all aflutter with the excitement of seeing him even if only for a moment.

Without checking to see who it was, I swung the door open, but the smile on my face instantly fell as I stood there, staring at a police officer. I hadn’t broken any laws.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“Are you Bryn Wallace?” the officer asked.

I nodded my head, starting to feel panicked. What had I done that the authorities had to come to my door? Sure, they’d come to our door many times but always because of Tory. I racked my brain as I stood there, staring at him. Trying to think of any reason they would need to come see me.

Understanding slowly started to dawn on me, and fear weighed heavy in my stomach as I asked, “Is it Tory?”

The officer nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I’m afraid so.”

“Oh God, what has she done now?” How could she get in trouble in jail?

“Ma’am, your sister, Tory Wallace, was found dead in her cell this morning at five a.m. There was a lethal amount of fentanyl in her system. We don’t know who gave it to her, but it was taken between the hours of midnight and three a.m.”

There was a pounding in my ears as I listened to him speak, but accepting what he was saying was difficult. How could she have overdosed in jail? Hadn’t she been safe there from drugs?

I shook my head and then remembered Cullen. Spinning around, I found him watching his Spider-Man
 movie with his toys in his hands. He hadn’t heard. Thank God for Spider-Man.

“Aunt Bryn, are the waffles ready?” he called out then, only realizing I was at the door. He jumped up and ran over to me. “Is it Rio?” he asked excitedly. However, seeing the officer, he grabbed my leg and held on to it tightly. He had seen too many of them at our door in his short life.

“Not yet, buddy. Go on back to your show. I’m finishing up here with this nice officer, and then I will get your waffles done.”

He didn’t budge. His small hand went up and held mine tightly. Twice, his mother had been taken away by officers in front of him. They hadn’t kept her, as the offenses were misdemeanors, but it had still been traumatic for him.

“My aunt Bryn ain’t a bad guy,” he told the officer. “She didn’t break any rules.”

The officer looked down at the boy and nodded, then lifted his gaze to me.

“Can we talk about what I need to do over the phone?” I asked, not wanting him to say anything about Tory’s death in front of Cullen.

He understood and nodded. “Yes. We will be in touch today. Again, I am sorry.”

I didn’t let him say more before I closed the door and locked it. Then, I bent down and held Cullen in my arms tightly. Tears burned my eyes, but I could not cry. He would worry and ask questions. I knew I had to tell him, but how did I do it?

“Thank you for being such a good protector,” I told him, blinking back my tears and putting on a smile. “Now, go on back to what you were doing, and I will finish those waffles.”

Cullen nodded and hurried back to the toys he had left on the coffee table. I finished making the waffles, but I only made enough for him. I had no appetite. Tory was gone. Sure, she had made life hard, and I had threatened to take Cullen from her, but deep down, I’d thought that would straighten her out. That one day, she would clean herself up and grow up. I had never considered that she would die. Leave us this way. Forever.

I had been so mad at her that I hadn’t written to her or visited her. I hadn’t taken Cullen to see her. I had been punishing her for what she’d done. Now, it was too late, and there would be no visits. He wouldn’t see her again, and it was my fault. I should have taken him to see her.

My throat was so thick with emotion that I could barely swallow. The lump there was painful, and I managed to feed Cullen without breaking down. Rio didn’t come, and by ten, I knew he wouldn’t be by here this morning. It was for the best. I needed to be alone to figure this out.

When Cullen’s nap finally came, I went to the shower and stood under the hot water and cried. I let out all the pain, the loss, the regret. I cried for the big sister who had protected me for years. I cried for the only family I’d had when I was left without a guardian. I cried for all Tory could have been but chose not to be.

Could I have done more to help her? Had I given up on her too soon?

The water turned cold, and I stepped out and wrapped myself in a towel. Then, I went to my room and sank down on my bed. How had we come to this? Life had given her physical beauty, and maybe that was what had haunted her the most. She never admitted or talked about the years of being sexually abused. I had heard it though. I knew. I hadn’t hidden what was done to me, and I’d faced it head-on.

Was that why I wasn’t haunted? Should I have pushed her to accept the past, so she could move on?

There was another knock on the door, and I stood up and walked to see who it was. I didn’t have the energy to talk to anyone, and I was still in my towel. Rio stood there, holding a box of what I knew were cupcakes.

I opened the door slowly, then stepped back for him to come inside.

His eyes looked me over, and then he closed the door behind him, set the box down, and pulled me to him.

“What is wrong?” he asked. “Did something happen to you? Is Cullen okay?” His tone was demanding. He looked ready to take on any demon he needed to.

“Tory,” I managed to croak out.

“She’s out? Did she come here?” His eyes flew to Cullen’s closed bedroom door. “He’s in there, right?”

I nodded, and then a tear rolled down my face as my throat tightened some more. “She’s dead,” I whispered. “Overdose.”

Rio held me against his chest. “I am so sorry,” he whispered into my damp hair.

“I never went to see her,” I told him. “I was punishing her. Cullen won’t ever get a chance to see his mama again.”

A sob broke free, and Rio’s hold tightened.

“Do not blame yourself. Nothing is your fault. Listen to me, Bryn. You did more for Tory than anyone would have ever done in your situation. You treat your nephew like your own son. He loves you like a mother. Nothing about this is your fault.”

I sobbed again because he only saw the positive things. He didn’t see the negative. He was wrong. I should have gone to see her. I should have let Cullen draw her pictures and mailed them to her. I should have reminded her what she had to live for. Instead, I’d abandoned her.

Rio lifted me up in his arms and took me to my bedroom. He sat me down on the bed, then started going through my drawers, looking for my things. He found panties, shorts, and a tank top. He took my hand and pulled me up, then began to dress me. I let him.

He was right. I needed to be dressed. Cullen would wake soon. The police would call me. I had things to handle. Falling apart was not one of them. I just couldn’t get past the sorrow enough to do anything about it.

Rio walked out of the room but returned within seconds with my brush in his hand.

“Sit down,” he told me, and I obeyed.

He brushed out my damp hair until it was smooth.

When he was done, he bent down to look me in the eyes. “Lie down. Rest. I’m not leaving. When Cullen wakes up, I will be here.”

“I haven’t told him,” I whispered.

Rio nodded, then kissed the tip of my nose. “Rest.”

I moved to lay my head on the pillow, and then Rio covered me up. I watched him leave me there and close my door behind him. I knew sleep wouldn’t come. If it did, nightmares would come with it. I thought about her room and all her things. I would have to go through it. Keep things for Cullen. Find all the pictures of them together on her phone and get them printed.

But how was I going to tell him? How did you tell a little boy you loved more than life, wanting to do nothing but protect him, that his mother was dead?
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Chapter Thirty-Six



Rio


I opened the apartment door for Henley, and she came in, carrying bags of what I knew were burgers and fries. Those bags came from the popular burger place in town.

“I also ordered a pizza, and I brought the pink cupcakes, but you already brought over a half-dozen of the new Spider-Man ones I made for Cullen, right?”

I nodded, glancing back at the two closed doors. Cullen would wake up soon.

I looked back at Henley. “He doesn’t know. She’s not told him yet. So, if he comes out, don’t mention it,” I warned her.

Henley looked at me as if I were an idiot. “Even if he did know, I wouldn’t say something to him about it. I’m smarter than that.”

True. I just wanted to make sure Bryn was able to do this the way she felt he could handle it best.

“How is she?” Henley asked me taking a seat on one of the stools.

The ache in my chest that had been there since I had seen her standing at the door, looking so broken, squeezed tighter. “Not good. I had to dress her and even brush her hair. She was just standing there with swollen, red-rimmed eyes, wrapped in a towel, looking so damn lost. God, Henley, I can’t stand to see her like this. What do I do?”

Henley’s eyes filled with tears. “Just be there for her. It sounds like you did exactly what she needed. She needs someone to take care of her. Death isn’t easy. You know that. I know that.”

“She’s blaming herself. She thinks she could have done more to save her sister. When she was here, doing everything Tory didn’t do. She loves Cullen like her own child. She’s so fucking innocent, yet she works a job where she has to show off her naked body just to give him all he needs. She puts him first in a way neither you nor I had as kids. I’ve never witnessed anyone sacrifice the way she does. Yet she thinks she didn’t do enough.” I ran my hand through my hair. “I just want her to see that. She can grieve. That’s understandable. But she can’t take any blame.”

Henley was no longer crying, but watching me. A small smile was playing on her lips. “If she’s that perfect, maybe I need to leave Saul and take her away from you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

“I’ve never heard you sing anyone’s praises before. You see the faults in people and forgive them for it if the good outweighs the bad. But you always see the faults.”

I scowled at her. “No, I don’t.”

She raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Yes, you do. Shall I list off some examples?”

“No,” I snapped at her. “This is not what I need right now.”

“She’s not perfect. No one is. But the fact that you can’t see any faults from her means something.”

“What?” I asked.

Henley shrugged, still grinning.

Before I could snap at her again to stop being vague, Cullen’s door opened.

He peeked out and saw me and then Henley, and his eyes swung to the bar, looking for a bakery box. He believed Henley always meant cupcakes. When he spotted it, he ran down the hall toward us and beamed brightly.

“Hey, Rio! Hey, Henley! Are those cupcakes?”

“They sure are,” Henley said, standing up from the stool she had been sitting on to pick up the box.

Cullen’s bright eyes looked at the box, then scanned the rest of the area. “Where’s Aunt Bryn?”

“She’s lying down, bud,” I said quickly.

He looked down the hallway at her closed door. “Is she sick?” he asked, looking worried as he stared up at me.

“Not at all. She just needed a nap,” I told him.

“Like the other day, when you were here?” he asked me, relief in his eyes as he remembered her being asleep on the sofa after he’d woken up.

I nodded. “Exactly.”

“You make her tired,” he said.

Henley choked on a laugh and turned away from us.

“I guess I do,” I replied, smiling for the first time since finding Bryn in her towel.

“I can’t have a cupcake until I ask her,” he told me, looking deflated.

“She already said it’s okay for you to have one,” I lied, knowing she would have no objection.

He studied me closely. “Are you sure?”

“I promise,” I assured him.

His eyes lit up again. When I opened the box, Henley had composed herself enough from the laughter she had been trying to hide to see his face when he got a look at the six Spider-Man cupcakes. These were more elaborate than the first ones I’d had Henley make for him. She must have had more time to spend on these. They couldn’t have come at a better time.

“These are freakin’ awesome!” he said in amazement. “Wait until Aunt Bryn sees these!” Then, he stopped smiling again. “Wait, there isn’t any strawberry ones. She loves the strawberry.”

Henley moved quickly, picking up the box with Bryn’s cupcakes and bringing them over to show Cullen. “Oh, yes, there are,” she said, showing him.

They had elaborate pink roses with the edible glitter she liked to use on the edges.

“Whoa! She will love those!” Cullen said, then turned his attention back to his Spider-Man cupcakes.

“Pick one, and I’ll get you a plate and some milk,” I told him.

He pointed to the one with Spider-Man swinging from a building. How the hell Henley had built all that stuff from fondant, I had no idea. She must have been a rock star with Play-Doh back in the day.

“Do you want me to stay?” Henley asked.

I slid Cullen his milk and thought about it a second. “No. Better not. But later, will you be around, just in case?” I asked, not knowing what mindset Bryn might be in later. If she wanted me to sit and hold her in her room, I would. I’d just need someone to entertain Cullen.

I walked her to the door, and Cullen jumped down off the stool and ran over to her.

He hugged her legs tightly. “Thank you for the cupcakes.”

I saw Henley’s eyes get misty again as she bent down to hug Cullen. “Anything for my favorite customer,” she assured him.

He grinned, then ran back to his treat.

I locked the door behind her and turned on the television to distract Cullen before going to check on Bryn. Slowly, I opened the door, and she rolled over with her eyes fresh with tears and looked at me. Damn, she hadn’t been asleep. She’d been in here in pain. Alone.

I went over to her and pulled her into my lap. “Did you sleep at all?” I asked.

She shrugged.

“Cullen is awake. I gave him a cupcake Henley had brought over,” I told her. “Let me get a cold cloth, and we can wipe your face.”

She nodded, and I sat her down to go to the bathroom. I got the cloth, then brought it back to wash away the tears. The brush I had used earlier was by the bed, and I did another brush through of her hair. Then, I took her hand and pulled her up.

“You don’t need to stay in here alone. There are cupcakes for you, too, and burgers. Fries, too, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said, her voice thick from crying.

“Have you eaten today?” I asked her.

She shook her head.

“Cullen needs you. I need you. We don’t want you to get sick.”

She lifted her eyes to meet mine and finally nodded. “Okay. I’ll eat some fries.”

We walked to the living room, and the moment Cullen saw her, he held up his cupcake. “Henley brought the coolest cupcakes ever!”

“Wow!” Bryn said, trying to sound excited.

“Yeah, and you got real pretty pink rose cupcakes with glitter,” he told her.

“Yummy,” Bryn replied.

She walked over to the bags of food, and I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her.

“Let me make you something. Go sit down with Cullen,” I said.

She sighed and leaned back against me. “Okay. Thank you.”

I fixed her plate and put a burger on it anyway. She didn’t argue with me, and she looked at it for a moment, then picked it up to take a bite. I felt like I had won a damn prize. She was eating.

“Do you not have to go help your grandparents?” she asked me. “I’ve kept you too long.”

I shook my head. “Handled. I’m staying here.”

“But who is over there? Hazel can’t move him.”

I smirked. “Saul isn’t a complete ass. Just on occasion. My grandparents love him.”

She looked concerned. “If you need to go, it’s okay. Really, I just needed some time to …” She paused and looked at Cullen, who was watching the television. “Grieve. Accept. That kind of thing. We aren’t your responsibility.”

I walked over so that I was behind her, and I leaned down to her ear. “I’m staying with you.”

She turned her head to look up at me strangely. “I don’t think I understand what we are, but right now isn’t the best time for me to figure it out.”

I pressed a kiss to her temple. “We have plenty of time. Now, eat.”

I wasn’t fucking sure what we were either. I felt like our lives had been linked since we were kids. I’d just given in to the fact that I wanted her, and now, she was facing tragedy. Maybe in our situation, most guys would fade out because it was not going to be easy. I wouldn’t be going anywhere. She had me hooked, and I wasn’t sure just how deep that hook went. Right now, the way I felt ready to do anything I could to help her meant it was pretty damn deep.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven



Bryn


Rio went with us to the park. I needed to get out of the apartment, and I wanted Cullen to get some fresh air. I normally pushed him in the swings, but right now, I was standing and watching as Rio taught him how to pump his legs. Cullen was doing a great job, and the look of pride in his smile warmed me. I needed to feel warm inside.

I still hadn’t told him. When the police had finally called to tell me about the body being released and all I would be responsible for, Rio had taken Cullen outside to go look at the ducks down at the pond behind the apartment. Once that was handled, I’d needed air. I’d needed out. So, we came here.

I would have to tell him. Tomorrow, I had to make funeral arrangements. He had to know. I just didn’t know how to explain it to him. Rio was wrong. I had made a huge mistake. I hadn’t taken him to see his mother. His last memory of her was one when she hadn’t even been sober.

“Look at me, Aunt Bryn!” he called out.

I clapped my hands and cheered.

He was swinging all by himself. Another moment Tory had missed. She would miss them all now. Once, I had told her she needed to be around more. The day she’d missed his first steps, she had said his life was full of firsts, and she’d see most of them and told me to stop being dramatic.

The knot in my throat returned, and I knew I had to stop beating myself up about all I hadn’t done if I was going to be strong for Cullen. Rio couldn’t be there to take up my slack. We had just started this thing, whatever it was, between us, and he had not signed on for Mr. Dad when I had sex with him.

Rio walked over to me after Cullen was going just fine by himself. “Sunshine helping?” he asked me.

I nodded. “Yes, and you. Making him smile like that, teaching him something, and giving him that proud look he has on his face right now. That is helping.”

We stood there for a few moments and watched him swing, saying nothing. There weren’t words that needed to be said. Just him being beside me made me feel as if I wasn’t alone. I had felt alone for so long that the idea I might not be was a relief. Even if it was fleeting, I needed it now.

“He never asks about her anymore,” I said. “Is that my fault?”

Rio snapped his head back around and looked at me. “No. Stop it. Stop thinking this is your fault. He stopped asking about her because he has all the love and stability he needs. What he didn’t get from her, he gets from you. He has you. He has no reason to ask about her. She gave birth to him, Bryn, but that does not make her his mother.”

I nodded, swallowing hard. He was right. I didn’t want to think that because it felt like a betrayal to her, but he was right. Giving birth to someone wasn’t enough. Children needed so much more. I couldn’t think of one time I had seen her give it to him. Not once. My heart broke for all she’d missed out on.

“That’s the luckiest kid I know,” Rio said to me.

I blinked back my tears, not wanting to cry anymore. “Thank you.”

Cullen slowed, then jumped down from the swing before putting his hands on his hips and putting his shoulders back. We both applauded for him, and then he ran over to us.

“I’m getting hungry,” he said.

“Then, it’s time to go eat that pizza Henley sent us,” I told him.

“This is the best day ever! Cupcakes and pizza,” he said.

I winced, and my eyes met Rio’s. This day would not be the best day ever. He wouldn’t remember the cupcakes, swinging, or pizza ten years from now. He’d just remember the day his mother died.

The ride back, I was struggling with how to tell him and stayed quiet while he and Rio discussed the different superheroes and their powers. Cullen would want to be Spider-Man if he could, and Rio said he preferred Superman.

When we were back inside and Cullen was happily eating his pizza, Rio took my hand and walked me back to the bedroom. When we were out of Cullen’s view, he cupped my face and kissed me softly. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed that.

I buried my hands in his hair, going up on my tiptoes, and our kiss grew more passionate. His hands slid down to my bottom and cupped it, jerking me against him. He moved his mouth down my neck and had just bitten my ear when Cullen called out my name.

I stepped back and took a deep breath.

Rio looked down at his erection and grinned. “You go on without me. I’ll be there shortly.”

A smile pulled at my lips, and I left him there in my room while I went to check on Cullen.

“Can I have more pizza?” he asked me.

I got him another piece and filled his milk back up.

“Where did you go?” he asked me.

“To show Rio something in my room that needs fixing,” I lied.

“Is he fixing it?” Cullen asked.

“He was working on it when I left,” I replied.

Cullen nodded, then seemed appeased. I stayed in there while he ate his pizza. I was going to have to tell him when he was done. He needed time to grieve and get comfort before it was time for bed. I would offer to sleep in there with him if he needed it.

“Are you gonna eat pizza?” he asked me.

“Maybe later. I’m not hungry,” I told him.

“Is that why you haven’t eaten your cupcake yet?” he asked.

I nodded. “They are almost too pretty to eat.”

He frowned at me, as if I had said something ridiculous. “It can’t be too pretty to eat. It’s supposed to be eaten. It’s food,” he said as if this made all the sense in the world.

“Okay, I’ll eat one soon.”

“I’ll feed it to her if I have to,” Rio said as he entered the kitchen.

“Did you fix what was broken in Aunt Bryn’s room?” he asked Rio.

“Yep. Think it’s handled,” he replied, pressing his lips together to keep from laughing.

“Then, let’s watch Superman
 since he’s your favorite. I’m full,” Cullen said, climbing off the stool. Neither of us moved, and he looked back at Rio. “Do you have to go?” he asked.

Rio shook his head. “No, I won’t be going anywhere tonight. Staying right here with the two of you.”

Cullen looked at me, and I knew it was time. I was sure the expression on my face was causing him concern.

“First, before the movie, I need to tell you something,” I started, then walked over to him and took his hand. “Let’s go sit on the sofa.”

Cullen held tightly to my hand, as if sensing this was going to be bad. I sat down, and he took the spot right beside me. Rio followed us, but he stayed at the end of the sofa.

“What?” Cullen asked me.

The fear in his eyes and expectation were so much deeper than any four-year-old should know. He’d seen too much. He knew too much, and it showed. Most kids wouldn’t expect horrible news, but he did.

“This morning, your mama, she didn’t wake up. She died in her sleep. There was no pain. Her soul is in a happy place now, and she will always be watching over you.” I paused and studied his little face, trying to read his expression.

“She won’t be coming back? Ever?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “No, sweetie. Not where you can see her. But she will be your guardian angel. Always there, watching you.” I ran my hand over his little head, wishing this weren’t happening. That I didn’t have to tell him that his mother was gone.

He didn’t cry, and he said nothing, but he studied our clasped hands a few moments. I let him think it through. Comprehend it. He was only four, and although he acted older for his age because of the life we had lived, he was still only four.

“You think she will watch over me? She didn’t do that much when she was here. I don’t know if she’ll do that now.”

I let go of his hand and pulled him into my lap and held on to him tightly. “Oh, but she did. She loved you. Your mama just loved differently than most people. She had bad things happen when she was a kid, and she never truly got over it. But you, she loved so much.”

I was going to cry, and I had told myself not to do it. I had to be strong for him. His words felt like someone had just taken a hammer to my heart.


God, Tory, why did you do this? He is just a baby.


“She didn’t love me like you do,” he said as I held him against me. Still no tears. No sobbing.

“She did love you. We just love differently,” I said, leaning back and fighting back the tears to look at him.

I had to make sure he wasn’t trying to hide his pain. He needed to let it out, not pretend it wasn’t there. His mama had done that, and I would not let him do it.

“You love me the most,” he said.

“I don’t think one of us loved you more,” I said, not sure how to handle this.

“You do. When I need you, you are there.”

I pulled him to my chest again to hide his view of my tears. I looked over at Rio, who was watching us with his jaw clenched and eyes that appeared to have a slight shimmer to them. He looked as if he was holding back tears.

“It’s okay to cry,” I told Cullen. “You can cry because you loved her and because you will miss her. It’s good to cry.”

He didn’t say anything, but his small hand fisted against my chest, holding tightly to my shirt. “I can’t cry. I’m trying, but, Aunt Bryn”—he pulled back and looked up at me—“am I bad because I’m just glad it wasn’t you?”

I shook my head. “No, baby, you’re not bad. It’s good to say what you’re feeling.”

“I love Mama,” he said. “And I’ll miss her.”

I tucked his hair behind his ear. “Me too, buddy.”

He laid his head back on my chest, and we sat there in silence for several minutes.

When he finally lifted it again, he looked at Rio. “Can we watch the movie?”

Rio moved then to go straight to the television. “Absolutely,” he said.

Cullen climbed down out of my lap and went to pick out the movie for Rio. I sat there and watched them as they got it in the DVD player, and then Cullen came back and sat down beside me. Rio took the seat on the other side of him, but his gaze met mine while he sat down.

He put his arm across the back of the sofa and held his hand out to me. I reached up and threaded my fingers through his and curled toward them as we watched the movie. Later, Rio fed me a cupcake while Cullen giggled. When it was time for bed, Rio went to mine, and I climbed in bed with Cullen. Even if he hadn’t asked me to, I knew he needed me.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight



Rio


The funeral was small. The people in attendance weren’t there for Tory. They had come for Bryn and Cullen. I stood beside her, holding her hand. Her tears had seemed to finally stop, and she was still and silent during the short ceremony. Cullen also hadn’t cried. Bryn was worried about it, but the kid saw what she didn’t realize. She was his mother. She had taken care of him his entire life. Tory had just been there.

Henley and Saul stood behind us. Hillya stood beside Henley with Hazel on the other side of her. Drake was on the other side of Saul. He had come for my sake. Then, there were the two owners of The Red Stiletto—Marley, along with her husband, and Saint, who wouldn’t fucking stop looking at Bryn. A dancer I remembered from the night I had gone to the club was also here, and I knew Drake was glad he had come now. She was clothed, but unlike Bryn, she still wore the heavy makeup and tight clothing when she wasn’t working.

The last prayer was said, and Bryn stepped forward and tossed the bright yellow rose she’d said was her sister’s favorite onto the casket. Cullen tossed his next.

“Good-bye, Mama,” he said, and I heard Bryn let out a small sob. The first one today.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders when he walked back to stand with her. He hugged her tightly. It was then I saw the tears in his eyes swimming like pools. Bryn sat back down in her chair and pulled him onto her lap and held him while they cried softly together.

I saw Henley pull out a tissue and blot her own tears as she watched them. It was done.

The others talked in muted tones, and as they left, they didn’t bother Bryn and Cullen.

I thanked Saul and Drake for coming. I hugged Hazel and Hillya. They were following the others, but there was one person not leaving. Saint stood off to the side, watching Bryn. I hadn’t forgotten about the night at the club and how protective he’d been of her and how she’d put his leather jacket on like she did that often, nor when he had shown up at her apartment.

She hadn’t slept with him, and he hadn’t gone down on her, but what had happened between them? Because he was looking at her like he wanted to tuck her under his arm and run. I didn’t like it. He needed to leave.

His gaze swung to me, and I met it. He wasn’t taking what was mine. He smirked at me, and that pissed me off. He hadn’t tasted her. He hadn’t been the first and only man inside her. He’d had plenty of time before this past weekend to do both those things.

Was her being off-limits a challenge for him?

Bryn wiped Cullen’s face off with a tissue, then did the same for her face.

She smiled down at him and kissed his nose. “I love you,” she told him.

“I love you,” he replied.

She took his hand, and they stood up. Her gaze went to Saint’s first, and there was some insanely possessive monster inside me roaring. Why did she look at him? Was he someone she wanted and he didn’t give her attention? Did she want him?

Then, her gaze moved to mine, and she smiled. My smile. The one for me. She bent down and said something to Cullen, who nodded, then ran to me. I held out my arms to him, and I picked him up when he reached me. Feeling like I had just been given fucking gold. Then, I saw Bryn hadn’t followed him. She had walked over to Saint. I tensed, watching them.

“Aunt Bryn had to tell that guy thanks for coming. Then, she’ll be over here. Don’t worry; he won’t hurt her. I thought he was scary, too, at first.”

He had seen him more than once? How often had he been around?

“Do you know his name?” I asked him, wondering how well Cullen knew the guy.

Cullen shrugged. “Can’t remember.”

I put Cullen down and took his hand, then started walking over to Bryn. I wasn’t going to just stand here and let some other man look at her like she might be his. She wasn’t. I would make that shit perfectly clear for him. I didn’t give a rat’s ass that he was built like a wall.

Saint locked his gaze on me as I approached. I didn’t look away from him. I stopped beside Bryn. I could feel her gaze on me, but I didn’t break eye contact with Saint.

He shook his head and smirked, then looked at Bryn.

“I can wait,” he said. “One day.”

“Don’t,” she said to him and shook her head. “Not here. Not today.”

He nodded, then looked at me. “If you mess up, I’ll be waiting.”

I scowled at him. “You’ll wait in vain.”

He gave a small shrug, then turned and walked away.

I wouldn’t make her tell me or explain today. She needed today to be about Tory. It was clear she had chosen me. But if there was a history between them, I wasn’t sure I could live with her working with him. Especially topless.

Cullen took Bryn’s hand. “Let’s go,” he said.

Each of us holding one of Cullen’s hands, we walked silently together toward the Jeep.

“Are you coming to our apartment?” Cullen asked me.

I looked over at Bryn. “Yes,” I replied.

She smiled, then rolled her eyes as if she could read my thoughts and they were unwarranted. Either way, she was going to have to explain Saint and his belief that she would be his one day. The image of her in his leather jacket, naked underneath, was going to fuck with my head all damn evening. But I would not make her talk about it today. I wouldn’t. I was better than that.
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Cullen fell asleep after eating the chicken casserole Hillya had sent over and the mac and cheese my gramma had sent. Bryn had bathed him before dinner because she was afraid he might not make it much longer. There had been no nap today, and after burying his mother, he was drained emotionally. I carried him to the bed, and Bryn pulled back the covers, then tucked him in. She pressed a kiss to his temple, then stood up. Neither of us touched the sound machine.

We went out quietly, and she closed the door, then looked up at me and sighed. “This is a day I never want to live through again.”

I took her arm and pulled her closer, then kissed the top of her head. “Come on,” I said, then led her to the bathroom in the master bedroom.

“It’s your turn to bathe, then get in bed,” I told her, then started to prepare her bath for her.

“I want a shower. I need to wash everything about today away.”

I then moved over to the walk-in shower to make sure she had a washcloth, towel, and other necessities. When I turned around, she was standing there in nothing but her panties. It took all my self-control to look at her eyes and nowhere else. Today was not the day. She was exhausted.

“I’ll leave you to it,” I said and started to leave the room.

“You’re going to make me shower alone?” she asked.

I slowly turned back around and looked at her. “Yeah. I figured that would be what you wanted,” I replied.

She started taking off her panties. “It’s not what I want. I want to be touched. I want to be reminded I am alive. I want to feel something that isn’t sadness or regret.” She dropped her panties in the laundry basket. “I want you to make me forget everything.”

I closed the bathroom door and locked it. Then, I let my eyes rake over her body while I stripped off my clothing. She turned on the shower and was just stepping into the warm steam when I followed her inside.

I wrapped my arms around her and ran my hands from her stomach up to her breasts to hold them and pinch her the way she liked. Her head fell back on my shoulder and gave me the view I wanted while I adored every inch of the best tits I had ever seen.

Her full lips opened as she moaned, and I wanted to feel them against mine. I grabbed her waist and turned her around to face me, so I could kiss that plump bottom lip, then bit it before enjoying the unique, addictive taste that was hers alone. My hands roamed over her body, grabbing her ass and squeezing. Then, finally, I slipped my hand down between her legs and played where she wanted me most.

“Y-y-yes,” she said, breaking the kiss and letting her head fall on my chest as I teased and rubbed her wet folds.

“Is this what you wanted?” I asked her, then shoved a finger inside her.

She tilted her head back and gazed up at me. “No. F-f-fuck me,” she panted. “I n-n-need y-you.”

“Turn around,” I said in her ear. “Put your hands on the wall and stick that sweet ass out for me.”

She looked unsure, but she did as I’d told her.

So fucking innocent. God, I loved it.

“Open your legs wider,” I said, and when she did, I slipped my hand between them to prepare her a little more. Although she felt ready.

A condom. Fuck!


“P-p-please!” she begged and wiggled her ass at me.

“I don’t have a condom.” The words felt like a damn knife in my gut. I hadn’t come inside tonight, prepared to have sex.

She looked back over her shoulder. “I don’t care. I want you inside me.”

I looked down at her open for me. I knew I was clean. I had been tested, and I didn’t fuck without condoms. But that wasn’t all there was to worry about.

“Rio! Please!” she whimpered, as if in as much pain as I was.

Screw the damn condom. I’d never done this before, but if I was gonna go without one, then it would only be with Bryn.

I grabbed her hips and thrust inside her, not prepared for how it would feel to go bare.

There was no fucking explanation that would do it justice. The sheer fucking nirvana. Hot, wet. So, so tight. All without anything between us. I could feel the heat, the juices from her pussy with no barrier. I stilled inside her as my body roared with the newfound paradise.

She moved her hips back, wanting me to move. I looked down at her round ass stuck up against me. She pleaded to be fucked, and I snapped. The caveman inside me wanted to mark her. I wasn’t thinking about anything other than giving us both what we wanted.

“FUUUCK,” I groaned when the pleasure was just too good. “I love this pussy.”

I pounded into her from behind, and she met me with every thrust. Crying out my name and God’s.

“That’s it. So damn perfect. Mine,” I said, splaying a hand on her back and watching as I slid in and out of her. Growing more insane as I saw my bare cock with her wetness on it.

She moaned and began to tremble and shake. “I-I-I’m co-coming!” she cried out, and I knew I needed to pull out and finish on her back.

She slammed up against me and arched her back. “M-m-m-more!” she begged.

She threw her wet hair over her shoulder and looked back at me. “Don’t st-st-stop,” she said, continuing to moan and press back into me with each thrust.

Clenching my teeth, I held on. Watching her made it harder. When she started to come again, she cried my name, and I couldn’t hold on anymore.

My release burst out of me as I held on to her hips. “GAHHHH!” I roared as I pumped into her, feeling like she was truly being marked with each spurt of my cum.

I was making her mine. Saint wouldn’t take her. He didn’t have this. I did.

When we were both sated, she turned around and wrapped her arms around me. I held her as the water continued to wash over us.

“Thank you,” she whispered against my chest.

The idea of her thanking me for that made me chuckle.

She looked up at me and frowned. “What?”

I pushed the wet locks from her face. “You just gave me the most incredible experience of my life, and you’re thanking me? I came inside you, Bryn. I couldn’t pull out. I tried. God, I tried, but you were so hot, and you felt so good, and you were squeezing me and crying out in orgasm. I wanted my release inside you.”

She smiled and pressed a kiss to my chest. “That was what felt so good. There was a warm gush, and then everything just felt even better.”


Jesus Christ.
 I might end up fucking us both to death.

“We are going to need to get you on birth control,” I said.

She grinned. “So, you will do it again?” she asked hopefully.

I cupped her face in my hands. “I will do it as many times a day as you want it.”

She smiled, pleased, and then she yawned.

“Time for bed,” I told her.

She didn’t argue.

When we curled up in her bed together, she didn’t tell me to go to another room. She held on to me, and, damn, it felt good.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine



Bryn


After I went back to work, things slowly began to change. Rio was now staying at the apartment the evenings I worked with Cullen. Coming back home after work was nice. It was better, having Rio there in my bed. I worried about the future and Cullen being so attached to Rio. However, it was three weeks after Tory’s funeral, and it was too late now. Cullen adored Rio. It was no longer only my heartbreak I would face one day.

I stood in the mirror, looking at the dress I had bought for this evening. Rio was taking us to his house. Saul and Henley had invited us for dinner and to swim. I had met his two closest friends at the funeral, and other than the night he had come into the club, that was the only time I had been around his friends. This felt like a big deal, but then it could simply be Henley making him do this.

Rio was great. Sex was great. He was what had held me together after Tory’s death. Cullen had needed me to be strong, and Rio had been there to make sure I was. I knew I was in love with him. I had been since I was a girl and he would come into that awful trailer of my aunt’s to help me clean it. He had been beautiful back then, and now, he made my heart do crazy things every time I looked at him. I often felt like that girl in the trailer still.

I wasn’t naive enough to believe he felt the same way about me. Not once had he said anything about love other than loving my body when we were having sex. He didn’t mention my job or the fact that I worked topless in front of men. It didn’t seem to bother him at all. In fact, he never brought it up.

Blush had started dating a guy, and just last week, he had walked into the club and made a scene, covering her up. He’d said no one was looking at what was his, and then he told her he loved her right there in front of everyone. Blush had quit her job, smiling as she left.

It wasn’t that I wanted Rio to do something like that, but deep down, I knew if he was in love with me and if he meant those words he said when we were having sex about me being his, then he would not be okay with me working at a strip club.

Frustrated with my thoughts, I scowled at myself in the mirror and turned to slip on my heels. I should be glad he wasn’t telling me what to do. Why did I want him to demand I quit? I’d already decided before all this with him that it was getting time I found another job. I didn’t enjoy what I did, and I didn’t need all that income. I had almost twenty thousand in savings and more than five in my checking account.

The bedroom door opened behind me. I turned to see Rio as he stepped inside and closed it. His gaze slid down my body, then back up slowly as an appreciative smile played on his lips.

“I like that dress,” he said.

There was no question about sexual attraction between us. We had plenty of that.

“Thank you,” I replied.

He walked over and put his hands on my waist and continued to let his gaze roam over my body. “Cullen is dressed in the outfit you laid out for him,” Rio told me as he stared at my breasts. “Can I help you with anything else?” he asked, lifting his eyes back to meet mine.

“No, I’m ready. Thank you for helping him,” I said.

When he was in front of me, looking at me that way, all my worries didn’t matter. I was just happy to be near him.

He lowered his head and pressed a kiss to my neck. Then, he let his lips move against my skin, up to my ear. He bit down on my lobe, and I shivered as his warm breath tickled the sensitive flesh.

“I’m going to be thinking about taking this dress off you all evening,” he whispered.

I grabbed his arms to steady my suddenly weak knees, wishing he could do that right now.

God, why did I have to love him? Why couldn’t this be enough? Why was I so damn needy? He was perfect.

His hand slid under my dress, and my eyes flew up to look into his face. We couldn’t do this now.

“I’m just seeing what panties you have on tonight,” he said with a crooked grin.

When he found the thin string of fabric, his eyes flared hotly.

“No panty line,” I explained.

“Fuck,” he groaned, dropping my dress back into place, then pressing a kiss to my lips before moving back. “We’d better leave this room.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Did you pack a bathing suit? I grabbed Cullen’s already,” he told me.

I walked over and picked up the tote bag where I had put two towels and my newest bikini. I’d bought it to be prepared in case he invited us to swim. Cullen had talked about the pool at his house several times since Henley and Saul had taken him swimming.

He took the tote bag from me and opened the bedroom door, then stepped back so I could exit first. Cullen was sitting in the living room, dressed in a pair of tan shorts and a navy-blue polo. His hair was even brushed and still slightly damp from his shower. His eyes were glued to the screen, and he didn’t notice us walk in.

“Ready, bud?” Rio asked him.

He jumped up immediately and nodded his head. “Yep!”

He hadn’t mentioned Tory since the funeral. I’d asked him if he wanted the picture of her that was framed in her room put by his bed. He’d nodded, and that was the last we had talked about her. I hoped in time, he would bring her up. I didn’t like the idea of him keeping his emotions locked away.

The drive to Rio’s house was short, but Cullen managed to ask at least twenty questions before we got there. Rio patiently answered every one of them. He was so good with Cullen. Most men wouldn’t be. Most wouldn’t want to include him. I knew it was one of the things that made me love him.

The massive white house sat directly on the beach. Saul owned it, Rio had explained, and he and Drake just paid rent to live here. Although Rio had said, one day soon, he expected things to change. He was expecting Saul and Henley to eventually get married.

Five other cars were parked outside.

“I’ll go ahead and warn you. Saul texted. His dad is here. He wasn’t expecting him, but then he never is. He just shows up when he wants to. Anyway, Saul doesn’t like his dad much. However, they’ve recently been trying to get along. So, if it seems tense when we walk in there, know that’s what it is. I doubt he’ll stay long.”

I nodded and wondered if us showing up with Cullen was a good idea, but I didn’t say anything. I knew nothing about Saul’s dad but that he was very wealthy and owned a lot of buildings in The Shores. We never really talked much about Saul.

Cullen ran ahead of us up the stairs. A short time ago, he would have been locked to my side. With Rio’s reentrance into my life, Cullen had begun to change. He’d gotten braver, more adventurous. Another thing I owed to Rio.

He started to open the door.

“Cullen, wait!” I called out.

“It’s my house. He can go on in,” Rio said beside me.

Cullen looked back at me with his hand on the doorknob.

“Go on. Rio said it was fine,” I told him.

Cullen spun back around and jerked open the door, then went in without a backward glance.

“What about Saul’s dad?” I asked.

“It’s fine,” Rio repeated.

We followed Cullen inside, and I heard Henley greet him.

I had only been here twice, but it was still hard not to look at everything. I had never been in a house this nice. The staircase curved and was huge. It was set to the left of the entrance area. Rio placed his hand on my back and led me down the hallway toward an entrance where I knew there was a big two-level room that looked out over the ocean.

When we stepped inside, my gaze scanned the room for Cullen, and I found him seated beside Drake, who was playing a video game. Drake was saying something to Cullen, who nodded. I didn’t know Drake well, but it appeared Cullen had gotten to know him already.

Henley walked into the room from the kitchen. “Hey,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re here. There is too much testosterone in this house.”

“You want a drink?” Rio asked me.

I nodded. “Water, please.”

He walked over to the bar and began fixing our drinks.

“I was headed outside. The sun is about to set. Come on,” Henley said, waving me toward her.

I made my way down the stairs to the second level of the large room, then followed her out the doors onto the first level of the balcony or deck. I wasn’t sure what this was exactly. I’d never seen anything like this until Rio brought me here the first time. Just like the room inside, there were two levels. The first part was for seating, and then you went down a couple of steps to the next level, where a big, fancy pool overlooked the beach below.

I started to say something about the view when my eyes locked on a familiar face. Mr. Hendrix sat in a lounge chair with a glass of whiskey in one hand and a cigar in the other. In his glass was two shots, neat, of The Macallan twenty-one-year-old scotch. He drank nothing else. Saint kept a bottle of it just for when he came to the club. When he turned his head in our direction, his gaze scanned me from head to toe.

I wasn’t in my work makeup, and I was clothed, but I knew when his eyes met mine and he smiled, he recognized me. That was going to happen to me eventually, but why did it have to happen here? I’d wanted to fit in with Rio’s friends. This was not going to help.

“Archer, this is Bryn, Rio’s girlfriend,” Henley said, then turned to me. “Henley, this is Saul’s father.”

Of course. Saul’s father was rich. He owned many buildings in The Shores. I hadn’t realized he owned many buildings all over the world. No one had told me Saul’s last name. Archer Hendrix was more than rich. He was on Forbes
 list of top 100 richest people in America.

Archer stood up, not once taking his eyes off mine. “Well, hello, Angel. How is my favorite waitress?”


Oh God, oh God, oh God
 , how did I handle this? I couldn’t pretend as if I didn’t know him. I was going to have to face this and deal with it. I just needed a moment, although I wasn’t going to get a moment.

“Hello, Mr. Hendrix,” I replied.

“I was disappointed last night when you weren’t working,” he said.

“I’m only working Saturday and Sunday nights now,” I told him nervously, trying to smile.

Saul came walking up from the pool then, and he looked from me to his father. “Grill is ready,” he said to Henley. “You staying to eat?” he asked his father then.

Archer shrugged, then took another drink. “I believe so.”

Saul looked at me. “You okay?” he asked me. He must have heard him.

Great. Now, Saul knew his father had seen me topless.

I nodded, although I was definitely not okay.

Saul swung his gaze back to his father. “Her name is Bryn. Use it,” he said in a hard tone, then walked past us to the house.

Archer chuckled, as if Saul had amused him.

Rio was walking out before Saul made it inside. He saw Archer and smiled. “Mr. Hendrix,” he said. “Long time.”

Archer had taken a pull from his cigar. He gave Rio a singular nod. “Indeed. I’ve been in Rome for a month,” he said.

“New hotel?” Rio asked him, handing me a glass of ice water.

“Always is,” was his reply.

There was no reason for me to have this sick knot in my stomach. This was going to be okay. Rio didn’t seem to care about my job. While that had bothered me before this moment, I was now thankful for it. There was a good chance he knew Mr. Archer came to the club. He himself had been there with friends. They had sat at our best table. Perhaps it was Mr. Archer who had suggested The Red Stiletto to them.
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Chapter Forty



Rio


“How’s the farmers market business?” Archer asked me.

“Good. Pops had a heart attack a while back, but he’s okay. Back home, but not at work. Gramma won’t let him go back.”

“Guess it’s about time to hand it on over to you,” he said, then took a pull from his cigar.

I didn’t respond, but I hoped that wasn’t what happened anytime soon. There was too much I didn’t know that Pops still needed to teach me. Hazel would be more prepared than I was to take over running things.

“Bryn and I were going to watch the sunset,” Henley said, then nodded her head toward the railing, where the best view was this time of year. “Rio, could you help Saul get the steaks down to the grill?”

My eyes met Bryn’s then, and I realized something was wrong. I studied her for a moment, trying to figure it out, but Henley took her arm and pulled her away. I watched them go, although I needed to get her alone. See what it was that had her looking nervous.

“Takes a confident man to date a woman with a job like hers. I’ve dated a few Playboy Bunnies myself,” Archer said, then chuckled and slapped me on the back as he walked past me on his way inside.


Fuck.


That was what was wrong with her. Archer had been to The Red Stiletto. Had he said something to her? Dammit!

I started toward her.

“Rio! Come get this other tray of steaks,” Saul called out.

Bryn was laughing at something Henley had said. She seemed okay now, but I wasn’t going to be okay until I spoke to her. If I told him to get Drake to get the steaks, then Cullen’s entertainment was over, and he’d be out here. I needed him occupied, so I could talk to Bryn.

Turning, I went back inside to get the other tray and made my way down to the grill. Saul was putting the potatoes on when I got down there.

“How long is your dad gonna be here?” I asked him.

“As long as it takes to completely piss me off,” he replied. “Why?”

“He’s seen Bryn at work, and I think he said something to her, or she recognized him.”

Saul winced and looked at me. “Yeah, I heard. I don’t know how you do it. I’d lose my goddamn mind if I were you.”

Every time she left for work, I felt sick. I’d been ready to talk her into working at the market, and then Tory had died. Not wanting to upset her or bring up something that would cause a fight, I’d been trying to give it some time. Give us some time.

“I gotta go talk to her,” I told him, then turned and headed back up to where she stood with Henley.

She was taking a drink from the glass of water I had given her. The breeze caught her hair, and she smiled at something Henley had said. My chest tightened at the image. In the beginning, I’d thought this might wear off. This insane attraction I had to her. That I wouldn’t want her naked with me buried inside her all the damn time.

It wasn’t wearing off. I was sinking deeper. She was mine, and I fucking wanted to rip the eyeballs out of every man who had seen her tits and barely covered ass. That was mine.

Jealousy raged inside me, the closer I got to her. Knowing Archer had seen what was mine was eating at me. I had a hard enough time, knowing Drake had seen her like that.

I put my hand on her back. “We need to talk,” I said and shot my sister a warning glance to stay the fuck out of this.

She said nothing as I led Bryn inside.

“I’m s-s-sorry. I didn’t know who Saul’s dad w-was, or I would have told you before we got here,” she whispered as I moved us quickly past everyone, thankful Cullen’s eyes were on the screen as he played the game with Drake, who was shouting at the images on the television.

“It’s part of my j-j-job. This kind of thing was b-b-bound to happen,” she said.

I started up the stairs with my hand still on her back. She was right; this had been bound to happen. It had, and I fucking hated it.

We reached my room, and I moved her inside first, then followed, locking the door behind me.

“How many times has he been in there?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “Several.”

I ran a hand over my hair and looked at her. She was wringing her hands nervously and biting her bottom lip. I had brought her up here to see if she was okay. Not to drill her with questions. But the more I let myself dwell on the fact that Archer had seen her tits, the more my blood boiled.

“Did he recognize you?” I asked.

She nodded.

I stalked toward her and grabbed her arms, then pulled her to my chest. “I don’t like knowing he’s seen you naked,” I said between my clenched teeth, trying like hell to get ahold of my rage.

Her eyes grew wide as she looked up at me. She was scared, and it was my fault.

“It’s my j-j-job,” she said again.

“I fucking hate knowing anyone has seen you naked,” I said, then jerked her dress up and slipped my hand inside her panties. “This has only been touched by me, and I own it. It’s mine.” I looked down at her chest, then back at her. “Those tits are mine. I don’t share.”

The fear in her eyes was still there, but she was breathing rapidly now, and her nipples had hardened. I slid a finger inside her, and she made a soft sound as her mouth fell open.

“Tell me this is mine,” I said, hoping hearing her say it would ease this possessive monster clawing in my chest.

“It’s yours. You know that,” she panted.

That wasn’t enough.

“Say, This pussy is yours, Rio
 ,” I demanded.

She licked her lips. “This p-p-pussy is yours, Rio.” Her eyes fluttered as I began to move my finger through her now-wet folds.

“That feel good, baby?” I asked, giving her clit attention with my thumb.

“Y-y-yes,” she breathed.

“You’re gonna come on my hand like a good girl, so I can lick your sweet juices off,” I said in her ear before kissing her neck, then moving to her mouth.

She leaned into me, moaning. I loved the way she tasted. Her lips had become another one of my addictions. She flicked her tongue against mine as she rode my hand. This was never going to get old. I’d thought it had to. It always had. But Bryn had the ability to drive me wild with lust over and over again.

“Come for me, baby,” I said against her mouth.

She rocked harder on my hand and panted into my mouth, “I am! I am!”

I held on to her while she jerked and shook in my arms.

“Ahhhhh,” she cried out, throwing her head back.

I had done that to her. Me. I was the one who made her feel this. No one else.

When she was done, I pulled my hand out and did just as I’d said. I licked it clean while she stood, watching me. Her eyes flared.

“I wish we didn’t have to go back down there,” she whispered.

“If Cullen wasn’t here, I’d keep you up here and fuck you all night,” I said. “But for now, I have the taste of your pussy in my mouth to satisfy me until he goes to bed.”
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Chapter Forty-One



Bryn


He was jealous. I had to bite back a smile as I thought about his reaction earlier. He might not love me, but he felt more than lust. I knew jealousy wasn’t something I should be happy about, but I was.

After swimming, Cullen had fallen asleep on the sofa, watching a baseball game with Drake and Benji. When Benji had arrived, having yet another person here tonight who had seen me topless had worried me, but Benji acted like that night never happened. He never looked my way or made me feel uncomfortable. I liked him.

Rio was outside on what I now knew they called a deck with Saul and Archer. I hadn’t gone, too, because Archer had kept watching me during dinner. Rio had kept his hand on my thigh, and I caught him glaring at Archer more than once. I’d been thankful Archer had a business call while we were swimming in the pool. He might have seen me topless, but the idea of wearing a bikini in front of him bothered me.

Henley walked over and handed me a brownie. “Dairy-free and gluten-free, but it’s delicious,” she said.

I took it from her. “It’s also chocolate,” I replied, then took a bite. She was right; it was incredible. “Can you figure out how to do this and make it calorie-free too?”

She laughed and finished chewing the bite she had in her mouth. “I wish!” she replied.

Rio walked back into the house then, and his eyes went from me to Cullen, then back to me. He came over to me. “The guest bedroom is right beside mine. He’s slept there before. You good with us staying here?” he asked me.

I nodded while chewing another bite of my brownie.

“Ready for me to take him up?”

I nodded again, then swallowed. “I’ll go get the bed ready,” I told him.

This would be the first time I slept over here. Rio had been almost living with us the past five days. The nights I’d worked, he had stayed with Cullen, and then he continued staying on my off nights.

I went upstairs and pulled back the covers, and I only had to wait a moment before Rio arrived with a sleeping Cullen. I tucked him in and kissed his head, then turned back to Rio. He held out his hand, and I took it, smiling at him.

We walked out of the room, and instead of going back downstairs, Rio walked us directly into his bedroom.

“I liked your bikini,” he said as the door clicked behind him.

“You did?” I asked, turning back to him.

“It’s new,” he replied.

I nodded.

“You still have it on under that cover-up?”

“Yes.”

“Good, because I need to fuck you in it.”

“Oh,” I breathed.

“Take off that cover-up,” he ordered, coming toward me.

I pulled the cover-up off and stood there in front of him. I’d chosen a cotton-candy-pink bikini because I liked pink. I felt good in pink. It was pretty.

“Wearing this, you made it damn near impossible for me to think of anything else,” he said, trailing a finger along my cleavage. “I’m going to have to kill Archer.”

“What?” I asked.

“The way he kept looking at you during dinner. Only thing that will make me feel better is to kill him,” he replied seriously.

I laughed. “I think that might be extreme.”

He shrugged, then flashed me a grin. “Maybe.” Then, he lowered his head and kissed the tops of my breasts. “He doesn’t get to do this though, does he?”

I shook my head. “No.”

Rio tugged the left side of my top down and licked my nipple. “Or this,” he said before biting it and making the tingle between my legs start to throb.

“Just you,” I breathed out.

“Don’t go back, please,” he said as he pulled the other side of my top down.

“What?” I asked, dazed from his licking and sucking on my breasts.

He lifted his eyes to me and let my right nipple pop free of his mouth. “Don’t go back there. I can’t handle it. I tried. But I don’t want you working there.”

He was asking me to quit. I had wanted this.

Rio reached behind me and unfastened my top, then pulled it off me. “These should be for my eyes only,” he said, cupping my breasts in his hands. “Just mine. I don’t want you there.”

I wanted to quit. I never enjoyed it. The money was a security blanket I had never known though. It was scary to let that go. This was what I had wished he would say to me. It wasn’t a declaration of love, but it meant he was feeling things for me.

Rio took my face in his hands. “Please,” he asked again.

How could any woman tell him no? Even if I didn’t want to quit, I would have a hard time saying no.

“Okay,” I replied.

“You’ll quit?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Then, he kissed me. I could taste the whiskey on his breath. It was a dark, dangerous flavor, and I wanted more of it.

I ran my hands under his shirt and up his chest, loving the hard muscles that jerked in response to my touch.

Rio trailed kisses down my jawline, neck, and collarbone until he was once again at my breasts. “What have you done to me?” he asked. “I’ve never felt so damn possessive over a woman. I’ve never craved one. It’s controlling me, and I don’t give a fuck. I just want more of it, of you.”

His hands moved to my bottoms and tugged them down my legs. I stepped out of them.

“I thought you wanted to fuck me, wearing it,” I said, remembering his words.

He stood up and took off his shirt, then pushed down his shorts. “I will, but right now, I’m not
 going to fuck you.”

Before I could ask what we were going to do, he picked me up and threw me back on his bed. I bounced once, and then he was crawling over me.

“What is this then?” I asked as he hooked his arms under my knees.

He grinned up at me, then thrust into me. This was what I wanted. To be full of him. Having him stretch me and move inside me.

“It’s mating. You make me feel like an animal. I lose all fucking control with you.”

He put my legs up over his shoulders and grabbed my waist to pull me to him as he pumped into me. “So beautiful,” he said as he looked down at me.

His eyes raking over my body made me feel powerful. Knowing he wanted me so much and he craved this part of me—it was enough for now.

Rio reached down and started playing with my clit as he continued to move inside me. I bucked beneath him and cried out his name. That was almost too good. Too much at once.

“That’s it,” he said with a raspy voice. “You’re gonna come on my dick several times before I pull out of you.”

If he kept that up, I would be coming any minute. He pushed down on my clit and then pressed it between his two fingers. The sharp pain—paired with his length sliding into me, hitting so deep inside—was explosive.

I grabbed his hand and jerked wildly under him.

He dropped my legs and was over me now, moving. His chest pressed to mine. He began kissing my lips, then my jawline.

“I love watching you come,” he said. “Now, get on your hands and knees.”

He moved off me and flipped me over. I got on my hands and knees, and he grabbed my bottom and slid back into me. The first slap on my right butt cheek startled me. He’d never done that before. This did feel animalistic. He slapped my left butt cheek now and then again. I heard myself moan as he kept spanking me, and I pressed back harder against him with each thrust.

When he stopped with the slaps, I looked back at him over my shoulder. “Spank me,” I begged.

His eyes lit up with excitement. “You liked getting your hot little ass spanked?”

“Yes.”

His hand landed on the now-tender skin.

“Harder!” I pleaded.

The next hit was harder, and Rio was thrusting into me faster. I heard him breathing hard as he continued to spank me with one hand and pull me back to him with the other. Just as his hand landed on me again, I hit my second climax, and my arms went limp as I fell forward onto the pillow, crying out.

Rio stopped the spanking, but he grabbed my hips and kept pounding into me, making my orgasm lengthen.

“OH GOD!” I screamed as another one hit me unexpectedly.

“FUUUCK!” Rio roared, and he jerked inside me, pumping wildly. “Take all of it. I want it inside you,” he said as he shot his release into me.

My mind was in such a haze that I didn’t feel him leave my body, but he was beside me, pulling me to him. I snuggled against him, and he pressed a kiss to my forehead. I couldn’t open my eyes. It required more energy than I had left.

He whispered something into my hair, but I was too sleepy to ask him what he’d said.
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Chapter Forty-Two


I stood outside The Red Stiletto for the last time. At least, I hoped that was the case. Marley had told me if I ever needed a job, I’d have one. That was after she’d cried on me, hugged me, and made me promise to come visit and bring Cullen to see Bay.

Saint hadn’t shown any emotion, but I hadn’t expected him to. He didn’t seem to care at all that I was quitting. He said nothing. Marley had done all the talking before handing me my last paycheck and taking my costume. Saint had just walked out the office door to get back to work.

I wished that night in the club when we’d been alone had never happened. Ever since then, it had made things awkward between us. Before then, I had felt like he was a friend.

I didn’t hate it here, but I would be glad to see it in my rearview mirror. I wished Trix had been here, so I could tell her good-bye. We hadn’t spent time together outside of the club, but we had worked together enough that she had become a part of my life. I would miss her too.

I opened my car door and climbed inside. Just as I started it up, the back door opened, and Saint stepped outside. I lifted my hand and waved good-bye to him. He gave me a nod in return. If there hadn’t been Rio in my head and heart, then I might have possibly felt something for Saint. I wasn’t sure anyone other than Rio would have broken through my walls. He was the first person I’d ever let past the barriers I kept around my heart. Even at twelve years old, I’d been hurt badly enough to be guarded. Rio had gotten in then and never left.

Driving back to The Shores, I had to make a decision about work. This morning, Rio had offered me a job, working as his pops’s assistant. He’d said he’d already talked to Pops and Hazel about it. However, I wasn’t sure it was safe to put all of my security in Rio’s hands. What would happen if we ended? I would have to once again find another job and start over. There was so much to decide and quickly.

I almost went back to the apartment, but I remembered Rio had taken Cullen with him to the market today while I went to quit my job. Rio had been so happy this morning about my quitting that it made me feel all warm inside. Remembering the things he’d said to me last night before we passed out from sex also made life seem almost perfect.

When I pulled into the parking lot of the market, it was clear summer had arrived. The place was packed. I drove around to the back and parked where the employees parked. I would get Cullen and take him to go get lunch before we went back to the apartment for his nap.

I walked toward the entrance that Rio used when he was stocking the shelves, figuring he had probably kept Cullen in the back today. I heard a female giggle and turned toward the sound. Then, I heard Rio’s deep voice, although I didn’t hear what he was saying.

The giggling female was a tall blonde, wearing white shorts and one of the employee T-shirts. Rio was grinning as he picked up another basket of corn and put it on a shelf. The girl continued to talk to him, and he nodded his head, as if they were in a conversation.

I stood there, not wanting to get too close so that I wouldn’t be seen and struggled to hear their conversation. Rio wasn’t doing anything wrong. She was an employee, and he was talking to her while he worked. It was just the way they were standing too close. He was smiling at her. She was flirting with him. He had to know that. I couldn’t hear them well, but she wanted his attention.

This was what I feared. Him finding someone else he was attracted to. Someone who didn’t have a kid. Someone new and exciting. He didn’t love me—or he hadn’t said it at least. I had no security that he would be around a month from now. He’d said things that made me think he would, and I wanted to believe it.

But there was this.

Maybe he wouldn’t mean for it to happen, but it could. He could meet someone like that girl and fall in love with her. It wouldn’t be his fault. Fate had never been on my side, and it would be stupid of me to believe it was going to be now.

I took a deep breath, relaxed my shoulders, and put a smile on my face. Then, I made my way to them. I was here to get Cullen, and spying on them was rude.

“I’m back. Where’s Cullen?” I said, announcing my arrival since neither of them had noticed.

Rio jerked his head around to see me. “That was fast,” he said, smiling as he set the basket down and walked over to me. “It’s done?” he asked.

I nodded. Yep, I quit my job, and you’re here, letting a pretty blonde flirt with you
 , I thought sourly.

No, I wasn’t going to let my head go there. They’d just been talking.

“Where’s Cullen?” I asked again.

“Oh, I’ll go get him,” the blonde said, and I looked over Rio’s shoulder to see her smiling in Rio’s direction. “He’s with Hazel,” she told me.

Then, she turned and sauntered off with an obvious sway of her hips, although Rio wasn’t looking at her leave. I guessed she had done that just in case he was watching.

“I can go get him,” I said.

Rio shook his head. “Vicky has got it,” he said and slid his hand around my waist to pull me close to him.

At the moment, I wasn’t feeling much like being close, but I went anyway.

“Gives me a minute to do this,” he said, then bent his head and covered my mouth with his.

Not kissing him back was impossible because I loved him and his kisses. However, I must have done something different because he stopped kissing me, frowning.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, pulling me tighter against him.

“Nothing,” I replied with a smile I did not feel.

“Yes, there is. You’re stiff, and you normally melt right into me.”

I tried to relax, but it didn’t work.

“I’m fine,” I said, feeling frustrated.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” His voice sounded stern, as if he could demand an answer from me.

“Aunt Bryn!” Cullen called out my name, and I broke free of Rio to turn and smile at Cullen.

“Hey, buddy,” I said as he ran to hug me.

“I stocked apples with Hazel,” he said proudly.

“You can tell me all about it over burgers and fries,” I told him.

I stood back up and looked at the blonde who had brought Cullen to me and was not leaving Rio’s presence, it seemed. My mood was going from bad to worse real fast. I had to get out of here.

“Well, I’ll see you later. Thanks for keeping him, or thank Hazel for me,” I said and took Cullen’s hand to leave.

“Bryn,” Rio said my name.

I looked back at him. “Yes?”

“You’re just gonna leave?” he asked me, looking confused and hurt.

He did not get to be hurt. He had Blondie over there, ready to flirt with him, and he could smile at her all afternoon. I was the one who got to be hurt. Me. Not him. I didn’t flirt with guys. I didn’t smile and talk to other men like he was doing with this girl.

Okay, so I was doing what I’d said I wouldn’t do, but the more that girl stood there with him, the harder it was not to be jealous. He was looking at me, still waiting on an answer. My eyes shifted to the blonde, then back to him.

“Looks as if you have enough company,” I replied, then took Cullen’s hand and headed out to the car.

If that wasn’t a complete bitch thing to do, I didn’t know what was.

When had I become this person?

When you fell in love with a man who you were terrified of losing because he didn’t feel as strongly about you, that was when you became this person.

“I learned how to weigh the bananas and tell Hazel how much they weigh, so she could ring them up,” Cullen said, and I smiled down at him.

“That’s awesome, buddy!” I replied.

My chest felt tight, and I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t like this. Normally, when I left Rio, we kissed, and I would have butterflies in my stomach. I missed that.

I was going to have lunch with Cullen, and I was not going to do it while on the verge of tears. I had to be stronger than this. After he was buckled in safely, we headed to the burger place.

We had just sat down at a table when Cullen’s eyes lit up, and he waved his hand. I turned to see Rio walking toward us. He came over and slid in beside Cullen and directly in front of me. His eyes locked on mine, and I glared back at him. I hadn’t invited him to lunch.

“Have you ordered yet?” he asked me.

“No, we just sat down!” Cullen told him.

Rio shot him a smile, then swung his gaze back to me. “Good. I’m starving.”

“We didn’t know you were coming too,” Cullen said and took the crayons the waitress had set on our table with the menus. “I want the cheeseburger, fries with cheese sauce, and a chocolate shake,” Cullen told me and then began coloring his paper menu.

“That sounds good to me,” Rio replied to him but didn’t stop looking at me.

I decided to break the staring contest and picked up the menu.

“You always get the bacon cheeseburger, medium, with no ketchup and a side of fries,” Rio said.

I knew what I always got, but right now, I wanted to look at the menu and not him. He continued to stare at me, and I went on ignoring him. I didn’t want to be mad at him. I wanted to look at his dimple that I loved so much.

“Did you tell Aunt Bryn about how you got to help me pick the blueberries?” Rio asked.

“No, he didn’t,” I replied. “Did Vicky help you too?” I didn’t look up when I asked it.

“No, just me and Rio,” Cullen answered. “We picked two big baskets of them. Huge baskets.”

The heat from Rio’s stare was making it hard for me to concentrate on the menu. I closed it, deciding to give up looking at it, just as the waitress appeared and took our orders. Rio gave her his and Cullen’s order, then looked at me.

“Bacon cheeseburger, medium, with no ketchup, fries, and a water please,” I said and then studied my hands in my lap while Rio watched me.

“Couldn’t find anything new you wanted?” he asked me with a smile in his voice.


Damn him.
 What did he have to smile about? He was going to ruin lunch. At least for me. Cullen was thrilled he was here.

“Hey, Drake,” Rio called out.

I wanted to roll my eyes. Now, we had Drake to add to this lunch.

“Y’all had the same lunch idea,” Drake said, and I smiled at him.

“Yeah, uh, would you sit with Cullen a minute? I need to help Bryn get something out of her eye.”


What? My eye?


“Sure,” Drake replied.

“I don’t have any—”

Rio took my arm and pulled me up.

“Yeah, you do,” he interrupted me, then held on to my arm and walked me toward the restroom doors.

I started to protest when he opened the door and pushed me inside, then locked it.

He forced me to back up against the sink and then placed his hands on either side of me, caging me in. “Do you have any fucking idea how damn hot it is that you’re jealous?” he asked me, then leaned in and rubbed his lips over my jawline. “Jesus, you drive me crazy,” he muttered. “As if there were any other female on this planet who could compare to you. But if you want to get jealous, then please feel free. My dick is so fucking hard right now; there is going to be a zipper imprint on it.”

I shoved him back off me before I started panting and letting him do whatever he wanted. “She was flirting with you, and you were letting her. You were encouraging it! You liked it.”

He grinned and picked me up and sat me on the counter. “Keep it up, and I’m gonna have to fuck you right here,” he said, then leaned in and ran his tongue along my bottom lip.

His hands slid up my thighs and inside the legs of my shorts.

“Do you like her?” I asked, feeling pathetic.

He stopped and looked at me, a wrinkle between his brow. “What?” he asked me.

“You heard me.”

“No man who has you in his arms and his bed is going to want anyone else.” He smirked after he said it. “There will only be me though. No other man is gonna get to find that out.”

“She was flirting with you. You were letting her,” I pointed out, although I was losing my steam, the more his fingers moved higher.

“No, I wasn’t. She might have been, but I swear, that was not how I flirt.”

“You laughed at something she said.”

He frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, she told me about Cullen coming out of the bathroom and announcing to Hazel that he had a really big poop and felt much better.”

I laughed. He grinned.

“Let’s go eat, then get Cullen down for a nap, and you can act jealous again while I fuck you in the shower.”

I laughed some more.

The ache was gone, and I could take a deep breath again.
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Chapter Forty-Three


Sex tonight had been different. It was sweet, and Rio had been gentle. As much as I enjoyed the rougher stuff and the dirty things he said while we were doing it tonight, I’d felt as if he were treasuring me. He pulled my back against his stomach and held me close to him when we were done.

“I walked you home from school. You were reading To Kill a Mockingbird
 for English class and worrying over the book report you had to write,” he said.

I knew he was talking about the day he had found his mother. It was also the last time I had seen him until we moved here. Finding out he was gone had been devastating for me, but I knew that day must have been a nightmare he could never erase.

“You bought me an ice cream,” I reminded him.

Money wasn’t something either of us had had back then. I still didn’t know how he’d afforded the ice cream cone.

“Strawberry with sprinkles,” he added.

“You remembered,” I replied, surprised by the detail.

“There isn’t much I don’t remember about you,” he said. “Or the life we lived there.”

A sadness crawled over me.

Rio had been my savior. When I needed someone, he showed up, and for a moment in time, I was happy. He made me smile when I rarely had a reason to smile. When the world was against me, he was there beside me and often standing in the way of its hard blows.

Then, one day, he was gone. I mourned the loss of him in my life, but it was then I realized good things weren’t meant for me. They would always be taken away. Accepting that was what had gotten me through school, living with my aunt, and then life with Tory.

He had walked me to my aunt’s trailer that day and flashed me a smile that made the butterflies in my stomach go crazy. My aunt had already left for work, and it felt as if luck was on my side. But then the ambulance and cop cars surrounded his trailer. Neighbors came outside to watch, and I stood there, looking out the kitchen window, terrified yet hoping that Rio would come tell me what was happening. He’d never come.

“I worried about you for the longest time. Wished I had a number I could call. Anything to make sure you were okay,” he told me.

“Really?” I asked, turning in his arms to look at him.

He smirked. “Yeah. I was pretty damn sure I was in love with you back then.”

“Oh,” I replied.

Did I tell him I had been in love with him then and I was now? He cared about me. I was sure of that. Today had shown me that. I was always expecting the happy to be taken away from me. If I admitted I loved him, then life might take that from me too.

“I didn’t know anything about love back then,” he said.

I started to turn my back to him again. I didn’t want him reading my expressions. He stopped me before I could and took my chin between his two fingers so that I had to meet his gaze. He was smiling just enough for his dimple to show. I wanted to reach up and touch it. He had to be the most beautiful man alive.

“I was a stupid kid, fascinated with a gorgeous girl who wore clothes three sizes too big and had the sweetest smile in the world. But it wasn’t love,” he said.

His description of me back then was nice. I hadn’t seen myself that way.

“I’m still stupid at times, but I’m not a kid anymore,” he said, then pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “I’m addicted to you, intoxicated, obsessed, and in love. I know how that feels now.”

I stared up at him, my heart thudding in my chest.

“You love me?” I asked.

“The crazy kind, yes.” He smirked.

I sat up and covered my cheeks with my hands. They felt hot. I turned and looked down at him, still lying there, watching me.

“We made love! That was why it was different,” I said more to myself than to him.

Rio chuckled. “Baby, we’ve been making love for a while now. Just because I’m talking dirty and spanking your ass doesn’t mean it’s not making love.”

I shook my head. “No, I mean, you were sweet and gentle. I felt special.”

Rio frowned then and reached up to grab my arm, then pulled me down onto his chest. “You’ve always been special.”

I held his face in my hands. “I love you,” I told him, realizing I hadn’t said the words back.

He turned his head just enough to kiss my palm. “Yeah, I thought you might, but today, after the little fit you threw over Vicky, I was sure then.”

I pressed my lips together and tried to scowl, but I was too happy. I couldn’t fully do it.

“If you ever think I’ve done something wrong, don’t leave me. Talk to me first. Don’t get me wrong; you can throw a jealous tantrum anytime you want. It makes me horny as fuck. You are adorable, doing it. But don’t leave me. Because I swear to you, there is no way I’d mess this up.”

I started to lie back down beside him when I realized I had to admit something to him. I’d come close many times and not been able to say it, but he needed to know. I had to get it off my chest.

“I need to tell you something,” I said, not able to look at him. I was afraid if I did, I wouldn’t be able to get it out.

“Okay, I’m listening,” he replied.

I closed my eyes tightly and took a deep breath. There shouldn’t be secrets between us
 , I reminded myself. “I moved us to The Shores because I knew you lived here,” I blurted out.

Rio chuckled, and I opened my eyes, then turned to look at him. I hadn’t expected him to laugh.

“I figured that out a while back,” he told me, then reached for my arm and pulled me to his chest.

“You don’t think that’s stalkerish or crazy?” I asked him.

He played with my hair. “I think it makes me the luckiest damn guy I know.”

I sighed, relieved by his response and that I no longer had any secrets. This was joy. I wasn’t sure I had experienced it before. Deep down, I was afraid of what fate would do to me. I hoped that life, just this one time, would give me a break and let me have this.
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Chapter Forty-Four



Rio


The summer was coming to an end. For the past few days, Bryn had been planning Cullen’s birthday next week. Now that he was at a kids camp during the day while we worked at the farmers market, he had some friends to invite, and I thought she was more excited about it than he was. Cullen was more excited about the fact that he would start kindergarten soon. He had his Spider-Man backpack already by his bed with his school supplies.

I rarely stayed at my place anymore. I wanted to talk to Bryn about moving in and taking up the rent payment. She hadn’t mentioned us making our living arrangements permanent yet, but I thought she might. I was giving her time.

“Is Bryn in the office?” Hazel asked, breaking into my thoughts as I did inventory in the stockroom.

“Yeah. Why?”

Hazel pressed her lips together nervously. “Uh, well, there is someone asking for her.”

“Who?” And why did Hazel look so uncomfortable? I put my smart tablet down on a shelf, ready to go see for myself.

“A man,” she said softly.

“Show me,” I replied.

Hazel’s eyes shot toward the office door, then back to me. “He asked for Bryn,” she said.

“Now, Hazel.”

She rolled her eyes and turned around. “Fine.”

I followed her out to the customer service desk, and a guy—about my age with long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing a pearl-snap plaid shirt, jeans, and boots—stood, watching us approach. All he lacked was a damn cowboy hat.


Who the fuck is he?


“That’s him,” Hazel whispered.

I stepped forward. “Can I help you?” I asked.

“I’m looking for Bryn Wallace. I was told she works here,” he replied.

“What do you need with Bryn?”

He smirked. “That’s between me and her.”

The fuck it was. I was a guy, but I also knew when another man was attractive. Cowboy Bill was the kind of guy females didn’t miss. He had already caught the attention of several. I could see two of my employees currently checking him out from across the fruit section.

“You want to talk to Bryn? Then, you’ll need to give me a reason,” I told him.

An amused grin touched his lips, and he tilted his head back and let out a hard laugh. “I’m gonna take it, Bryn just got prettier with age, and she’s got you pussy-whipped.”

I didn’t remember getting from one side of the counter to the other, but rage blared hot in my chest when I grabbed his fucking pearl-snap shirt. “Get the fuck out of here,” I snarled as I shoved him backward.

That damn smirk on his face didn’t leave, but he held up both hands as he moved back a few steps.

I stalked forward, ready to plant my fist in his face when Bryn called my name. I swung my gaze to see her walking toward us.

“Stop,” she pleaded.

Fury pounded in my veins, but I lowered my fist and took a deep breath, hoping it would calm me down. She knew him. I didn’t like that.

When she reached me, she touched my arm and looked up at me, then shifted her gaze to him. “What are you doing here, Decker?” she asked, her voice shaky, although she didn’t stammer.

The appreciative gleam in his eyes as he took her in had my hand balling back into a fist.

Who the hell was Decker? She’d never once said anything about him or any man.

“You didn’t stutter,” he replied.

“Why are you here?” she repeated.

“Heard about Tory’s death and was able to track you here,” he replied.

Bryn was tense beside me, and that only made me hate this man more. I put a hand on her back and was ready to walk her back to the offices to get away from him. She didn’t want to see him. Her body language said as much.

“Why?” she asked. “You’ve no reason to come looking for me.”

Decker ran his thumb over the stubble on his jaw and tilted his head in an obnoxious way. “That ain’t exactly true, sugar,” he replied.

I took a step toward him, and Bryn pulled me back.

“No,” she said to me.

Her eyes were a mixture of anxiety and fear. I didn’t like seeing her upset.

Why wouldn’t she let me punch this dickhead in the face? Send him away?

“Go back to your rodeos,” she said. “There is no reason to come find me.”

Of course he was a rodeo guy. I rolled my eyes.

“I want to see my kid,” he told her.

Bryn was the one to take a step toward him now. “He isn’t yours. Tory told you that when she was pregnant,” she said forcefully.

“She lied because of you,” he said, his smile gone. “And I fucking let her because of you.”

Bryn let out a laugh and shook her head. “No, Decker. You wanted my sister, and she wanted any man she thought could give her something. You were not the only guy she was sleeping with at the time.”

Decker leaned his head down closer to her, and I moved in behind her, pulling her back from him and against my chest. He wasn’t touching her if he wanted to walk away from here alive. His eyes went to me, and he nodded as if he understood. However, he still looked amused.

“I’ll be wanting a DNA test,” he said then.

Bryn shook her head. “Why are you doing this, Decker? Just leave us alone.”

His eyes did another quick scan of her. “I’m sorry, Bryn. Not gonna be able to do that. You had me all messed up back then. I didn’t want you hurt. The idea of that sweet smile of yours not looking my way anymore was too much. Letting y’all leave was the best thing I could do.”

I held Bryn tighter against me, placing my hand flat on her stomach. This conversation was going in a direction I didn’t like. She didn’t want me to hit him, but it was starting to become inevitable, the more he talked.

“That was another lifetime ago. I was a kid. Cullen is not yours. His father is dead. I know who his father was. He even looks like his father,” Bryn said.

Decker lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. “Sorry, sugar. I’m not leaving until I get the DNA test. I stayed away because I knew Tory would fight me, and then there was you. Hurting you was something I couldn’t bring myself to do for a long time. But she’s gone now.”

“Then, you need to get a lawyer. Please leave,” Bryn told him with a firmer tone than her trembling body betrayed.

He looked disappointed. “All right. If that’s what you want to do. But it doesn’t have to be that way. I hoped we could catch up. Talk about your last five years.”

“Just leave,” Bryn said between her clenched teeth.

“All right, I’ll go for now,” he said, then winked at Hazel before walking away.

Bryn didn’t move. She stayed in my arms, and I continued to hold her to me.

“Is he Cullen’s father?” I asked softly, pressing my lips above her ear.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But there is a chance. I always thought there could be, but Tory wouldn’t admit to it.”

“Why?”

Bryn sighed. “Because Decker was my boyfriend.”
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Chapter Forty-Five



Bryn



“Talk about your last five years.”


He wasn’t here for Cullen. Decker was selfish. He didn’t want a child. I hadn’t thought of him in years.

Like him, I’d thought Cullen could be his, too, but that was when Tory wouldn’t tell me whose kid it was. The day she’d found out that Marco Long had been killed in a car accident, she’d broken down sobbing and admitted that he was the father.

Marco had been in his late thirties, married with three kids. Tory had gotten a job, working for him at his restaurant. It was the only job she’d kept more than a few weeks. I’d found out later it was because she was sleeping with her boss.

When she’d told him she was pregnant, he had given her money to get an abortion.

Instead, we left town with that money. Something else I hadn’t known until years later. After she had admitted it to me, I could see the resemblance in Cullen. He had Marco’s eyes—or at least, I had thought he did. Until now.

When I had seen Decker again, there were things about him that looked like Cullen. I had even convinced myself that Cullen was Decker’s until Marco’s death when Tory revealed he was the father. Why Decker wanted a DNA test didn’t make sense. He was a bull rider—or he had been.

I’d never had a boyfriend, and when Decker had flirted with me at his dad’s store that I was working at, I had been naive.

Rio opened the office door that I had been using and led me inside. Then, he closed and locked it. “I didn’t realize you’d had a boyfriend,” he said.

I turned and looked at him. “I never said that. I said I hadn’t slept with anyone before.”

“What happened with this guy?” he asked me.

I groaned and closed my eyes. Things had been too good for me. Life was punishing me for whatever reason. Why did it hate me so much?

“I worked at Decker’s dad’s store. He owned the feed and seed. Decker was saving up to leave for the rodeo circuit, and he started working there too. He flirted with me. He was my first kiss, but that was all I’d let him do. I was terrified of sex and being touched. He said he loved me and was a very smooth talker. I had never had a guy talk to me that way or say those things to me.

“Anyway, Tory came to pick me up one day, and she met him. He was a year younger than her, but it didn’t matter to her. I could see the interest in her eyes.” I shrugged. “I never knew for sure, but there were things that happened, and I questioned it. They would look at each other in a very familiar way when she came to get me from work, which she started doing a lot after that. Then, one day, she and I got into an argument. She made the comment about my being a prude and not pleasing my own boyfriend.” I stopped then because talking about all this was pointless. Remembering it didn’t hurt anymore. Looking back, my sister’s betrayal hurt more than Decker’s. I hadn’t loved him.

“He was fucking Tory?” Rio asked.

I nodded.

He cursed and walked over to me. “He was a damn fool,” he said, sliding his hands around my waist.

“We dated for three months, and all I ever allowed was kissing. He was eighteen, attractive, had girls coming in the store all the time, flirting with him. I am sure Tory wasn’t the only one he slept with.”

Rio pulled me into his arms. “Again, he was a fool.”

I laid my head against his chest. For a moment, I enjoyed the comfort and security. Things had been perfect this morning. Now, I had this to deal with. A possible fight on my hands. Decker didn’t need or want a kid. Why was he here?

“Is there a chance he could be Cullen’s father?” Rio asked me.

I wanted to say no, but Tory had never been one to tell the truth. She could have lied to Marco, knowing he’d give her money to get rid of the baby. I didn’t know how her mind had worked.

“Yes,” I whispered, hating the idea of it.

“We’ll fight him,” Rio said with determination.

“Yes, we will,” I agreed.

We stood there like that for several minutes before I finally pulled back and looked up at him. “I’ve got to finish in here before I can leave, and camp is over in three hours,” I told him.

He shook his head. “No, you’re not working anymore today. This can all wait,” Rio told me. “Let me go handle some things, and then I’m leaving with you.”

There were several orders that needed to be made and filing I hadn’t finished. I shook my head. “I need to finish these things,” I argued.

Rio took my face in his hands and looked down at me. “You need to go home. Let me go pick up Cullen from camp, and we will grab dinner from somewhere, then watch a damn Spider-Man
 movie.”

His mouth touched mine before I could say anything else. Kissing him was distracting, and he knew it. If I left all this, I would need to get back early in the morning and catch up. But right now, the taste of mint and Rio made everything else seem as if it could wait.

“I could just leave with you right now and fuck you good and hard before I go pick up Cullen,” he whispered against my lips. His hands left my face and moved down my rib cage. “I’ve been thinking about it all morning. I liked having you spread open for me on the kitchen table that one time. Let’s do that again.”

Yes, everything here could wait.

“Okay,” I replied, pressing my legs together as his words caused that familiar ache.

Rio’s eyes dropped to my legs with the movement, and his hand slid between my thighs. “Or I could lock that door and bend you over this table,” he said. “I just like it when you scream. You can’t do that here.”

I whimpered as he rubbed the fabric over my ache.

“You’re getting your shorts wet,” he said in a low, husky voice as he trailed kisses along my jawline and neck.

A knock on the door startled me, and my gaze swung up to Rio’s. He groaned and moved his hand before turning to see who was at the door.

Hazel opened it. Her gaze going from Rio to me. I knew my face was flushed from my arousal. There was no hiding that.

“Oh, uh, didn’t realize Rio was in here too. Um, I just needed to see when we had more Gala apples coming in. We’re low,” she said with a grin on her face.

That was one of the many things I needed to order today.
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Chapter Forty-Six



Rio


Two days later, Bryn was meeting with a lawyer I had found for her, thanks to Saul. He was the best in the state, but he didn’t take new clients. Saul had made a call, and he’d agreed to help Bryn.

Hazel had woken up with a stomach virus, and I had to go into work today. Bryn had assured me she could meet with the lawyer on her own. I wanted to be with her, but with Pops still unable to come to the market, either Hazel or I had to be there.

She texted me when she arrived back at the apartment, and it took me two hours to get things handled so that I could leave and go see her. I wanted to hear what the lawyer had said and make sure she was okay. The last two texts I had sent her had gone unanswered, and because of that, I drove faster than normal, getting back to the apartment.

Decker hadn’t shown up again since his appearance at the market. I had mentioned to Bryn that he might have changed his mind and left. She hadn’t looked as if she agreed or not. The fear of having to fight for Cullen was weighing on her, and I felt helpless in trying to ease her fears.

When I reached the stairs leading up to the apartment, I heard her voice and paused. She was talking to someone. Then, he spoke, and I realized it was Decker.

“I don’t understand why you need to do this. You don’t want to raise a kid.” Her voice was strained.

“You’d think in six years, I could have gotten those pretty eyes out of my head. But they haunt me, sugar. You haunt me. I messed up, sleeping with Tory, and I’ve never forgiven myself for that.”

“That was another lifetime ago. I was a kid,” Bryn said, cutting him off.

“You’re not a kid anymore,” he replied, his voice deeper. “Damn, you turned out better than I’d imagined. Tory couldn’t hold a candle to you now.”

I was done listening. When I reached the top of the stairs, Decker was standing too close, and Bryn was pressed up against the door, as if she couldn’t get far enough away from him.

“You’re done here,” I said, stalking toward them.

Decker turned to see me, and he smirked. “You follow her home too?”

My hands fisted, and I glared at him. Planting my fist in his face wouldn’t help us in court if that was where this ended up. But my hands itched to knock that damn look off his face.

“She’s mine,” I told him. “And I don’t want you near her again.”

Decker looked at her then. “Are you gonna set up the DNA test, or should I?”

Bryn swallowed hard, and her eyes swung from him to me.

“Have your lawyer call hers,” I said.

Decker wasn’t smirking at me anymore. “I was talking to Bryn.”

I moved to stand so she was behind my left side. “Not anymore.”

Her hand touched my shoulder. “It’s okay, Rio,” she told me, but I didn’t move or look away from the douchebag.

“She must have a magic pussy after all,” he drawled.

With his words, my logic left, and my balled-up fist slammed into his face.

Decker stumbled back. “Fuck!”

“Rio!” Bryn cried out, grabbing my arm, but I advanced on him as he covered his bleeding nose.

“Never talk about what’s mine again,” I warned him.

“Rio, please, let’s go inside,” Bryn pleaded, pulling on my arm.

Decker wiped the blood on his hand off on his jeans. Then, his eyes met mine, and I had only a second to move Bryn back with my left arm before his fist hit my jaw. I had moved enough, so it wasn’t as hard of an impact as it could have been, but the control I was holding snapped. I grabbed the front of his shirt and shoved him farther away from Bryn before I took another swing.

“STOP!” Bryn screamed behind us.

“You get her to open up those legs? Must be as sweet down there as I thought it would be,” Decker said.

My fist hit his jaw as he moved back before taking his own swing at me.

“You’ll never find out,” I snarled at him.

“PLEASE STOP! RIO!” Bryn was pleading.

Decker started to hook his arm around my neck, and I moved then, using that opportunity to grab him and throw him back. He hit the railing, and it knocked him on his ass.

“Go. Bryn’s upset. This shit is over,” I said, turning to walk back to her.

Her face was streaked with tears, and I hadn’t realized she was crying. I felt guilty for upsetting her, but I couldn’t stand there and let him talk about her like that.

When I reached her, the anger in her gaze confused me.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She shook her head and held up both hands, as if to keep me back.

“If he is mine, I now see how dangerous it is for him to have someone with your temper and violence around him. I’ll make sure that ends,” Decker said.

I glared back at him. “Get the fuck out of here,” I warned him.

He wiped the blood trickling from his busted lip on the sleeve of his shirt and nodded. “See you soon, Bryn,” he drawled, then finally headed for the stairs.

I looked back down at Bryn. “I’m sorry, but he was saying shit about you. I couldn’t stand there and let him talk about you like that,” I told her.

Her tears had turned to anger as she reached for the door handle. “I think you need to leave, Rio,” she said before opening it to walk inside.

I reached for her arm, and she stopped but didn’t look back at me.

“Bryn, don’t be like this,” I pleaded.

“Be like what? Worried about my nephew’s future? Worried that some man he doesn’t even know could fight me for custody?” she asked, then glanced back at me over her shoulder. “Cullen is what is important. What Decker says about me means nothing. Just … go. I’ll call you later. I need to be alone before I go get Cullen from camp,” she said, then pulled her arm free of me and closed the door in my face.

“I’m sorry, Bryn,” I said loud enough that I knew she could hear me through the door.

She didn’t open it. I stood there for several minutes, hoping she’d change her mind about me leaving.

When it was clear she wasn’t coming back, I turned and headed for my Jeep. I had known losing my temper and hitting him was a bad idea, but I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t do it again. Controlling myself with his arrogant grin as he’d said things about Bryn felt impossible. She didn’t see it that way though.

One thing we agreed on: Cullen was what was most important right now. That asshole was not going to take him.
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Chapter Forty-Seven



Bryn


Taking Cullen to camp was difficult. I wanted to keep him with me and hold him. I couldn’t sleep at night from the fears running through my head.

Decker’s lawyer had contacted mine, and the DNA test was set to take place tomorrow. If Decker was Cullen’s father, I would still have a fighting chance at winning custody. Decker was not a man who wanted to be saddled with a kid. I knew this, and he knew it, yet he was still going through with everything.

The what-ifs were haunting me though. That, and the fact that I had barely spoken to Rio in two days. Cullen had asked where he was the past two nights, and I’d just told him Rio was busy. At work, I didn’t have to stay in the office all day. I went in the mornings and went over the things I needed to handle, then came home to do the paperwork, ordering, and pay the bills. Rio had tried several times to talk to me, and I only spoke to him if it was work-related.

I wasn’t still mad at him, I’d realized as I lay awake in my bed, looking at the ceiling most of the night.

My anger over the fight had faded, and today, when he tried to talk to me, I would be ready. I missed him. While I’d cried in my pillow last night, I had wished he were there to hold me and reassure me. Left to my own thoughts, I was tormented with the different outcomes.

Heading into the back door of the farmers market, I almost didn’t see Rio and wouldn’t have if the female he was with hadn’t laughed. I turned my head and saw his back. He was facing a woman I didn’t know. She wasn’t an employee. Rio must have said something funny. Her sheer cover-up did nothing to hide her bikini. There wasn’t much of it. I watched them for a moment, trying to decide if she was a customer, but then she put her hand on his arm and tilted her head as she leaned in to whisper something to him. There was a familiarity there. She wasn’t a stranger.

I walked away then, toward the office, not wanting to see any more. Rio was obviously not suffering from our being apart. There was already another female vying for his attention. It wasn’t surprising. I was sure there would always be someone waiting for him to be single.

Maybe he thought he was now. I set my bag down on the desk and stood there, staring at the table and piled-up files that I needed to handle. I would get through this day. I wouldn’t let Rio flirting with some sexy, tall, thin redhead bother me. If that was what he wanted, then fine.

Even as I told myself that, I looked back at the open door and glared as if it were offensive. It had been two days. He couldn’t give me two freaking days?

After everything we had been through, he was going to enjoy some other female laughing at his jokes and touching his arm and whispering in his ear?

No. The hell he was. My life was in a current state of turmoil, and I wasn’t going to just let him mess us up. I was allowed to need space to deal with things.

Stalking out of the office, I went to find Rio alone now, walking in my direction.

I went up to him and shoved my finger into his chest. “You don’t get to do that. It’s not okay. I needed a little time, Rio. I’m facing what could become a nightmare. I was angry with you for putting fuel in Decker’s fire, but I just needed to get my head wrapped around all of this,” I said, glaring up at him now.

“Two days, and you think it’s okay to flirt with a half-naked female and let her touch you and whisper in your ear? That’s not you. At least, I didn’t think it was. I don’t play games, and if you want us to work, you won’t either.” I was talking a little too loudly, but the more I talked, the angrier I got.

I stopped stabbing him with my nail and spun around to leave him there. His hand wrapped around my arm, and I was pulled back against him. I turned to look up at him and ask him what he was doing, but his mouth was on mine before I could say anything.

Rio grabbed my waist and held me against him as he licked at my bottom lip slightly before his tongue tangled with mine. My hands went to his face, and I felt tears sting my eyes as I kissed him back. For the first time in two days, the world didn’t look as dark, and my heart didn’t hurt as badly.

“I missed you,” he said against my lips.

I only managed to nod. I was afraid my voice would crack from the emotion clogging my throat. He kissed me again and then pressed kisses on my cheeks and nose. Then, he pulled me against his chest and held me there.

We said nothing as we stood there. No one came by, but I wouldn’t care if they did. Part of my heart was beating right again. The other part was still clenched tightly as the unknown lay before me with Cullen’s DNA test. But this part was going to be okay.

“Thank God for that,” Hazel said from behind me. “I was about ready to lock ya both in a room together and get this figured out.”

I lifted my head from Rio’s chest and turned enough to see her. “I’m sorry,” I told her.

“Yer sorry?” she asked and pointed at Rio. “He’s the one who was meaner than a hornet. If he snarled at one more employee, they were all gonna stop showing up.”

Rio shrugged, and I gazed up at him. He gave me a crooked grin.

“I might have been a little moody,” he admitted.

Hazel let out a loud laugh. “Little moody? Heck, you were growling and barking at anything that moved.”

“Maybe the employees needed to be tall redheads with bikinis on for him to be charming,” I said.

His eyes narrowed, and his hands tightened on my waist. “Be careful, baby,” he warned. “You know what seeing you get jealous does to me.”

“Oh, fer heaven’s sake,” Hazel said loudly. “I’m going back to the front.”

“You let her touch your arm and whisper in your ear.” I pouted.

Rio took my arm and spun me around, then walked me back through the stacks of potatoes toward the office. I went willingly. I wanted him alone.

When he closed the door and locked it behind me, I backed up while he stalked toward me until my bottom hit the edge of the desk. “Vanessa came here, looking for me. She asked when I got off work. I told her I wasn’t available. She asked if we were exclusive. I told her”—he paused and cupped my face with his hand—“that I was in love. She laughed, and I told her I had work to get done. Then, she touched my arm, leaned in, and whispered that when I found out love was shit, I should give her a call.”

His thumb brushed my bottom lip.

“You told her you were in love?” I repeated.

“Mmhmm,” he replied as he leaned down to kiss me. “But your little display out there, pointing at my chest, was hot. I’m glad she stopped by.”

I laughed as he nibbled on my lip.





[image: bryn]



Chapter Forty-Eight


I had chosen not to tell Cullen the real reason why he had been taken to the doctor’s office yesterday morning. Instead, I chose to let him think it was a routine visit. He hadn’t questioned it, and I was thankful. I didn’t want him to worry. He was four, and I wanted him to get to be a child.

His birthday party was in two days, and he was excited about it. I was torn between the pleasure of hearing him talk about his party and the fear of the test coming back with news I did not want to hear. I caught myself studying Cullen’s features closely, trying to find something that reminded me of Decker but I couldn’t.

Cullen laughed loudly at Rio, who was asking him questions about the different Spider-Mans. He was as confused as I was about it. He had been clinging to Rio today. I knew it was because of him not being here the nights I had been mad at him.

He was attached to Rio, and if things ever did go bad with us, then he was going to hurt. I wasn’t sure if I could have helped it though. Not falling in love with Rio had been hard when I thought a part of me had always loved him.

Rio glanced back at me then and winked. The butterflies in my stomach woke up, and I felt my cheeks warm. I was as attached to him as Cullen. Rio was a charmer. I watched him attract people, not even meaning to do it. At work, I often caught myself getting jealous over the way women reacted to him.

I finished cleaning up the mess we had all made while making breakfast this morning. Rio had talked me into staying home today with Cullen. We would get a call about the results at any moment, and he didn’t want me at work when it happened. Instead, we had made plans to have a big breakfast, which we had, and go to the park. Maybe even visit the candy store later.

I glanced at the clock on the microwave, and it was almost ten. I twisted the towel in my hand as I stared at it, wondering how I would keep from breaking down if I was told Decker was in fact Cullen’s father.

Rio’s hands slid around my waist and held me against his chest. “It’s going to be okay,” he told me.

I tried to nod, but I couldn’t. It wouldn’t be okay if I had to fight for Cullen. Nothing about that would be okay. I didn’t say that though because I did not want Cullen to hear me.

The phone rang, and I jerked as if it had slapped me instead. Rio reached for it and handed it to me. I took it from him. My entire body was shaking. I held his gaze as I answered the phone.

“Hello?” I said over the lump in my throat.

“May I speak with Bryn Wallace, please?” the lady on the other line said.

“This is she,” I replied, my voice trembling.

“Ms. Wallace, the results of the paternity test for Cullen have returned,” she began.

I wanted to yell at her to tell me. I knew why she was calling.

“And?” I prompted.

“Decker McGiven is not the father.”

I thanked her, I thought. The tears that filled my eyes as I ended the call made it hard to see. Setting the phone down on the counter, I felt as if the fifty-ton weight on my chest had been lifted. I could take a deep breath again.

Rio took both my hands, and I knew he was waiting on me to tell him.

I smiled through my tears of relief, and his entire body relaxed as he pulled me to him, hugging me.

“He’s not the father. For once, my sister told me the truth,” I said against his chest.

Rio ran his hand over my head and back, and he let out a long sigh.

“What’s wrong with Aunt Bryn?” Cullen asked as his little hand pulled on the hem of my shirt.

I let go of Rio and bent down to pull Cullen into my arms and hold him. “Nothing. I am just very happy,” I assured him.

“Why are you crying if you’re happy?” he asked me.

“They are called happy tears. Sometimes, when you’re really happy, you cry because there is so much relief and joy inside you.”

Cullen stared at me with the frown that reminded me of his mother. “Okay, but that’s weird.”

Rio ruffled his hair and laughed. “Buddy, you have no idea how weird girls can get.”

Cullen looked up at him. “Yes, I do! Katie stuck a rock in her ear on the playground last week.”

I kissed Cullen’s head, then stood up.

“Let’s go to the park!” Cullen said.

“Then, go get ready,” I told him.

He hurried off, and I turned my attention back to Rio.

“That’s over,” I said more to myself than him.

He reached for my hand and threaded his fingers through mine. “During nap time, we can celebrate in the shower,” he said with a grin.

“I like that idea,” I replied as he tugged me in for a kiss.

Maybe life had decided it was time to give me a break. If Rio March was going to be the way my story ended, then it was going to be a happily ever after worth fighting for.
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Bryn



five years ago


I always wondered what the day would be like when I left this place. It seemed fitting that the sun was shining bright. It was a happy day. Sure, I had no idea where we were going, but Tory did. She’d said she had plans for us. Anything to get away from here.

I stood in the trailer that had been our home since Mom had been arrested. The past year, it hadn’t been so bad here other than the heat and my having to drop out of school so I could work full-time to help pay the bills.

Mabel Lynn’s death shouldn’t have made life easier, but it had. Tory and I managed to get by just fine. I worked more than her, but she struggled to keep a job. She had even applied at the feed and seed where I worked. My boss, Mr. McGiven, wouldn’t hire her. He had told me she was trouble and he was sorry. I hadn’t asked him to hire her, and I was thankful he hadn’t.

“You got everything you want from in here?” Tory asked me as she walked back into the trailer and looked around.

“Yeah,” I told her.

“Then, let’s get going,” she said and spun around and left.

We loaded down Mabel Lynn’s car outside. I started for the door when I heard Decker McGiven’s voice. I had met him while working for his dad. Decker was my first kiss and the first boy to tell me he loved me. Although I hadn’t believed him. He had simply wanted me to have sex with him, and I didn’t want that.

I walked to the door and looked out through the screen. He was arguing with Tory. She was blowing him off as she got into the driver’s seat. His gaze swung up to meet mine, and I stepped outside onto the wooden stoop with cement bricks for steps.

“I’m sorry, Bryn,” he said, walking around the car toward me.

I doubted his apology was sincere. Tory had told me she’d had sex with Decker, and they had continued to have sex after I broke up with him. However, Tory wasn’t easy to deal with, and I assumed Decker had found out how cruel she could be.

I simply waved and headed for the car. I didn’t have anything to say to him.

“I’m hitting the rodeo circuit in a couple weeks. Call me and tell me where you are,” Decker told me.

With my hand on the car door, I looked back at him. “I d-d-don’t th-th-think so, D-Decker.”

“I am so sorry. Please just listen to me. You can’t just leave like this and leave things hanging like they are,” he pleaded.

I shrugged. “N-n-nothing is h-hanging. It’s j-j-just done.”

Decker reached for my other hand, and I pulled it away.

“Bryn, I made a mistake. I messed up. I’m a guy, and you weren’t even letting me touch you. All I could do was kiss you. Then, she came along.” He pointed at Tory, who I knew was rolling her eyes at all this. “And she was easy. She basically threw herself at me. I was weak. But I love you, babe.”

My eyes shifted from Decker to the trailer two doors down. Another family lived there now. Rio March had been gone for over a year. When I heard the word love
 , I always thought of him. I was sure that if I could love someone, then it was Rio. Maybe I had loved him. I didn’t know.

“Good-bye, Decker,” I managed to say without a stutter.

I opened the car door and got inside.

“Are y’all done with the drama bullshit?” Tory asked as she looked in the rearview mirror, putting on red lipstick.

“Y-y-yes,” I told her.

“Thank God. That was painfully ridiculous. Let’s get out of this shithole, sis,” she said, putting the top back on the lipstick and tossing it into the ashtray.

“D-d-does he know y-y-you’re pregnant?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “Yeah, but it don’t matter.”

I looked back at Decker, who was standing there, watching me still.

“Call me!” he shouted as Tory pulled away.

My eyes went back to the trailer where Rio had once lived, and I looked at it until I could no longer see it. One day, I was going to find him again.


I just hope he remembers me.
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