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Astoria
He was the man of my dreams, or so I thought. I wasn't sure how I'd react when I saw him again. I planned on avoiding him, but our small hometown made that impossible. The years apart melted away when I saw him. Time hadn't changed my feelings, after all. Jealousy flared anew. My heart, which I thought had healed, was back to being in a million pieces.
Now I'm right where I don't want to be—in front of him with tears in my eyes.
Parker
Everything isn't always as it seems. One moment could cause a ripple effect with unexpected consequences that last for years. Not a day had gone by that I didn't think of her. When our paths crossed again, I knew I had to tell her the truth. Arguing was inevitable, but I'd rather fight for her than face another day without her. My heart always belonged to her.
Where I am is standing in front of her—asking for another chance.
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Prologue
Four Years Ago
Astoria
Ten days. Almost two weeks. Everything in my bedroom is packed and ready for when I leave. There isn’t anything left for me to do. Now, nothing can drag me away from Parker. I have ten wonderful days to spend with him.
If someone would have told me I'd fall hard and fast for a guy I only met three months ago, I'd say they'd lost their mind. Yet, here I am, on my way to my boyfriend's apartment to spend time with him before I leave for college. A man I love utterly and completely. I’m going to soak up all the love and attention he’s willing to give me while I try and keep the tears, which are certain to form, at bay. I’ve spent so much of my time with him that to think of being away, and not being able to have his arms around me, almost brings me to my knees with misery.
Before I met Parker, I’d only read about love at first sight. It was something in books or movies. It didn’t exist in real life. Or so I thought. Parker is tall, has these amazing green eyes, and thick, blond hair. I love running my fingers through it when we watch a movie. He lays his head on my lap and I comb my fingers through his soft, short locks. He'll let out a long breath of contentment at my touch. It warms me to know I have that effect on him.
When I was in my car, ready to leave my house, I texted him to say I was on my way. The apartment he's renting is only ten minutes from my parents’ house, which, coincidentally, is on the same street as his parents’ home. Arrow Falls is a small town.
Pulling into a spot outside his apartment, I park next to a newer-looking, white Jeep Grand Cherokee. I've never seen this particular SUV before, and it's parked crooked in the spot next to Parker's car. Like they flew in here in a hurry. I hope everything is okay with whoever it is.
Grabbing my purse, I shut off my car and lock it before briskly taking the stairs to the second floor. There’s a nervous anticipation inside me. It happens every time I see Parker. I like to refer to it as butterflies, which flutter when he’s near.
When I met Parker, I had butterflies at first sight.
I was driving with my friend, Mackenzie, and we were approaching a local park that had a basketball court. I could see those chiseled abs of his from the street. My mouth dropped open as my eyes took in every square inch of him. The next thing I knew, Kenzie was yelling for me to keep my car straight. When I snapped to, I realized I was drifting dangerously close to a car parked along the side of the road. And by close, I mean I came within inches of scraping up a black Jaguar. I slammed on the brakes, bringing my car to a screeching halt. My hands were shaking as I gripped the steering wheel to try and calm myself. I’d never had an accident, not even a minor one. My parents would have killed me if I hit someone else’s car because I wasn't paying attention.
As I was trying to calm my racing heart, someone knocked on the window. I jumped, turned, and came face-to-face with Mr. Handsome himself. Parker's mouth was drawn into a thin line, his eyes were narrowed, and his sweaty hair lay spread out on his forehead. I couldn't do anything but stare. Not open my mouth, speak a single word, hell, I don’t think I blinked. I sat there frozen. Kenzie had to reach across me to push the button to roll down the tinted window for me.
Once he saw me, his features softened slightly. "You almost hit my car," he said very matter-of-fact, but there was a hint of something else in his tone. Something that matched the slight quirk of his lips.
I was still mute, so Kenzie spoke up, never missing a beat. "She was distracted by a hot body on the court." I turned to glare at her, a blush quickly spreading across my cheeks. She flipped her platinum locks over her shoulder and winked at me.
"Hot body, huh?" he said with mirth in his voice.
Turning back to him, I nodded. It was all I could do. He smiled then rested his muscular forearm on my door. Even sweaty, he smelled good; like summer and crisp mountain air mixed with rugged hot guy.
"I'm Parker," he introduced with an outstretched hand.
I couldn't do anything but stare at it. Then Kenzie shook his hand. I slapped her arm away then covered my mouth. What the hell was I doing? I'd never smacked her, even in teasing.
"I'm sorry," I said quickly.
"No, you're not." She winked again. Good God, this girl. She was trying to get me in trouble. The kind of trouble where I end up kissing the hot guy hanging on my car door.
Parker's hand was still inside my car, hanging casually, waiting for me to accept it. Finally getting my shit together, I took it in mine.
"And you are?" he asked.
"Astoria," I said breathily. It was not like me to react like this to a guy. I was usually indifferent. I've had them vying for my attention since I started high school. None of them caught my eye like Parker did.
I didn't think much of my looks. Long, auburn hair, blue eyes, and a thin frame. I wasn't as curvy as the other girls my age. My hips were narrow and my breasts on the smaller side. I still thought all the guys wanted to be with me because of my last name. I came from a wealthy family.
"Astoria." Parker rolled my name off his tongue, and it was sexy as hell. It had me melting in my seat. "I'm glad you didn't hit my car, Tora." I'd never heard that nickname before.
"Tori," I corrected him. All my friends called me Tori.
"Nah, I like Tora. Fits you better."
That one encounter kicked off a relationship like I never could have imagined. Sure, I'd dated in high school, but nothing serious. Now, we’re inseparable. Where one of us is, the other almost certainly is as well. I didn't get a summer job since my parents wanted me to have time off before college. Parker is in college as well, but his is less than an hour away from our small Pennsylvania town. Where I am going is three hours northeast. I won’t be able to see him often, once I leave. I only plan on coming home for breaks and holidays. It is too far to travel for the weekend only. But Parker and I are committed to making it work long-distance.
My stomach flutters as I reach his door. I turn the knob and step inside. The cool air hits me. It feels good against my skin. This summer has been hotter than normal. I'm not one to look forward to winter, but this year I'll welcome the frostiness.
I toss my purse and keys on the counter then glance around the living room, not finding him. Taking a few steps toward the bedroom, I hear the shower running. Parker's voice floats to me.
"Let me help you," he says. What the hell? Help who?
I peer around the corner and notice the bathroom door is open a sliver. I gently push it, so I can look inside, then gasp at the sight. Parker is in nothing but a pair of boxers and in front of him is a woman. A naked woman with her bare back to me. She turns to face me, and I stumble backward, recognizing her instantly. My ass hits the doorframe, my eyes well with tears as my hand reaches for the counter, knocking something to the floor with a loud thud. This can’t be happening. I need to get out of here. I need to get away from what I’ve just seen.
Parker notices me and his eyes widen. "Tora, it's not what you think," he rushes to say.
I shake my head, unable to speak. He's getting into the shower. With his brother's girlfriend. How can he do this? How can he throw away all that we have? Was he lying to me all this time? Cheating on me? I never thought he’d do this to me. I have friends who’ve been cheated on, and I always told them how Parker is different. He’s not the kind of guy who does that. I was wrong.
I spin and rush from the room, grabbing my things as I go. With hot tears flowing down my cheeks, I run from the apartment, and down the stairs, as fast as my legs will carry me. The last thing I hear is my name being called by Parker, as I slam the door to my car to race out of the parking lot and his life.
 



One
Present Day
Parker
"I can't believe you watch this shit."
"For your information, this is quality television," Eve states as she crosses her arms.
"Quality?" I ask. "Your definition of quality is completely different than mine."
"You can't deny this is entertaining. Look, someone else just threw a punch. Get ‘em girl!" Her light brown hair sways in the ponytail it’s pulled into, as she punches her fists in front of her in a mock fight.
I stand and make my way to the kitchen. "It's boring, Eve. Plain and simple."
"Do you always need to fight with my wife?" Cy asks. He's my best friend. Him and his wife, Eve, have been living with me for a while now, since they are between places. As much as we bicker over what's on television, I fucking love having these two in my house. They might not be my blood, but they are part of my family.
"It keeps things interesting," I reply over my shoulder, then start pulling items from the refrigerator to make a sandwich and place them on the counter.
Cy drapes his arm behind Eve where they sit on the dark leather couch. "Ignore him, baby. He wouldn't know quality if it smacked him in the face."
"Oh, I know it when I see it," I reply.
Eve turns so she can see me. "Those women you sleep with every night aren't quality, Parker."
I lift the butter knife I’m using to spread mayonnaise on the bread and point it at her. "Don't talk about my women."
She laughs. "Random hook-ups are not your women. They're like stray cats. You might have fed them for one night, but once they see the bowl is empty, they are on to the next house begging for another meal."
"They are not strays. They are good women, who just don't deserve an encore."
"You're such a pig."
"You love me."
She rolls her eyes and faces the television again. "I do, and you're lucky I keep your ass in check.”
I bark out a laugh. "What's that? You check out my ass?"
Cy shoots me a death glare. Even after all this time, he still gets jealous if I mention anything whatsoever sexual about Eve. Cy and I have been friends since grade school. I love riling him up. It's so much fun.
Eve pats his arm. "Don't you worry, it's only your ass I look at."
"Damn straight," Cy mumbles, then possessively pulls her close so she's pressed right up to his side.
I finish making the sandwich and lean back against the kitchen counter to eat. I'd do anything for these two. I don’t want to think about what’s going to happen when they move out. It will be very quiet in my home again, that’s for sure. Too quiet.
They bought a plot of land and are having a house built. Luckily, it's just up the street from me. I've grown too attached to them in the past year to have them go far. They are the closest friends I have, outside of Blair.
On cue, my phone rings and Blair’s name flashes on the screen. "Hey, what's up?"
"Parker..." she sniffles and releases a soft sob on the other end of the line.
I straighten. "What happened?" It's early in the evening, the sun beginning to set.
"I fell asleep, and..."
"I'm on my way." I hang up and grab my keys, leaving my sandwich to sit on the counter.
"Booty call?" Eve asks as I rush by.
I force a smile. Only a few people know what Blair goes through, just my parents and me. "Something like that," I reply. I don't like lying to them, however, in this case, it's necessary.
I run down the stairs of my raised log cabin to the garage and am out the door, driving down the mountain in no time. Blair lives across town in the wealthy part of Arrow Falls, as the locals refer to it. It's where there are large homes on acres of land spread far apart. It's also where my parents reside. When Blair moved back to town, she decided she wanted to be close to my family and me. She bought a home she fell in love with in that area.
I hit the gas in my Range Rover and am thankful I spent more for the supercharged model. This isn't the first time I've driven to Blair's as I am now. I've done it in the early morning, late at night, middle of the day. There is nothing I wouldn't do for her—absolutely nothing.
When I finally reach her house, I throw my SUV in park and kill the engine. I hit the button programmed into the Rover, opening her garage door. Jumping out, I don’t bother locking it. No one is going to steal it here. Arrow Falls isn't exactly crime-ridden.
Once inside, I disarm the security system on the house and take the stairs two at a time. When she calls me upset, she could only be in one of two rooms. Never anywhere else. I open Blair's bedroom door. She’s not in her bed, but then again, she rarely is when she calls me crying. I look throughout the bedroom and the bathroom, finally finding her in the back corner of her walk-in closet with her knees up to her chest and tears running down her cheeks. Her bottom lip trembles as her puffy eyes lift to mine.
Dropping to the ground, I wrap her in my arms and hold her tight. "I've got you. I'm here."
"I saw him, Parker."
"It was just a dream. He's still in prison and not coming anywhere near you."
"When will this stop?" she cries. "Ever since they told me he could be released soon, the nightmares have gotten worse."
"You need to keep going to counseling. It will help. I'll go with you, if you want."
"I don't want to leave the house."
"I know, but it's good to get out and you've been doing much better. I'll pick you up and take you wherever you need to go. Don't worry. I'll be here."
Over the years, she's made a lot of progress, but since she found out Brant was getting out of prison soon, her nightmares have returned full force. And every time they do, she calls me, just as I asked her to. They are real to her. With each one, she relives the horrific abuse she endured at his hands.
"Come on. Let's get you back to bed."
She nods as I help her stand. She's lost weight in the past couple of weeks. Blair has always been slender, but she's too thin now. She's not eating. Instead, she's working herself sick to keep her mind off things and not sleeping as much as she should be. Then when she eventually passes out, she's dreaming of him and what he did to her.
I get her into bed and pull the covers up, then turn to go back downstairs.
"Don't go," she pleads.
"I'm not. I left the garage door open. I want to close it and rearm the house."
She pulls the covers up to her chin and curls into the fetal position. I press a kiss on the top of her head before going downstairs.
Blair is one of those people who puts on a brave front and doesn't let anyone see what's going on deep inside. Not even Eve, who works for her. Blair’s pen name is Brenda Simone. She’s always been Blair to me, though. She’s a best-selling romance author. Together, Eve and Blair are a great team. Eve is amazing at keeping her organized and allows her to devote more time to her writing. Blair's been an author since I met her years ago. Her books sell like crazy, and readers line up at her table when she attends signings. I personally don't get it. I mean, Blair is awesome and all, but I don't read, so going to these events and getting a book signed by an author doesn't appeal to me.
Blair loves it, though. She's really in her element there. She doesn't go to many. Mostly she goes when she's been doing well emotionally and feels like she's got her head in the right place. I went once when there was a local signing a couple hours away. She told everyone I was her brother, and they all kept saying I should be on one of her covers. Um, no. A cover model I am not. Although, I did love the lustful looks the women gave me. I ate that shit up.
Eve is here five days a week and spends hours with her, but Blair keeps it professional, for the most part. She doesn't let anyone get close to her anymore. Brant destroyed her in so many ways. I'm sure she and Eve talk about Cy, or me even, however Blair would never mention her past or why she uses a pen name on the books she writes. She wishes she could put everything that happened behind her and have it stay there. Using a pen name allows her to be someone else. Someone who hasn't gone to hell and back. Yes, there are some things Eve has to do where she needs to use Blair's real name, but Eve also signed a non-disclosure agreement when she started working for her. She also strictly refers to her as Brenda, so she doesn’t accidentally slip if they are at a signing together.
After locking my Range Rover, closing the garage door, and arming the security system on the house, I grab a glass of water from the kitchen, along with one of Blair's pills, which help her relax when she has a panic attack. It dissolves in her mouth and works pretty fast.
Blair is still in the same position she was when I left her bedroom. Sitting down beside her, I find her hand and work to unclench her fist, so she can hold the water. Then I place the pill in her mouth. She closes her eyes, while it quickly dissolves, then takes a sip of water. There were times I couldn't get here fast enough, because I was in the city at a club or somewhere else. I've told her to get her medicine, but she refuses to take it when I'm not here. It relaxes her to the point that it knocks her out, and she hates feeling vulnerable. I stay in her room, until she wakes hours later and tells me she's all right. 
Placing the glass on the nightstand, I kick off my shoes. Sometimes she sleeps on me. Other times she holds my hand. There is always one constant—she needs to be touching me, assuring herself I’m here. With me beside her, she feels safe. I would fight to my death to keep her that way.
I've taken her to the shooting range to learn how to handle a gun, however she refuses. She's afraid of an accident happening. I respect her decision, but that doesn't stop me from having a gun in my home and another in the glove compartment of my SUV. I mean it when I say I'll protect her and will do so by whatever means necessary.
I lie next to her in bed as we face each other. I don't take my eyes off of her until her breath evens out. Her body starts to relax, and her hand doesn't have the death grip on mine it did a minute ago.
When I can finally wiggle my fingers free, I slip out of her grasp and dig my phone out of my pocket. The last thing I want is for it to ring and wake her. Granted, that pill knocks her out, however, I don't want to take any chances. Cy and Eve won't expect me home tonight. Once I leave, I usually don't come back until the morning. Yes, sometimes I do have legitimate booty calls, but more than half the time, I drive to Blair’s. I'll always come to her. Years ago, I became her protector, and that's a role I gladly still hold to this day.
Blair mumbles Brant’s name in her sleep. The fucker who abused her plagues her dream and has her body tensing. I can only hope the dream quickly fades and she's able to slip into a peaceful sleep. It makes my blood boil with rage that he still haunts her. What I wouldn’t give to make it so she would never have to worry about him again. And to think he’ll be out of jail soon. Blair isn’t the only one worried about what will happen when he’s free.
 



Two
Astoria
As I sit on my bed and take in the space around me, sadness floods me at the packed boxes scattered about my dorm room. College is over. I loved it here. I don't have a job lined up yet. I've busted my ass for four years, and deserve a few months break to relax and job hunt. My parents are throwing a graduation party for me back home.
I have mixed feelings about going home to Arrow Falls. Yes, I did return for holidays, but during the summers, I've traveled abroad. I wanted to see all there was before I graduated, since I wasn't sure if I'd get the opportunity to do so again. And maybe there was a part of me that wanted to avoid going home as much as possible. Okay, so that was a big part of it. There's someone there I don't want to see. Someone who after four years still holds a piece of my heart, no matter how badly he broke it, or more precisely, shattered it.
"You all packed?" my roommate, Cassidy, asks.
"Yeah, just resting for a few before my parents get here."
"Ah, yes, the Livingstons." She says my last name with extra snootiness. I laugh and throw a pillow at her. "Hey, I didn't say you were stuck up, just dear old Mom and Dad."
"I know." I loved having Cassidy as a roommate. She's smart, beautiful, and has a great sense of humor.
I lie back on the bare mattress and close my eyes, trying to find an inner tranquility. I love my family, but with them comes memories I’m not ready to face again. My mom is a homemaker. She worked until she married my dad, then her job became tending house and raising me, once I was born. They tried to have another child, but I guess it wasn't meant to be. My dad is the CEO of a biotechnology company about an hour from home.
I obtained my bachelor's in English literature. Ideally, I'd love to work for a publishing house as an editor. Last summer, I interned at one and enjoyed it, but the company has since gone under. I've been told it's a tough field. I love the written word and wanted to pursue something I felt passionate about.
A knock on my door has my eyes popping open. My parents enter as Cassidy is bustling around the room, packing her remaining things. My mom hugs her awkwardly and my dad nods in her direction. Cassidy is big on hugs.
"You ready to go, peanut?" Dad asks me. I roll my eyes. I'm twenty-two years old. I’ve outgrown the nickname. He might come off frosty to others, but he's always been very loving to me.
"Yes, everything is packed." He looks at the boxes on my side of the room and starts with the biggest one to bring it down to his SUV. I stand to stack two smaller boxes and fill my arms with them.
"Your father can get those. No need to bother yourself with them," Mom tells me.
"It's fine. I don't mind carrying them."
My mom looks around the room before deciding to stand off to the side with her hands folded in front of her. While Dad is loving, Mom is more...proper and old-fashioned. She always does what my dad asks and is sure to keep the house in order and meals on the table.
A bunch of trips later and my dad's SUV is loaded with my belongings. My little silver coupe sure wouldn't hold all the boxes. It was a gift from my parents before I started college. While it didn't do great in the snow, there was plenty of public transportation near campus during winter, and most of the time I didn't bother leaving. I'd rather stay warm inside.
I hug Cassidy goodbye and promise to stay in touch. She's from California, so I doubt I'll be seeing her again anytime soon. Maintaining contact with people isn’t one of my strong points unless I see them often.
We start the drive home, me ahead of my parents. It's not a short trip, but it could be much worse. I could be driving across the country like Cassidy. She's looking forward to it, where I would have been dreading it.
Mile after boring mile I drive, and with each one, I grow more and more anxious. It's been four years since I've seen Parker. Four fucking years of me nursing a broken heart.
No, I never got over him and don't think I ever will. My love for him was a once in a lifetime kind of love. The kind that no matter how hard you search for someone else to love, no one can come close to comparing to the other person. Believe me, I've tried. I dated a lot in college. I went to parties, had flings, but no one kept my interest. No matter how great the guy I was with seemed, he wasn't Parker.
Parker broke my heart. He cheated on me. And worse, he did it when he knew I was coming over. Did he think he could fuck her quick in the shower and get rid of her before I got there? Maybe he thought I'd be into a threesome. I was young and inexperienced until I met him. We did like to get a little adventurous when we had sex. I have no clue what his reasoning was, but it devastated me. It brought me to my knees once I left his apartment that day. I drove to the basketball court where I first saw him, and mindlessly got out of the car to walk onto the court, where I collapsed. Luckily, no one was playing.
It was there I lost it. I cried and screamed. I hit the ground with my fists until they were bloody. Someone came rushing over to my side to get me to stop. I didn't know who they were. They heard me screaming and wanted to make sure I was all right. I wasn't. Not even close. The lie I said was bitter on my tongue when I told them a friend had died, and I needed to get out of my house. But hadn't something died that day? A relationship of epic proportions. Love so strong I didn't think it could ever be broken. My life isn’t a fairy tale. Maybe I thought it was back then. I'm still waiting for my happily ever after.
I've read many books and lived vicariously through the characters within them, wishing one day it would be me. My heart still hurts and I'm not sure if it will ever be healed. The pain will never leave me. Neither will the look on his face the last day I saw him.
Parker tried to text and call me that terrible night. He left me so many voice messages that my mailbox filled and couldn’t accept any more. I changed phones and deleted all but one message from him. That message I backed up and saved. It was the last one he left me—only seven words. The way he spoke them still sends tears to my eyes when I listen to it. And I do so often. "I'm sorry, Tora. I'll always love you."
Does he still love me? I haven't heard anything from him since. Not on my phone—I kept the same number. Not on social media or email. Not through my friends. Kenzie still lives in Arrow Falls. She's told me she'd seen Parker out. He's nice to her, but they don't talk outside of a passing hello. After a while, she stopped telling me when she saw him. She knew it would hurt me.
My relationship with Parker did teach me one valuable lesson. No matter how broken my heart is, or how fucked up my mind is where men are concerned, I will never settle for less than I deserve. I'm a good person who has a big heart. I'm smart and have been told I'm pretty. Cassidy, Kenzie, guys I've dated—they told me. Yet, none of their words mattered to me, because nothing could compare to the compliments Parker had showered me with when we were together.
He had a way of making me feel like the most loved and cherished person on the planet. And that's what made him cheating on me more difficult to believe. If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I might not have believed it. There is no forgetting that memory, though. I saw him with a naked woman about to get into the shower. I didn't want to hear his lies or whatever his excuses were for his actions.
I've matured a lot in the past four years. I'm not the same innocent girl who left Arrow Falls for college that summer. Will I fit back into our small town? I'm not sure, but I’m going to try. I don’t have any other choice. With no job on the horizon, my options are limited.
When I'm ten miles from home, my stomach starts to knot and a sweat breaks out on my forehead that has nothing to do with the hot sun beating down on my car. "He's just a guy, Tori. Just an ordinary guy," I tell myself. "Who the fuck am I kidding? He's Parker!" I slam my palm down against the steering wheel and find a really angry song to listen to. It fits my mood, and I belt out the words like the song was made for me. I sing about heartache and revenge. Love lost and exes getting what’s coming to them.
The song ends, and I still find him on my mind. Fuck! I'm never going to get him out of my head, am I? Coming back home sure as hell isn't going to help me. What happens when I see him? Will he try to talk to me? Will he want to meet up? Or will he ignore me as if I never existed?
Kenzie told me he's living with Cy Revere and his wife. I remember Cy, and he was certainly not marriage material back in the day. Hell, no. He was a womanizer if I ever saw one. But from what Kenzie said about what she knew, I misjudged him. Though, I still wouldn't have pegged him as someone who wanted to settle down.
Then there's Blair. She lives in Arrow Falls now. Kenzie kept me up to date about her as well, for a while. She's seen Parker with her. The thought of them together heats my veins with rage. Years have passed, and I have nothing but pure hatred for that woman. For what she did to us.
Pressing the brake a little too hard and abruptly, thanks to my current mood, I stop at a traffic light. A traffic light next to a sidewalk where Parker Maxfield just happens to be walking.
He glances over, our eyes lock, and my heart begins hammering in my chest. Then I see her. The same woman who was about to get in the shower with him all those years ago. Blair Hardwick—his brother’s girlfriend. Although, by the way she's got her arm looped through Parker's, I doubt she's still dating him. Her eyes follow Parker’s and she notices me. Recognition flashes on her face and she quickly drops her arm from Parker and turns away. He takes a step toward my car, but a horn blares behind me, alerting me to the light changing green. Thanks, Dad. I hit the gas and put Parker Maxfield in my rearview.
 



Three
Parker
"She remembered me," Blair says, her voice still shaking.
I turn and rub my hands up and down her arms. "It's okay, B. I'm here."
I call her B since it covers both names, and I won't accidentally slip up if I ever go to a book signing with her. She doesn't post her real name for her readers to see. She tries to stay private as much as possible, but we live in a small town and people love to talk. Luckily, the majority of her readers don't know, nor care to dig deeper to find her real name.
She squeezes her eyes shut as her body trembles. Seeing Tora must have brought her back to that horrible day and me helping her into the shower. The day that will forever haunt me, as I know it does her. I watched someone I loved with my entire being walk out of my life because she wouldn't stay and listen to an explanation of what was really going on. There was no way I was turning my back on Blair, though. She needed me. I couldn’t take care of her and chase after Tora.
Blair takes a steady breath and opens her eyes. I smile. "Better?"
"Yeah. Sorry about that."
"You never have to apologize. You can’t control how you react to things."
"It's because of me that you lost her, Parker. I'll never let go of the guilt I feel."
"I might have lost her, but your life was on the line, and no way was I leaving you to handle your shit alone. Got me?" She nods. "Good. Let's finish your errands and I'll take you home."
We bounce from store to store getting everything she needs. All the while, I can't get my mind off Tora. She's graduated college now, back home for the summer or who knows how long. I noticed her dad behind her and the death glare I got as my eyes met his. He has no love for me. I'm sure he thinks I cheated on his daughter, like she does. If only I could have explained then, maybe I'd still be with her, and maybe her parents wouldn't hate me as they do.
I tried to explain everything to Tora after it happened. I would have done it over the phone if it meant getting her back, but I refused to type it out via text message. There are just some things that need to be spoken. You can’t convey emotion through text messaging. Blair said I could tell Tora the truth about that day. She knew how much Tora meant to me. My calls weren’t returned. I never got the chance to clear up everything.
In the end, one person is responsible for everything. One person who changed all of our lives: Brant. There isn't a day that goes by I'm not fucking ecstatic his ass is rotting in jail. What he did...it's...it's fucking horrible. The lowest of the low. Inexcusable. And I’m worried for the day he’ll be free.
Blair gently places her hand on my arm. "Stop. I know where your mind is."
"If I ever see him, I'm going to pound the shit out of him."
"That won't solve anything." She's not defending him. She never would. No, she detests violence on any level.
"I've never hated someone so much in my entire life."
"You and me both," she mutters.
We get in my Rover and drive back to her house. On the way, I pass the Livingston home. Every time I visit Blair's house, I avert my eyes from the large house I have to drive past on my way. Too many memories reside in Tora's home. Memories I've never been able to rid my mind of. And I've tried. It hurts to recall what we had together and lost. Not a day goes by that I don't think of her. What's done is done, though. There's no going back. I realized that years ago, however it doesn't stop the pain, which hits me square in the chest every time I think of her. She was the one I wanted to marry. I wanted to spend the rest of my life loving her. If only I had gotten the chance to tell her. In the end, I’ll always love her, regardless of the fact we aren't together.
My relationship with Tora might have been short, but sometimes you just know you’re with the right person. The one your soul sings to each time they’re near. Since then, I haven't come close to finding what I had with Tora. It took me a year to date again. I had no interest once she left. Now, it's been a revolving door of one-night stands. At first, I got lost in women; someone to bury myself in and not think for a while. But at the end of every night, my mind always drifted to her. After that, I became emotionally detached. The bars, the clubs, I was the guy who liked to drink and have fun. I laughed, I flirted, then fucked whoever was hanging on me. No matter how much fun I thought I was having, it wasn't genuine. It was shallow—only on the surface. I didn't feel somewhat whole again until Eve entered my life on a permanent basis.
It wasn't love or even lust with her. She's my best friend's girl and I never fuck with what's his. Cy and I have mutual respect for each other and have all the years we've been friends. Sure, Eve is hot, but she's off-limits. I knew long before Cy did that he had feelings for her. Those two are everything that's good in my life. Well, them, Blair, and my parents. Brant is everything that caused my life and Blair's to go up in flames. Hate is a strong word. It also doesn't begin to convey how I feel about him. I wish him dead. Gone. Off of this planet. Blair won't be able to relax until he is. I keep hoping someone will off him while he's in prison. Too bad it hasn't happened yet.
I shut my SUV off and help Blair bring everything inside, then take a seat on her couch. She strolls in and places her hand on her hip. "Hanging out here isn't going to get you anywhere." She's in a better mood now. I'll take her harassing me any day if it means she's happy.
"I have nowhere to be."
"My house isn't your hideout, Parker. You're going to run into her again. I bet she's here for the summer, unless she's found a job already."
I scrub my hand over my face. "I never got over her."
"I know." She takes a seat beside me. "Cy and Eve might not see it, but I know you better than most. You have to talk to her. You have to tell her what really happened."
"She'll never listen to me."
"You haven't seen her in four years. Phone calls, texts, they don't hold the same power as seeing someone in person does. She can't look you in the eyes and see how much you love her through a text message. She won't notice how you wear your heart on your sleeve where she's concerned. How every time you think about her, you break a little more. There's not much of the old Parker left in there," she says, as she pokes my shoulder with her finger. "The Parker who loved with his whole heart and didn't care who saw it. You've built up walls that very few can break down. Eve did, but she isn't on the same level Tori is. No one is, or has ever been."
"When did you become so smart?"
"You're my best friend, Parker. It's time to tear down a small part of that wall. Maybe just put in a window that opens. Let her see you again—the real you. Not the one who's out every night, fucking half the city."
"Damn, B. You make me sound like a whore."
"Nope, just someone who lost the love of his life and spent the last four years trying to find that kind of love again."
"I wasn't..."
"I know you, remember? Sure, for a while it was all about forgetting her, but after that, you were in search of what you once had. Maybe you didn't realize you were doing it. You're not going to find it in a bar, Parker. That kind of love only comes along once, maybe twice if you’re lucky, and now’s your chance to get it back. She's here. In the same town as you. Make your move or you'll always regret it."
I lean back on the couch and throw my arm over my eyes. "I'm fucked. Royally fucked."
"I'll be here if anything happens. After all you've done for me, I want to be there for you."
I lift my arm and peer over at her. She's been through so much, yet she's still compassionate and loving. "Love ya, B."
She smiles. "Ditto."
It takes me a solid hour before I can drag myself off of Blair's couch. I pass Tora's house on my way home, but she isn't outside. I'm not sure what I would do if she were. Pull into her driveway and make her listen to me? There's no way she's going to hear me out. When she saw me with Blair, it was like I was breaking her heart all over again. The pain was evident on her face.
When I get back to my cabin, I grab the remote and try to find something to watch on television. I should probably do some work, but my mind isn't in the right place. I wouldn't be able to concentrate if I tried.
The door to the cabin opens and Cy strolls in with Eve behind him. He stops in front of the couch. His black hair hangs onto his forehead as he stares me down. Then he kicks my foot. I don't acknowledge him, outside of meeting his eyes. "What the fuck happened to you? You look like you've seen a ghost."
"I have." He quirks an eyebrow. "Tora's back in town."
His eyes widen. "Fuucckk."
"You're telling me."
Eve takes a seat next to me. "Who's Tora?"
"Astoria Livingston, also known as Parker's first love," Cy replies.
"You had a first love?" she asks.
"Don't act so shocked. My heart isn't all black." I comb my fingers through my hair.
"I never said it was. In fact, if anyone ever said something like that to me, I'd tell them it's the furthest thing from the truth. The Parker I know is kind and caring. He loves his friends and will do whatever it takes to make them happy."
"I don't deserve you, Eve."
She pats my leg. "Yes, you do. And you deserve to find a woman who will love you as much as you love her. You've never told me about Astoria. Was it an unrequited crush?"
"That's the problem. She loved me as much as I loved her, and I broke her heart." I lean forward and put my head in my hands to stare at the hardwood floor beneath my feet.
"You want to tell me what happened?" I shake my head.
"He'll never tell, Evie. I've been trying to get him to talk for years. It had something to do with Brenda, though." I lift my head and give him a death glare. That's all Cy knows. She was involved, me, and Tora.
Eve's eyes go wide. "Did you fuck Brenda? I always thought you two had this great chemistry but have never seen you both in any way but friendly."
"What? No! I've never slept with her." I stand and pace in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows in my living room. "What happened isn't my story to tell."
"The fuck it isn't," Cy interjects. "If it involves you then it's your story."
"It's not that simple."
"One day you're going to open up to me," Cy states. "When you're ready, you know I'll be here. I won't judge you, Parker. You're my best fucking friend, and you know some of the darkest parts of my life." He's right. I do. I know more than anyone, except Eve and a few others.
Cy has come a long way and was only able to do it with Eve by his side. He'll say I helped as well, however, my part was small in comparison to hers. They are perfect together and I don't use that word lightly. They might have had a rough start, but now they are rock-solid as a couple.
There are some nights when the three of us are watching television and I can't help but be jealous of what they have. Their love is something you only see in movies. The unwavering, would scorch the earth if someone threatened one of them, kind of love. It's rare and they never take it for granted.
Maybe one day I'll find it. I thought I had it with Tora, but if I did, wouldn't she have listened to what I had to say? No matter what gets thrown at Cy, or how many times he tells Eve he's broken and undeserving of her, she never leaves his side. She fights his battles with him. She sits and listens to everything he has to say or even stays quiet when she knows he doesn't feel like talking. They work out their problems like adults and they have them, believe me. They argue, they have misunderstandings, but they never go to bed angry. Tomorrow isn't promised, and no one knows that better than Cy and Eve. Maybe that was the problem. Tora was young when we were together. Instead of listening or talking, she ran.
 



Four
Astoria
I should leave the house. I need to leave the house. It's been two days and I haven't stepped foot out the door since I got back home. Seeing Parker in town with Blair, it was too much. My feelings for him came back strong, as did the crushing pain of being cheated on. With the good came the bad. With the butterflies came agony. And those butterflies were definitely present. It was as if not a day had passed in that sense. My body still reacted to his.
I need to get the hell out of this house. It's not healthy to sit here and wallow. There is no chance I’ll become a prisoner here because Parker is out there. But first, I need to look better than I currently do. I still have my pajamas on.
I grab a pair of tan shorts that fall to mid-thigh, a white sleeveless top, and sweep my auburn hair up into a high ponytail. It's warm today and having long, thick hair isn't in my favor, especially with the humidity. Once my hair is halfway decent, I apply a little makeup, and I'm good to go.
My dad's at work, but I pop into the kitchen quick to let my mom know I'm running out and ask her if she needs anything. Of course, she doesn't. My mom always has it all together. Never a hair out of place or a wrinkle in her clothes. Same goes for the house. She made sure to buy everything we needed when she did her weekly grocery shopping. Dad has told her to hire someone to do it for her, and run her other errands, but she insists she's the one to take care of everything. I guess it's part of her running the house and maintaining control. In her mind, no one can do it like she can.
I step into the garage and look over my graduation present. It's a brand-new Audi Q7 SUV in ink blue. I love it and it will be perfect in the snow. Any other time, I would have driven all over the place just to get a feel for it, but seeing Parker kind of ruined it for me. I didn't want to leave, but I'm done letting him rule what I do. He's not the only one who lives in this town. I'll be damned if I'm going to hole up in the house when I could be outside having fun.
I drive down the road into town, stopping at a small café first. If I remember correctly, they have amazing coffee. Baby steps and all that. The café now, the rest of the town later.
I park in the lot and don't notice any luxury SUVs or cars. Yes, I look for those. Knowing Parker, he's driving something expensive and all I'm seeing is everything but. The scent of coffee beans floats to me the moment I step inside. I wait in line until I reach the barista taking orders. With my hands on the polished countertop, I place my order and step off to the side while they make it. Looking around, my eyes bounce from one person to the next—always scanning, always waiting for him to appear. There are a few people in line. An older woman stands next to me, waiting for her coffee as well. And there are two couples sitting at tables.
The door opens and a woman with long, light brown hair walks in. The sun bouncing off her sunglasses as she moves them to the top of her head catches my attention. She smiles, talking over her shoulder to the guy behind her. He steps to the side and my body tenses. It's Parker. My eyes rove over every inch of him, from his beige boat shoes to his grey and white plaid shorts and his white polo shirt. When he moves his arm, the fabric of the sleeve pulls taut against his muscular bicep. My God, he’s gotten hotter. And more muscular. And more defined. I didn’t notice his body when I saw him on the sidewalk. It was fleeting, and my eyes stayed on his.
His lips curve up as he leans forward and talks to the woman in front of him. Then he pauses. No words leave those lips I know all too well. I still remember what they felt like brushing against my skin and claiming me. Heat radiates over my face as a blush creeps its way to my cheeks. When I make my way to his eyes, I find them on me. He's not speaking, not moving at all.
The woman he's with waves a hand in front of his face. It's quiet for the moment and I can hear what she's saying, "Earth to Parker. What the hell are you looking at?" She turns my way and a warm smile brightens her face. "Ah, a lovely woman."
I turn away from them and focus on the counter, tapping my fingers on it as I wait for my coffee. Butterflies start to wildly dance in my stomach a second before Parker steps up beside me. Stupid butterflies. Don't they know how much he hurt me? They don't care. They're only interested in the way he used to make me feel when his hands would roam my body.
"Tora, it's nice to see you again," he greets with a rough voice.
I turn to him. Anger slowly builds in me as I recall all the times he said that nickname. When we first met, in bed when we each reached our climax, when we were joking around, laughing, and having fun. Also, when I was running out of his apartment as my heart shattered.
"I wish I could say the same," I reply in a clipped tone.
"I want to talk to you. There's a lot I need to explain."
I scoff. "That's not going to happen."
"Please. Just give me a chance. You don't understand."
I open my mouth to rebuke what he said when the brunette he's with inserts herself between us. She puts her back to Parker and holds out her hand to me. "Hi. We haven't met yet. I'm Eve Revere." So, she's not one of Parker's many women, as I initially thought. She's Cy's wife. That explains her easygoing relationship with Parker.
I take her hand in mine and shake it. It's only polite, and I was raised to always hold my head high and never cause a scene in public. "Astoria Livingston."
Her eyes narrow and she turns around to glance at Parker then back at me. Well, that answers that question. He told her about me. This should be interesting. "The same Astoria who hurt my best friend?" she asks, as she points her thumb over her shoulder at Parker.
"Excuse me?"
"Listen, I don't know the whole story. Parker won't tell me everything, but he loved you and you left. Do you know what that did to him?"
The barista steps up with my coffee. I take the cup, slamming it down on the counter, not caring if it spills, and focus on Eve. "What I did to him? Maybe you should get your story straight before you get in my face and start spewing shit that isn't true!" Her body stiffens and her lips part. Oh, she's got more to say, but I'm not going to let her get a word in yet. I'm not done. I point to Parker over her shoulder. "He cheated me. He broke my heart. I didn't do shit to him. Now if you'll move your ass, I have someplace to be."
She turns to Parker. "You cheated on her?" I take a step to my right but don't leave yet. I want to hear what he has to say.
"Hell, no."
I laugh loudly, drawing every eye in the place then steel my features. "You're so full of shit."
"Okay, you two. Maybe we should take this outside," Eve suggests, when she notices everyone watching us.
I take my coffee from the counter and storm past her. Fuck this. I'm not standing here and fighting in the middle of a café. She might think I'm going outside to talk, but I'm leaving. I can't believe he denied cheating on me. I saw him with a naked woman!
Halfway through the parking lot, a hand grips my wrist from behind, causing me to stop in my tracks. Chills race up my arm as Parker moves to stand before me, his green eyes holding mine. "I didn't cheat on you, Tora."
"Stop calling me that! My name is Astoria or Tori!"
"You've always been Tora to me. Always beautiful, always..." He trails off, not finishing his sentence.
My anger and hurt cause hot tears to form. The last thing I wanted to do if I ever saw him again was cry, yet here I am. I focus on him and how he said he didn't cheat on me. "I know what I saw. You and Blair in your bathroom," I choke out. A sob escapes as if this only happened a moment ago, not four years in the past. "Do you have any idea what that did to me? How you made me feel? My heart broke into a million pieces that day. I loved you. I wanted to marry you someday, and you ruined it. You ruined me!"
He takes a step closer, never letting go of my wrist, and rubs his thumb over the inside of it. "You were the one, Tora. The woman I thought I was going to spend my life with." I don't miss his use of the word were.
I shake my wrist from his grip. "You had a fucked up way of showing it."
"You never let me explain."
"No explanation was needed. I saw what I saw. You cheated on me. End of story."
"I didn't. I swear."
"Your word means nothing to me. Absolutely nothing." We both turn as Eve walks toward us with two cups of coffee in a carrier in her hands.
"I can't talk about this here," he says.
"That's fine because we aren't talking about this at all. I won't let you in a second time, Parker. I'll be damned if you're going to break my heart all over again." I turn away and step closer to my SUV.
"I never meant to hurt you." There's so much emotion in his voice. He's hurting, too.
I spin. "If you didn't mean to hurt me, then why did you?" Tears cascade down my cheeks, and I furiously wipe them away with the back of my hand. Even now, looking at his face, I still feel something for him amid all the hurt. Good or bad, he still resides in my heart. "I gave you all of me. Everything I had, and you tossed me aside as if I was worthless."
"You're not worthless. You were my entire world, Tora."
"You can't say those things to me. Not after what you did."
"I didn't do anything wrong!" he yells. "I don't know what it's going to take for that to sink in."
"How dare you yell at me as if I was the one who fucked up! As if I didn't walk in on you. Screw you, Parker."
"All right, let's all take a breath," Eve says from beside him. I level her with a hard glare.
"I still love you," Parker says softly.
I shake my head. "No, no you don't. If you did, then none of this would have happened in the first place. You don’t hurt someone you love like that."
"For God's sake, Tora, just listen to me."
"I have been, and all I've heard is how I'm wrong and how you still love me. All of this is majorly fucking with my head and heart. Can't you see what you do to me?” I cry harder, barely able to breathe. “Can't you see how your words slice through me? I can't do this, Parker. Not now. Not ever."
I turn my back to him and climb into my SUV. With the coffee nestled in the cup holder, I drop my head to the steering wheel and allow myself a moment to let the tears flow. Not long. Just enough so I can gather myself to drive. When I lift my head, Eve is tugging Parker away from me and toward a grey Range Rover. He fists his hair and pulls. Eve reaches into his pocket and takes out a set of keys. I avert my eyes and start my Audi. With it in drive, I speed out the parking lot without looking back.
There's no way I'm going home with tears streaming down my face. My mom will ask what happened, and I don't feel like explaining anything to her. They hate him, and rightfully so, but I don't want to talk about it. Instead, I head toward the falls our town is famous for. There's a small dirt road where I can pull off and be alone. I don't want to see anyone and only locals know about the spot. Hopefully, they all have something better to do today and won't be there. If they are, I'll just walk further down until no one is near me.
As I drive, thoughts of Parker assail me from every angle. How he looked when I saw him today. How his eyes held mine. How he told me he still loved me and looked just as upset as I was. I shake my head. No. I will not allow him in again.
 



Five
Parker
Why did I say that? Why did I tell her I still loved her? What the fuck was I thinking?
This isn't me. I'm not the guy who stands in a parking lot and tells someone that I love them. It was a shitty thing to do. I see that now. But I was desperate and only thinking with my heart. I needed her to hear me. She didn't. She made up her mind about me a long time ago, and no matter what I say, it won't do any good.
Eve gently rubs my back as I sit with my head in my hands in the passenger seat. "I'm sorry, Parker."
"Don't be. You didn't do anything wrong. This is my fault. If only I would have called her that day before she came over, maybe I could have avoided all of this."
"I know what you said, but I have to ask, did you cheat on her?"
My head snaps up. "No, absolutely not."
"Then why was she adamant you did?"
"It's not my story to tell."
"Whatever happened, if you love her, you need to talk to her."
"I've tried to tell her what really happened repeatedly, but she won't let me. It was all a misunderstanding. I don't know what else to do."
"Does Brenda know how you feel about Astoria?"
"Yes, why?"
"I figured she'd be upset."
That causes me to smile. "I've told you before, Eve. There is nothing between B and me. You can ask her, and she'll tell you the same."
"You two are just so close. I figured at some point you'd have dated."
"Nope. She's my best friend—like you and Cy. I don't have feelings for either of you."
She chuckles. "I don't know how. Cy is super sexy."
I playfully shove her shoulder, loving how she can help snap me out of this horrible mood. "Let's get the hell out of here."
She starts my SUV and gives me a wicked gleam. "You're letting me drive. You never let me drive your Rover."
"There's a reason for that. I've seen how you drive."
"Shut up! I'm an amazing driver." I laugh as Eve exits the parking lot.
Thank God she's with me. If not, I'm not sure what would have happened after Tora left. I probably would have followed her and begged her to listen. Not the worst idea I've ever had. Not the best either.
How am I going to get her to listen? She has her mind made up about what happened. I get it. I really do, but seeing her again has made me realize how much I miss her and how deeply my love runs for her.
Me blurting out that I love her was a desperate attempt to get her to stop yelling and let me explain, finally. Only it didn't work. Those tears were my undoing. I hate seeing women cry, but with Tora, it's as if I can feel her pain. Maybe it's not her pain I'm feeling but my own. She wasn't the only one who lost the love of their life that day. We'd always been on the same page as far as our relationship and feelings went. When she left, I wanted to hit something hard. I wanted to take my anger out on something or someone, but I couldn't. Blair needed me. She kept me moving, kept me from slipping into a rage or sinking into a deep depression. Sure, I was depressed, but it could have gotten much worse. I had to care for Blair. Doing so kept my mind on her and not the sheer hell I was living through without Tora.
****
"That bitch did what?" Cy bellows when we get home as Eve gives a play-by-play of what happened. Sure, she missed part of it since she was getting our coffee, but she got the gist.
"She's not a bitch, Cy. She was really upset. They both were. I wish she would have given you a chance to talk to her about it," Eve states to me.
"I told her I couldn't explain while we were in the parking lot," I mumble from the couch.
Cy stomps over and drops down beside me. "If you said you didn't cheat on her, then I believe you."
"I'm glad someone does." I rub the spot in the center of my chest, wishing like hell the pain would ease.
"Hey!" Eve yells from the kitchen. "You know I believe you.”
"Can we not talk about this anymore?" I plead. Every word only amplifies the pain.
Cy stands and moves to the kitchen counter. He grabs his keys then walks to the door.
"Where the hell are you going?" Eve asks.
"To Tori's house. Someone needs to get through to her."
Eve chases after him. "You can't show up there and force her to listen to you, especially since you don’t know the whole story. You also don't have the most calming presence. You're going to go over there and scare the fuck out of her. Sit your ass down."
"What am I supposed to do? I can't watch him like this. He's a happy guy and this bitch is making him miserable."
"You both know I'm sitting here, right?" I inquire. "Like in the same room, listening to everything you say."
"Hush," Eve tells me and turns back to Cy. "This is Parker's battle, not yours. I get you want to fight for your friend and see him happy, but going to her house is not the way to do it."
Cy fists his keys and launches them across the room. They fly over the dining table, hitting the wall and clatter to the ground.
"Are you done?" Eve asks.
"You're lucky I love you," he grumbles.
****
The next day I run out to the grocery store since I'm running low on, well, everything. I have mixed feelings as to whether or not I want to see Tora again. On the one hand, I love having her so close. The sprinkle of freckles across her nose seem more pronounced than before. Maybe they aren’t, and I just don't remember her like I thought I did. In any case, they are about the sexiest thing I've ever seen. I remember how I used to kiss them softly.
I round the corner into the bread aisle and there she is. Immediately, I stop. My breath is taken away by her denim shorts, which land just below her ass, showing off her sexy as hell legs. She's filled out a little since we broke up and in the best way. She's curvier now. Still slender but her breasts are bigger. They are showcased nicely in her pale yellow tank top. Her hips have a gorgeous flare. I didn't notice it yesterday. I was fixated on talking to her and clearing up the misunderstanding. But now…now I notice all of her. Fuck, she's stunning.
"Excuse me," someone says from behind me. Tora's head turns in my direction and our eyes lock. She doesn't spare me a second glance before she's back to talking to the person beside her, as the woman whose way I'm blocking shoulders past me.
Hold on. Is that Finn Bradley Tora's talking to? Motherfucker, it is.
Finn was friends with Cy and me in high school. He was part of our broad circle of friends. While Cy was trying to get his shit together, and realize he was in love with Eve, Finn went on a date with her. It ended with her picking Cy, obviously. Finn treated Eve well when they went out. He’s a good guy, or he was until I saw him talking to Tora.
I snap out of my haze and walk until I'm standing beside her. She glances over at me and takes a step to her right to put some distance between us.
"Finn," I greet, anger lacing my tone. I can't help it. He's talking to my girl. She may not think she's mine any longer, but she is and always has been. "I see you've met Tora."
His brown hair is combed back; his face cleanly shaven. Any other time I’d have greeted him kindly and asked how he was. Not today. He needs to get the fuck away from Tora.
He cocks his head to the side. "I met Astoria," he replies, nodding toward her.
"We're going out tonight," she adds.
I swing my head in her direction and blaze her with a glare. "The fuck you are."
"You have no place to say who I will or will not date, Parker."
Somehow, I refrain from commenting back and instead focus on Finn. "Got a thing for the bread aisle, Bradley?" He looks perplexed. "Last I remember, this is where you met Eve. Can't stay away from our women, can ya?" He first talked to Eve in this very spot and asked her out. What the fuck is it about this grocery store?
The dark green shirt he's wearing is tucked into a pair of khaki shorts. We all always dressed the same: Cy, Finn, me, and others in our group. Always on the preppy side. Right now, though, his neatness is getting on my last nerve. Probably because I'm a mess. I look down at myself and realize I'm wearing a pair of black, mesh basketball shorts and a grey t-shirt. So sexy. I hope I put deodorant on before I left the house. Tora must be doing all she can to hold herself back from jumping me right next to the whole wheat bagels.
Finn pushes his hands into his pockets and rocks back on his heels. Tora doesn't miss a beat. "I'm not your woman, Parker.” Fire blazes in her eyes. She steps forward toward Finn, but I grip her elbow to keep her by my side. She shakes me off. "You and me, we're not together and haven't been for four years. You have no claim on me. Now, if you don't mind, I have to make plans with Finn tonight."
"Oh, I mind, sweetheart."
"I'm not your sweetheart,” she all but growls.
Finn clears his throat. "I don't want to get in the middle of anything, but as the lady has said, she's not with you. She's free to date whomever she wants."
"You know what?" I start. "When Cy told me how you went out with Eve, I thought it was his fault for not telling her how he felt. That's why she went out with you. But now, I don't know. You see, I've told Tora I still love her. You wouldn't have known that before this conversation so I'm enlightening you." I take another step forward. "I've loved her for four years. We might have been apart, but I never stopped thinking about her. So you need to back the fuck off."
"Are you insane?" she yells. "You cheated on me, Parker! Never stopped thinking about me, my ass."
I turn back to her. "If you'd listen to me, you'd know the truth." She's about to say something else, but another person joins our little party in aisle ten.
"Parker, Finn," Jim greets. He's dressed in uniform. Must be on lunch. He's one of our local cops, who also happened to go to high school with Finn and me.
"How's it going, Jim?" I reply.
"Well," he says, rubbing the scruff on his chin. "I heard you a few aisles over. Came to remind you where you are and how half the town now knows your business."
"I don't care who knows. The only one who really needs to hear me is her.” I point to Tora.
Jim extends his hand. "I don't think we've had the pleasure of meeting. I'm Jim. I went to school with these two. I don't remember you, however."
Tora hesitantly shakes his hand. "Astoria. I went to a private school. My family lives in Arrow Falls, though."
"Nice to meet you." He releases her hand and faces Finn and me again. "Can we quiet ourselves down and move on? I think a few of our senior citizens are afraid to buy English muffins for fear a fight will break out."
I cross my arms. "I'm fine, but I'm not leaving until he does." I nod toward Finn.
"We all heard your issues. You think Astoria is yours and she's going on a date with him. Seems to me you need to finish your shopping and head home."
I stiffen. "He's not good enough for her."
"Don't make me drag your ass out of here. It's the damn grocery store, Parker. Have some common sense. Leave these two alone. I know you well enough. You're not a fighter."
I grab a loaf of bread from the rack. I actually did need one. "Seems you don't know me at all." I focus on Tora, my eyes holding hers. "I always fight for what I want."
 



Six
Parker
I slam the door to my cabin when I return.
"Problem?" Cy asks from the dining table.
"Three words. Finn Fucking Bradley."
His hand forms a fist and tightens until his knuckles become white. "What did he do now?" he growls.
"He was in the grocery store, asking Tora out. The same mother fucking aisle he asked Eve out in."
Cy pushes the chair back, stands, and grabs his keys off the counter.
"Where the hell are you going?" I ask. "I'm talking to you."
"I'm going to track down Mr. Bradley and kick his ass."
"Cy Revere, you get back here before I kick your ass," Eve shouts from the hallway. She takes quick steps until she reaches us. Her hair is pulled up into a messy bun. She's wearing one of Cy's t-shirts, which is way too big on her, and a pair of boy shorts. "You aren't going anywhere." She points at Cy, then me. "Neither of you."
"I can't let Finn fuck with Parker's girl," Cy replies.
"She's not his girl." I shoot daggers at her with my eyes. "Okay, you might think she is, but according to her, she's single and Finn has every right to ask her out."
"So, what am I supposed to do? Sit here and not do shit while he takes her out and tries to fuck her?"
“I doubt he’s going to try and fuck her. He didn’t push himself on me.” Cy heads for the door again. “Would you knock it off?” she yells at him. “I married you, not him. Ease up.” Facing me again, she says, "You could show up at Astoria’s door so she sees you when she gets home.”
"She lives with her parents, who don't like me very much."
"Okay, scratch that." She stares out the front windows, deep in thought. The sun is high in the sky, heating our small town and making it a sauna. Thank God for central air-conditioning. Even with all the tall trees surrounding my mountain cabin, it still gets hot as hell here in the summer.
A minute or so passes while we all try to think of a plan. Eve whirls around with a broad smile on her face. "Let's go dancing!"
Cy groans. "You know I don't like to go clubbing, baby."
She waves him off. "We aren't going to spend the night on the dance floor. We're going to spy on Finn. I bet he takes Tora to the same club he took me to."
"You said he brought you to the VIP area," Cy mentions.
"That's nothing a few bills can't get us into," I state.
Eve and I both focus our attention on Cy. "Son of a bitch," he grumbles.
"You don't have to come with us," Eve states.
"No way in hell are you going without me. I don't want some sweaty guy grinding his dick on your ass."
She clasps her hands together and smiles again. "Then it's settled. Rest up, boys. Tonight, we're heading to the city!" I can only laugh at the way she manipulated Cy. She knows what buttons to push to get him to do what she wants. She doesn't do it often, but when she does, it works magnificently.
Eve gives Cy a quick kiss before heading back up the hallway. He smacks her ass. "Don't think I don't know what you just did."
She turns her head to glance over her shoulder at him and winks. Once again, I’m thinking how happy I am to have these two in my life.
****
Minutes feel like hours as they tick by. I pace, eat, try to work on some new software I’m developing, but it's of no use. No matter what I do, I can't get Tora out of my head, or all the possible things she could do with Finn if we don't intervene tonight.
Checking the clock for the hundredth time, I can finally get ready and leave. Black slacks and a deep blue button-down shirt will work for tonight. This is an upscale club. There will be women with tight dresses and lots of dancing, but the ones going to this club tend to be on the more conservative side dress wise. They wear slacks or khakis. Dresses that don't let their breasts show. That doesn't mean there isn't dirty grinding on the floor. And there is the occasional slutty woman, but they are always on the arm of a very wealthy man.
In the living room, I find Cy in khaki pants and a white button down. When Eve enters, he freezes on the spot and his jaw drops. The love that man has for her is obvious to anyone nearby.
Eve is wearing a black dress. It's lace but beneath it is a solid, silky fabric as not to reveal anything. It falls just above her knees and has a V-neck top with long, lacy sleeves. Her matching heels put her a little closer to Cy's height.
He wraps an arm around her waist and pulls her close. "Don't leave my side tonight, baby. I don't want anyone's hands on you."
She pats his chest. "Don't worry. I only have eyes for you."
"If you two are finished..." I interrupt. "Finn could be putting the moves on my girl as we speak."
"We're coming," Eve says and offers me a smile. "Don't worry. Finn has nothing on you."
"Except for a stable job, with plenty of room to move up, and a sexy car." He owns half of a trendy restaurant in the city near the club. Hell, he could own more than that for all I know. And he drives a Mercedes coupe.
She puts her hands on her hips. "Are you serious right now? You’re wealthier than him. You might not work a traditional nine-to-five job, but the last deal you made brought in what, two million dollars? And the one before that was ten million. You're a catch, Parker."
I can't help but feel like I don't measure up to Finn, no matter how much money I have. I'd never voice that to Eve or Cy, though. I try to keep my insecurities to myself. Plus, Finn has something going for him that I definitely don't. He's never broken Tora's heart.
I don't respond to Eve. No matter what I counter with, she'll find the good. It's how she is. Optimistic and kindhearted. She's one of the best people I know.
We take my Rover into the city and find a place to park. When we reach the very unassuming awning, I take in the line which wraps around the building. There is nothing about this place that screams exclusive club, yet I know it to be true, and Eve remembers it from when Finn brought her here. I hope he brings Tora on the same kind of date he took Eve on. Then they’ll definitely be inside.
We skip the line and walk right up to the bouncer guarding the door. "Holy fuck, if it isn't Parker Maxfield," the bouncer says.
"Vaughn.” I smile and shake his hand. He's a big guy who looks like he belongs on a football field. "It's been a long time. What are you doing manning a door? Last time I saw you, you were working for my father."
"Still am. This is a little something on the side to keep things interesting. The money is a plus, but it's the atmosphere and sexy women I'm all about." You'd never know by his appearance that he's a lawyer by day, working at my dad’s firm.
I laugh and pull out some money to cover our fee to enter the club. He waves me off. "Your money is no good here."
"Thanks, man." I step closer. "Hey, is Finn Bradley in there?" With Finn owning a restaurant not far from here, he has to know who he is.
"He sure is and with one smoking redhead on his arm."
I ball my hands into fists but show no other sign of being pissed. I don't want Vaughn to know. If he did, he might not let me in. The last thing he wants is to allow someone inside who could cause trouble.
"How do we get into the VIP section?" I ask.
Vaughn reaches into his pocket and pulls out three small slips of golden paper. "Hand these to whoever is working that section. They'll let you up. If they give you any trouble, just come back out here and let me know."
"Thanks. I appreciate it." He opens the door for us, and nods to Cy and Eve as they walk by.
The thumping bass of the music vibrates through me as we make our way to the bar to get to the VIP section. Women glance our way, their eyes raking over Cy and me. I’m sure Eve’s ready to knock them out for looking at her husband. She grips his hand with hers. I don’t miss the smile he wears at how protective she is of him.
I've been here a few times, but nothing memorable. I prefer a good bar to a club. I'm not a fan of loud music, although the dark atmosphere certainly lends to getting frisky on the dance floor.
I glance over my shoulder to make sure Eve and Cy are still behind me as we wind through a throng of people. Cy has Eve pulled close to his body, as if at any minute someone is going to try and take Eve from him.
Luckily, the papers that Vaughn gave us work and we are immediately let into the VIP section. I don’t waste any time trying to find Finn and Tora. The lights are dim, but in this section, there are tables and booths. Dancing is kept to the floor, while this is more for those who want to have conversations or more private interactions.
Then I spot her. She's walking to the table where Finn is sitting. Her long hair hangs in loose curls down her back. Black pants hug her ass and legs, but not to the point they appear painted on. The emerald green top she wears sparkles every time light catches it just right. I've always loved green on her. It brings out the gorgeous color of her hair.
I start to move forward, but Eve plants a hand on my chest. "Find us a booth and sit down. Let me get a feel for the situation."
"But I need to..."
"I know what you want and stomping over there like a caveman isn't going to do you any favors. Cy and I will walk by and see how things are between them. She doesn't need to know you're here. At least, not yet. She's much more likely to relax in front of the two of us than she is you. Or so I hope."
Eve takes Cy's hand in hers as he grumbles that this isn't the best idea. She tells him to hush and to follow her lead. I find a place to sit where I won't be seen, yet can keep an eye on my friends and more importantly, Tora.
Cy and Eve walk past the booth where Finn and Tora are sitting, but then Eve pauses and glances over her shoulder at something past Finn's head. She's acting like she doesn't know he's there and fuck me if it doesn't work. Finn stands, and Eve feigns surprise. Cy shakes Finn’s hand, but I can tell it's not with any friendliness. When Finn starts to turn in my direction, I quickly spin around so he can't see my face. I wait a few breaths until I resume my position to continue watching them.
A waitress comes by to take my drink order. I order soda for all of us. I don't want anything to impair my judgment tonight and know Cy and Eve aren’t drinkers. The sodas show up before they find the table I picked out for us. They both sit down and sip their drinks, eyes on me.
"Come on. You're killing me," I tell them.
Eve smiles. "That girl has no love or even lust for Finn. She was sitting on the opposite side of the table from him and was more interested in scanning the club than she was engaging in conversation with us. She was looking for someone. My guess is you."
I skip over the part about Tora looking for me. "It's the first date. How can you be sure she doesn't feel more for him?"
"If she were interested in him, truly interested, she would have been cozying up to him in the booth or trying to engage in what we were talking about. It was like we weren't there. She could have cared less what we said. Then Finn tried to introduce us, since he didn't know we've met Astoria before, but she was off in her own world. He had to say her name three times to get her attention."
"Interesting," I mutter.
What if she was looking for me? Or was she simply bored and trying to find something else to look at instead of Finn?
 



Seven
Astoria
Clubs are fun and a great way to release some steam, which I need to do. I would have preferred to come with a friend, but Finn asked me out and he seems like a nice guy. I'm not dating anyone else, so why not? Right?
We had dinner at a small bistro. It was intimate and not over the top. I told him I don't like fancy stuff and a simple sandwich was good enough for me. When I have dinner with my parents, everything is perfect. The food is presented on each of our plates without an herb out of place. The napkins are precisely folded. My mom doesn't know how to do it any other way. So, when I go out, I want basic, easy food.
Of course, the bistro Finn picked was on the higher end. At least there weren't snooty waiters or anything like that. It was laid back, even though the food was expensive. He insisted on paying. I would have gladly split the check with him.
After dinner we were headed to the club, hence my sparkly top. No, I didn't fit in at dinner, but I blend in at the club.
Once Eve and Cy stopped near our table, I couldn't help but look for Parker. Then again, maybe they were here for a date night. Finn and I were talking when they stopped but now that they're gone, I don't know what to say. It's like any tiny spark we may have had, is gone. If I’m being honest with myself, there wasn’t one to begin with. On the slim chance Parker could be here, I can't focus on Finn.
Sure, Parker broke my heart, but I find myself needing to see him. My jealousy would run rampant if I saw him with someone. He's definitely jealous of Finn and me going out. In the grocery store, I thought Parker was going to punch Finn. I don't remember him being violent. Maybe he changed a lot over the last four years. I wouldn’t know.
All of the sudden, I have the urge to get up and move. I don't want to sit in this stuffy booth anymore. I want to dance, but don't want to lead Finn on. I stand. Finn follows suit. "I'm going to the ladies’ room," I lie. I need a break. I'll come back when the next song starts.
Where the booth we’re sitting in is situated, I'm able to walk out of the VIP section and toward the dance floor without him noticing. The bathroom is in the other direction.
Weaving my way onto the dance floor, I give myself over to the beat. The bass thumps through me as the writhing bodies all around take my mind off everything except the way the music reaches my soul. My hips sway to the beat as I raise my arms over my head. I feel alive for the first time all night.
As I fully surrender to the music, fingers skate over my bare belly thanks to my shirt lifting up. I still. I might like dancing alone, but I will not let a stranger manhandle me.
I drop my arms so my top goes back down where it should be and try to turn, but those hands move to my hips, holding me in place. "It's only me, Tora," Parker says in my ear. Chills race up my arms as his breath tickles my skin. I try to step away. "Stay here. Dance with me. Don't think, just move."
Butterflies have taken flight in my stomach as Parker's hands gently guide my hips to keep me moving. I fight it for a moment, not sure if this is the right thing to do. As a matter of fact, I’m certain it's not. He's the one person who can destroy me and has, yet I'm allowing him to dance with me.
He presses his chest to my back, chasing the chills away, along with everyone around us. It's like the whole world fades away except for me, Parker, and the beat of the song. I lift my arms, letting the music drive my movements as Parker's hand finds my stomach again. His hips sway with mine in perfect synchronization.
"God, I've missed you," he admits, with his lips pressed to the side of my neck. No one has ever been able to turn me on like Parker. One touch, one kiss, and I'm done for. I’m barely able to hold myself up. He's familiar. Although, his hands seem more skilled now as I dance with him. His other hand reaches higher until his thumb brushes over my nipple beneath my top. I moan and tip my head back onto his shoulder.
"That's it, sweetheart. Feel me. Feel what I can do for you."
He continues caressing me, then pushes his knee between my legs until I'm grinding down on top of it. With the club dark, except for the various lights bouncing around us, no one is paying attention to what we're doing. We're packed on the floor amid many other people. Only enough room to dance in a tiny radius.
In the heat of the moment and with my body on fire, I spin in Parker's arms until our faces are only a breath apart. Our foreheads touch as we watch one another while we dance.
He pushes his knee between my legs again and I begin to grind onto his thigh, my body quickly responding, wanting so much more, but taking what he's giving me. His hands mold to my ass, pressing me forward until our bodies align and our lips are only a millimeter apart. Every thought flees except the one wanting more of him. I want to kiss him badly. To have his lips on mine again like they once were, when we were together. Were. It's like a bucket of ice is poured over my head and I still in his arms.
He pulls back. His voice raised to speak over the music. "What's wrong?"
I shake my head as tears fill my eyes. I miss him down to my very core. Everything in me wants me to leap into his arms and forget all that happened. That is, except for that little voice in my head which whispers how foolish I'm being. How he's just going to hurt me all over again. I turn and attempt to move away, but Parker's hand is gently cupping my chin, bringing my attention back to him.
He leans down to speak right into my ear. "Come with me. I want to talk to you. Please, sweetheart. I can't live without you knowing the truth."
"I don't trust you. I don't know if I ever will again."
"Five minutes. It's all I'm asking for."
He steps back, and I see Finn making his way toward us. Oh, shit. Well, I was caught in the lie of going to the ladies’ room. Parker notices me looking behind him and turns. In one fluid movement, he pushes me behind him, effectively blocking Finn from getting to me.
"What the hell is going on?" Finn yells.
"Just dancing with Tora. My Tora," he stresses.
I step out from behind Parker so I can intervene. "I'm no one's anything," I say somewhat solemnly.
"You were and always have been mine," Parker replies.
I shake my head and lean close to Finn. "Can you take me home?" He nods.
"Wait!" Parker shouts. His eyes are pleading with me. For a split-second, he appears to be in unimaginable pain. I can't let him get to me more then he already has. I won't fall for his tactics or his puppy-dog eyes.
Without responding, I follow Finn off the dance floor, my hand in his. I didn't bring anything with me into the club besides my driver's license and one credit card, which are in my back pocket, so there's no need to go back to our table.
I'm able to keep the tears at bay while we walk to the valet in silence. He doesn't let go of my hand until I'm tucked safely inside his black Mercedes.
When he gets in, he starts the car but doesn't drive. Instead, he turns to me. "I'm going to be honest with you. I can't and won't compete with Parker. I won't fight him. I've been down this road before and I refuse to do it again."
"Parker and I are in the past. I don't want to be with him."
Finn caresses my cheek. His eyes seem to reach deep into my soul. "You still love him." I shake my head, trying to deny it, not only to him but also to myself. "I'm not stupid, Astoria. I saw the way you two were dancing. I debated whether or not to even walk out there and find out if you still wanted to leave with me."
The tears, which I've been fighting, are now on the verge of spilling over. I shouldn't have come back home. I should have found somewhere else to live once I graduated. There were apartments near campus I could have rented until I figured out where I was going to work, but my parents insisted I return to Arrow Falls. They missed me, and I missed them as well. But there was more to me coming back. As much as Parker destroyed me, I wanted to see him. I'm torturing myself by being here. Now that I'm in his orbit again, I don't know how to break away. When he's in front of me, I want to kiss him and let him hold me like he used to. Then the pain reappears, reminding me of all I lost that day.
I need to be as honest with Finn as he is with me. "I can't tell you I don't love Parker. I think part of me always will, regardless of what happened. I want to move on. In college, I didn't date seriously. It was casual. But now that I'm back home, I want to find my way again. I'm going to look for a job and I want to settle down. I won't jump into a relationship, however. I have to guard my heart until I'm ready to give it away again."
His eyes hold mine and there's so much sincerity within them. "I won't push you. We can go at whatever pace you want."
"I'd like to see you again."
"I'd like that, too." He lifts my hand and kisses the back of it. "You're so beautiful, Astoria."
I blush and look out the windshield, unable to hold his gaze. I notice a man with his hands on the hood of Finn's car. I open my door and get out. Finn must realize what's going on because he's out the car a second later.
Parker walks to my side. I've seen that look on his face before. He’s a man on a mission. I've been able to brush him off until now. He won't take no easily this time. "Don't go home with him. Please, Tora."
"I'm dating Finn. Not you. He's who I want to spend time with."
"Don't do this to me," he pleads.
"Do this to you? If I'm not mistaken, you're the one who fucked us up. Don't you dare put it back on me, like I'm hurting you." Finn's at my back, a gentle, reassuring presence. He hasn't spoken yet, although I'm sure it's only a matter of time until he addresses Parker. They know each other so neither are uncomfortable speaking to the other.
"You are, Tora. You're killing me each time I see you and can't touch you. Each time I can't kiss your lips or tell you everything I'm thinking. If you only let me explain, you'd understand the truth. Five minutes. It's all I'm asking for. If you give me that, I won't bother you again unless you want to see me. I promise."
I'm never going to be able to move forward with Finn, or anyone else for that matter, if I always have Parker trying to get my attention. No, I don't want a serious relationship with Finn yet, but there is no moving forward when the shadows of my past keep reappearing and staring me in the face.
 



Eight
Parker
"Fine. You have five minutes," she states, then turns to Finn. Tora's hand rests on his chest as she looks up into his eyes. I have a strong urge to rip her hand from him. It should only be on me. Never anyone else. "I'll be right back," she tells him.
"Are you sure? Can you trust him?"
This asshole. "Bradley, mind your fucking business." It's at this point, Eve and Cy find us standing on the sidewalk beside Finn's car. They must have noticed we left. Cy would want to be here if shit went down with Finn. I'm sure he wants to get a solid punch in if possible.
Cy is by my side, Eve's hand on his arm. I doubt she wants him to fight. She likes Finn in a strictly platonic way. I have to give Finn credit. Even with Cy and I standing in front of him, he doesn't back down. If anything, he straightens himself. He's tall, as tall as Cy, but we have more muscle.
Tora turns and motions for me to follow. Finn takes a step forward and so does Cy, while I follow Tora off to a spot between buildings. The city streets are bustling this time of night, and I want to talk with her away from everyone.
Stopping halfway into the alley, she spins to face me and crosses her arms. "Five minutes."
How do I start? How do I tell her everything in five minutes and convey just how bad the situation was? I have to do the best I can and hope it's enough to convince her I never cheated on her. I’m the one who suggested the time limit after all.
"That day, while I was waiting for you to come over, I got a call from Blair." The streetlight reflecting into the alley casts just enough light where I notice Tora stiffen. I push on, not wanting to give her time to say something. We can't fight. Five minutes will go by too quickly. "She was on her way over and was crying so hard I could barely understand her. What I did get from her was that she had been driving for almost twelve hours and was minutes from my apartment. I tried to ask what happened, but every time I did, she only cried harder. I didn't want her to get into an accident, so I told her to drive safe and I'd be there when she arrived."
I take a deep breath and steady myself for what's next. This is the hard part. The part I never talk about. "When she got there, I met her at her car. I helped her out and she collapsed on me, crying. I had to hold her up. Something was wrong. It wasn’t just that she was upset, she was physically weak. I tried to talk her into letting me take her to the hospital, but she insisted she was only tired. It wasn't until I got her inside that I noticed the bruises. They were covering her arms. I was furious. I wanted to know who did that to her and where Brant was when it happened. She sobbed, Tora. She broke down like I’ve never seen someone in all my life. "
Tora's watching me, noticing the pain on my face. I can't explain the anger I felt when Blair was hurt and there was nothing I could do to protect her. Tora's lips part and her hand rests on her chest just below her throat.
"Then I lifted Blair's shirt and saw the real damage." Tora turns away. I gently grip her arm to pull her back toward me. "Let me continue." She nods. "She was pregnant. And her belly...it was slightly swollen with life. I had no idea. Brant never told me. Tora, her stomach was covered with bruises where the baby was growing." She gasps, and I have to fight to keep my tears at bay. No matter how much time goes by, I will never forget the look of Blair's stomach or the pain she was in.
I'm pacing in the small width of the alley. Water splashes at my feet every time I step in one of the puddles left over from the summer storm we had earlier. "I tried to get her to go to the hospital, but she insisted she take a shower first. She said she knew the baby was gone. That she'd been suffering severe cramps the whole drive to Arrow Falls, and there was no way the baby could survive after what happened. She felt dirty. She wanted Brant's scent off her but didn't dare stop along the way to shower. Blair said if I let her shower first, I could take her to the hospital after. I couldn’t wrap my head around all that had happened and was happening. Brant hurt her so badly."
I stop and look Tora in the eyes. She has to see me when I say this, so she knows it's the truth. "When you walked into my bathroom that day, I was helping her into the shower. You didn't see the bruises because they were on her arms and stomach. She had her back to you, her arms cradling her belly. She didn't have any bruises on her face. And I was only in my boxers because I was planning on helping her get clean. She was shaking so bad. She could barely hold herself upright. I already feared she might have broken bones. I didn't want her to fall and hurt herself further."
No words leave Tora's lips. She's stunned silent. I decide to keep talking. "No one knows about this but those involved, me, and my parents. I mean no one. B said I could tell you so you understood what happened and knew that I never cheated on you. She's a friend, Tora. One of my best friends, but nothing more. We've never done more than hug. I swear."
Tora turns and takes a few steps away, then comes back toward me. "You're telling me the truth."
"Yes."
"Did she...did she lose the baby?"
"Yes. After you left, she started to bleed in the shower. I helped dry her off, put her in a pair of my shorts and t-shirt, and took her to the emergency room. She lost the baby that night. There was no way it could have survived the trauma they endured. Blair also had broken ribs and a fracture in her left arm. She drove all those hours with one arm. The adrenaline kept her going. None of the pain hit until we were on our way to the ER. That was when I was scared the most. She got quiet. For a moment, I thought I was going to lose her."
"Parker...I can't...I don't know what to...all this time?" She faces me, and tears start falling down her cheeks. I reach her in two long strides but don't hold her, unsure if she would even want me to. "You weren't lying. You said you didn't cheat and I wouldn't listen. I was so stupid."
She buries her face in her hands and starts to sob. I don't think twice this time and wrap her in my arms. Her hands reach for my shirt and fist the material. Her vanilla scent floats to me, pulling me back in time to when we were happy and together in love. Back before the nightmare Blair lived through. Before life became hell.
"Shhh, it's okay," I murmur.
"No, it's not. It hasn't been okay for four years." She peers up at me; her eye makeup smudged. "And you've never?" I know what she means and can't blame her for asking. A lot of time has passed.
"No, never. She's one of my best friends, nothing more."
Her bottom lips trembles. "I'm sorry. Oh God, Parker, I'm so fucking sorry."
I run my thumb along her cheek to gather her tears. "What happened between us is done. All we can do is move forward. I've never lied to you, Tora. I wasn't unfaithful."
"You tried to tell me so many times. You wanted to meet to talk."
"I couldn't tell you this over text and you wouldn’t answer the phone. It was better if you could look into my eyes to know I wasn't lying."
Her voice shakes. "I believe you."
I offer her a sad smile. I'm about to tell her more, but my phone vibrates in my pocket. I should ignore it, but it could be Blair, and I promised I'd always be there for her, regardless of where I was or what I was doing.
One of my arms remains around Tora as I answer the phone. "B? You okay?"
"Are you busy?" Her voice is light. I was worried for a second.
"Kind of. What's up?"
"I'm stuck."
"Stuck?" I glance down at Tora who is still pressed to me. She doesn't say anything or try and move away.
"Yeah, in this book I'm writing. I need to talk it through with someone."
I groan. "Can't you talk to Eve? Isn't that part of her job?"
"No, it's not, but she does let me bounce ideas off her. She's not answering her phone, though."
I remove my eyes from Tora and look toward the end of the alleyway. Cy is in Finn's face. Eve is trying to push herself between them. Tora must catch my line of sight and rushes away from me to intervene. I can't let her go alone.
"Eve's a little occupied at the moment. Let me call you right back." I hang up before she can protest and rush toward everyone.
Tora is attempting to shove Finn back, but she's having about as much luck as she would if she were pushing a boulder. Eve is tugging on Cy's arm. The men are still face-to-face. I get between them as well, and place a palm on both of their chests. I'm able to move them enough that I can stand between them. Although, Finn is still too close for my liking. What’s worse is Tora is touching him and that ignites a rage that I have to try and tamper down.
"What the hell is going on?" Tora asks, as she breathes heavily from trying to move Finn.
Finn looks down at her. It's then he notices her smeared makeup and tear-stained cheeks. His gaze flicks to mine and I clench my fist in anticipation.
"Oh, no you don't," Tora says, trying to stop something before it happens.
"He hurt you and now he's going to pay," Finn states angrily. I can't help it. I burst out laughing. That throws Finn off. He must think I've finally lost my mind. "What's so funny?"
I laugh as I speak. "The fact that you..." Laugh. "Think that you'll be able to..." Laugh. "Make me pay as you put it..." More laughing. "Is hysterical!"
"You're asking for it." He steps forward and I sober quickly.
"If you think I'm scared of you, then you have another thing coming."
"What did you do to her?"
"I told her the fucking truth. I spoke the words I've been trying to for four years!"
"You admitted you cheated on her?"
Oh, this motherfucker. I pull back my fist and aim at his face, but Tora is there with her hand covering mine to keep me from swinging. "Don't," she says quietly, so only I can hear. She's one of two people who can make me stop what I'm doing. The other is Blair. I'd do anything for either of them. One word from Tora's lips and I still. My arm slowly lowers, though my eyes are back on Finn. I'm watching him like a hawk.
She turns to face Finn and grasps his hand in hers. What the fuck? I don't think, only move. I'm at her back in one long stride, pressing myself against her, towering over her to look at Finn. She comes up to my shoulder, so I have an unobstructed view of the dickhead in front of me.
"Finn, please get in the car. I'll be there in one minute." He hesitates, then does what she asks.
Spinning her toward me, I level her with a glare. "What are you doing?"
She speaks low. "Ten minutes ago, I told him I wanted to date him. I'm not about to tell him on a sidewalk that I've changed my mind. Especially not in front of you, Cy, and Eve."
"I don't want you going with him."
"He won't hurt me. You know that." Fuck, I do. Finn may be an asshole, but he treats women with respect. Still, he could try and kiss her. Put his fucking hands on her.
“He better not touch you,” I growl low.
“There’s nothing between us. I’ve only ever felt something for you. No matter how hard I tried to forget you.” What the hell does that mean? Was she sleeping her way through college like I was through the city? I shake my head. Not the time for this conversation.
"Will you call me later, once you're home and away from him?"
"Absolutely."
She doesn't kiss me—doesn't hug me. She doesn't do anything but smile before sliding into Finn's Benz, not that I thought she would. As soon as he drives out of sight, I peer over my shoulder to find Cy and Eve eyeing me curiously. Well, I guess I have some explaining to do.
 



Nine
Astoria
My mind whirls with what Parker told me. All these years, I was under the impression he cheated on me when that couldn't have been further from the truth. I'm not angry at him anymore. I'm angry at myself for not listening every time he tried to tell me what really happened. He wanted to do it face-to-face. I would have, too, if it were the other way around.
How do we go back? How do we capture all we lost? We're not the same people anymore. Four years is a long time. We've matured. Then again, when he held me, it was like time rewound and I was back where I always wanted to be, where I was meant to be—in Parker's arms.
Finn says nothing as he drives me home. I have to tell him I can't date him. God, I'm going to sound like such a bitch. One minute I say I want to see him again and the next I'm falling into Parker's arms. Yup, I’m a real class act.
He pulls into my driveway and parks, but doesn't shut the car off. His hand remains on the steering wheel, his eyes straight ahead. The light over the garage is on, bathing us in white light in the dark car. His jaw is clenched, his hand has a death grip on the steering wheel.
"I'm sorry," I mutter. I'm not sure what to say. He had to have seen Parker and me embrace.
"Me, too." He's too nice of a guy to say anything else. There’s no point in explaining. I can’t tell him what Parker revealed to me. I also don’t feel like I need to justify myself for my actions. While I did say we could date, we only went out once. I have to say something, though.
"I didn't mean for this to happen. I always thought Parker cheated on me, but..."
"But he didn't."
I shake my head. Tears begin to well in my eyes as Parker's words hit me all over again. The pain Blair went through at the hand of Parker's stepbrother is unfathomable. How can someone beat a pregnant woman in the stomach? A stomach that's filled with the life they created together? It makes me wonder how long he'd been abusing her. Bile rises in my throat at the thought of what she endured from someone who was supposed to love her. Parker did say there was more to the story.
I sniffle. Finn must take it that I'm upset over us. He releases the steering wheel. I let him believe it. I can't talk at the moment. If I did, I'd sob uncontrollably.
He brushes his thumb over my cheek then leans back with a sigh. "One day I'll have someone who will only be mine. Not a woman who belongs to another. I think I'm going to be single for a while. My dating record is shit." I nod and offer a sad smile.
“I really am sorry. I hope you believe that. I didn’t intend for things to happen this way.”
“I do. You’re a good person, Astoria. Make sure he treats you right.”
“He always has.” The truth of my words hit me hard, robbing the breath from my lungs. He was amazing to me, and I repaid his love by doubting everything we had.
Before getting out of the car, I give Finn a peck on the cheek. I don’t say anything else. This night has been one I’ll not soon forget. Everything involving Parker is etched in my memory with vivid clarity, including the time we spent together that summer.
Luckily, my parents are asleep when I get inside. If my dad were to see my puffy red eyes, he'd ask a hundred questions. My mom would give me a look of distaste but say nothing. She doesn't show emotion. That's reserved for breakdowns in the bathroom where no one will know any better. Except, I always knew. She'd fight with my dad, cry alone, and come out fresh as a daisy with a huge fake smile plastered on her face. God forbid she act human.
My dad, well, he always told me he loved me and was fiercely protective when I came home with a broken heart, thanks to Parker. I'm going to have to tell them how everything was a misunderstanding. I'm not sure how exactly, since I don't think it's my place to tell them about Blair and what she went through. From the sound of it, I'm not sure Cy and Eve know. No, I can't tell my parents the why, only that I was wrong.
When I reach my bedroom, I shut the door, strip off my clothes, and throw on a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top. An hour slips by, however, sleep never comes. All I can do is think of what I missed out on. Years I could have spent with Parker. Would we have gotten married after I graduated? Would we be talking about starting a family soon? Then I remember I forgot to call him. Fuck!
I sit up and grab my phone from the nightstand. It's midnight. If he's asleep, I don't want to wake him. Instead, I shoot off a text to let him know I'm home safe and apologize for not calling earlier. My phone rings seconds later.
"Fuck, Tora!" are the first words out of his mouth. "I was worried sick that something happened to you. I was just about to dial Bradley and go on the hunt for you. Please tell me he didn't just leave your house."
I smile. Parker cares. He never stopped. "He left a while ago. I forgot to call you. I'm sorry."
"Jesus. I didn't want to call you, because, what if..." he trails off.
"What if what?"
"What if after what I told you, you still decided Finn was the better option and you didn’t want to see me again?"
I inhale a deep breath and try not to rush into something with him. We're not the same. Nothing is the same, except maybe the love we have for each other, and even that isn't what it used to be. My heart was broken for years. Not to mention the fact that everything I thought I knew was a lie, the pain I've lived with is very real.
"Of course, I want to see you. But..."
"There's always a but."
"But it's going to take time. We can't jump back into things like four years haven’t gone by. Too much has changed."
"You're right. I had hoped you still loved me."
"Parker." I do love him. I never stopped loving him. Even broken, a part of my heart still beats for him.
"Can we meet tomorrow? For coffee?"
"I'd like that."
We settle on a time to meet at the little café in town and hang up. After another hour of my brain running through memory after memory of Parker and me together, I finally drift off to sleep.
****
My hands shake as I pull my hair into a ponytail. It's hot out and my nerves are only making me sweat more. So sexy. This should turn Parker on big time. Do I even want to turn him on? I have to admit the thought of him craving me causes my body to heat. I’m feeling more than I’m ready to admit to right now.
Why am I nervous? It's not like I haven't seen him since I've returned. Though, this is the first time it will be just us. The first since I've found out the truth. It feels like a first date.
I settle on an ivory summer dress that's airy and light. It has a halter top and hits just above the knee. After applying a little makeup and lip gloss, I’m ready to go.
Mom doesn't say anything as I walk through the kitchen. Dad peeks over his paper at me to smile. I always loved the weekends as a kid. It meant my dad was home and we'd spend a lot of time together. He doesn't know who I’m going to meet. A part of me wants to tell him. The other part whispers if I do, I'm never going to meet Parker on time. Hopefully, tonight I can talk to my parents. I'm dreading the conversation, but I need them to know Parker did nothing wrong and they can stop hating him. Maybe I'll ask Parker if I can reveal a little about what happened so they'll understand. I'm afraid if I say nothing, they'll think I'm just a lovesick girl all over again, wanting to believe an old flame.
The drive is short, and before I know it, I'm standing outside the café waiting for Parker. My stomach flutters with butterflies, yet I don't see him anywhere. Then I feel hands on my hips and breathe in everything Parker. Spinning, I place my hands on his chest and know my smile mimics his. God, I want to kiss him.
Using all of my willpower, I step back and watch as his face falls a fraction. He recovers quickly, acting like nothing changed and places his hand on the small of my back as we walk into the café.
Since it's the weekend, it's bustling inside. The line is almost to the door. All of the inside tables are taken, except one. I quickly leave Parker to order for us and claim the lone open spot. 
As soon as he sits down with our coffees and Danishes, Kenzie strolls over to our table. I hold my breath, waiting to see what she'll say.
She slowly walks behind Parker then back. "Well, well, Maxfield. I see you've wormed your way back into Tori's life. Must have done some serious groveling to make that happen."
He flashes her his megawatt smile. "No groveling needed. Just the truth." His eyes find mine. My heart constricts at the pain which comes flooding back. He sees it clear as day on my face. His smile falls and he's standing, coming to my side of the table.
He drops to a crouch beside me. His voice is low so only I hear him. "I'm sorry, Tora. I wish I could take it away. All I can do now is make sure you’re happy every day going forward." I gently reach up and stroke the stubble on his chin. I'm not the only one who's hurting.
Kenzie groans. "Hello, eighteen-year-old Tori." We both glance up at her. "Listen, I don't know what happened, and I'm not sure I even want to. All that matters is Tori is happy, and you will never break her heart again. Because if you do, I'm going to break something on you. I might look delicate, but years of tae kwon do have done wonders for me."
Parker chuckles. "You have my word. I will do whatever it takes never to hurt Tora again."
"Awww, you're still calling her Tora. Fuck, it really is that summer all over again. Okay, I'll leave you two in peace. Just remember my warning, Maxfield. Your balls will be mine."
"Will do, Kenz."
Parker returns to his seat and we each take a sip of coffee. I'm too nervous to eat. Parker looks sexy as hell. It's not until now that I take him all in. His blond hair is combed back, slight scruff on his face, and mesmerizing green eyes, which only focus on me. And that's just the beginning. He's wearing a pair of blue and white plaid shorts with a matching blue polo. The sleeves pull tight over his muscular arms as he leans forward on the table. 
I've not only missed him, but those strong arms wrapped around me. I remember with clarity what it used to be like when he'd strip me bare and his fingers, mouth, and cock used to make me come over and over again. I squirm in my chair at the thought. It's not the time. I said I wanted to take it slow and need to stick to that. Sure, I can easily jump back into bed with him, but we have a lot of catching up to do.
I’m not sure what to talk about, so I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Do you still play basketball?”
His eyebrows lift, and he smiles. “A little. Every once in a while, I drag Revere there to blow off steam.” I immediately start daydreaming about what Parker would look like now as he plays, glistening with sweat as his muscles flex with each shot he takes.
“Tora?”
“Hmmm?”
He chuckles. “What are you thinking about? You have this dreamy look to you.”
I snap back to the present, helpless to prevent the blush creeping over my cheeks. “Nothing,” I mutter, picking up my coffee to take a sip.
“Okay, I’ll let that slide.” Thank God.
Luckily, he changes the subject. We talk for a bit longer. Before we get up to leave, Parker asks, "Will you come somewhere with me?"
"That all depends."
"On?"
"Where we're going."
He rubs his hand on the back of his neck, and I remember him doing that before when he was nervous. "Blair's house. I want you to talk to her. She would like to tell you the rest of the story and give her side of things."
I still. Yes, Parker was only helping her, but that day—her naked body—it's all etched in my head like a nightmare. Although, if Parker and I have any chance of actually having a future together, I need to talk to her. She is very important in his life, therefore will need to be in mine as well.
Parker picks up on my hesitation. "She feels horrible, Tora. The guilt of being the reason we broke up has eaten at her over the years. She wants to do whatever she can to put your mind at ease."
"Okay," I murmur, still not sure if this is the right thing to do.
"Okay?"
I nod. I've either just made a very foolish decision, or one, which will hopefully help put my heart back together. I do need the whole truth to help me heal.
 



Ten
Parker
She agreed. I didn't think she was going to. If she didn't, I couldn't blame her. After I left Tora yesterday, I drove to Blair's house. At first, she thought I was there to help her with her story. Ummm...no. I don't know anything about romance books. After she concluded I was useless in that area, I told her what happened at the club. She immediately said she wanted to talk to Tora. Then the panic attack came. The thought of telling someone, who is almost a stranger to her, the intimate details of what happened to her that day, is very hard. I repeatedly asked her if she was sure and she said yes.
Pulling into Blair's driveway, I hit the button and open the garage door.
"You have a remote for her garage?" Tora asks.
"I do. I also have the alarm code and keys to her house and cars." I put the Rover in park and turn to her. I don't want any secrets between us if we are going to start over. I'm not sure if we are at this point, or if we’re strictly friends, but it's the only shot I'm going to get. It will be the truth and nothing else from this point on.
"B has nightmares. She wakes up screaming or crying, thinking Brant is after her. When she does, she hides in her bathroom or closet. She is beyond scared, Tora. Like your worst possible fear coming true kind of scared. She always calls me when she has a nightmare. When she does, I come over, help her into bed, and give her one of her anti-anxiety pills. I usually leave the next morning when I'm sure she's feeling better."
Now that I'm thinking about all of this, I'm not sure how it's going to work if I get back together with Tora. What if Blair calls? I'm going to have to leave Tora. She might end up hating me for doing that. It's something we're going to have to work through, if we do start a relationship again.
"God, I'm such an asshole," she states.
I cock my head slightly to the side. "Why?"
"Because all I can think of is how jealous I am that you have all this access to her. It's like you're her boyfriend or husband. I know you said you're only friends, but there's this sliver of doubt in my head that says you're lying." She puts a hand up before I can interject. "It's not rational. I know this. You said you didn't cheat on me and I believe you. I really do. But that insecure part of me finds it a little harder to believe. I mean, look at her Parker. She's gorgeous."
I take her hand in mine, slowly caressing the back of it. "Not one kiss. Not one sexual anything. Only friends."
She nods and looks out the window. "Let's get this over with. I have my own anxiety I'm dealing with at the moment."
"You'll be in good company with B then."
Tora faces me again. "She’s anxious about me coming here?"
"She doesn't do well when she talks about what happened. Even though it was years ago, it's still very fresh in her mind. This is going to be as hard on her as it will be on you. You only learned yesterday that everything you thought happened was a lie. You've had less than twenty-four hours to process what I've told you. Just go slow. Talk it through with her—with us. Ask questions. Get it all out now, because I'm not sure when you'll get her to talk about it again, if ever."
Her voice is quiet. "I wouldn't want to keep putting her through that. Today we'll talk about it, then we're all moving forward."
I smile. "Sounds like a great plan."
We step inside and I disarm the security system. It may be daylight, but Blair never lets her guard down, even when I'm here. She knows I'll protect her with my life, however, she's also very aware of the damage Brant can do. He could be released at any point now. I dread when that happens. There’s no telling what he’s going to do once he’s free.
Blair's house is as big as every other one on the street. These homes scream money. I should know, I grew up in one very similar. So did Tora. She doesn't say anything as we walk through the house, looking for Blair. Her hand clutches mine tightly as her eyes bounce around. I can practically feel the thrum of nervousness coursing through her.
After checking the kitchen and the living room, there's only one other place she would be, knowing we were coming over—her office. The home has multiple bedrooms, and Blair is only one person, so it made sense to convert one of them into a home office. We step into the room. Bookshelves line two of the walls. On another is a big window to let light in, except the blinds are drawn. She finds that if she leaves the window uncovered, she stares out it, waiting for him to show up. Her desk is an off-white wood, as are the bookshelves. She told me it helps keep the room bright since she doesn't allow the sun to stream in. She has plenty of lights to help illuminate the room as well.
Her head lifts as we enter. Her eyes have circles under them from lack of sleep. Her long, dark hair is piled on top of her head in a messy bun.
"Wow," Tora says wistfully from my side as she drops my hand.
She walks toward the bookshelves and skims her fingers over the books that line them. These aren't you're average shelves. They are the kind that were specially made to each fit an entire wall.
Blair stands to make her way over to Tora. I remain rooted to my spot near the doorway. I'm going to let them get comfortable with one another and won't speak unless I'm spoken to. It's very important that these two women get along, since I hope both will be a part of my life for a very long time.
"Do you like to read?" Blair asks.
"I do. It's pretty much all I do in my spare time."
"You're more than welcome to borrow any of the books."
"Really?" You'd think Blair just offered her the world on a silver platter with the way Tora’s eyes go wide, and her smile stretches across her face. God, I love seeing her happy.
"Of course. Pick whatever you'd like. All I ask is that you return them when done."
"Absolutely," Tora replies, as she plucks a paperback from the shelf. She flips through the first few pages. "Wait, this is signed by the author. I can't read this."
Blair laughs lightly. "Sure, you can. Almost every book on these shelves is signed." Then she leans in close. "I'm not just an author. I read as much as you do and when I find a book I love, I buy it signed from the author. Some are good friends of mine; others are ones I'd love to meet one day but probably will never be lucky enough to."
With the book clutched tightly to Tora's chest, a blush quickly rises into her cheeks. "I have a confession to make."
"Is it something juicy?" Good God these women. Blair's acting like Tora has gossip she's been waiting weeks to hear.
"No, it's completely embarrassing. I've never read any of your books."
"Oh, honey, please. Don't be embarrassed about that. I don't care if you've read them." Blair makes her way back over to her desk and drops down into her leather chair. She's in a pair of black leggings and a long rock band t-shirt from God knows when. Sometimes I forget she’s eight years older than me. You'd think it was fall by the way she's dressed. Maybe if she didn't keep the air-conditioning set on North Pole, she'd wear clothes befitting the weather.
"It's not that I didn't want to," Tora says. "It's...well, it's because of what I thought had happened between you and Parker. I just couldn't bring myself to read anything of yours, even though I kept hearing amazing things about your books. I'm sorry. Truly."
Blair's smile fades and her eyes fall to her laptop. The mood drops substantially. Now it's time to have the discussion we came here for. I worry if we talk about other things and put it off, it won't get addressed. Blair just needs a little nudge to get going.
Walking over to Tora, I take her hand in mine and pull her over to the chair next to the window that's big enough for two. It's so damn plush that your ass sinks right into it when you sit down. And every time I'm in it, I try to ignore its lilac color. I told Blair she needs something more manly, since I'm the only one who ever sits in the thing. She flipped me off and said either I sit in it or stand. Tora and I drop down into it, and I make a point to keep my eyes fixated on Blair until she looks up. No words need to be spoken for her to understand what she needs to say. I hate pushing her, but know she'll feel a little better once everything is off of her chest. She’s been carrying this guilt over Tora for far too long.
Tora doesn't speak and neither does Blair. Dammit. Now I need to start the conversation. "Brant had never hit Blair until that day. They had a good relationship. He was loving, caring, and did everything he could for her. He supported her writing and pursuing her dream. They moved to Chicago when his job was transferred there. Everything was fine until she became pregnant and was, as he put it, talking to me behind his back." I watch Blair the entire time I speak. I note the chill, which runs through her body as she shivers at the sound of his name. Not the happy kind of chill. The one demons of your past cause you to feel.
Blair picks up where I leave off. I'm thankful she does. I don't want to be the one to tell her story. I've only heard it once, and even though I will never forget it, it's hers to tell. "I remember when I found out I was pregnant. We hadn't been trying, but not exactly preventing either. I was so happy. I always wanted to have a big family and I loved Brant. He proposed the same day the doctor confirmed the pregnancy.
"We were happy. Or we were until Brant saw me texting Parker one day. He asked what I was doing and why would I need to talk to him. I explained I wanted to share the news of the pregnancy since he hadn’t done so yet. I had waited as long as I could, but I was about to burst with the news. I had to tell someone, and no one had known up until that point. I was still in my first trimester, but toward the end of it so I thought it was safe to start telling people. Brant knew Parker and I talked. That wasn’t new, however, something on that day changed. He was about to snap. His fists were tight by his sides and his teeth were clenched. I'd never seen him that angry before, but it was nothing compared to the rage I saw when he hit me."
 



Eleven
Astoria
Oh, God, how can I sit here and ask her to tell me all that happened? The pain on her face is as evident as the sun in the sky. Yet, she keeps talking before I can stop her.
"He asked me if I had slept with Parker when we visited Arrow Falls, or at all in the time I knew him. I said no, of course not. Parker and I never had that kind of relationship. I was looking forward to being a part of their family. Their parents were wonderful and always treated me kindly. Brant ripped the phone from my hand and threw it. Luckily, it landed on the carpet near the front door. Then he was on me. His hands, which were so much larger than mine, were on my arms, pulling me from the chair I was sitting in. The pain was awful. I could feel my skin bruising as he held me.
"Brant was in my face, throwing accusation after accusation at me. At one point he even asked if the baby was really his. Of course, it was. Outside of me swearing I'd never slept with Parker, we hadn't even seen him since long before I got pregnant. Just goes to show how he wasn't thinking. Words flew from his lips. He called me all kinds of names: whore, slut, bitch, and so on. They were ones he'd never said to me prior to that day. I didn't know what to do. I couldn't break free from his grip, so I cried. I cried so hard I could barely see through the tears. He was hurting me on the inside and out. I begged him to release me. When he finally did, he threw me to the floor. I landed hard on my side."
Tears are flowing freely down Blair's cheeks as she talks. She doesn't wipe them away. All I want to do is rush to her side. To throw my arms around her and tell her how sorry I am about what happened to her. How I feel like the lowest of the low for thinking she was sleeping with Parker. How must she have felt after her fiancé accused her of cheating, and then for me to do the same thing to Parker only hours after what she went through. My stomach churns. What I said, the way I reacted, it all floods back to me, but not the same as it has the past four years. No, this time I see it from Blair's point of view. I see someone who I consider family, assist me in my battered state, then watch as his heart breaks over losing his love, only to come back and help me heal.
She continues, this time with tissues in hand so she can wipe her face. "When I was on the floor, I curled into the fetal position in an attempt to protect my stomach any way I could. It was instinctual. There was a baby in there I would have given my life to protect. Brant rolled me onto my back, pulled my legs away from my body, and straddled them. He pushed my hands above my head and held them there as he ground himself against me. I'll never forget his words. 'You like that, Blair? You want me to fuck you so you remember who you belong to?' He was turned on and I was breaking inside. Everything hurt. The man I loved was going to rape me and there was nothing I could do to stop him.
"Once he finished forcing himself on me, I cried harder at what he'd done. Then he hit me again, but where it mattered most. There was a beautiful life inside me and I couldn't do anything to stop him. I tried. I hit him back. I pulled his hair. I scratched his arms, but nothing I did made him stop. He had no intention of ceasing his attack."
Parker squeezes my hand in his, letting me know he's here. Blair isn't the only one crying now. I'm trying hard to choke the tears back, but it's of no use. Even as I glance at Parker, I notice his eyes aren't dry either.
"There was a knock at the door. More like a fist banging on it. Brant stopped his assault and put his hand over my mouth to keep me quiet. But he forgot to lock the front door earlier. Our neighbor, Jack, came in. The look on his face—he was horrified at what he saw—however, it was quickly replaced with anger. He lunged at Brant, knocking him off me. I lay there in shock, unsure of what to do until Jack started screaming for me to run. It was fight or flight at that point, and I had no fight left in me. I was in so much pain, but managed to pull up my pants and crawl to the door where my phone still laid. I scooped it up and reached for my purse, which I had dropped on the couch earlier that day. In seconds, I was out the door and driving. I didn't know what else to do. I should have gone to the police right away, but the only thought in my mind was that I needed to get as far away from Brant as I could. So, I drove home to Arrow Falls and to the one person I knew I could trust with my life." Blair's eyes find Parker. Her tears have dried, and the only way I can describe the look on her face is thankful, but devoid of hope.
"Parker saved me. After we went to the hospital and I talked to the police, we found out Jack got hurt pretty bad as well. He was an older guy, retired. He didn't stand a chance against Brant. He ended up with a broken jaw and arm. Brant was charged with multiple crimes. I still have a protection order against him. He's up for parole soon, from what my attorney told me. Brant knows he's not supposed to come anywhere near me. I won’t put it past him to come for me, though."
Parker speaks up. "If he does, I'm going to put a bullet in his head. I've told you, B, I'm going to kill him if he tries to hurt you. I won't even think twice."
"And I've told you that we'll let the cops handle him. I don't want you to spend your life in jail for murder."
"B…”
"We're not doing this now." I can see her side, not wanting her best friend in jail, but on the other one, Parker wants to protect her, and I can't blame him for it. I want to protect her, too. She's been through so much already; she shouldn't have to endure more.
I'm not sure what to say. So, I do the only thing I can. I stand and walk over to her. I lean down and wrap my arms around her as she sits behind her desk. I whisper to her how sorry I am about everything. About what happened to her. About the way I behaved and accusing her of sleeping with Parker. She holds me tight for a few moments then releases me.
"That's why I wanted to talk to you," she says. "I know Parker told you, but I was worried you might not believe him. I wanted you to hear what happened in Chicago. It's the truth—all of it. Parker is like a brother to me. I've never had romantic feelings for him. Eve…" She smiles and it's the first time she does so since she started telling me what happened. "Eve thinks Parker and I would make a great couple. She's asked me over and over again why we haven't dated. She also doesn't know what happened. No one does but my family, Parker's, law enforcement, attorneys, and now you."
"I won't say a word," I swear.
"I'm not worried about that. I know you won't. The reason we haven't told anyone is that this town is very small and word travels fast. I don't want my business mixed up with my personal life. It's one of the reasons I use a pen name. Yes, there are people here who know my real name, of course, but the police records aren't public. I was already well into my career when this happened and did whatever I could to protect myself from the public finding out. We didn't even go to the local hospital when I came back to Arrow Falls. I wouldn't let Parker take me there and begged for him to drive an hour south to where someone local might not see me. My books help me. When I can pour my emotions into the story I’m writing, I feel a little lighter. And when I can get lost in a world I create, all the better. My characters help provide me with an escape I so badly need."
I nod. "I can understand that. I read to get away from reality. Books give me comfort when things get bad."
"I'm sorry," Blair says quietly.
"Please don't apologize. You didn't do anything wrong. I was the one who didn't take the time to hear Parker out. I was horrible. If I would have listened then, everything would be different right now. I ruined so many things."
Parker comes up behind me. He wraps an arm around my waist as he offers a hand to Blair. She takes it and stands.
Pulling us all into a hug, he says, "We all have regrets. Let's not dwell on them. I love both of you with all my heart, though in very different ways."
I smile, and Blair laughs lightly. I'll never get tired of hearing him say he loves me. I've craved hearing those words all the while I was trying to put my heart back together. Maybe I did know, somewhere deep inside, that what I thought wasn't as it seemed, though I kept pushing that tiny inkling away. There was always a tortured part of me that wanted to be with him again, even with what I had seen. I hated that part for a long time. I knew I shouldn't want him in my life, but how do you let your first love go so easily? He plagued my dreams, both waking and sleeping. He was like a ghost, always following me around. I guess I never did get over him and that's part of the reason why I'm back in his arms. Because I finally decided to give him a chance to explain.
I vow to do all I can to move forward and not dwell on the past and the pain I endured. Now that I have the whole picture, what happened to me was nothing compared to what Blair went through. I want to be here for her as much as I can. I want to help her in any way. No woman should have to experience what she did. Not only did the man she loved hurt her unimaginably, but she lost a child. That pain, I can't begin to process all she's dealt with.
Just before we let go of one another, I say to Blair, "Regardless of what happens with Parker and me, you're going to have me in your life." I pull back and look into her eyes, where tears start to build again. "I'll never be able to turn back the clock and be there for you, instead of running away with accusations leaving my lips, but what I can do is be someone for you to lean on in the future. If you need anything, I'm here for you."
 



Twelve
Parker
I'm floored by what Tora said. She's not only accepting and processing everything that took place on that horrible day, but she's offering her friendship to Blair. I never thought it would happen. I hoped for it, yes. I meant it when I said I love these two women. Now, to take the time and try and mend my relationship with Tora. Just because everything is okay with her and Blair, doesn't mean we don't have work to do. I can't expect her to jump back into a relationship with me, as much as I'd love her to.
We stay at Blair's for an hour or so longer before her eyes start to close, and I realize the anxiety she was feeling about Tora coming over probably caused her not to sleep at all last night. She needs rest. I kiss her on the forehead and take Tora by the hand to silently urge her to follow me. It wouldn't be smart to bring Blair's anxiety up right now and cause her to have another panic attack. Sometimes talking about anxiety triggers anxiety.
Over the years, I've learned a lot about anxiety. Outside of what Blair and her doctors have told me, I spent hours on the computer, researching and learning as much as I could. Everything that I learned had the potential to help Blair or help me understand what she was going through. Anxiety isn't always something you see. A lot of times someone can be going through something difficult and you'd never know. They keep it tucked away inside. But that doesn't mean anxiety is something which should be easily dismissed just because it's not visible. Sometimes the internal pain is worse than anything external.
When we reach my Rover, Tora collapses against the seat and closes her eyes. I start my SUV, but I’m not sure if I should take her to get her vehicle or not. I want to spend more time with her. I want to spend every waking moment with her to try and make up for the years we lost.
"Where to now?" she asks.
I glance over at her and notice her eyes are still closed. I can't resist raking her over, etching every part of her to memory. God, I love those freckles. How I've missed kissing them.
She opens her eyes and her gaze meets mine. I've missed her so much. To have her back with me, her vanilla scent reminding me of the mornings we shared together, when she'd make French toast for us. Every time I ate it after she left, I'd be taken back to happier times before pain sliced through me at having her gone.
Her eyes soften. "What are you thinking about?"
"Breakfast. Remember how you'd make French toast in the morning? How we'd sit at the table and watch the sunrise?"
She smiles. "We always had a hard time sleeping when I stayed over."
"We were too busy to sleep."
I focus on the steering wheel and don't say anything else. I'm still unsure where she's concerned. I want to hug and kiss her. I want to strip her of her clothes and press my lips to every inch of her body. She's changed, and I want to commit the new her to memory. To override the past and focus on the future. We've both matured. There's only us now and the future is full of endless possibilities.
"I can take you home, if you want," I tell her.
"Do you want me to go home?" I shake my head. "Then let's go somewhere else." I'm selfish. I don't want to take her anywhere there will be a lot of other people. I want her all to myself. "Where do you live now?"
"I have a cabin in the woods."
"Can I see it?"
"Of course. Cy and Eve might be there. They have been living with me for a while now.”
"That's okay. They are a part of your life. If we are going to try at a relationship between us, we all need to get along." I smile, loving the fact she wants to talk to my friends since they are so important to me.
I pull out of Blair's driveway and make the drive to my cabin. Tora's eyes go wide when I park in front of my garage.
"This is your cabin?" she asks astonished.
"Yes," I chuckle.
"I was expecting this small log cabin nestled in the mountain. Not this. Although, I should have known better. You have the money. Might as well spend it." Tora knew how I made my money by selling an anti-virus software I created years ago. But did she know about anything I've done since?
I give her an inquisitive look. She blushes. "I may have read an article about you months ago. It talked about what you're currently working on." I remember the article. It was in a tech magazine. But how did she find it? Was she searching for me on the Internet? I smile that she still thought of me. If she's anything like me, she did so all the time.
"I love that you read the article." Her blush deepens. "Cy's truck is gone. Unless he left Eve at home, which I doubt, we have the cabin to ourselves."
Tora points at me. "Don't get any ideas. I didn't want to come over here so we could fool around."
"There's no fooling around where you're concerned. If and when we finally reunite, it will be me making love to you, rediscovering your body.”
My name leaves her lips in a breathy sigh. "Parker."
I shut my SUV off. "Come on. I'll give you the tour."
We first do a lap around the outside of the house, so she can see the land and the tall trees towering overhead. Then we go inside, walk through the living room, dining room, kitchen, and I show her the bathrooms and bedrooms, leaving mine for last.
"And this is where I sleep," I say. She frowns and quickly turns for the door, but not before I grip her elbow gently. "Let me go, Parker."
"Why?"
"I don't want to see the bed you've slept with numerous women in."
I tug her toward me so she faces me. Using my finger, I lift her chin until her eyes meet mine. "I've never brought women back here."
She rolls her eyes. "Uh huh. Sure."
"I'm not going to deny I've been with other women while we were apart, but never once did they come to my home. This is where I live, where I feel the most comfortable. It's not a place to bring a casual fuck."
"You brought me here."
"You never were a casual fuck. You’re my first love. You’re my only love."
Her bottom lip trembles slightly, and I have to fight every urge in my body not to kiss her. Then she leans forward and gives me exactly what I want. Her lips meet mine, and holy fuck, it's like everything in my world is right again. At first, she's hesitant. Her hands lightly touching my chest, her lips only applying slight pressure on mine, but this taste of her isn't enough. I want more.
My hands go to her hips as I hold her in place and press my body to hers. It's been so long since I've felt her. Tora's lips part and it's all the invitation I need before my tongue goes in search of hers. Once they meet, God, it's the perfect kiss. Her hands glide up to rest on either side of my face so she can angle me to deepen our kiss. I bend to skate my palms down her thighs and lift her until those gorgeous legs of hers are wrapped around my waist.
I have her pushed against the wall in a matter of seconds. We don't break the kiss, only stay connected to get reacquainted with one another. We don't need to, however. Four years are gone in the blink of an eye. I find myself as turned on by her as I did the last time we made love. The heat of her body is meshing with my own and I'm hard as a rock against her. 
Leaving her lips, I kiss a path down her neck as my hands mold to her ass, pressing her where I want her. What I wouldn't give to shed these clothes and sink into her. To find out if her body still feels as good wrapped around my dick.
She moans. "Parker, we have...oh, fuck that feels so good."
I nip at the skin along her shoulder while I grind my hips into hers. Finding her breast, I tease her nipple through her bra. She's writhing against me, rubbing herself along my length, and I can barely keep myself from coming. There has always been something about Tora that drives me wild with lust. My desire for her is a thousand times greater than for any other woman.
"You have to stop." Her breathing quickens. "Because if you don't, I'm going to strip you bare and ride you hard."
"Oh, God, sweetheart, please do that. I want you so bad."
I lift her shirt and pull the cup of her bra down to suck her nipple in between my teeth. She cries out when I gently bite her. Her nails dig into my shoulders. I want her to come. I want to capture her moans with my mouth, but damn, she wanted us to go slow and here I am pushing her further. With great effort, I release her nipple and lean back to catch my breath.
"Why did you stop?" she asks.
"You want to take this slow, and I’m taking advantage of having you in my bedroom."
"I know—but fuck—I want you."
"I want you, too, but I want to take my time. I want to bury myself inside of you and make love to you."
"I want that, too."
I hold her a few minutes longer, not wanting to let her go. She rests her forehead on mine and closes her eyes. "I can't believe I have you in my arms again," I tell her honestly.
"I know I said I wanted to take it slow, but I'm not sure how to do that. Having you so close to me, everything in my body is screaming for me never to let go of you. I want to pick up where we left off, minus that awful part, but I know we can't."
"You can take this at any pace you want, and I'll follow. I don't want to push you, but I do want to be with you. I want you to be mine again."
"I want to be yours."
"That settles it then," I say with a beaming smile. "No more dating Finn or any other fucker out there. You're all mine, Astoria Livingston."
"We were always meant to be together."
 



Thirteen
Astoria
How do I do this? How do I start over with Parker? He had me burning with desire in a matter of minutes. I tried not to let my mind fog over with lust, but with his hands and mouth on me, there wasn't a chance in hell my brain would win.
The shutting of a door cools my body like a cold shower.
"Cy and Eve must be home," Parker murmurs. "Are you ready to meet them?"
"I've already met both of them." I smile.
"Yes, but this is different. Now we're back on good terms, and you're in my home with your cheeks flushed and lip gloss smeared." Oh, fuck. I untangle myself from Parker and quickly dart into his attached bathroom to fix my lips. There's nothing I can do about my cheeks. Now that I'm looking at them, they only get redder at my embarrassment.
Parker comes up behind me and wraps his hands around my waist. “You're adorable when you blush.”
"Fuck off," I respond. "I hate blushing. It's like a big flashing light letting everyone know how I'm feeling."
"I think you notice it more than anyone else does. Well, maybe except for me. I always knew when you were embarrassed."
I turn in his arms and look up at him. His green eyes hold mine, and in them I see so much love. The same love that's been there since I came home. That doesn't mean I'm ready to tell him how I feel. Sure, he knows that I want to be with him, and want to start a relationship again, but I'm not ready to say I love him. God knows I do, though. I place a quick kiss on his lips. He takes my hand in his and leads me toward the kitchen.
My nerves officially set in. Sure, I knew Cy way back when and I met Eve the other day, but now I'm in Parker's home, holding his hand, coming out of his bedroom for fuck's sake. I doubt Cy has the best feelings for me. Eve, I'm unsure of. She doesn't know me, except for what Parker has said, and what she saw between us the other day. Then again, neither Cy nor Eve knows about what happened to Blair and I have to remember I can't let it slip what I know. I will protect her secret to the best of my ability.
Cy is wearing a pair of off-white shorts and a light blue polo. His dark hair is neatly combed back. The shirt only drawing more attention to his crystal blue eyes. I've always felt a little uneasy when he would look at me. There is something about his gaze that's still there today. Like he's silently assessing and judging me. He knows I hurt his best friend. If the shoe were on the other foot, I'd have pure hatred for the person who broke my friend’s heart as well, but he doesn't know the full story. I need to cut him some slack and somehow get back in his good graces.
Cy crosses his arms; his stance is rigid. "What's going on?"
"Ease up, Revere," Parker says. "Tora and I are back together. Well," he turns to me. "We're working on a relationship."
"And what about everything that happened four years ago. It's all forgotten?"
I cut in. "It was a misunderstanding that's been cleared up. I thought Parker cheated on me. He, in fact, did nothing of the sort. I should have let him explain before I left for college, but my heart was shattered, and I couldn't imagine him saying anything at the time which would have made me believe him."
Eve steps forward, placing herself between Cy and me. Her hair is pulled up into a ponytail. Her makeup is light, not that I think she needs any at all. The soft pink dress she's wearing compliments her slender frame. I can understand what Cy sees in her. She's beautiful.
She takes my hands in hers and graces me with a bright smile. "Astoria, it's so nice to meet you finally. I know we met before, but I'm not counting that."
I return her smile. "It's nice to meet you, too. I'm sorry about all that happened and didn't mean for you to get in the middle of it."
She drops one of my hands and waves her other one in the air. "It's already forgotten."
"Thank you and please call me Tori."
"Not Tora? I noticed that's what Parker calls you."
"And I’m the only one who does so," Parker says from my side.
Eve rolls her eyes then notices me peering over her shoulder. She glances at Cy. "Ignore him. He's just protective of his family."
Cy adds, "Parker and Eve are my only family. They are mine to watch over and make sure they are happy. You better not be here to cause more trouble."
Eve releases my other hand to turn to him fully. "Could you not?"
"I want to make sure Tori knows where I stand."
"Good God, everyone knows where you stand. Right in front of Parker and me. You're like a damn wall of pissed off man. Enough. Didn't you hear Parker say he's back together with her? Obviously, they've worked everything out. The details aren't yours to know. You just need to be supportive and mind your business." She spins back around to face me. "He means well, but sometimes comes across very harsh."
"It's okay. I understand him being leery of me. A lot has happened, and both Parker and I have changed. We're going to be getting to know one another again." I lean to the side to address Cy. "I'm not going anywhere. You can either deal with it or I'll be sure not to be here when you are. But I'm not leaving. At least not right now."
"What do you mean, not right now?" Parker asks.
I face him. "I still need to find a job. I'm going to take the summer to look for something, but I don't know where the job will be."
He forces a smile I’m sure he doesn't feel. "We can talk about this later."
We're only just starting a relationship again. I want to be with him, but need to think about more than that. He's not happy about the fact I could leave, but I don't want to keep anything from him and lead him to believe I'll live in Arrow Falls forever. Hell, I could. I could find a job in the city and commute from here, however, I haven't even started looking. For all I know there aren't any jobs open in the city for an editor. Parker needs to understand there is a possibility of me leaving for my dream job. We’ll find our way if we’re both willing to make this work. That much I have faith in.
Parker is quick to change the subject. "Who's hungry?"
"Me," I reply. My nerves settling a little.
Eve lets us know she and Cy have dinner reservations tonight. They are celebrating their house being completed. The structure that is. She tells us they now have to pick out paint colors, appliances, fixtures, etcetera. Pretty soon they won't be living with Parker anymore. Maybe I came back into his life at the perfect time.
Parker suggests we order in. It's not quite dinner time yet. I don't want to eat while Cy and Eve are here, so I sit on the couch and talk with Eve for a bit, before she has to get ready for her date with her husband. We don't talk about anything serious. She asks me about college and what my degree is in. She even asks me how I met Parker. I love telling that story and do so with a smile on my face the entire time. Parker joins us and gives his side of the story. We laugh, and I sink into his side, relishing in his warmth while we talk. She tells me about working for Blair and how much she loves it.
We stay on the couch while Eve gets ready. Cy doesn't make another appearance until they are walking out the door. He's not happy with me and that's okay. Hopefully, he'll warm up in time. I won't push him, however.
The food arrives, and we sit at Parker’s dining room table to eat. Each bite I take, butterflies flutter inside me. Being alone with him again and eating seems so natural, but at the same time brand new. On the one hand, I hope I always have butterflies when Parker is around, but on the other I miss the comfort and ease we had when we were together. I would love to have both again. That new, amazing, exciting part of being in a relationship, and also the rightness of being with the one person who makes you feel whole.
I eat and use the napkin to wipe my mouth. I'm nervous about food being there and looking like an idiot in front of the man who still holds my heart. We talk and catch up. We both share what we've been doing while apart. It's like I'm having dinner with an old friend, and in a way, I am. Parker was always more than my first love. He was one of my best friends. I spent so much time with him. We lived and breathed each other that summer. It's good catching up, but God I want so much more.
Sitting here, both of us finished eating and watching the other, I want to climb on his lap and bury my face in his neck to inhale his scent. I want to touch him all over. I want us back. Can we have what we did before, or am I a fool for thinking it could be the same? Maybe it is a lost dream to want us back to the way things were.
"You're overthinking," he says.
"You remember the little stuff about me. I don’t need to say a word for you to know what I’m feeling."
"I never forgot. I thought I did. I would try to remember the way you moved or the way you talked and smiled, but over time, the memories faded. Now that you're in front of me again, it's all coming back. I know I keep saying it, but I've missed you so much."
I don't think about climbing into his lap this time. I stand and walk to his seat. He pushes the chair back and I straddle him, thankful there aren't any arms on the chair.
The second I'm settled on him, his hands find my ass to hold me in place. Reaching up, I hold the sides of his neck as my thumbs rub over his skin. We look into each other's eyes as a million unsaid words run rampant in my mind. He’s the only man I've ever loved. I thank whoever is listening that he was brought back into my life, and we're able to clear everything up and start anew. Now that I'm back where I belong, I never want to leave his arms.
 



Fourteen
Parker
I'm not sure how long I can sit here with Tora on my lap before I will need her naked. My resistance is barely existent. I want her with every fiber of my being.
As I lean in to kiss her, my phone rings on the kitchen counter. I groan and close my eyes.
"Ignore it," Tora says, and splays her hands on my chest.
"I can't. I have to make sure it's not B." I watch her for a reaction. Tora knows this is how things are. If Blair calls, I go to her.
Tora stands so I can get up and check my phone. She doesn't say anything, keeping her eyes on me as I go to the kitchen.
Blair's name flashes on the screen of my phone. "B, are you okay?"
Soft sobs reach me before Blair speaks my name quietly. "Parker..."
"I'll be right there." I hang up and grab my keys. I start to head for the door, but Tora's voice stops me in my tracks.
"Is she okay?" Shit. I forgot she was here. How the fuck did I do that? The woman I love is back in my life. Blair calls and everything else fades away, but not in a good way. It's like I get tunnel vision and only can focus on making sure Blair is safe.
"Tora, I'm so sorry. Every time she calls I just bolt out the door." I reach her in three long strides. "Please, come with me."
"Are you sure? She might not want me there."
"She told you everything that happened. If she didn't want you there, or want you to know anything, then she wouldn't have opened up. Part of being friends with B, and knowing all her shit, is facing this kind of thing with her. She needs us. I want you to come. If we’re going to make this work between us, you need to know where I go in the middle of the night. You need to see what happens when I get there, because I never want you to think I'm lying when I leave to help B."
"I wouldn't have thought—"
"Maybe not right away, but I worry about over time. This frequently happens when she's stressed. Plus, you going with me, you'll see how you can help her if she ever calls you. We're all she has, Tora. Will you come with me?" She nods.
Jumping in my SUV, I drive across town well over the speed limit. I'm not worried about getting pulled over. Flying through town isn't something I normally do, but I have been pulled over in the past. Our local cops know about Blair and what happened. I told them sometimes I have to rush to her place and they've left me alone since. No questions asked. I don't go stupid fast, but definitely over the speed limit.
I pull into Blair's driveway and open the garage door. The routine is so ingrained in me that I don't even think when I get here. I just move.
Tora and I jump out of the Rover. We go inside, disarm the alarm, and go up the stairs. We don't talk; neither of us has said a word since we left my place.
The first place I check is the closet, since that's the last place I found her. She isn't in there, so I check the bathroom next. The lights are off, the curtain closed on the shower. As I approach, I hear a slight whimper.
"B, it's only Tora and me. I'm going to open the curtain now." Slowly I pull it back as not to startle her further.
Blair is sitting tucked against one side, with her knees brought up to her chest. I climb into the dry tub and crouch in front of her. The only light spilling in from her bedroom. The sun is setting and even with her blinds drawn, a little light still gets in. I hold out my hands to her. She hesitates before placing her shaking hands in mine. After I lift her up, we slowly walk to the bed, and I tuck her under the blankets.
"We're going to be right back. We're going to get one of your pills." She nods and closes her eyes.
There are times when Blair will talk and cry, and others where she shuts down when I get here. I don't bother trying to get her to talk anymore. After so many attempts, I know it's of no use. She will talk when she wants to.
Downstairs, I show Tora where the pills are. I take the package out and retrieve one pill. "She only gets one at a time. I bring her this and a glass of water."
"Why doesn't she leave them upstairs? Then she can grab them when she needs them."
"She's too afraid. The pill knocks her out. It's not like a regular sleep where a disturbance will wake her. She'll sleep solidly for hours and isn't easily awoken. She's worried if Brant were to come after she took one, she'd never hear him."
"But she has the alarm on the house. The police will be called if someone breaks in."
"I know this and so does she, but if she's in a deep sleep, she might not hear it and it wouldn't give her time to hide. He would be on her in a matter of minutes and there would be nothing she could do. At least if she's startled out of a regular sleep, she can hide. She's found spots all throughout the house, which aren’t obvious, where she could crawl into until police arrive. This could all be for nothing, too. I don’t know for sure he’d come after her, though I have a gut feeling he will. And if it makes her feel better to have a plan in place, then I’m all for it."
“Has he contacted her while he’s been in prison?”
“He used to try, but she refused to talk to him.”
“What makes her think he’d come here?”
I shrug. “It’s more of a feeling she has of impending doom. She said she’d never seen him as angry as she did that day. It was like a switch flipped and he became a completely different person. The nightmares don’t help. They constantly have her reliving her past.”
Tora looks around the kitchen, tears filling her eyes. "I hate that she lives like this. So afraid all the time."
"Believe me, so do I. But she won't come live with me. I've asked her. She doesn't want to be a burden on me—more than she already is. Her words, not mine."
"I can see her side of it. It has to be awful living in fear. How much longer is he in jail for?"
"He gets out very soon, but we don't have an exact date. She hopes she’ll get a call before he's released. Unfortunately, that doesn’t always happen. We'll be lucky to know the day of."
Back upstairs, I give Blair the pill and water. She clutches my hand in hers then looks at Tora. "I'm sorry," she cries. "You two were together and I ruined your night."
Tora goes to the other side of the bed and sits down. She takes Blair's free hand in hers. "You did not ruin our night. I told you I would be here for you and that's what I'm doing. Is there anything I can do to help?"
"Stay."
"Of course." Tora looks to me. "Can you please get my purse and phone out of your SUV? I want to let my parents know I won't be home tonight."
I nod, go downstairs, and outside to grab her things. With the Rover locked, I close the garage door and set the alarm. Back upstairs, I notice Tora has gotten under the blankets with Blair and is holding her tight. Blair is crying, while Tora softly runs her hand over Blair's hair. Handing Tora her phone, I stay next to her while she quickly types out a text and places the phone on the nightstand.
I climb on top of the blankets and settle on the other side of Blair. Tora's eyes find mine. "Go, I got her. Get some sleep." I'm surprised Tora is offering to spend the night here. They only just talked this morning.
"No, it's fine. I'll stay."
Blair’s breathing evens out as she relaxes in Tora's arms. Those dissolvable pills are amazing. They work much faster than one you swallow.
"Parker, I'm okay here, really. Let me do this. If for some reason one night you can't get here, then I will."
"For now." Yeah, it was a dig at what she said earlier about maybe not getting a job locally, but fuck if my heart could handle her leaving again. I could follow her, but what about Blair? Or my family? Or Cy and Eve? There are so many questions running through my head, which I would love to get answers to. Now isn't the time, however. I should never have said what I did.
"I'm sorry," I say honestly.
"I don't want to leave you, Parker, but I need to find a job I'll love. I'm not sure where that will be."
"I know. I shouldn't have brought it up. Are you sure you're going to be okay here?"
She nods. "I'm tired. I could use the extra sleep." There's no point in arguing with her. Once she's made up her mind there is no changing it.
"I'll grab Cy later and have him bring me to your SUV. I’ll drive it up here and leave the key fob under the floor mat."
"Thank you." She hands me the key fob.
I guess I'm being dismissed. She doesn't want me here tonight. Maybe what I said truly upset her. Shit. I'm such an idiot.
I stand without saying another word and leave the house, making sure to disarm and rearm the system as I go. When I get to my Rover, my phone vibrates with an incoming text from Tora.
Tora: I'll call you tomorrow.
Me: Sounds good.
I'm not sure what else to say. I upset her. Now I get to go home to my empty bed, where only hours ago I was so close to having her in it.
The drive to the cabin is short and Cy and Eve aren't back yet. I throw my keys on the counter and go to my bedroom, closing the door behind me. I throw myself down on the bed and replay everything that happened today with Tora.
We made a lot of progress, but my mouth had to go and fuck it up. Then again, maybe I need to do things differently. When we dated the first time, I tried to always keep the peace between us. I never wanted to fight with Tora and did everything in my power not to. If she got mad at me, it was for something small and sex always worked to make her forget what happened. We were always on good terms.
Going forward, do I want to be the same? Life has taught me I need to say what I feel and not hold things in. That I could lose someone I love at a moment's notice. No, I'm not going to stay quiet this time. If we are going to fight, so be it. It's healthy to let it all out and not keep it bottled up. I don't want to regret not saying something or wish I had done things differently. Tora and I are starting fresh, and I'm going to be honest and open with her every step of the way.
 



Fifteen
Astoria
I maybe slept three hours last night. Blair was out like a light and didn't stir until eight this morning. I spent the night tossing and turning and thinking about Parker. I don't want to fight with him, but we have a lot to talk about. While I love him, I'm not going to put my career on hold or take a job I don't want so I can stay in Arrow Falls. I didn't bust my ass the last four years to do nothing with my degree.
Blair thanked me for staying the night and apologized profusely for breaking down the way she did. I told her not to worry about it and that's what friends were for. That I'd happily be there for her whenever she needed me. She's used to leaning on Parker, but I can understand it being harder to lean on me when she barely knows me. To have her fear and anxiety exposed can't be easy either. I told her I'm not here to judge her. My goal is to provide comfort and help in any way I can.
After I got home, I showered and texted Parker to see if he wanted to do something. He replied and asked if I had eaten breakfast. I hadn't. He said to come by and we could eat together.
I throw on a pair of denim shorts and a blush colored tank top. Minimal makeup is applied. Running a brush through my hair, I decide not to bother drying it. With the hot summer days and high humidity, there is no point in trying to tame it. Plus, I'm honestly not in the mood today. There's a sense of foreboding blanketing me. Like by the end of this day, I'll have barely any makeup left from crying. Will Parker and I fight? What he said last night is only the tip of the iceberg. Or will we revert to old times where we barely argue, and everything is solved with very hot sex? I'm not sure how long I can resist Parker. Every move he makes is a calling to me. I want to feel him inside me again. I want his hands and mouth on my skin. Great, now I'm hot and bothered for the drive to his place. It's not good that I'll be showing up there already turned on. It will take a lot of willpower for me not to jump him when I enter his cabin. Fight or not, I desire him strongly.
Pulling up to his cabin, I notice Cy's truck outside. There goes any lust I had. Maybe I can make it a banner day and fight with both Parker and Cy. Wouldn't that be fun?
I reach the door and am unsure if I should ring the doorbell or just go in. Doorbell, definitely. I don't want to assume it's okay to walk right into his home, especially when he shares it with two other people.
Pressing the button, I wait outside, turning slowly to take in the tall trees which surround the two-story A-frame cabin. It's so serene here. I can see why Parker likes it. Nothing but nature surrounding you.
The door opens, and a very handsome Parker is on the other side of it. His blond hair is hanging onto his forehead. The deep green t-shirt he’s wearing draws my attention to his chest and arms. It also makes his eyes stand out more. They look darker than normal. The green more emerald.
He smiles. "You could have come up. You didn't have to wait to be let in."
"I wasn't sure."
He takes a step forward but doesn't touch me. "You’re always welcome in my home, Tora."
I nod, not wanting to say anything else right now. He takes my hand in his and pulls me inside, up a flight of stairs, and through the door to his open living area. The second we are through that door, the smell of French toast hits me and sends a hundred memories tumbling through my mind. Waking up with Parker’s arms around me. Spending the entire morning with him. Mornings where we'd eat then have sex in the kitchen. So many good memories surround having breakfast with him.
My eyes become a little misty; reminiscing about the past and all the time we missed since then. Parker notices and brings his hand up to cup my cheek. His thumb brushes away a tear that breaks free.
"I didn't mean to make you cry."
I take a deep, shaky breath and let it out. "I know, it's just..."
"The smell of vanilla and cinnamon." He finishes my sentence.
"Yeah."
He dips his head down to kiss me softly then engulfs me in a tight hug. "I'm sorry, Tora."
I shake my head, trying to keep more tears from falling. "It's okay."
"No, it's not. We have a lot to talk about, but it was wrong of me to say what I did last night. I can't seem to hold anything back, now that I have you again. The thought of not being with you makes my chest ache."
I pull back to look into his eyes. "I didn't say I didn't want to be with you. I want to find a good job. Not once did I say that I didn't want you there with me."
"I live here, though." Maybe he wouldn't be willing to move if I found something far away.
"Can we take this one day at a time?"
He smiles tightly. It's forced and he's doing it for my benefit. "Sure."
He turns and gestures toward the dining table where breakfast is spread out. Eve and Cy are already sitting down, but not eating yet. I had no clue they were there. Instead of looking at us, their eyes are on each other as they whisper back and forth. I step to the table and take a seat next to Parker.
Eve smiles at me. "Good morning."
"Good morning."
I glance at Cy. He's watching me sans smile and not saying a word. Well, then. At least he's not pretending to like me. That has to count for something, right? I'd rather know where he stands than have to try and figure out if he's being fake or not.
Breakfast is quiet. The only sounds are the silverware hitting the plates as we eat. I help Parker clear the dishes and dry them as he washes. Eve and Cy make themselves scarce.
After the dishes are put away, Parker takes my hand in his. "Do you want to go for a walk?"
"Sure."
Outside, we stroll through the woods on a small path. It's only wide enough for one person but appears to have been tread upon multiple times. The canopy of trees above us provides shelter from the sun. We reach a small clearing where there is a fallen tree. Parker sits on it, pulling me in front of him. He parts his legs to allow me to get closer. His hands rest on my hips, his mesmerizing eyes hold mine.
"I can work anywhere," he starts. "My business isn't contingent upon location. That being said, I don't want to leave Arrow Falls. Cy and Eve are here. Blair. My parents. If we’re going to make this work, I need to be honest with you. I want to spend every day with you, Tora. I want to make up for lost time. But I want to do it here."
"I respect that and understand. You have to see my side, though. I just finished college. I'm only getting started in my career. I can't push that aside for anyone."
"I'm not asking you to."
"Not directly.”
His eyes look beyond me into the woods. "Will you at least search the nearby areas first, before expanding? You can commute to the city. It's not a bad drive."
"I'll search there first, but I'm not making any promises. Besides, I could look and find nothing local. Not every place needs nor wants an editor with minimal experience."
"You could ask B for help. She knows a lot of people in the book world and might be able to help you find something. You could even work from home."
"Blair has enough going on without me hounding her about helping me find work. I won't add to her stress." I pause until his eyes find mine again. "I will look in the city first. Promise."
He smiles. "Really?"
"Yes. I want this to work between us, too. But we are both going to have to compromise. I won't be the only one bending while you get everything you want."
Pulling me close so his hands rest on my ass, he says, "There's only one thing I want and she's standing right in front of me."
Words like those cause my knees to go weak and my heart to race. This man, he knows what to say to make me melt. I lean down, pressing my lips to his. The kiss starts out sweet, our tongues playfully sweeping into each other's mouths. But as Parker pulls me harder into him, I feel how turned on he is, and it only amps up my need.
Our hands are greedy as they rove each other's bodies. Parker unbuttons my shorts, pushing them down until they pool at my feet. His lips leave mine to kiss down my stomach until he reaches the top of my panties. His finger gently caresses me over the silk. I shudder at the touch and tip my head back.
Pushing the thin material aside so he can get better access to me, his finger grazes my clit. If not for his other hand on my ass, I would collapse to the forest floor.
Maneuvering me back a little, he drops to the ground and stares up at me. I run my fingers through his hair, still having a hard time believing we’re back together. God, I’ve missed him.
"Parker," I mutter. Tears prick my eyes. Every time I look at him, I get lost in a barrage of memories.
"Shhh, let me take care of you," he whispers.
His head dips down so he can sweep his tongue over me. I cry out at the sensation. My tears subside as quickly as they came. There is nothing for me to do but feel. Feel his tongue moving against my clit, as his hands grip my thighs to pull my legs apart. Feel as he alternates between licking and sucking me.
He continues this until I'm grinding onto his mouth, on the verge of coming but not quite there yet. Chasing my orgasm, which is just out of reach.
Then he takes two fingers and pushes them up into me. That's all it takes before I'm calling out his name as I tremble against him. The orgasm rocks me and goes on and on as he pumps into me while his tongue laps up everything I give him.
Every other man I've been with since we've been apart hadn't come close to making me feel like Parker does. He doesn't just make me come. He reaches every part of me through his touch. He reaches my soul, and in turn, my entire being comes alive at the rightness of having him near.
Gripping his hair in my fist, I pull him from me, unable to take any more. My head drops forward as I try to catch my breath. With gentle hands, he slides my panties back over, pulls my shorts up, and fastens them.
Standing before me, I reach forward to skate my hand over his length through his shorts.
He moans. "Tora, I'm so close. Touch me again and I'll probably come. Getting you off turned me on to the point of it being painful."
It’s my turn to drop to my knees and show him how much I've missed him with nothing but my hands and mouth.
 



Sixteen
Parker
Fuck me, I'm going to have to take walks in the woods with Tora more often. The sight of her on her knees with my dick in her mouth, holy shit. I can't believe I even lasted as long as I did.
We're walking back to the cabin when I say, "Stay with me tonight."
"Parker..."
"I know you want to go slow, but nothing has been slow so far," I chuckle, and she blushes. "I don't think we can do slow. It's never been that way with us. When we first got together, we were hot and heavy from the start. We didn't cool off once. Everything we did was full of love and passion. I want to get back there."
"I do, too, but we also have to get to know each other again. What if I have new quirks you hate or do something that completely turns you off."
I stop and turn to her. "The only way you're going to turn me off is if you kiss Finn, and even then, that will only make me want to punch him in the face."
She jokingly shoves my shoulder. "Would you leave him alone?"
"Where’s the fun in that? I need something to entertain me."
"You have me now," she says, as she closes the distance between us. "That's all the distraction you need."
"Is that a yes?" I feather a kiss over her lips.
"I have a hard time resisting you when your lips are on mine."
"I have to use whatever I can to get my way.”
"Cheater," she mumbles. I pull back at the word. At first, she's confused, but then it dawns on her. "No, that's not what I meant," she rushes to say. "I meant that you're cheating at getting me to do what you want. You have to know that. I wouldn’t mean the other. We talked about it and we're good, I swear."
I watch her and school my features. At first it did throw me back. Memories of her calling me a cheater are ingrained in me. But after she started rambling, and was visibly upset that I thought she was referring to back then, I’m internally smiling. She pauses, taking a breath, her eyes on me waiting for any inkling of emotion.
"Are you done?" I ask.
"Yes. I'm sorry. Really. I didn't mean—"
I cut her off with another kiss. This time it's much more heated than the last one.
"You have a bedroom, you know!" Cy yells from behind us.
Breaking the kiss, I find him smirking about twenty feet away. Maybe he's warming up to Tora. The more she stands up for herself, the more he'll respect her. He likes strong women, as evidenced by Eve.
"I also have a lot of land," I reply. "I can kiss, fuck, do whatever I want, anywhere around here."
"You're going to fuck Tora next to the driveway?"
I shrug. "Only time will tell."
She smacks me on the back. "Would you knock it off?”
I smile wickedly. "Never."
"If you’re going to fuck her out here, can you at least hang a sock on the mailbox or something, so I don't drive up here and literally run into you?" Cy asks.
"I'm not walking all the way down the driveway to put a sock on the fucking mailbox." The driveway isn't exactly short.
"Whatever, man. Just don't be surprised if you end up with tire tread on your ass." He turns toward his truck, and I notice Eve is already inside it waiting for him. "I'm leaving now," he tosses over his shoulder. "No sock needed today."
I flip him off. He chuckles as he gets inside his jacked-up truck. That thing is a monster. You have to climb up to get into it.
After they leave, it’s just Tora and me. We have the whole property and house to ourselves.
I waggle my eyebrows. "What do you say? There’s no one around."
"You're insane!"
"Nah, I'm only slightly crazy—crazy for you."
She laughs. "That was the cheesiest thing I think you've ever said to me."
"And we're only on day two, sweetheart."
She rolls her eyes. "Is this what I have to look forward to?"
"Yes, it is. Would you rather have it any other way?"
"No," she says, as she wraps her arms around me. "I love you just the way you are." I still. She hasn't told me she loved me since we started up again. I've said it repeatedly, even before I had her back in my arms.
"Did you...did you just say you love me?"
"I did," she replies timidly. "I didn't mean for it to come out like that. I thought when I eventually told you how I felt, it would be more meaningful. Not out in the woods after we fooled around."
"Do you mean it? Do you love me?"
"I don't think I ever stopped," she admits. "Yes, I hated you for a long time, but my heart wouldn't let you go. There was always this part of me that wanted you back. To have you in my life like you used to be. That part of me pissed me off a lot, but it was honest at least."
I engulf her in my arms, tucking her into my chest, her head under my chin. "God, Tora. I never stopped loving you either. Every day I thought of you. I never dreamed I'd get you back. When I slept, you were there. When I woke, I always felt empty without you in my bed."
"What about all the women you were with? They never got your mind off me?" she mumbles into my chest.
"You're going to tell me you didn't sleep with anyone during the last four years?"
"That's not what I said."
"No, but you don’t deny it."
Staying within the circle of my arms, she lifts her head from my chest. "I'm not going to pretend I didn't try to move on. I did. I tried so fucking hard, but no matter who I dated, who I slept with, they couldn’t compare to you. My heart was broken—shattered—and yet, it only wanted you."
"I tried to lose myself in women," I admit. "I'm not innocent. I was a bit of a whore, if I'm honest. But it was only because I couldn't get you out of my head. I never thought we'd have this again. You’re the woman who set the bar for everyone else, and no one came close to measuring up.” I pause to press a kiss to the tip of her nose. “I want you to know something. I always protected myself with those women. Not once did I sleep with them without a condom. And to be safe, I got tested every few months." I cup her cheeks in my hands. "When I take you again, there will be nothing between us. It will only be me, you, and how we were always meant to be. Nothing will separate us ever again."
Tora takes my hands from her face and holds them in hers as she slowly walks backward toward the cabin. "I always used protection as well, and was tested at my last check-up. I'm also on birth control. I never stopped taking it when we broke up."
I nod and follow her like a puppy going after a treat. When we reach the door to the house, I open it and look at her intensely. I hope I'm conveying how much I want her. All this talk of sex and no condom has me wanting to take her right here on the stairs.
She ascends the steps first, with me on her heels. She doesn't stop walking until we're in my bedroom with the door shut behind us. I have no idea when Cy and Eve will be coming back, and I don't want them getting a show when they do. If I'm reading Tora right, she wants me as badly as I want her.
She stands at the foot of the bed and lifts her tank top off, tossing it to the floor. Her shorts are next to go. All that remains on her is a white lace bra and the very small silk panties I saw earlier. She takes the bra off, one strap at a time then unhooks the back. Her breasts bounce free, my eyes tracking the movement. I’m frozen to the spot—riveted as she strips. Her panties are the next to go. She slips one finger on each side and painfully slowly, lowers them from her hips. Nothing remains but Tora and every fantasy I've had of her since we last slept together.
I've dreamt many times of how I'd take her again if I could. I thought those were all I'd get—the dreams and nothing more. I lived for those dreams. I would wake each morning I had one and try so hard to get back into it, not wanting to wake. I wanted to forever be touching her smooth skin.
She doesn't try to hide. She stands for me to see—only me. I walk to her side in short, measured steps, trying to refrain from placing her on the bed and devouring her. She doesn't move as I walk to her back. There, my hand lightly skims down her spine, over the curve of her ass. God, she's gorgeous. Goosebumps break out on her skin and I relish in the effect on her.
Trailing my fingers up to her side, I continue my lazy circle around her. My fingers travel north to her breast, lightly tracing around her nipple. She closes her eyes and shudders. I move on to the other breast, but this time, I pinch her nipple between my fingers. Tora moans in response.
My hand skims down her other side to her hip. I don't let it go further south, yet. Gliding it across her taut stomach, I reach her other hip. Now that I'm here, there's no stopping me. I skate over her center, grazing the top of her mound before I ever so lightly drag my finger down the front of her. She tips her head back, moaning again. Her hands come up to cup her breasts.
I remove my hand. She whimpers at the loss of my touch. "Hands off, sweetheart. This body is mine to touch."
Releasing her breath, she drops her arms to her side. I resume my perusal of her body, my finger finding her clit and rubbing it in small circles. As far as I'm concerned, I have all the time in the world to cherish and make love to her. I intend to enjoy every second of it, and I'll be damned if I'm going to rush through this. We both got off a little while ago. There's no need to push through this quickly. No, I want to savor her. I want to commit every voluptuous curve, her ample breasts, and her bare pussy to memory. It's all mine.
"Lie on the bed, Tora. On your back. And spread those sexy legs for me."
 



Seventeen
Astoria
Parker's trying to kill me. That's what this is. I've never been so turned on in all my life. I love how he's taking charge and telling me what to do. I'll happily do as he asks.
I lie on the bed, my head on his pillow. It's there his scent envelops me. He smells like summer and the air surrounding the cabin. Very unique and so Parker. I turn my head to the side to pull it into me.
"Open your eyes, sweetheart. I want you to watch me," he commands.
He stands at the foot of the bed and I observe as he pulls his shirt off. He's more defined than I remember. Each ridge of his stomach flexes and moves while he rids himself of his shorts and boxer briefs. Fuck me, he's gorgeous.
Climbing onto the bed, he covers me with his body, his dick hard and ready between us. My eyes find his as I spread my legs wider, offering myself. His body lowers, however, he doesn't take me yet. He rests his heavy length on my clit and slowly glides himself back and forth over me.
Instinctively, I reach for his hips to pull him down. I don't want to wait. I want him inside of me now. He immediately stops what he's doing and lifts himself a few inches away so we’re no longer touching.
"What did I tell you?"
I groan in frustration, but drop my hands to the bed, fisting the comforter. I need to do something with them or they will be on his ass next, demanding he fuck me now.
Parker lowers himself again, but this time he dips down so his dick is lining up with me. I bend my legs and lift my hips. I might not be allowed to touch him, but I'm going to make sure he gets the damn hint as to where he needs to be.
Fisting his cock, he brushes it over me again. At first, he only dips the head in then out. The second time he pushes halfway in. The third time, he thrusts home and fully enters me. I cry out and can't help but put my hands on him. He lets me this time.
"Tora," he whispers, lowering his chest to mine. "My, Tora."
Hearing those words on his lips is almost my undoing. Tears are back in my eyes, and I have to focus on the passion between us so I don't start crying during sex with him. It's not the act, but the intimacy. Having him inside of me, where he is meant to be. It's when he opens his eyes and looks down at me that I know he feels it, too. One tear cascades to the tip of his nose and drops onto me. I lose it and start crying.
Parker lowers himself so his chest is touching mine, but his weight is mostly held off of me by his arms. His gaze is so intense. So full of longing, even though I'm right beneath him.
His thumbs brush over my cheeks. "I can't believe we're back. This, right now, I don't have the words to describe what I'm feeling. You're everything, Tora."
Lifting my head, I kiss him. He returns it and starts to move within me. Emotion clogs my throat, halting any words I want to say. I hold on to him as if my life depends on it. Maybe it doesn't, but my heart is on the line.
Releasing my lips, Parker drops his head to take my nipple into his mouth. He sucks and nips at the stiff peak as I arch my back off the bed. The pleasure rippling through me is chasing away the tears. It's a slow burn, one I want to reach the climax of, but at the same time, want to hold off and prolong the pleasure as long as possible. 
Parker pushes into me in long, hard thrusts. He's hitting the right spot and with each stroke, bringing me closer to the edge. He grips my legs, lifting them toward my head. It allows him in deeper and has me moaning in anticipation of what’s coming. My reaction has him going faster.
"Come for me, sweetheart. I want to hear you say my name. Tell the world who you belong to."
My climax slams into me and my body trembles with wave after wave of pleasure. Parker's name leaves my lips as my nails dig into the skin on his back, scoring him and marking him as mine.
Once I start coming down, he powers into me, chasing his own orgasm. It's only moments before he's coming, spilling inside of me, and all the while with his gaze latched onto mine. With one last, languid thrust, he kisses me and rolls us to our sides.
"I love you," I murmur against his lips. "I love you so much."
He nuzzles into the crook of my neck. "I love you, too. Never leave me again. I couldn't take it to watch you walk away twice."
My heart splinters open at the thought of Parker chasing after me that day—being torn between Blair and me. Then trying repeatedly to get in contact with me. All he wanted was a chance to explain and I denied him at every turn.
"Never," I promise him. I'm not sure what the future holds, but I vow from this day forward to always fight for us. To never take in a situation without hearing him out. To always talk to him and be open and honest. I can't factor in my career right now. I don't have one. How could I possibly move away from Parker after feeling everything I do? Life with another person is about comprise, and right now, I need to do so. Him making love to me changes everything. Our connection is back and stronger than ever.
Earlier, I thought I could make the decision and move away from him. That he would have to go with me and leave everything here behind. I can't do that to him. Getting back together with him means accepting Blair into the equation. She needs him. Maybe one day she won’t, and we can move and travel, but until then, Parker has to stay in Arrow Falls. And I'll be damned if he's going to live here without me. A long-distance relationship wouldn't work between us. I need to feel him, see him in front of me. I need to know that every day after I leave work, I'll be coming home to him. My mind is made up. The plan has changed and that's okay. Life is about being flexible and rolling with the punches. Who would have thought I'd come home and fall right back into bed with Parker? I sure as hell didn't. But here I am and I'm so happy to be in his arms and life.
We stay wrapped in each other's arms for a while before my stomach starts to growl.
"Want me to order takeout?" Parker asks.
"No, I should go home." I prop up on one arm. "I'm going to tell my parents about us when I get there. I don't want to hide you from them."
He groans and throws his arm over his eyes. "They’re going to love that, especially your dad."
"I'm a grown woman. They have no say in who I date. I'm going to tell them they have to respect my decision."
"Let me know how that goes," he mumbles.
It's going to suck, I fully predict it. My dad is going to yell and tell me I'm not thinking clearly. My mom will give me disapproving looks but will leave all the arguing to my dad. I'm dreading telling them, but I need to. I refuse to go all around town with Parker, hoping I don't run into them.
Later, Parker gives me a long kiss goodbye, making me want never to leave. I tell him I'll be back tonight with a packed bag. I plan on spending all night tangled in the sheets with him.
The drive home is short, but with each passing mile, my nerves get the best of me. By the time I pull into the driveway, my hands are shaking. I try to give myself a pep talk and say how stupid this is. That they have to respect me. Right? Ugh. Here goes nothing.
When I get inside, Mom is placing dishes on the table with everything in its place as if we are expecting royalty for dinner. Whether it's just us, or company, dinner is always set up very formal.
Growing up I didn't know any different. Sure, I went to friends’ houses and had relaxing, fun dinners with them, but we never had that here. When I ate with my friends it was a joyful family meal and I loved it. Back home, I had to be the perfect lady. The napkin had to be on my lap. Food eaten in small bites, never making a mess, or putting too much in my mouth at once. Only sipping water. And I'm back here once again dreading dinner. Thankfully, even though Parker's family has money, they never acted like this. It was always relaxed, and you felt like you were part of their family every time you dined with them.
Once we sit down to dinner, my dad smiles at me and asks what I've been up to. My mom plates his dinner for him and mine as well. I want to rip the dish out of her hand and tell her I can do it myself, but that will only result in my dad yelling at me and my mom in tears. I may have done it once or twice in the past, in a particular rebellious stage I was going through.
"I have good news," I tell them, as I put a piece of perfectly cooked roast in my mouth.
"That's great." My dad smiles. "Did you find a job already?"
"No, but I found a boyfriend."
My dad's fork pauses halfway to his mouth. He lowers it to his plate without taking the bite as he intended. His eyes narrow and I know immediately where his mind is. "Who is this man who garnered my daughter's attention so fast?"
"Parker Maxfield," I say casually, in hopes Dad doesn't think it's a big deal. How foolish I am.
"Parker Maxfield!" Dad bellows and I wince. "Have you lost your mind, Astoria? Did you forget what happened last time you dated him?"
I straighten my back and try to portray more confidence than I feel, thanks to his scrutinizing gaze. I made my decision and don't regret it in the least, but explaining it to my dad isn't easy. I also can't tell him what happened with Blair.
"I have not forgotten, and as it turns out, it was all a misunderstanding. I jumped to a conclusion and never let him explain. Now that he has, I see I was wrong."
"So, he didn't cheat on you? You didn't see him with another woman?"
"No, he did not cheat, but yes he was helping a friend who was going through a hard time."
"I know you're not that naïve. You're a smart girl and you let this boy back into your life. Not very wise of you, Astoria. Not wise at all."
"He's not a boy. He's a man. And if I'm honest, I never stopped loving him." And that probably wasn't the smartest thing for me to say.
My dad shakes his head. "And if I say you can't date him?"
"I just graduated college. I'm not a child anymore. I'm a grown woman, who is quite capable of making her own decisions."
"Would you care to explain to me what happened that you misunderstood so I can see your side?"
"Unfortunately, I can't. It was something that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the person he was helping." I never told my parents who I thought Parker cheated on me with. I was so upset at the time and didn't want to talk about it. After I left for college, my parents never spoke his name.
"And you're sure this was only a misunderstanding and he's not just saying that to get back together with you?"
"Positive."
All the anger leaves my dad like a wave drifting back to sea. He sighs, resigned. "I don't like it, Astoria, but you are a grown woman like you said. I want him here for dinner tomorrow night."
"Yes, Dad." 
 



Eighteen
Parker
Tora had to turn on the charm for me to even consider having dinner with her parents. And by consider, I mean I didn't have a choice. If I was going to be with her and make this work, I had to smooth things over with them first.
Dinner wasn't fun. At all. But it could have gone a lot worse. I brought my A-game and was a perfect gentleman. I apologized no less than ten times and vowed never to disrespect Tora. By the end of the meal, her dad shook my hand a little too hard and stared into my eyes with a nonverbal warning never to hurt his daughter again.
Tora had spent every night at my house since the evening she told them. During the day, she would search for a job, while I worked developing more software and trying to figure out the next big thing in information technology. I have a hell of a lot of money in the bank, but now with Tora back in my life, I want a nice cushion for both of us.
We’re lounging on opposite ends of the couch one afternoon, her on her laptop and me on mine. Cy’s in his room grumbling about a computer he’s working on—he has his own repair business—and Eve is with Blair helping her with her next novel and making travel arrangements for an upcoming book signing.
Cy runs out of his room and up the hallway, scooping his truck keys off the counter.
"Where the hell are you going?" I ask.
"Evie called. She said Brenda is sobbing uncontrollably and she doesn't know what to do.”
I tense, since it wasn’t Blair who called me. It was Eve calling Cy this time. "What are you going to do? You're not exactly the warm and fuzzy type."
"I have no fucking clue, but Evie is freaking out and all I know is I have to fix whatever is going on. I hate it when she cries." He absently rubs his fist over the center of his chest.
"Good God, Revere, I'll take care of it." I close my laptop and stand, bringing it to the counter and grabbing my keys. "Tora, feel like taking a ride?" I try to keep my voice even, not wanting to alert Cy to something more.
Her eyes are wide as she nods. She knows exactly what could have upset Blair. The question is, why didn't Blair call me?
"I'm coming with you," Cy says. "I need to see Evie."
"I know, dude. C'mon."
I set the alarm on the cabin, which I had installed after Eve moved in. I've gotten in the habit of using it and always make sure Tora and Eve arm it when they come in and out of the house. They are rarely alone here, though. Cy and I don’t leave their sides often. Some of Blair’s anxiety about Brant getting released and coming here has rubbed off on me.
We pile into the Rover and drive through town not exceeding the speed limit. Calm. I need to remain calm, even if my mind is spinning with different scenarios. Blair crying in front of Eve is a big deal. She’s never done it before. Blair told me previously when she felt like she was about to break, she'd tell Eve she could go home for the day or she'd ask her to run an errand. Then she'd use techniques she learned from her psychologist to help calm herself and push the panic attack to a manageable level. She doesn’t take her medicine on days Eve works for her. As far as Eve is concerned, Blair is perfectly fine.
We pull into the driveway and I hit the button to open the garage door.
"Why do you have Brenda's door programmed on your SUV?" Cy asks.
"She's one of my best friends. I also have a key to her house."
"I'm your best friend, too, but you never had a key to my mom's house."
I smile. "That's because the door was never locked."
As soon as we get inside, Eve rushes over, her eyes wide. "Oh, thank God you brought Parker. She's upstairs," Eve says to me. "In her office. I don't know what happened."
"It's okay," I reply. "I’ll go check on her. Why don't you and Revere go out for an early dinner?" I’m trying to get rid of them. No clue if it will work but it’s worth a shot. The last thing Blair needs is another person seeing her like this. Cy appearing might not be the best thing for her.
"Are you crazy?" Eve shouts. "I'm not leaving her. Something's wrong and I want to be here for her."
"She didn't tell you anything?" I ask.
She shakes her head. "No. She got a call, said a few words, then dropped the phone and started crying."
I turn and take the stairs two at a time to her office. Inside, I hear her cries but can't find her. I walk around her desk and find her tucked underneath it. She’s curled into a ball with her knees to her chest and tears running down her face.
Crouching down, I ask, "B, what happened?"
"He's free," she whispers. "Brant. He's out of prison. He was released this morning. This morning!" she yells and cries harder.
Fuck! "Did you call Jim?" She shakes her head. I stand and pull out my phone, dialing Jim's cell.
He answers on the first ring. "What's going on, Parker?"
"Brant's out."
"Okay. Thank you for letting me know. We’ve talked about this, though. There's not much I can do until he calls her, threatens her, etcetera. We don't even know if he’s in town."
“He'll eventually come for her."
"We don't know that. It's a guess." I hate that he's trying to be logical, while every part of my being is screaming that he's coming for Blair. I’m not sure how I know that, but I do.
He used to try and call her from prison for the first couple of years. She never took his calls. He'd be sickly sweet when he left her voice messages. We both knew it was all a façade. He didn't threaten her once, but his last message alluded to the fact that he'd see her soon. Yes, it’s been years since, but I know my brother. He’s always had an obsession with Blair. I thought he just loved her deeply until he beat the shit out of her. The messages went to Blair's attorney, who handled it. Brant hasn't called since. For a while I thought he might stay away, but now, with this sick feeling in my stomach, I’m not so sure.
"Until we have proof he's here, my hands are tied,” Jim states. “He could be still in Chicago.”
"Keep your phone on," I grate out and hang up. There's not much else I can say. He's right. Brant can't be arrested just because he's free from jail. They let him go. He served his time. But I'll be damned if I'm going to leave Blair here alone.
"What the hell's going on?" Cy asks. I didn't hear him come in. "What does Brant have to do with this?"
Eve rushes to my side, as does Tora, and both crouch down next to Blair.
"Tell them," Blair says shakily as Tora helps her up. I nod as Tora walks Blair to her bedroom.
Turning to Cy and Eve, I try not to crush my phone in my palm. The fury lighting my veins has me near combusting. If Brant were to show up, I'd pulverize him. Death would be a sweet release for what I’d like to do to him.
With Tora taking care of Blair, I focus on Cy and Eve. Sitting at Blair's desk, I motion for them to take a seat. Then I give them the details of what happened that day. I tell them from when it started at Blair's house in Chicago to her arriving in Arrow Falls. I recount everything with Tora and what happened after she left. I go through it all including Brant going to jail and now being free. Over the years, I’ve told Cy we don’t talk anymore. He assumed it was from the breakup between Brant and Blair. We didn’t talk about it much. I told him Brant stayed in Chicago while Blair came home. Cy knows me well enough that if I wanted to talk about something I would. If not, I would clam up and say nothing.
Cy's entire body is tight, and his jaw is set hard. Eve has tears running down her face and appears to barely be holding it together. They ask a few questions and I answer. I tell them about Blair and all she deals with now. How I rush over here night or day if she needs me. I even tell Eve about the medicine, and where to find it, in case Blair has another panic attack while she's here. Eve already has a key and the code to the alarm. I tell Cy about the gun I have in my Rover and where I have one stashed in the cabin. He replies with where the gun he has is hidden as well.
There isn't much we can do to be more prepared for Brant showing up than we already have. Now, it's a matter of waiting and taking care of Blair. Eve gets up to join Tora and Blair. Tora comes into the office a few minutes later to say Eve is staying with Blair for a while.
"She has to move into the cabin," Cy states. "We can keep an eye on her there."
"I've tried that. She won't leave her house. We could all move in here," I suggest. "It's certainly big enough for all of us."
"What if we do shifts?" Tora asks. "We could take turns. Since you and Cy work from home and Eve works for Blair, it should be easy. We alternate. Cy and Eve one day, me and you the next."
"In all honesty," I say. "I hate the idea of you and Eve being involved in any way whatsoever. If Brant shows up, I don’t want him near the two of you. On the other hand, I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone. You won't be safe with your parents and Eve already lives with me."
"I'm not letting Evie out of my sight," Cy states. "We have no clue if Brant is going to go after her by association. Same with Tori." He’s right. Neither Eve nor Tora are safe if Brant were to come here. He knew how much I loved Tora. He also knew Cy was my best friend.
"Agreed. I want you with me all the time, Tora."
She nods. "I am anyway."
"I know, but every time you go to your parents now, I want to be there. At least until we know where Brant is. There's also nothing Jim, or any police officer, can do until Brant breaks the law in some way. We have to protect ourselves."
Cy stands. "Evie and I will take the first watch. I'll let her sleep tonight and I'll stay awake."
"The house is armed Cy. You can sleep."
"You don't know what that fucker learned in jail. He probably knows how to disarm it without anyone knowing. You can't underestimate him. I'll stay awake with my gun in my lap. It’s in a locked box under my bed.” He tosses his keys to me. “Bring it back for me. And if you or Tora come over, I need you to call first. Not text. I want to hear your voice. If Brant gets to you and steals your phone, a text won't be good enough." He paces the room. “They should have kept him locked up longer. It’s bullshit his sentence wasn’t more than it was.”
“I know. The lawyer did all he could.”
"I feel like I'm in a movie," Tora adds.
"We'll be lucky if this ends like most movies do, with the bad guy being locked up or dead, and the rest of us living happily ever after."
Cy leaves and it's just Tora and me in the office. I stand and hug her tightly. "I'm sorry," I mutter.
"What for?"
"All this. Bringing it into your life."
She peers up into my eyes. "I told you I want to help Blair. I'll do whatever I can to keep her safe. You have two guns. I'll take one. You can have the other."
"When did you learn to shoot?"
"I dated a guy in college who liked to take me to the shooting range."
"I'm grateful you were taught, but I wish some other prick wasn't the one to teach you."
"It's sweet that you're jealous of someone who is no longer in my life."
I swat her on the ass and pause for a moment to savor this small bit of happiness before we start our rotations with Blair.
 



Nineteen
Astoria
I should be wearing all black, right? Isn't that what people wear when they don't want to be seen at night? Parker and I are walking around the perimeter of Blair's house before we relieve Eve and Cy, making sure no one is out here.
It's been four days since Parker's stepbrother, Brant, was released from prison. Parker spoke with his parents and they haven't heard anything from him. His dad is on edge as well. He's worried about all of us. He offered to put us up in a hotel somewhere far away from Arrow Falls, but we can't get Blair to leave. Her house is where she's comfortable. It’s always been her sanctuary. She also thinks no matter where she goes Brant will find her.
Every time we enter a room she's in, her fear is heavy in the air, making everyone who comes in contact with her on edge. I'm sure there are people out there who would say she's overreacting and that he's one guy and no match for Cy or Parker. But when you've been beaten and had your unborn child killed, I can't blame her for the way she feels. She's afraid down to her very core. She's afraid for not only herself but us as well.
Parker's ready. He wants a shot at Brant. To beat the ever-loving shit out of him for what he did to Blair. He also wants to see him locked up for the rest of his life, suffering for the crimes he committed. Death would be too easy for him. Parker wants him to suffer, though he won’t hesitate to shoot him if he comes after anyone.
As we enter Blair's house, Parker's cell phone rings. "Hello?" I only get half of the conversation he's having.
"Vanilla."
"No, I'm not." His body tenses, his eyes find mine.
"Yes, please do."
He hangs up. "The alarm at the cabin was tripped. That was the security company. They've called the cops. I have to head over to the house. I want you to come with me."
I nod. Parker hasn't let me out of his sight for more than a few minutes.
"Hey, Revere," he yells up the stairs to Cy who appears at the top. "I have to run home. The alarm on the cabin went off. I need to meet the cops. Stay with B. I'll be back as soon as I can." Cy nods and Parker and I are out the door after resetting the alarm.
I open the passenger side door of the Rover and sit down to buckle my seat belt. That's when the cold barrel of gun bites into the side of my head.
"Hello, Astoria. So nice to see you again," Brant says in an eerily calm voice. I see him out of the corner of my eye. I can't speak. I'm too scared.
Parker slides in and reaches for his seat belt. Then notices the gun his stepbrother has pressed to my head. The light above the garage shines into the SUV, allowing me to witness as all the blood drain from Parker’s face. I've seen him in many different moods but never has he been as afraid as he is right now.
"Brant, let Tora go and I'll do anything you want."
A gun goes off somewhere close. My eyes widen. Brant ignores it and keeps talking.
"If it were only that easy, baby brother. You see, I've been locked in a cell for the past four years and I've done a lot of thinking. And a lot of planning. There's a list of who I need to get revenge on; the list is very short. You have one guess whose names are on it." Parker remains silent. "Guess!" Brant seethes and presses the gun harder to my head. I whimper, scared at any moment he's going to end my life.
"Me and Blair," Parker says in a whisper.
"Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner! Now, we're going to go outside and you're going to walk with me into Blair's house. I have some unfinished business to attend to and want you both in the same room."
"No," I say with more conviction than I feel.
"Excuse me?" Brant asks, his hot breath against my skin.
"I don't want you near her."
"Awww, isn't that sweet, Parker. Your little whore is sticking up for Blair." Brant licks my cheek. "Blair and my brother weren't the only ones I thought about in prison. I remembered your tight little body and the way you used to gush over my brother. Maybe later, I'll get a chance to taste you. I’d love to know what he sees in you."
"Over my dead body," Parker fumes.
"That can be arranged. Now, get out! We're going inside." Neither of us moves. "If you don't both get the fuck out of here, I'll shoot you. Then I’ll only have Blair to take care of. I have someone already in there securing my sweet fiancée as we speak. You can either come with me and watch the fun unfold or die in here." Cold dread pours over me at the thought of Blair being the victim of that shot we heard. Or Cy or Eve.
Parker reaches over and opens his door. His gun is still in the glove compartment. We've been leaving one gun in Blair's house and the other in the Rover. We only take the one out of the Rover when we sleep at the cabin. Cy's been doing the same thing. This way one gun is always at Blair’s house.
I open the door behind me and try to reach for the glove compartment without Brant seeing.
"Ah, ah, ah," he chides. "I already have that one. My brother isn't as smart as he thinks he is. I knew he'd have some way to protect himself and my fiancée." The gun stays pointed at me as we exit the SUV.
We stand outside, the humid air settling over us, causing me to sweat more than I already am. Brant presses the gun to my back, urging me inside with it. Parker walks beside me. He looks from the gun to Brant to me, trying to figure out a way to get it away from Brant. It’s impossible to do without me getting shot, especially with the gun digging in my spine.
"Hands where I can see them, Parker!" Brant yells. I glance over and notice Parker pull his hand from the top of his pocket and raise both of them in the air.
Climbing the stairs, my mind races through what we’ll witness when we get to Blair. Nothing could have prepared me for what I see. Eve's hands are tied behind her back and her legs are bound. Thick tape covers her mouth. Tears stream down her face as she lies on her side on the floor.
Cy is next to her, his body rigid. Blood runs from his split eyebrow and a gunshot wound in his shoulder. His arm hangs limply by his side. His other hand is bound to his feet in front of him, the gun he had well out of reach.
But the worst is Blair. She is naked and unconscious on the bed. A man with dark, slicked-back hair is between her legs, pulling off his pants, about to rape her in front of Cy and Eve.
Brant moves the gun from my back and points it at the half-naked man. "I told you not to fucking touch her!" he screams before firing three shots, causing my ears to ring. Two shots hit the wall behind the man before another hits him in the head above his left eye. He collapses backward, blood trickling from the spot the bullet entered in his head. 
I want to scream at the top of my lungs at what is taking place in front of me, but I don't dare. I stay quiet, not wanting to draw more attention to myself. I want to free Cy and Eve. I want to kill Brant and I want to be in the comfort of Parker's arms again, as if none of this ever happened.
Sirens can be heard in the distance. A neighbor must have called the police after they heard the first shot. Brant looks around wildly before slowly backing away from us with the gun still pointed at me.
"This isn't over. I'll be back, and you'll never see me coming. But don't worry, baby brother. I'll make sure you stay alive long enough to witness what I'll be doing to your precious Tora and my fiancée."
Brant spins and takes off down the stairs. He's dressed in all black and it's dark out. He'll blend in perfectly. Plus, it's not like this small town has a police helicopter they can use to try and hunt him down. I can only hope they catch him before he hurts anyone else.
Parker rushes over to Cy and Eve, while I dart to Blair. Brushing her hair back from her face, I discover a large bump on her head. She's completely out. Maybe it's better she wasn't awake to witness this. I say a silent thank you to whoever is listening that she wasn't raped.
Looking up, I watch as Cy crawls over to Eve. He's cradling his shot arm as he reaches her side. As soon as she's free, she lunges for him and sobs. Cops are shouting downstairs and Parker quickly runs from the room to direct them upstairs, yelling for them to call the medics.
The next few hours happen in a blur. Cy and Blair are taken to the hospital. Eve rides along with Cy in the ambulance. She isn't hurt more than a few cuts and bruises from where she was bound. I notice the skin already starting to change color on her wrists. Thankfully, we got here when we did. I don't want to think what would have taken place if Brant didn't have us to focus on. Parker and I give our statements from the time we got here tonight.
There were three people in on it. The police only have the dead guy on Blair's bed. Brant and the third guy, the one who triggered the alarm, are out there somewhere.
After we tell the police everything, they stay in Blair's house to take pictures of the crime scene and remove the body. We leave for the hospital to be with Cy, Eve, and Blair.
Blair is the first person we check up on. Thank God Parker can lie. He tells the woman behind the desk in the ER that Blair is his sister, and he needs to make sure she's okay. He also says I'm his wife. I smile meekly the whole time, not wanting to give away anything. I'm an awful liar. I have no poker face.
We find Blair awake with a doctor and nurse tending to her. The doctor states he thinks it’s a concussion, but is ordering a scan to be sure. Otherwise, she escaped further injury. Once they leave, Parker rushes to her side as she starts crying uncontrollably. He does his best to soothe her. I leave to give them some space and go off in search of Eve.
The ER is large, and I walk around like I know where I'm going when I don't have a damn clue. If I ask someone I'll give myself away. Then I hear Cy.
"Ow, what the fuck?" he yells.
"Mr. Revere, we need to see if the bullet exited your body or if it’s still stuck in your shoulder," a man says.
"Cy, just let them look at you," Eve adds.
I find their room and stand in the doorway. Eve notices me and comes over while the doctor and nurses roll Cy slightly to check his shoulder.
"At least he's awake and able to yell at the doctor," I say, trying to lighten the situation, if only a little bit.
"He's been shouting at them since we got here. He insisted I get looked over first and wouldn't let anyone touch him until then." She holds out her wrists and I see angry red marks on them with discolored skin around it. “I’m fine. Just abrasions and bruises.”
"I'm so sorry."
"Don't apologize. You didn't do it."
"You're taking this well. I'm not sure I could be as strong as you if it were Parker lying where Cy is."
"Oh, believe me, I'm a wreck inside. But if I lose it right now, no way will Cy let them keep looking at him. He’ll be over here thinking I’m hurt more than I said and avoiding getting himself treatment."
I stay with them a few more minutes before making my way back to Parker and Blair. A tall man is wheeling her out to get a scan, to make sure it’s nothing more than a concussion. Parker stays by her side, as tears continue to fall down her cheeks. It's obvious he's torn between staying with me and going with her to radiology.
"Go," I tell him. "I'm okay," I lie. I'm not okay. I'm not even remotely close to okay, however, I'm not going to tell him that right now. Later, when we're alone, I'll have my time to cry. I have to be here for everyone else. Cy and Blair are hurt. They are going to need all the support they can get.
 



Twenty
Parker
We stay at the hospital until Blair is released. Cy was being looked after still, Eve by his side, when we left. She told us to take Blair home. The cops spoke to both Cy and Eve while they were in the emergency room, same with Blair, then Jim came over to us and said they couldn't find Brant or his accomplice. He suggested it might be wise to stay at the cabin tonight. While Blair could go home soon, it might be best she didn’t, given the blood all over the room from Cy’s arm and the other guy being killed there. I told Jim we'll be at my place until further notice. Blair won't be able to step foot into her bedroom again. At least not until it can be stripped and cleaned thoroughly to remove everything damaged. Thank God, I have two spare bedrooms that aren't being used.
I was informed someone broke a window in the garage, but from what they could tell, there was no forced entry into the home. They said it must have been a diversion to get the police to my place and as far away from Blair's as possible.
Blair was given medication in the hospital to calm her down and sleeps on the way to the cabin. I carry her upstairs and place her in the empty bedroom closest to mine. My next course of action is to go down to the garage, which is located under my living room, and nail a piece of plywood over the broken window.
We have one gun left. The one in Blair’s house that Cy was using was confiscated by the police. The one which was in my Rover is in Brant’s hands. That left the one in Cy’s truck. We stopped by Blair’s house on the way home, so Tora could drive Cy’s truck back to the cabin. When Cy and Eve are ready to come home, I’ll ask my dad to go get them. 
For the rest of the night, I take the remaining loaded gun with me to every room I go into. I'll be damned if Brant is taking this one from me. There is an officer stationed at the bottom of my driveway and one directly outside the house. They scoured the woods behind the cabin, finding nothing. But they are dense, and Brant could be hiding anywhere.
Tora spends fifteen minutes on the phone with her father, telling him that she was okay over and over again. She gave him a very vague rundown of what happened and said she was still staying with me. He tried to convince her to come home, but she said she needed to help with Blair. There was a murderer on the loose and the local news picked up on it. Let's just say, Tora's dad wasn't happy in the least that she refused to come home where he could protect her. I don't blame him. She’s his only child, but I'll be damned if she's leaving my side. Her father isn’t armed. They don’t keep guns in their house. Brant knows Tora and I are back together. There’s a target on her back no matter where she goes.
My parents arrive at the cabin not long after we do. My mom is a doctor. She’s not working at the hospital tonight, so she takes on the role of personal physician to Blair. My dad asks me to give him every detail about what happened. The lawyer in him needs to be sure he has all the facts. This is his stepson after all, out there somewhere, waiting. But the thing is, after what Brant did to Blair, my father wanted nothing to do with him. My mom, on the other hand, Brant is her blood—her son. She's worried about him and wants him to turn himself in. She hasn't known her son in years. She only went to visit him once a year when he was in prison. It broke her heart every time. Never did she think he was capable of what he did to Blair.
Blair has become as much a part of our family as Cy. Her parents aren't in her daily life. They live in the Pacific Northwest and only visit once a year in December. She told them what happened with Brant years ago. Her mom begged her to move in with them, but she refused. She wanted to be close to me and Arrow Falls was where she felt most at home.
My dad tells me to take Tora and go to bed. He'll stand guard while we sleep. It's at this moment, I realize how tired I am and I’m grateful to have my parents here. My mom is with Blair. If she wakes up screaming, she'll see a familiar face. My dad and the cops have our backs and will be watching for Brant or his accomplice. I have no doubt my dad would fight him to the death to protect the rest of us.
Taking Tora's hand in mine, we walk to my bedroom. I strip off my shirt, which has Cy’s blood on it, and toss it in the garbage. Tora sheds her clothes and tosses them into the hamper. With her hand in mine again, I lead her into the attached bathroom. I dim the lights and turn on the shower. The water beats down on the stone walls and floor as it heats. She steps in behind me and tips her hair back to wet it. I do the same and we both wash our hair.
With body wash in hand, I clean her thoroughly. Brant touched her, and I want to wash him off of her. No, he didn't handle her the way Blair was when she was knocked out, but in my mind, it was just as bad. There was a gun pressed to her and her life could have ended at any moment.
As the soap rinses from her body, I lift my hand to gently touch the side of her head where the gun was. She flinches slightly as I brush over it. "Does it hurt?"
"A little bit. It could have been worse, though."
I take her in my arms and hold her close. "I'm so sorry, Tora. If you hadn't been with me tonight, you might have been safe."
"You don't know that for sure. Neither of us do. He could have found me anyway and without you there, I might have ended up in a very different situation."
"Can I send you on an extended vacation with your parents until Brant is caught?"
She shakes her head and mumbles into my chest. "No. I want to be with you."
Pulling back, she takes the body wash and cleans me off. "If something would have happened to you," she says. "I'm not sure what I would have done. I just got you back."
"I know, sweetheart. I know." The same thought keeps running through my head. My world would have crumbled down to nothing if she had been taken from me.
We stay in the shower a while longer, simply comforting one another. By the time I turn off the shower, our skin has started to prune. We're both wrapped in fluffy towels when we step back into my bedroom.
"My bag," Tora observes. "It's still at Blair's."
"I can get it tomorrow. I'm going to need to gather clothes and some other stuff for her."
Tora walks back into the bathroom and uses the hair dryer she leaves here. When she emerges about ten minutes later, her long, auburn hair is hanging over her shoulders, hitting the tops of her breasts; she has nothing on. The towel is gone.
My body reacts instinctively to her bare skin. If only I could calm myself down. It’s an instant response to her. Now is not the time after all we've been through, though.
She steps to me, undoing the towel hanging loosely on my waist, letting it drop to the floor. Her hand grazes my dick as currents of lust race through me.
"Are you sure?" I ask in a husky voice.
"I want to feel you, Parker. I want to run my hands over every part of you to make sure you're okay."
"I'm fine. Nothing happened to me. I’m concerned about you."
"Plenty happened to both of us tonight, even if we don't have the external wounds to prove it. Let me love you."
"Always," I whisper.
She nudges me back onto the bed. I drop down and lay on my back. Tora's hands work their way up from my toes to my waist. She touches everywhere except my dick, teasing me, making me want her more. Then her lips touch the tip and I have to grip the sheets to keep from arching my hips.
She lifts my length so she can painfully slowly wrap her lips around it, taking me to the back of her throat. I release the sheets and thread my fingers through her hair, not pushing her forward, but holding her there, loving what she's doing.
Her mouth works me over as her hand pumps the lower part of my dick. Between the suction she's providing, her hand as it glides over me, and the way she hums, she has me seconds from spilling into her mouth.
"I'm going to come. You have to stop."
Her only response is to grip me tighter and work me faster. My stomach muscles tense. My balls tighten. And then I'm flooding her mouth as my climax takes hold. She keeps going until I grip her head to stop her, unable to take any more.
I lie panting on the bed while she climbs over top of me. Her hot body is pressed to mine and just when I think there's no way I could go again, my dick starts to stir as her slick center glides over me.
"God, Tora, you drive me wild.” 
My lips crush hers. Our tongues meet, and I taste myself on her. Fuck if that doesn't make this better. I love how she cares for me. Never in my life did I think I needed someone to do so, but with her, I crave her at every turn. No, I don't need financial support or anything in that fashion. What I want is her love and her touch. I want things that no one else can give me. Only her.
I flip her onto her back and grind my dick, slick with her want, over her clit. She moans into my mouth. I'm fully hard again. With one fluid push, I slide into her, wanting to claim her. Brant's hands were on her. He whispered in her ear. He licked her face. He dared touch what's mine.
I fuck her hard. I want to rid every bit of him from her. She's mine and always has been.
"Faster," she cries as her nails rake down my back.
"Say you're mine, Tora. I need to hear it."
"I'm yours, Parker."
"You were mine even while we were apart." I thrust into her again and again.
"No one else's. It was only you on my mind. It's always you."
"I fucking love you."
"I love you, too," she cries, as her orgasm courses through her.
"That's right, sweetheart, give it all to me."
"Yes! Parker!"
I flex my hips a few more times before I spill into her for the second time tonight. "All. Fucking. Mine," I growl.
Finding her mouth again, I pour every emotion into her that I can't voice. How much I love her and how scared I was of losing her tonight. How no matter how far apart we've been, that she's always been the one for me.
Bringing us to our sides, I hold her close to me, slowing the kiss. She sniffles, causing me to pull back.
"I can't believe we could have lost each other tonight," she cries softly. "He could have shot either one of us or all of us."
"I know, and I was helpless to do anything to stop him."
"There was nothing you could have done. If the cops hadn’t come, I shudder to think how many of us, if any, would still be here."
"I left the gun in the glove compartment. I should have brought it with me."
"You can't do this, Parker. You can't concentrate on what you should have done differently. It won't change anything. It happened. All we can do now is move forward and focus on getting him locked up. I don't think any of us will rest easy as long as he's out there."
She’s right. My dad is in the living room protecting us and my mom is watching over Blair. Oh, fuck. I groan.
"What's wrong?" Tora asks.
"My fucking parents."
"What about them?"
"We gave them one hell of a show."
"Shit. They had to have heard us. Oh, God." She buries her face in my chest.
"Unless Dad has the television volume jacked up, which I doubt, they definitely heard us."
"I'm not going to be able to look them in the eyes."
I chuckle, unable to help it. "Sure, you will. You'll just blush every time you do." She smacks me playfully on the side and I chuckle again.
 



Twenty-One
Astoria
The sun rises and with it, my anxiety. Brant is out there. He could be behind the house or he could have fled town for the time being. We have no way of knowing. Parker has already been on the phone with Jim this morning. The police had nothing new to report. Blair broke down at hearing that. Parker's mom gave her one of her anxiety pills to help calm her. She's been sleeping since. I hate that this happened to her—to all of us.
Cy and Eve came home sometime during the night. They didn’t want to wake us to come get them, so they called a cab from the city to bring them home. I doubt that was cheap. The bullet hit the fleshy part of Cy’s upper arm and went straight through. They cleaned the wound and stitched him.
We’re sitting around the dining table with Parker's parents when Cy and Eve emerge from their bedroom. As soon as Parker's mom sees them, she rushes to their sides, engulfing them both in a hug. Parker's dad is right behind her and does the same thing once she releases them.
Sitting down at the table, their eyes on Parker and me, I can't hold back the tears. I'm sobbing as I stand and hug Cy. I don't think he expected it since he's rigid against me for a minute, then wraps his uninjured arm around me.
"I'm so glad you're okay," I cry. I didn't realize how worried I was about him until now.
He holds me close and whispers in my ear. "It's okay, Tori. I'm okay." He lets out a breath. "I'm sorry for the way I treated you. You didn’t deserve that. I won't make that mistake again."
"It's all right. You were only looking out for your friend."
I go to Eve next. She wasn't crying when she came out here, but she starts the moment my arms are around her small frame. We cry together for a minute, letting everything out and taking comfort in one another without saying a word.
Parker's hand on my back brings me back to everyone and out of my darkest fears. He takes me in his arms and walks us back to the table. This time I don't sit in my own chair. I'm on his lap, safe in his embrace.
We eat and talk. Parker's mom goes into doctor mode and starts telling Cy and Eve how to care for the wound and to make sure not to put any stress on his arm. No carrying anything or using it to hit people. We all laugh at that. Cy's always ready for a fight.
We try to keep the conversation light after, even though it proves close to impossible. There's a dark cloud hanging over us that no matter how much I wish it would go away, it won't as long as there is a man out there wishing to harm us.
The door to the room Blair is staying in opens and she leans heavily on the frame. Parker is out of his chair and to her side in seconds. He hugs and whispers words only she can hear. Blair's soft cries reach my ears and cause my own to form again. They walk to the table together, Parker's hand on her waist.
"I... you are all..." Blair stammers, trying to speak between sobs. "I'm sorry," she finally gets out.
"You have nothing to be sorry for, dear," Parker's mom says. "You did nothing wrong."
"But if it weren't for me..."
"If it weren't for you? If he weren't with you, he would have done this to someone else. That man is not the son I raised. He needs to be found and put behind bars."
"This must be so hard for you," Blair says.
"Me? Don't worry about me. I need to make sure you're okay." Parker's mom turns her head and looks at each one of us. "All of you."
"We're fine, Mrs. Maxfield," Cy replies.
"How many times do I have to tell you not to be so formal?"
"Sorry, ma'am." She rolls her eyes and it's all I can do not to laugh.
"Everyone eat. I also made dinner for you to have later. It's in the fridge. You just have to heat it up. I have to go to the hospital tonight. Blair, I'd love to check you over before I leave."
"I'm fine, really."
"No, you're not, but you will be. You're a strong woman and you have a great support system here. I'm still going to examine you, though, after you have something to eat."
Parker's dad informs us that he'll be going home tonight, since he has work tomorrow, but that he is only a phone call away should we need something. He has a case heading to trial within the next week and all the documents are in the office.
"We'll be fine, Dad. We have one gun left.”
"Don't go shooting each other while I'm gone. I don't want to deal with any of that bullshit. Stay safe and stay smart." Tapping his finger on his chin, he reminds me so much of Parker, except his hair is a light brown. They both have the same green eyes and chiseled jaw. Not that I'm looking at his dad like that, but you notice these things when they sit next to each other.
"Maybe I should hire you a bodyguard. Then I wouldn't have to worry so much," his dad adds.
"You can't be serious?" Parker asks incredulously.
"I certainly am. Parker, you don't know what Brant's going to do next."
That's when the bullets start flying. The first one comes through one of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the front of the cabin. We’re stunned for a moment as we look at each other, not sure what happened, then another enters from the back of the house through a window in the kitchen.
Glass shatters all around us as we drop to the floor. Parker covers me with his body in an attempt to protect me. I squeeze my eyes shut in fear.
"Everyone crawl to a safer space!" Parker's dad calls over the gunfire. Brant must have upgraded from Parker's small handgun to a high powered, semi-automatic rifle.
My eyes fly open as we scatter. Parker's dad motions for Blair and Parker's mom to follow him. They go up the hallway into the one spare bedroom whose bathroom has no windows. Cy and Eve crawl to the door leading to the garage. There's a storage room down there Brant might not think of looking in. Parker pulls me, and we crawl toward his bedroom. I'm not sure what his plan is, but I'm following him.
Before we reach the door to the room, I hear the crunching of boots on glass. We both turn to find Brant standing in the living room, staring right at us. He must have climbed through one of the shattered windows.
Parker whispers, "Go into my room. Lock yourself in the bathroom. Now, Tora."
My voice shakes. "I'm not leaving you."
His eyes plead with mine, begging me to listen. I eventually do. If I stayed I would be a distraction for Parker. I don't want him to worry about protecting me while trying to figure out how to take down Brant.
He stands, and I rush into the bedroom. A shot rings out. I whip around as Parker falls to the floor.
"No!" I scream. He's clutching his leg as I drop to his side.
My eyes blaze with pure hatred when I narrow them on Brant. His hair sticks up at odd angles. There is dirt on his black pants and shirt—the same clothes he had on last night. One sleeve is torn, a long cut on his forearm where the glass must have cut him. He walks toward us with the gun pointed directly at me.
"Where's my fiancée?" he seethes.
"I'm not telling you," I shoot back through clenched teeth.
"You stupid, stupid girl. Blair, darling, where are you?" he shouts. "I'll find you if I have to kill everyone in this house to get to you. You know I'll do it!"
Blair stumbles out of the bedroom, tears flowing down her cheeks. I don’t miss the way her spine straightens when she stands in front of the man she used to love. Her hands clench into fists. The pain is evident on her face, but her resolve is just as strong.
"I'm right here, you asshole. You can take me, but you have to leave everyone else alone."
"It's funny that you think you have a say in what I do."
Shots ring out from the front lower level of the house where the garage is. I start trembling, wondering who was hit. There is a cop outside the house. Was it him? Was it Cy or Eve? Or was it Brant’s accomplice?
"Get back in the bedroom, Tora," Parker demands as sweat beads on his forehead.
Using all his strength, he stands to place himself in front me. Blood seeps from his leg. I don't listen. No fucking way. Instead, I wrap an arm around his waist to help hold him up and stand beside him.
Parker's dad is the next to appear, gun in hand. He steps in front of Blair, his taller, wider body effectively blocking her, and points the gun at Brant.
"If it isn't my stepfather, here to support his real son and my fiancée."
"I always treated you like you were my own. Then you did something unthinkable."
"I did what I needed to so my fiancée knew who she belonged to."
"You don't treat the woman you love that way. Never! How dare you,” he seethes. “How dare you do that to Blair, and how dare you go into her home and Parker's and do this. Did you learn nothing while you were in prison?"
"I learned how to get my hands on guns that no one would notice. I learned how to plot and plan an attack. I had years to work this out."
Sirens are heard coming up the mountain toward Parker's cabin.
"Okay, I'm done with the games," Brant says. He shoots his stepfather repeatedly, causing him to hit the ground hard. Parker's mom rushes out to cradle him.
"Brant, how could you?" she screams. "We’re your family!"
"No, you're not. Blair is the only family I want and she's coming with me." He lunges and grips Blair by the wrist, jerking her forward, making her to cry out in pain.
"Come on, bitch. Get moving."
He starts to turn and pulls Blair with him, but she kicks him hard in the shin. He backhands her into the wall; causing her to crash to the floor at the same time the door leading from the living room to the garage bursts open. Brant spins. Cy levels a gun at him—one very similar to what Brant is holding. Parker and I duck down in unison. I hold him tight as we get as close to the floor as possible. Everyone else is already on the ground. They too lay flat.
Before Brant can react and lift the gun hanging in his hand by his side, Cy fires at him, hitting him multiple times. Brant stumbles back, but manages to raise the gun. He fires off a couple of shots; they spray throughout the home, not hitting anyone as he lands on his back.
Brant’s breath is shallow and raspy as he pants on the floor in front of us. Parker stands again, limping past his parents and Blair to where Brant lies on the floor. The gun he was holding a few inches from him. Cy steps up beside Parker, the other gun hanging in Cy’s good hand. Parker takes it from him and aims it at Brant's head. At the same moment, Brant gets a surge of energy and reaches for his gun. Parker is faster, though. He shoots Brant in the head and chest, killing him before all our eyes.
"No one fucks with my family," he says between clenched teeth, then hands the gun back to Cy who places it on the counter.
Parker limps to the shattered back windows with his hands raised and shouts, "The gunman is dead! I’m unarmed. There is one rifle on the counter, another on the floor, as well as a handgun.” Police must have surrounded the cabin with their guns drawn.
Jim comes up the stairs from the garage with a black bulletproof vest on and a gun in his hands. "Step away from the guns." Cy and Parker do as they are told, their hands raised, their backs to us in the hall.
Stepping farther inside around them, Jim takes in the scene. Police pat both Parker and Cy down, ensuring Parker was telling the truth.
Jim crouches next to Brant's body then looks at Blair, me, and Parker's parents. Parker's mom has his dad lying down on the floor, putting pressure on his gunshot wounds the best she can.
"I need transport, stat. Two gunshot victims. One right thigh, the other left abdomen. Now, Jim!" she shouts. Jim goes into action, calling for medics, as members of the police force come forward to each of us.
The next thirty minutes go by in the blink of an eye as ambulances arrive and statements are taken. Parker tells them what happened as his leg is bandaged by the paramedics. His dad and mom are already on their way to the hospital. I ride in the back of the ambulance with Parker, leaving Cy, Eve, and Blair at the house with the cops and the dead bodies of Brant and the man Cy killed in the garage. On the way outside, I witness two officers draping a sheet over one of their own. At the bottom of the driveway, the scene is the same. Another deceased officer, another sheet. The road is closed except to emergency personnel. I do everything I can to keep from getting sick in the back of the ambulance. 
 



Twenty-Two
Parker
I've never been under general anesthesia. I've also never been shot before. The searing pain in my thigh is nothing compared to the dread in the pit of my stomach, worrying if my dad is okay. They rushed him into surgery to get the bullets out and repair any damage. My mom has been relaying updates to Tora as she gets them. My mom tried to go into the operating room, but they wouldn't let her.
Tora hasn't left my side as they get ready to take me into surgery. She squeezes my hand one last time, and tells me she loves me, before they wheel me into a very bright, very cold room.
I'm positioned on a table, IV already in my arm, and a mask is lowered over my face. I'm out within seconds.
****
Slowly, I wake. I’m groggy and a bit disoriented. The moment I move, the burning pain in my thigh reminds me why I’m here, bringing bits of what happened back to me. I blink a few times, trying to bring the room into focus. Tora is sitting next to the bed. There's a smear of blood on her face. The pounding of my heart quickens as I reach for her. My arm is heavy, but I graze my finger over her cheek. She takes my hand in hers and holds it gently.
"Why are you bleeding?" I ask through a scratchy throat. I want to take her in my arms, but between the leftover effects of being knocked out and the pain medication, I can barely move.
"I'm not," she says, as a tear escapes her eye. "It's your blood."
I nod, thankful she's okay. My mind is foggy, details still slowly coming back. Tora wasn't hurt. She wasn't shot. She's okay.
"My dad?" I ask.
"He's critical, but stable. They had to work hard, but the doctors are optimistic. Your mom is with him in recovery. She came down to check on you while you were still in surgery. Your leg is going to be fine, by the way. You'll need some physical therapy, but I figure you and Cy can carpool." Her lips tip up in a smile.
"Making jokes at my expense, sweetheart?"
"It's either that or I'm going to cry all over your hospital gown. Your choice."
"Jokes. Jokes are better." She doesn't let go of my hand until a nurse comes in to check my vitals.
I drift in and out of sleep for what feels like hours. The pain medication causing me to be sleepy, unable to stay awake and talk for long. I finally tell them to ease up on it, so I can stay alert longer.
The next time I come to, Blair is sitting by my bed where Tora was. This time everything is clearer—more in focus.
 A smile appears, though I can tell she’s forcing it. "Felling a little better?"
"Define better?" I mumble and adjust myself on the bed. It hurts to move my leg but not like it did when I first woke from surgery. The pain medication must be taking the edge off. It doesn’t completely numb it, however. "How long have I been asleep?"
"Maybe twelve hours on and off since surgery."
"Where's Tora?"
"She's visiting your dad. Whenever someone is here to see you, she slips out to check on him and offer your mom any support she can."
"How are you?" There's a bruise forming on her cheek from where Brant slapped her, plus the bump on her head is still visible from the first encounter.
"Emotionally or physically?" she asks.
"Both. Either. Whatever you want to tell me."
Fidgeting with the hem of her shirt, her gaze drifts around the room. "My once fiancé is dead. You're in a hospital bed. Your dad is critical. Police officers are dead."
"You're here. That matters. He didn't take you with him. And he can't hurt you ever again." I’m trying to keep her attention on the positive and not all the negative that’s happened.
"You were shot because of me," she states meekly.
"I was shot because my stepbrother wanted to shoot me. This isn't on you, B. It's solely on him." She looks down at the bed, unable to meet my eyes. "B, look at me." She slowly lifts her head. "It's not your fault."
"Your house is probably haunted now," she jokes, trying to lighten the mood. I let her. I can't imagine how she's coping with everything and will gladly do what I can to get her to smile.
"Meh, what's a ghost or two. Besides, Revere will probably scare them away with his mood."
"True." She pauses. "He saved us."
I nod. "That he did."
"Well, him and Eve."
"What do you mean?"
"They didn't tell you before you left for the hospital?" I shake my head. "Cy was afraid of Eve being found with him so he split them up. He told her to get into her car in your garage, cover herself with one of the blankets in the back seat, and stay down. He went and hid in the closet, knowing that would be an obvious spot for someone to look.
"Brant’s accomplice opened the door of the closet first. Cy leaped out at him, startling him, causing him to drop the gun. They got into a fistfight and ended up rolling around in between your Rover and Eve's Jetta." Eve and that damned Jetta. She has the money yet refuses to give it up. She loves that car.
"Eve had one of those long, heavy flashlights in her car. When the guy had Cy pinned to the ground next to her car, she reached out of the already open window and wailed him on the head with the flashlight. He stumbled off of Cy long enough for Cy to grab the dropped rifle and kill him." I visualize Cy rolling around with this guy and only using one arm to fight him thanks to being shot previously.
"I knew Eve had it in her. She's one tough woman." Pride beams in my chest for her.
"That she is."
The door opens and in steps Eve, herself. "Hey," she says softly. "Glad to see you’re finally awake and alert."
"Me, too."
She comes over and bends down to hug me. Blair excuses herself to give us privacy. Once the door is shut Eve says, "She has a hard time talking about what happened. She doesn't like hearing about it either."
"She was okay with me."
"She's worried about you. She also wants to make sure you know everything that happened. But she won't repeat things to any of us, and if she's in the room where we bring up a specific detail or something, she leaves."
I pat the bed. "Lay with me."
Eve maneuvers herself so she's lying on her side next to me. "What will Tora think if she comes in?" she teases.
"What will Cy think?"
"Good point." She starts to sit up, but I pull her back down next to me and embrace her in a one-armed hug.
"Thank you," I say with my chin resting on the top of her head.
"For what?"
"Being your badass self."
"You heard about the flashlight, huh?"
I chuckle. "Yes. Way to go, Mrs. Revere."
She buffs her nails on her shirt. "All in a day's work."
"I love you, you crazy woman. But don't ever pull that shit again. If I lost you..."
"Please. Cy would find a way to bring me back. That man is never letting me leave. You're all stuck with me."
I chuckle. She's right. Cy would come for her. "We need you. Who else would keep Cy's ass in check?"
Cy opens the door to my room. He doesn't even pause as he finds Eve in my hospital bed, with her hand resting on my stomach and her head on my shoulder.
"You must be feeling better, Maxfield, if you're already putting the moves on my Evie."
"When the cat's away..." Cy flips me off and I laugh.
Eve reaches for his hand. "Come into bed with us." She pulls him down so he's sitting next to my leg. His gaze moves over the large bandage on my thigh.
"You gave me a scare, man.”
"I guess we're even, since you frightened the fuck out of me when you were shot."
"Me? I was fine. I was up and yelling at people in the ER."
"Only you, dude. Only you."
"I just saw your dad. He's doing better and awake. Your mom is fussing all over him. He keeps telling her to knock it off."
"Seems about right. Have you talked to my mom?" I wonder if she's had time to process losing her son.
"I did a little. She's holding up, or at least pretending to."
I nod. I wish I wasn’t stuck in this bed so I could go to her and offer any comfort I can. Yes, Brant was a horrible human being, but the fact remains, he was still her son. She wanted him locked away, not killed. There's no going back now. We all have to live with what happened.
I took a life—the life of my stepbrother. I feel zero remorse about it currently. Maybe one day I will. He was my brother after all. We had a good relationship growing up. I always looked up to him. Things with him didn't change until everything with Blair happened. Mom would talk to him about me when she visited him, and he would fly off into a rage. During one visit, the guards had to restrain him and haul him away. He still believed I was sleeping with his fiancée.
Blair steps into the room again and beside her is Finn. What the fuck?
"I'm heading home,” she says quietly. “Well, not home yet. I'm staying with your parents.”
"Hi, Parker," Finn says. “How are you feeling?
Eve lifts herself off the bed. She leaves with Cy. I don't miss the glare he gives Finn as he walks by. Finn doesn't pay him any attention. Eve squeezes Finn’s arm as she passes and smiles. That woman is too sweet for her own good.
Walking to the side of my bed, Finn stops and takes a seat in the chair beside me.
"I'll be outside when you're ready," Blair says to him and shuts the door behind her.
"What in the ever-loving fuck is going on here?" I ask. Has he really moved on to my best friend?
"Nothing," he quickly states. "I stopped by to visit you and ran into Blair outside your door. She was talking to Tori about going back to your parents’ to get some sleep but mentioned she didn't have a way to get there. I offered to give her a ride after I stopped to see you."
"Bradley, so fucking help me, if you hurt that woman there will be no place on this earth you can hide." I don't care that I'm currently laid up in a hospital bed, with an IV in my arm and a bullet wound in my leg. I'll kick this motherfucker's ass. The IV pole looks like it could do some real damage if I swung it hard enough.
"I came here to see how you were doing. The last thing I expected was for you to threaten me. You have anger issues." He stands and walks toward the door.
I'm a dick. The guy was being nice, and I couldn't even say thank you for visiting. What the hell is wrong with me?
"Hey, Bradley?" Finn turns. "It was nice of you to stop by. I can honestly say you’re the last person I thought I'd see."
"I'm not quite sure what to do with that."
"We were friends once. Before this shit with Eve and Tora. I wouldn't be opposed to being friends again."
"I guess that's where we differ. I never thought we stopped being friends. I'm not a bad guy, Parker. But neither you nor Cy seem to give a shit about me."
"It's not that. We just...we're really fucking protective of our women. Like cavemen, we need one of those wooden clubs type of protection."
Finn smiles. "I am glad you're okay."
"I appreciate you coming, and maybe when things settle down, we can meet for a beer or something."
"I'd like that." Finn reaches for the door.
"I meant what I said about Blair."
"I know you did," he replies without looking back.
 



Twenty-Three
Astoria
"You shouldn't be lifting that," I say, as I rush over to Parker's side and try to take a box from him.
"I'm fine. I can lift a box."
"But your leg..."
"The doctor said I'm fine to resume normal activity. It's been two months, Tora. I've been fine, but was extra cautious for you. Now, I'm ready to resume all activities." He waggles his eyebrows at me.
"Oh, please. Those activities never stopped."
"There are places I haven't had you yet that I've always wanted to. I’m going to rectify that. Maybe even today," he says with a wicked smile.
Cy and Parker have both gone through and completed physical therapy from their gunshot wounds. They've been cleared to resume what they used to do, for a while now. I still want Parker to be careful, though. I have a fear of him injuring himself again, but he's been out hiking through the woods, doing everything he normally would. I still try to help do stuff for him. If only he'd let me. I’m the first to admit I can be as stubborn, if not more so, than him.
Cy and Eve are moving today. Their house is done and not far from Parker's at all. They didn't bother hiring movers since almost every piece of furniture they have is Parker's. They bought new for their house. And holy hell is it stunning.
It has more square footage than Parker's and two stories of livable space. The siding is natural wood and the windows are framed in a deep brown. There is a wraparound porch on the first floor and lots of windows. Five bedrooms and four bathrooms give them plenty of space. Cy said they need it all for the kids they’re going to have someday. Eve keeps correcting him and saying kid, as in singular, but he doesn't listen. They are so far from being on the same page. One thing remains constant. Cy is so unbelievably in love with his wife and she feels the same for him.
Today we are moving the final boxes of their stuff. Their more personal items, which they didn't want to bring over until the day they finally moved out of the cabin. Parker and I are helping. Blair is already at their place with Parker's parents.
His dad had a tough road to recovery, but is doing much better now. He's back to work, though has taken a step back. He’s been spending more time with Parker and the rest of us. He told me one night that he had a lot of time to reflect in the hospital and wants to do things differently moving forward. He's always been there for Parker, but time is precious, and we don't know what could happen. We have Sunday night dinners at their house, and everyone is invited including Cy, Eve, and Blair. It's nice having this big extended family.
As for my parents, well, after Brant came into Parker's house and tried to kill us all to get to Blair, they weren't happy. My dad didn't want me to have anything to do with Parker. I had to sit him down and tell him the whole story. And by that, I mean all of it, including what happened to Blair years ago. Of course, I got permission from Blair first. I didn’t want to go behind her back and tell her past when it wasn’t mine to do so. My dad was angry, but not at Parker. He has a newfound respect for Parker, which I couldn't be more grateful for. I wouldn't say they are best friends, but they are friendly with one another.
Parker's strong arms wrap around my waist from behind as he nuzzles his face into my neck. "What are you thinking about?"
I've been staring out the large windows in the front of the cabin. "All that's happened in the past two months.”
He rubs his hand protectively over my stomach. "And how's our little one doing?"
“Already sapping me of my energy.”
“Just another reason for me to pamper you.”
In the weeks that followed the shooting, I was so wrapped up in taking care of Parker, and helping out with his dad, and Blair, that I forgot to take my birth control pills. One thing led to another and we're expecting. I will never forget the look on Parker's face when I told him.
My period is late. At first, I chalked it up to stress. But now, now I need to test. I slip out of the house and drive into town while Parker is busy working. Cy and Eve are over at Blair's house, so Eve can help her get back into the swing of things with her writing. Cy is supervising the construction crew Blair hired to strip her bedroom down to the studs after a man was killed in there. She said she couldn't sleep in the room again unless everything was gone, and the new room resembled nothing of the old. I can't blame her. I wouldn't be able to either.
I drive fifteen minutes to a neighboring town, where no one knows who I am, who my parents are, who I'm dating, or anything about me. I buy three boxes of pregnancy tests. Knowing nothing about them, I figure variety will help. This way I can use all three and go with majority rules on the outcome. I got one that will have the word, ‘pregnant’ pop up on the screen. One that shows two crossed blue lines if it’s positive. And one that will show two parallel pink lines if I’m pregnant. I haven't said a word to Parker yet.
When I get back to the cabin, I slip into one of the guest bathrooms while Parker is on the phone. I don't think he heard me come back and want to keep it that way. After reading the directions, I decide the easiest course of action is to pee in a cup. Knowing my luck, if I try to pee on the sticks, I'll pee everywhere but where I should. I need as little chance of error as possible.
With pee in a small, disposable, bathroom cup, I dip one of each variety of stick. Three sticks sit on the counter before me. The timer on my phone is set and the countdown begins.
I look anywhere but the sticks. I don't want to see a hint of something and then have it disappear. Or see something and have it be faint. I need to know for sure.
I haven't thought about having children with Parker. Before college, I had this big master plan where I would graduate, and we'd get married and have kids. But since we've gotten back together, too much has been going on for me to have time to daydream.
I stare at my phone, watching the seconds tick by until the timer sounds and silence it quickly. Turning, I stare at three sticks. One has a faint blue plus sign. Oh, my God. The second has definite double pink lines. Holy fuck. And the third says one word—pregnant. I scream without thinking. My hands shake as I lift the stick with that singular word on it. I can't believe it. A baby. I'm going to have a baby!
Parker comes rushing into the bathroom without bothering to knock. His eyes are wide as they scan the room then look over every inch of me. "Are you okay? What the hell happened?" he asks frantically.
I smile with tears in my eyes. "We're pregnant.” Still holding the stick in my hand, I turn it so he can see the word on it.
"We're what?"
"We're going to have a baby."
His jaw drops open, and his eyes fixate on the positive pregnancy stick in my hand and the ones on the counter. He says nothing. He doesn't even move.
Oh, my God. I didn't think about how he’d react. Maybe he doesn't want a child. What if this changes everything between us and for the worse? This could destroy our relationship. He could be pissed at me for forgetting to take my pills. As my mind runs through all the negative things that could come from this, Parker lifts his eyes to mine and a smile forms, growing wider by the second.
"Holy shit!" he yells and lifts me in the air by my waist. "We're going to have a baby!" Gently placing me on the floor, he cradles my face in his hands and kisses me with so much love and devotion. So much happiness. My fears dissipate, and I let his joy wash over me.
“When did we…what about the…" he stammers.
"I forgot to take my birth control after you were shot. I started again as soon as I remembered, though it must have been too late. I guess I won't be needing them for a while." I laugh.
"I can't believe it. This is amazing."
Parker drops to his knees before me and lifts my shirt. He places kisses on my belly. "Hello, in there. I'm your daddy." His eyes widen again as realization dawns on him. He peers up at me. "I'm going to be a daddy."
I nod. "You're going to be an amazing daddy."
"Holy shit, Tora. We're going to be responsible for another life. A life we created. There could be a little Parker or a mini Astoria in there."
Tears pool in my eyes as I fight to control the emotions coming over me. Parker stands and engulfs me in a hug. We embrace one another for what feels like hours but is probably only minutes. The love we share, the commitment to one another, it all shines through. We’re going to be parents.
"I think it's a girl," Parker states.
"What makes you think that?"
"Just a hunch."
I turn in his arms and press myself to him. "I want it to be a surprise."
He groans. "You know I don't have that kind of patience. I'll never be able to hold out."
"Then you can find out and I'll be kept in the dark until delivery day."
"That's not going to work. I can't keep anything from you. I'll wait, too."
I press a kiss to his lips. "I love you."
"I love you, too."
"You two couldn't wait thirty minutes until I get the rest of my shit out of here?" Cy appears behind Parker. We didn’t wait to tell everyone. We were too happy and with Cy and Eve living with Parker, well, it’s kind of hard to keep secrets.
"My house, dude. I told you before. I will kiss, fuck, do whatever I want, wherever I want."
"At least you won't need to worry about using a sock anymore to warn me."
"I never worried to begin with."
"You two don't have to come, you know."
I peer around Parker. "We want to come. It's moving day and we’re going to be there to celebrate your new home."
Cy smiles. "You're only celebrating having us out of your hair."
"Damn straight," Parker replies.
He doesn't mean it. Parker would have been fine if they lived here forever. It's the kind of person he is. His best friends are all part of his family and he'd go to the end of the earth for them.
I have to admit, I'm going to miss the fun we had with Cy and Eve. Cy warmed up to me a lot. It was nice having them here. At least they’re only going up the road, so we can see them anytime.
Eve comes upstairs from the garage. "We're ready to go." She steps over to us and hugs Parker. "There aren't enough words to ever thank you for all you've done for Cy and me. If there is anything you need, anything that sweet baby of yours needs," she smiles warmly. "Don't be afraid to ask."
"Oh, I won't, Eve. There is going to be a lot of babysitting time in your future. I'm going to need some alone time with Tora."
"You got it. Auntie Eve to the rescue!"
Cy comes up the hall with the last remaining box in his arms. "You're not giving Evie any ideas about getting knocked up are you?”
"Not at all," I reply.
"Dammit. You know I want lots of babies, Tori. Try and talk her into it."
Eve sighs. "One thing at a time, Cy. One thing at a time." He grumbles something unintelligible as he walks by. "If it were up to him, I'd be barefoot and pregnant for the next five years."
Parker's hand rests on my belly again. "There is something very sexy about a woman carrying your baby."
"And that's my cue to leave," Eve says. "See you at the house.”
The door shuts. We’re alone. No more Cy and Eve. No more anyone but Parker, me, and this little life we created.
 



Twenty-Four
Parker
Everyone beats us to Cy and Eve’s home. My parents. Blair. Hell, even Tora's parents came to join in throwing them one big house warming party.
I find Blair standing back from the crowd. Her long, dark hair pulled back from her face. She still has circles under her eyes, but every time I see her, they seem better than the day before. She has a lot to work through. The new medication she’s on has helped and she upped her sessions with her psychologist. She goes there on her own, which I’m very proud of her for doing. The drive to the office isn't far, but it's the fact that she's doing it by herself.
She's sleeping at her home again, however not in the room that was once her bedroom. She's in a spare room across the hall while they gut and redo her room. Hell, I wouldn't have blamed her if she wanted to sell the house and move. She is comfortable there, though, even given what happened. Maybe there was a blessing in disguise that she was knocked out and doesn't remember most of it. I told her what I knew, she begged me. I didn't want to, but if it helps her heal to know the details then I'll tell her anything she wants to know. I’ll admit it wasn’t easy. The way she processed everything, how the emotions went through her, I hated seeing her like that.
I leave Tora with her parents and make my way to Blair, bumping her with my shoulder. "Doing okay?"
"Yeah. It's nice having everyone together. And surprisingly, I'm doing all right here."
"I'm not surprised at all. You've been making great strides. You should be proud, B."
She turns to me, offering a genuine smile. One I missed seeing on her for so long. "Thanks, Parker. Hey, how's Tori doing? Still no morning sickness?"
At first we didn't know how Blair would take the news that Tora was expecting. She lost her child and that's a wound which will never heal. She embraced the news and smiled big at us. I didn't miss the unshed tears. I'd never ask her, and she'd never say anything. I do believe she's happy for us and will be there waiting at the hospital when my son or daughter is born. We’re letting Blair go at her own pace. I'm hoping by the time the baby arrives, Blair will be in a much better place and starting to move on with her life now that Brant is gone.
"Can I have your attention, please," Cy says in a raised voice. Everyone turns toward him. "Thank you for coming today and helping welcome us into our new home." He places his arm around Eve's waist and smiles down at her. "It's been a long road, but I've got the woman of my dreams and a house I hope to raise a family in. It will also be a home Maxfield's little hellion will run around as we spoil him or her rotten. There's a lot of good memories to be made here, and we hope you will all be a part of them." We toast.
Cy and Eve work their way through the crowd before coming over to me. "Hellion?" I ask.
He smirks. "Let's face it. No kid of yours is going to be completely innocent."
Tora comes up to my side, slipping her hand into mine. "We're hoping our child gets my good sense and not Parker's wild side."
"Hey," I scoff. "You love my wild side."
"I do, but how are you going to handle it if our teenage daughter has that same wild side and brings home boys you don't want her dating?"
"All-girls private school?" I offer. Tora shakes her head and laughs. If she thinks I’m kidding, she’d be wrong.
"You are so in for it," Eve says. "It would serve you right to have a rebellious girl."
"What did I ever to do you? Stop wishing horrible teenage years on us. And just you wait. You two are bound to have a kid and then you'll have to deal with that shit, too."
"Nah," Cy says. "I'm going to have a talk with every little fucker who comes to my door thinking they are good enough for my daughter."
"Hey," Eve snaps. "We're not having kids anytime soon. Drop it."
Cy pulls her into an embrace and peers down into her eyes. "We're going to have lots of babies. You'd look so fucking hot knocked up."
"And that's our cue," I say, taking Tora by the hand to leave the lovebirds alone. My parents come over to talk to Blair as Tora and I find something to snack on.
We don't stay too long. Tora is tired and been napping when able. I give her as much peace and quiet as I can.
Blair calls me about an hour after Tora lies down in my bedroom. "What's up, B?"
"Has Tori found a job yet?"
"No. I think she stopped looking after she found out she was pregnant. She didn't get any bites from the jobs she applied to early on."
"I kind of have a problem. I've had a lot of time on my hands and my mind has been clearer than it's been in years. I've been writing like crazy, and my editor isn't able to fit me in for this book I just finished. I was wondering if Tori might want to edit it for me."
"I'm sure she'd love that. Plus, it would mean she gets her hands on your latest book before anyone else."
Blair laughs. "It's something different from what I usually write. I wrote my story."
"Your story…as in everything that happened to you?”
"Yes. But I'm only going to publish it with approval from you, Tori, and your parents. Cy and Eve already gave me theirs without even reading it. I sat down one day and it all came pouring out of me. Once I started, I couldn't stop."
"I'm proud of you, B. Of course, you have my approval."
"You haven't read it yet."
"I don't need to. I trust you implicitly."
"I'm nervous. What if I release it and no one likes it because it's not what they’re used to getting from me?"
"They'd be crazy not to. If they are truly your fans, they’re going to want to get to know you. This is a big step, B. Are you sure?"
"Yes. Word is already spreading of what happened and before long it will catch on with my readers that I was involved in two incidents where people died."
"No, you weren't. You were there, but you didn't have anything to do with those killings."
She lets out a breath. "I need you to really think about this, Parker. It could change how people view you. You have a business to run and a company you’re in the middle of a deal with."
"If the people I sell my software to don't like that I killed the man who raped and beat my best friend, then I don’t want anything to do with them. I acted in self-defense, B. I had to kill him before he killed me, or worse, any of you. He was reaching for his gun. No way in hell was I going to let him ruin any more lives."
Blair sniffles. "You lost a brother."
"I lost my brother over four years ago. He was nothing to me."
"Just read it, Parker, while Tori is editing it. I'll send it to you both in an email. That is, if she accepts the job. I want you to read it. Please? For me?"
"Consider it done." I can't say no to Blair. She's been through hell and back, and if writing this book and having us all read it will make her feel better then I'll do it.
"I feel lighter since writing it. What if I can reach someone in a situation similar to mine? What if I can make a difference?"
"You do make a difference every day. You're an amazing woman and I'm damn lucky to have you as my friend," I reply honestly.
"Please tell Tori what I've said and have her call me. I've gotta run. I'm meeting someone."
"Oh? Do you have a date?" I can't help the smile I'm wearing. It's about fucking time.
"No. Not a date. Just dinner with a friend."
"Who is this friend?" My mind starts running rampant with all the guys it could be. It could also be a woman. Blair doesn’t have many female friends, though.
"No one you know and no need to get so protective."
"I'm always going to be protective when it comes to you. You're like my sister, B. I'll always be here ready to kick some ass if someone hurts you."
"I know you will. Thanks, Parker."
"Later, B."
I hang up and toss my phone down on the table. Standing, I walk down the hall to my bedroom where Tora is soundly sleeping. Her auburn hair is fanned out on the white pillow in a stark contrast of colors. Her lips are parted in sleep. I slide into bed and wrap myself around her, my chest to her back. I need to breathe her in. I need to remind myself that she's still here and she's safe.
Ever since Brant came into my home, I've been plagued with nightmares of him kidnapping or killing Tora or doing something vile with the woman I love. In every one of the dreams, I'm unable to save her. I've woken up screaming with her arms wrapped around me in comfort. She knows of my nightmares. I don’t hide anything from her. They don't happen every night but often enough where I dread going to sleep. Tora suggested I talk to someone. I promised her I would.
She stirs in my arms. "Miss me?" she asks groggily, as my hand rubs her belly. She doesn't have a bump yet from the baby, but I still love touching her and trying to somehow reach out to the life she's carrying inside of her.
"I always miss you when you're not by my side."
"You could have been in here with me."
"You know as well as I do that if I were, you wouldn't be getting any rest."
She turns her head to look at me over her shoulder. "There's nothing wrong with that."
"Blair called."
"How's she doing?" Tora's hand covers mine on her stomach as she rests her head back on the pillow.
"She wants you to edit a book for her."
Tora rolls over, surprise evident on her face. "What?"
"She wants you to—"
"I heard you but wanted to make sure I got what you said right. I'm going to edit one of her books? Holy fuck! Do you have any idea how big of an author she is?"
I shrug. "She's just B to me."
Tora rolls her eyes. "She's a big deal, Parker."
"Well, this isn't one of her romances. She wrote about herself and what happened to her."
"Get out! Good for her."
"You think it's a smart idea?" I ask. "What if people judge her for it?"
"She was a victim, Parker. There is nothing to judge."
"You know that, and I know that, but people can be cruel."
"This isn't her first time releasing a book. She's had to deal with bad reviews for years."
"I just don't want it to set her back."
Tora rubs her thumb down my forehead between my eyes, chasing away my worry lines. "She's going to be okay."
"I know. I'm still going to worry, though."
"And that's okay, but you have to let her forge her own path in the aftermath of what happened. If that means baring her soul to everyone in the world, then so be it. She needs to do whatever it takes to feel better."
I kiss the tip of Tora’s nose. "What would I do without you?"
"Pine for me for years and wonder about what you're missing out on by not having me in your life."
"Exactly." She doesn't realize how precisely she hit the nail on the head. I was that person. The one who hoped and wished one day the love of my life would come back to me. Never did I think my wish would come true. But it did.
 



Twenty-Five
Parker
A month has gone by. Time seems to be going at a rapid pace. One minute it feels like I just found out she’s pregnant, and the next she’s got a small bump where life grows within her. Every day I stare at her in awe, the love I have for her growing stronger than I ever thought possible.
"The house is empty," I murmur in Tora's ear, as the first light of sun begins to filter into the bedroom.
"Sleeping," she mutters.
"Not anymore."
I skate my hand up her bare hip, to the curve of her waist, and up to her supple breast. With a quick stroke of her nipple, Tora moans and pushes her ass into my already hard dick. We sleep naked. Always naked. This way, I can slip into her slick heat whenever the mood strikes us.
Moving my hand down to the juncture of her thighs, I dip a finger into her, finding her already wet. "So ready for me, sweetheart."
I slide another finger in, pumping them in and out of her a few times before moving them up to her clit to get her wet all over. My fingers glide over her, quickly working her up into a frenzy.
She's been lucky so far this pregnancy and so have I. No morning sickness, only exhaustion, and holy fuck, it's like someone flipped a switch and turned her sex drive from a ten to a fifty. She wants it all the time. Even when she's tired, she perks right up at any mention of us making love. And the new trend is her waking me in the middle of the night, grinding against my dick to make me hard, then riding me until we both come. There is zero objection from me. I've never been happier in my life and it's not just the sex. I have my Tora and she's pregnant. Brant is dead, and Blair is safe. I feel like I'm finally able to relax for the first time in years. I didn't realize how awful I felt until everything became right with the world. It was very eye-opening.
With my chest pressed to her back, I lift her leg to rest on mine, opening her up for me. Taking my cock in my hand, I slip it against her from behind, not inside yet, only getting myself nice and ready for her. With a few pumps of my hand, I'm covered in her wetness. Lining myself up, I drive home.
I moan as her walls clench down on me. She reaches back to grip my hips and keep me pressed to her. Each languid thrust slowly stokes the fire between us until we're close to a mindless frenzy of need.
I roll Tora to her stomach, putting a pillow under her hips, and push her legs apart to reach her deeper. My arms keep my weight off of her as she lifts herself up further to get better contact. Her hands fist the sheets, my dick rubbing her just right.
She pushes her face into the sheets and screams out as her orgasm rocks her.
"No, don't muffle your cries, sweetheart. There's no one here anymore. Only us. I want to hear you scream," I tell her in between pants of breath.
She turns her head and lets out a string of words I've never heard her use before. Very dirty and so fucking sexy words. It's my undoing. I slam into her over and over until a chill races up my spine, and I come so fucking hard that my arms shake at the force of it. 
I collapse to her side when I have nothing left, sweat beading on my forehead, heart racing with the speed of a thousand horses.
We spend a few moments catching our breaths, me peppering kisses from one of her shoulders to the other.
"I love you," she tells me.
"I love you, too."
I smack her ass before getting out of bed. "Do you want to go back to sleep or do something today?"
She turns to me, her eyes raking me from head to toe and back again. "Are you going to put some clothes on?"
"Only if we leave the house. Outside of that, I don't think so." I lift my chin. "I think we should be naked all the time."
"I don't know how good my ass would feel bare on the dining chairs.”
"I'll fold a blanket to put on the seat."
"And in the middle of winter when it's freezing?"
"That's what the fireplace is for."
She smiles. "You're really trying to sell me on being naked all the time, aren’t you?"
"You bet your ass I am. It's a fantastic idea."
"What about when my belly is huge and I'm waddling instead of walking? I don't think anyone is going to want to see that."
Staring into her eyes, I try to convey how much love and adoration I have for her. "It doesn't matter how big you are, or how you walk, I will always want to make love to you. Day, night, every hour, your body is a work of art and I'm helpless to do anything but treasure it."
"What book did you get that out of?"
"No book."
"You were reading one of Blair's books, weren't you?" How the hell does this woman know me so well? I need to play this cool.
"I was not."
"Cecily's husband's name is..."
"Christopher."
She jumps up and points her finger at me. "Ha! I knew it!"
I slap my hand over my face. "Fuucckk."
She grips my hands with hers. "Do you know what this means?" I shake my head. "We can talk about book boyfriends!"
"Like hell we can! I'm not discussing these books with you."
"You most certainly are, or I'm going to tell Blair you're a secret stalker of hers."
I smirk. "Who do you think gave me the books?"
She gasps. "You're a closet romance reader! You love the HEA!" I even know that HEA means happily ever after. I’ve been reading too much romance. I can’t help it! I’m hooked!
"I don't just crave the HEA, I need it. Did you read her last book? What the hell kind of ending was that?"
Tora pats me on the head like you would a child. "It's called a cliffhanger and Blair is so evil. She loves torturing her readers with them."
I collapse on the bed, resigned now that my secret is out. I point at Tora. "You can't tell Revere."
"I wouldn't dream of it."
"Or anyone else for that matter."
Tora lifts her hand and makes an X over her heart. "I swear." Then she laughs and lies down beside me. "I can't believe you've been reading Blair's books. Where are you hiding them? I would have noticed if paperbacks were lying around."
"App on my tablet."
"Very sneaky. You look like you’re busy working, when in reality, you're reading hot romance books. I think I just fell more in love with you."
I quickly move to lay myself over her, my eyes peering downward. "You can't fall more in love with me. I already have your whole heart."
Reaching up, she brushes her hand over the scruff of my cheek. "You do and have since I first laid eyes on you."
I kiss her sweetly with no tongue. The last thing I want right now is to work her up again. I'm not in the mood for sex after accidentally revealing my fascination of romance novels.
It all started when I read Blair's non-fiction story about herself. After that, I wasn't only beaming with pride for her, but I was pulled into her story and lost in her words. So, I asked her about another one of her books and she sent it. Well, one thing led to another and I have every one of her books on my tablet. I'm just being the supportive best friend. Right? Well, that's what I tell myself. In the back of my mind, the reality is that's not why I'm reading these. I have to know what happens once I start the book.
I pull back from Tora. "I need to do something manly."
"All those romance books getting to you? Too many sex scenes and secret looks of longing making you want to chop down a tree or something?"
"You could tease me less," I state seriously.
"I could, however, I don't think so."
"Wicked woman."
"I need to run home today. I need more clothes. It's like every day I get bigger. My jeans don't close anymore."
"Grab all of your stuff and bring it here." She sleeps in my bed every night and half of her wardrobe is already here.
"That's a lot of stuff," she laughs.
I lie by her side and shrug. "Move in."
Her eyes widen then narrow. "Is that your way of asking me to move in with you?"
"Sure." I smile.
"Well, it was shitty. It wasn't even a question but a statement."
"Fine. Dearest Astoria Livingston, would you please pack all of your belongings and move into my house?"
She rolls her eyes. "I'm here almost every hour of every day."
"That you are. And I don't want you living somewhere else. I want you right here beside me, so I can touch and talk to you whenever I want. And so I can run out all hours of the night to appease any cravings you have, thanks to the little one inside of you."
"How long is it going to take you before you refer to our baby as babies?"
"Shit, I'm sorry. I keep slipping. I still can't wrap my head around the fact that there are two of them in there."
"You and me both. I'm going to be a walking house soon. Parker?"
"Yeah, sweetheart?"
"Would you mind if we find out the sex of the babies? I know I said I didn't want to, but we have a lot of ultrasounds coming up, and I feel like I need to be more prepared now that there will be two of them. There's only so much green, yellow, and other gender neutral colors out there."
I smile wide. "Hallefuckinglujah. I get to see what we have in there so my mom can go shopping. She’s been making me insane. Don’t be surprised if half the baby boutique in town ends up at our door one day."
She chuckles. "Yours and mine."
Tora's mom has warmed up a lot since she found out her daughter could have been killed and is now pregnant with twins. She's not as formal and stiff as she once was. And if I'm not mistaken, her dad likes her much better this way. I catch them every now and then, when we’re over there for dinner, making eyes at each other like they are newly in love. Maybe they are. Maybe her mom wasn't always so strict and formal. Maybe she's finally back to the way she used to be. No way for me to find out for sure. It's not something I’ll ever ask. I need to stay on their good side, not go digging down memory lane trying to find out what they were like before they got married.
I smack Tora’s ass again. "I'm going to make you breakfast." She cocks an eyebrow at me. "Okay, make isn't the right word. I'm going to call the diner in town and have them make you breakfast. I'll go pick it up."
Standing, I reach for my phone. I'm no cook and we order out often. Tora does like to cook but she's growing two lives in there. I don't want her wearing out. If I can help save some of her energy for other things, namely ones that involve both of us in bed, against a wall, or in the shower naked, then I'll do what I need to so she conserves what little energy the babies haven't sucked out of her.
"You’re going to put clothes on when you drive into town, right?" she asks.
"What? You don't think the Arrow Falls morning crowd would appreciate me showing up wearing nothing but a smile?"
"Considering that morning crowd is mostly over seventy years old, no."
"Hey, I've seen those women look at me."
"Like you're crazy and drive too fast?"
"No, like they fantasize about me when they’re with their husbands."
"You’re delusional!"
"I've seen the way Mrs. Walters looks at me. She bit her bottom lip once while raking me over. No lie."
Tora covers her face with her hands. "Yup. You've definitely lost it."
"I blame Blair's books. My damn mind is always in the gutter now."
She laughs. "It was in the gutter long before you read those books."
 



Twenty-Six
Astoria
Today's the day we find out the sex of the babies. I'm so nervous I'm shaking. I’ve been counting the days until this appointment, X’ing every one out on the calendar as it passes. Everything with the pregnancy has been going smoothly. I'm exhausted most of the time, but overall, I don't have any other complaints. Parker dotes on me all the time. My mom stops over sometimes during the day, when Dad is at work, to bring us lunch. She tells me takeout isn't a proper meal for someone in my state. I told her it's the best meal for someone pregnant. I can get anything I crave within thirty minutes. And lately, that's been pickles, on everything, and tacos. I have four kinds of pickles in the refrigerator and the local Mexican restaurant knows me by the sound of my voice.
With everything I have, sans furniture, moved out of my parents’ house, I finally feel like a permanent part of Parker's life. Not that I didn't before, but this solidifies things a little more. We haven't gotten engaged, haven't even talked about it as a matter-of-fact. Everything we do focuses on the babies and us. We want to do what we can now before our lives are overrun with constant feedings and more diapers than I can fathom. It’s not that I haven’t thought about marrying Parker, because believe me, I have. I don’t want to push it right now with everything going well between us.
On the work front, I edited Blair's book and was so damn nervous turning it back over to her. I was worried I'd miss something or make a mistake. But Blair told me she has a proofreader she uses and that even if I miss anything, they will catch it. She also told me that no one is perfect, and she would never expect me to be. I did two rounds of editing and think I did a decent job. After Blair and her proofreader went through the book, she told me I did amazing editing it.
That book she wrote, it was eye-opening and heartbreaking. I felt every one of her emotions as I read it. The pain she endured at the hands of her fiancé was unimaginable. And the fear. The crippling fear which would overcome her without any warning and stayed with her for hours every day. She constantly worried about him being set free from prison and no one telling her—no way to prepare. Blair went into detail about her anxiety and depression. About the nightmares she had and how she called Parker over all the time.
Since her book was done, a few of her author friends have emailed me about editing books for them. I haven't taken on too many, but enough to contribute to the bills and keep me from going stir-crazy. With the way I get wiped out easily, I don’t want to commit to more than I can deliver.
Parker insists he pays for everything and says that I should save my money. He has more money than I can imagine, but I still want to contribute. I'm not sure how much I'll be able to do once the babies are born, but I'm hoping I can still edit some after I get into the swing of having two children at once. I do love what I do and without it I don't feel as fulfilled.
Parker steps into the bathroom and peers over my shoulder into the mirror in front of me. "You know we're only going to an ultrasound, right? You don't need to put on makeup."
"Have you seen my face? I'm breaking out thanks to these hormones. It's awful!"
"I honestly don't even notice."
"Of course, you don't. You're blinded by your unwavering love for me."
He laughs. "That I am. We're going to be late."
"Fine," I say and toss my mascara on the counter. "Let's get this show on the road."
All I can think about is if we’ll have two boys or two girls or one of each. We arrive, and I don’t remember the drive at all. I was too deep in my own head.
The ultrasound technician asks me to lie on the table and lift my shirt from my belly. Warm gel is squirted on my stomach a moment before she begins the ultrasound. The appointment is to check their overall measurements, make sure they are growing properly, check their hearts, and to find out the gender if we want.
The technician turns to us after taking all the appropriate pictures and measurements. "Are you sure you want to know the sexes of the babies? I have in the chart not to reveal them."
"Yes," I nod with a smile. "We changed our minds."
"We?" Parker speaks up. "I wanted to know all along."
"Oh, hush and let her do her job."
She smiles and turns back to the screen. She focuses on the first baby. "It's a boy."
I can't help the tears which form in my eyes. We have a boy. One of these sweet babies is a boy. A mini Parker. I glance at him and notice his eyes shimmering with unshed tears as well. His hand holds mine tight, not taking his eyes off the screen, waiting to see the other baby’s gender.
The tech moves over my belly to the second baby. She asks me to shift around a little to get a good look at the baby. I do as I’m told and hold my breath as she moves the wand over my skin.
"It's another boy." Her smile is even bigger now; her happiness for us shining through. "And they both look great."
The floodgates open as I start crying in earnest. Parker leans over to kiss me, as the tech wipes the gel from my belly with a soft towel.
"Congratulations," she says. "I'll give you two a few minutes. When you're ready, you can check out at the desk down the hall." She hands us the images she printed of the babies. We both smile and thank her for delivering the news to us. Parker and I will never forget this moment.
I sit up, pulling my shirt back down, and stare up into Parker's eyes. His hand gently caresses my face. The smile he's wearing is something I'd love to keep there for the rest of our lives. But above all, it's his love that's prominent. Not only for me, but the babies, too.
"Two boys," he says in awe. "What should we name them?"
"I have no clue.” I’ve only been tossing names around in my head. Nothing has stuck. I was waiting to see what we are having. I'll have to do a lot of scrolling on the Internet to find the perfect names for our babies.
Before we leave the room, I send a group text message to our parents, Blair, Cy, Eve, and Kenzie letting them know the genders. I'm immediately flooded with congratulations.
The drive home it's like we're floating on a cloud. There has been so much happening since I've graduated college. Lots of bad, but lots of good, too.
Parker pulls the Rover in front of the garage, but doesn't park it inside.
"Is something wrong?" I ask.
"Not at all.” He smiles wickedly from beside me and I know instantly he's up to no good.
He hits the button to open the back tailgate and exits the SUV. Coming to my side, he opens the door for me and takes my hand, offering his assistance.
"I can get out on my own," I tell him.
"I know, but if you did, I wouldn't be able to do this."
His lips press against mine, as his arm wraps around my back when I’m halfway out the SUV. It’s one of those earth-shattering kisses that has my knees weak and my purse dropping to the driveway. I have been insatiable in my need to have Parker since I've become pregnant. I crave him, but I also need him. If he's not around, I have to take things into my own hands—literally.
Parker bends slightly to grip the backs of my thighs in his hands and lift me up so my legs wrap around his waist.
"There's something I've wanted to do," he murmurs against my lips.
I let him carry me to the back of the Rover like I weigh nothing and set me down in the back cargo area. His hands work under my shirt to unclasp my bra. We break our kiss so he can rid me of the garments.
"You wanted to fuck me in your Rover?" I ask, already breathless.
"I wanted to fuck you on the hood, but I don't know how comfortable that would be for you, so I figured the back was a better option."
"Well, then, let’s get moving."
He smiles. "I love that you want me as much as I want you."
"Always."
He quickly strips off all his clothes then gestures for me to lie back so he can torture me with how slow he takes off my shorts and panties. The back seat was already folded down and I didn't think anything of it. Going forward I'll have to look for these little clues that Parker might be up to something. Something very enticing.
Standing, he rakes me over. Not an inch of my body feels untouched, yet he hasn't fully begun to make love to me yet. His eyes roving over me have me squirming, pressing my legs together, wanting him to ease my ache.
His hands blaze a path from my ankles to the inside of the thighs as he gently pushes my legs apart. I open for him, ready for everything he has to give me. My eyes close as he kisses a path across my stomach, only stopping when he reaches the top of my mound. His lips become greedy as he sucks and licks me. My body is fully engulfed in passion, on the precipice of coming, but every time I'm about to fall over the edge, he moves to my legs or my hips, letting me cool off only marginally before he's back at it again, amping me up to the point I'm begging him to make me come.
Then his lips leave me. I whimper at the loss of contact. He crawls up my body before dropping between my legs and pushing deep inside of me. I climax immediately. I see stars at the first thrust of his hips.
Parker sucks on my nipple as he continues to fuck me, not letting up. As soon as I start to come down, he's building me back up again. My body is like a live wire, currents of lust racing through my veins, and I’m helpless to stop the sensations.
My breasts bounce between us with each movement as he presses his body close, his lips finding mine. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, greedy for me.
Reaching between my legs, I find my clit, unable to hold off any longer. I can't take the torture. Parker drives into me faster, loving when I touch myself. Tremors shake my body as once again I'm orgasming. Parker rides me through it, prolonging my bliss until I feel like I can't take it anymore. Then he pulls out to settle himself above my stomach, his dick pressed between my breasts.
"God, you’re gorgeous," he says through pants of breath.
Using my hands, I press my breasts together to encase him as he thrusts between them. His hands grip the front seat before he lets loose, coating my chest and underside of my chin. He rocks on me a few times before stopping.
"Holy fuck," he barely gets out, still holding himself lightly against me. He never puts his full weight on my body.
"We're going to have to come out to the Rover more often," I tell him.
"Even in the winter?"
"It will be in the garage. Problem solved.”
"A heated garage," he adds.
He lifts off of me to grab his shirt and clean me off. I don't bother getting dressed to walk into the house. I was already a little sticky from the ultrasound gel and now I’m covered in Parker. Taking the stairs, I go to the bathroom and hop into a hot shower. It's only minutes before Parker joins me and we make love in the shower, against the wall. 
 



Twenty-Seven
Parker
The sun rises and sets. The months pass as Tora’s belly grows. We’re toward the end of the pregnancy. Every day I'm wondering if it will be the day—the day our boys will arrive. The doctor said they could come early, but they haven’t yet. I think Tora is ready to rip her hair out. She's miserable and wants her body back. She can't get comfortable when she sleeps; she's restless during the day. It's only a matter of time before I'm driving her to the hospital.
We've been fortunate that there have been no issues with the pregnancy. The babies and Tora have been healthy, even if my girl has had enough of being pregnant. She doesn't complain a lot, knowing she's going through all of this for the babies. She's one of the strongest women I know.
Today marks thirty-seven weeks. My mom has been stopping in when she's not working. Tora's mom has been here daily, dropping off food for us, insisting that she feeds us all before the babies come. She also still gives me the evil eye every time I mention takeout. It's quality food. I happen to love it.
I'm in my office working while Tora cleans the kitchen. I have someone who comes in to do that, but she insists it's not the same. She said the house has to be spotless before the babies come. I half wonder if she's trying to put herself into labor by overworking herself. I've tried to tell her to rest and relax, but the death glare she gives me has me shutting my mouth and hiding behind my computer.
"Parker!" she yells my name.
I'm out of my seat, rushing down the hall toward her. I skid to a stop when I find her standing with a sponge in one hand and a pot in another while her shorts are becoming increasingly wet, liquid pooling at her feet.
Her voice trembles. “My water broke.”
"It’s okay, sweetheart. We’ve been waiting for this to happen." I walk to her and take the items from her hands. After placing them on the counter, I help her out of her shorts and underwear as more comes out of her in a slow trickle.
From the hall closet, I grab a towel for her then go into the bedroom for new underwear, shorts, and the bag we've had packed for the past five weeks. Tora uses the towel to dry herself while I place a call to our doctor. He asks if Tora is having contractions, which when I ask her, she relays she's been having them infrequently all morning, but they've been mild.
With the phone still pressed to my head, I ask, "Why didn't you tell me?"
"I thought it might be from me overdoing it?"
"And you didn't think to rest?"
"I want these babies out of me, Parker!" she yells with fire in her eyes. The doctor chuckles on the other end of the line and tells us to head over to the hospital. That we'll see him there in a bit.
I help Tora down to the Rover and place a clean towel on the seat for her to sit on. She's still leaking but it's slowed. We start the drive to the hospital as a family of two.
"The next time we come home there will be four of us," I tell her with a huge smile on my face. The amount of joy inside me is about to burst from my body. I want to roll down the window and scream at the top of my lungs how happy I am that I'll soon be a father to two boys.
Tora's hand rests on her belly as her face becomes serious. "Can we focus on getting these two out of me first?" The doctor told us we are very lucky both boys are head down. While Tora isn't looking forward to pushing the boys out, she prefers it to a C-section. She's never had surgery before and the thought scares the fuck out of her. The doctor, plus my mom, have told her how common C-sections are, and that she'll be in amazing hands at the hospital, regardless which way the babies are born. They have a team ready for every outcome.
Grabbing her phone, she calls her mom to say we’re on our way to the hospital and asks her to tell everyone else. A contraction comes again, this time stronger. She grips the door as she ends the call.
“Breathe, sweetheart. You got this.”
“Fuck you, Parker. You’re the one who got me in this situation. You fucking breathe.”
I try hard to hide my smile, loving that she is yelling rather than worrying about what’s to come. Tora's nerves have been getting the best of her lately. Half the reason for her staying busy is to keep her mind off all the things that could go wrong during delivery. I'm not naïve to it, but I choose to remain as positive as possible. I fear if I become nervous, it's only going to make her worse. She needs me to be strong and support her in every way.
When we arrive at the hospital, we walk to the elevator, which will take us to labor and delivery. The contractions are strong now, and she's had to stop and take a few breaths until the pain ebbs before she can continue walking.
After checking in and having the doctor on call assess Tora, we’re moved to a birthing room. Luckily, it's not a full moon or we're told the place would be hopping with women going into labor. A monitor is on Tora’s belly for the babies and an IV is placed in her arm. Shit is about to get real.
****
Tora progressed quickly—faster than anyone was anticipating. It felt like we just got here, and they were asking her to push. Our doctor arrived twenty minutes prior. There wasn’t even enough time to get an epidural in. The babies were ready to be born while the doctor and nurses scrambled to take care of everything.
Jude was born at three twenty in the afternoon, with a head full of auburn hair like his mom. Holland was born fourteen minutes later, with light blond hair. Both boys have slate blue eyes and are healthy.
They are everything I could have imagined and more. The first time I saw them, I cried. I could barely see through the tears. The love I felt for them was instant and all-consuming. I knew as soon as they were born I would lay down my life for them and do everything in my power to protect them from harm. They, along with Tora, are my entire world.
The babies are sleeping beside the bed in their own bassinet on wheels. A nurse came in a bit ago to check on everyone and to tell us if the babies become too much, and we want to get some sleep, to call her and she'll take them to the nursery.
I can't sleep. I don’t want to. Sitting in the chair next to the bed, I watch Tora and the babies sleep soundly. Our families and friends came while Tora was in labor and waited until everyone was safe and in our room for the night before they came in. They cooed and passed the babies back and forth, while Tora closed her eyes and smiled. She was tired and groggy from pain medication. She tore as the babies came out and needed stitches. Still, the doctor said everything went well and we were very fortunate to get a natural birth. I don't take that for granted. A lot could have happened or gone wrong with Tora or the babies. I don't know what I would have done if I lost her.
There isn't a day that goes by where I don't stop and appreciate all I have and how different things could have gone since Tora returned to my life. Any one of my friends or family could have been taken from me. Brant almost brought my entire world down around me.
My hands form fists at the thought of what he did, but I quickly shake them out and focus back on the good. I will not let thoughts of that asshole exist long in my head when there is so much joy in front of me.
My mom and Tora's are going to take turns staying at our house for the first few weeks, until we get in the swing of things. It's harder for my mom to take off, but she does have a week of vacation she's been saving to stay home and love up on her grandchildren.
Blair was the last person to come to the hospital to see us. I had talked to her about it and said I would understand if she couldn't come. She lost her own baby, and to visit and see mine, I knew it would be hard. She insisted on it but to give her time. I told her there was no rush. We understood.
When she came into the room, Cy and Eve had gone home by then, my parents had left as well, and Tora's were walking out the door. It was only us and Blair.
She hesitantly stepped into the room and tears filled her eyes. She held out her arms and said, "Give me one of those beautiful boys." And I did.
I handed her Holland first. She sat in the chair and kissed his little head, while she whispered things I couldn't hear. She rocked him in her arms and pressed his sleepy head to her chest while tears ran down her cheeks. I glanced over at Tora who was holding Jude, and noticed she was crying as well. We let Blair hold Holland until he cried out in hunger then Tora and Blair switched babies.
Jude settled right into Blair's arms and yawned wide, stretching his arms before finding sleep again. Her eyes met mine and I knew how she felt without saying a word. Her emotions were written clearly on her face: heartache, mourning for what could have been, acceptance that it’s the not the end and she could have more children, and joy at holding my son.
"You're a daddy, Parker. I'm so happy for you." Her bottom lip trembled.
I crouched down next the chair she was in. "Thank you for coming, B."
"I wouldn't miss it for the world."
"I know but..."
"I'm not going to lie and say it wasn't hard driving here, but I put one foot in front of the other and walked into this room full of love and happiness. You have everything you wanted, and I don't know anyone who deserves it more."
I leaned forward to hug her gently and not disturb Jude. "I love you, B."
"I love you, too."
After she left, I slid into bed next to Tora, while the boys slept in the bassinet, and held her as we both cried. The tears were sad for our friend and all she lost, then became happy for everything we had. We don’t take a moment of our luck at finding each other again or the joy of our sons for granted.
Holland stirs and lets out a whimper. Standing, I quickly change his diaper and lift him up, rocking him gently in my arms. His eyes flutter open and in them I see everything in front of me. My hope for him and his brother. The possibility of more children with Tora down the road. And most of all, a long and happy life with the only woman I've ever loved and the beautiful children we’ve created. 
 



Epilogue
Fourteen Months Later
Astoria
"Are you sure you want to do this?" I ask Eve as we drop the boys off at her house.
"Oh, please. We got this. It's not like it's the first time we're watching them."
"I know but they are way more active now. You can't take your eyes off of them." As soon as the words leave my lips, I hear a high-pitched scream and turn to see Jude trying to chase Cy and Eve's Samoyed puppy around the living room. The white ball of fluff runs with lightning speed, but his little feet slide on the hardwood floor. Holland pops out from behind the couch and startles the poor thing. It takes off in the opposite direction. Cy comes running from the kitchen to chase all three of them as Parker laughs by my side.
"Best of luck, Eve. You're going to need it," he says chuckling.
She swats his arm. "Get out of here, you two. Go on your date. Have some kid-free fun."
We walk to the Rover and get inside. There are Cheerios on the floor in the back and sippy cups in the cup holders on their car seats. Parker's Range Rover is no longer as spotless as it used to be. In every corner of the front and back seats are reminders of the two boys who rule our lives.
Taking my hand, Parker drives us down the winding driveway. At the bottom, he stops and hands me a blindfold.
"What's this for?" I ask.
"I want it to be a surprise." He refuses to tell me where we’re going. All he would say is that I didn't need to dress up.
I slip the blindfold over my eyes. "If you're going to fuck me, you better make it good. You know I like to look into your eyes."
He laughs. "I'm not. Yet anyway. I think I'll bring the blindfold inside with us when we get home, however. All kinds of things are going through my head with how I can drive you wild not being able to see me." I sigh loudly, and he laughs. "We'll be there soon," he says. "You won't have to wear it for long."
Every twist and turn in the road has me tracking it in my mind, but I can’t keep up. I have no idea where we’re going. It's not long before Parker comes to a stop and shuts off the engine. He walks to my side and helps me out, while I leave the blindfold on. With his hand holding mine, I follow him, hoping not to trip as he leads me forward, stopping when he opens what sounds like a chain-link door. The kind you'd find on the outside of a tennis court.
After taking a few more steps, he stops us. "Take off the blindfold."
I lift it from my eyes and gasp in surprise. I turn to take it all in, reveling in the beauty of it all. We're on the basketball court where we first met, only it doesn't resemble what it once was. The chain-link high walls that surround it hold a thousand tiny white lights. In the center of the court is a big, white spray painted heart with AL + PM 4 Ever written in it. Rose petals are scattered around the heart and throughout the court. Then my eyes land on Parker as he kneels before me with a closed, black box in his hand.
"Tora, from the first moment I saw you, I knew you were special. You captivated me with your smile, and every day after I fell more in love with you. Our journey hasn't been easy, but every step we took brought us to where we are now. You’re more than the mother of my sons. You’re my best friend. My one true love. The person I want to grow old with. Astoria Livingston, will you marry me?"
He opens the box and reveals a large, square diamond, surrounded by smaller diamonds that continue part way around the band of the ring. It's stunning.
A tear slips down my cheek. "Yes."
He stands and shakily slips the ring onto my finger then smiles down at me for a moment before kissing me sweetly. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I take a moment to let the proposal settle over me. Parker’s words, what he did to the basketball court, the ring which now adorns my finger. I press a kiss to his lips, which quickly turns passionate. His arms slip around my back. He palms my ass, pressing me against his hardening length.
I moan, kissing him rougher for a moment before leaning back to stare into his eyes. "Should we take this back home? Celebrate in a very quiet, empty house?”
He kisses me again and murmurs against my lips. "I don't know if I can make it that long."
A thought dawns on us at the same time. "Rover,” we say in unison.
No matter how many times we're together, or what happens in our lives, one thing remains the same—the flame that burns between us doesn’t die down, and I hope it never will.
 
Keep reading for a preview of Cy and Eve’s story,
Where I End.
 



A Note from the Author
When I started writing this story, I wasn't sure where it would take me. I knew bits and pieces but not the full scope of what would happen. It wasn't an easy book to write. I cried with my characters. I felt their joy and pain. If you or someone you love is being abused, battling depression, anxiety, or any other mental health illness, please reach out for help. If you, or someone you love, is suicidal, please seek immediate help.
The National Domestic Violence Hotline
http://www.thehotline.org/
1-800-799-7233
RAINN
https://www.rainn.org/
1-800-656-4673
Anxiety and Depression Association of America
https://www.adaa.org/
Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance (DBSA)
http://www.dbsalliance.org/
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Prologue
Six Years Ago
Eve
I hear him before I see him. He's walking up the hallway with his band of asshole friends. I close my locker and turn just as they walk by. They don't stop. Thank God. I merge into the flow of traffic, my best and only friend, Tasha, joining me. We're almost to class when he stops in the middle of the hallway, does a one-eighty, and faces me. Shit. I don't want to deal with him today. I was foolish to think I escaped him.
Everyone in the hall stops to watch. Their backs are pressed against their lockers, each getting a view of today’s entertainment. They always stop and observe anything he does. Hotshot, super wealthy, Cy Revere. All the guys want to be him, and all the girls want to do him.
"Evie," he says, his eyes fixated on me. He’s the only one who calls me that. "I missed you yesterday. Will you be coming by tonight?"
"Not in your dreams, asshole,” I growl.
"How will your mom get home then? You have your family's only car, don't you? You drove it to school. I mean, no one can miss that red beast in the parking lot." His friends laugh, as do the others. Great. Just what I need—the whole school is making fun of me again. It’s bad enough my family doesn’t fit in since we aren’t made of money, but my car—my mom’s car—it draws attention on its own with its faded and chipped red paint, and the dent on the back hatch, thanks to my mom backing up one night and not seeing the tree behind her.
I give Cy the finger and try to brush past him, but he grips my elbow, not letting me by. I freeze. I hate it when he does this. It's almost a daily occurrence. He finds me at some point every day and makes a dick remark in front of everyone. Not even Tasha backs me up. Some friend she is. She secretly pines for his attention. She's never said as much, but I know. Your best friend always knows.
"Not so fast, Evie,” he says.
"My name is Eve, you asshole," I seethe.
His eyes bore into mine with a matching fire. It's equal hatred. I just can't understand why he chooses to pick on me. There are plenty of other kids in this school, yet I'm the object of his harassment. Not once has he singled out anyone else like he does me.
He leans forward and for a second I think he's going to kiss me, which makes zero sense. Like the dumbass I am, I lick my lips and focus on his. Sure, he's hot. Okay, he's fucking beautiful, with his black hair and eyes so blue they resemble a clear ocean. He knows it, too, and that's one of his problems. Cocky, rich boy. However, I’m no different than any girl in the school. Once you see him, there’s a part of you that wants him. I try to bury that part down deep, but every once in a while, it shows. Like right now.
My body tilts ever so slightly toward him. I want him to kiss me. My teenage hormones are going wild being this close to him. I can't help it. The only kiss I ever had was with an exchange student, freshman year. Once Cy saw my interest in him, he quickly recruited him to his group.
Cy has this ability to make me block out the rest of the world when his eyes are on mine. I don't know what it is about him, but I hate it. I loathe it—because he's fully aware of the effect he has on me and uses it to his advantage. Like he's going to in three, two, one.
Cy bursts out laughing. All his friends quickly follow, as does most of the hallway. My eyes dart around as a blush quickly heats my cheeks.
"Did you think I was going to kiss you?" he asks through his fit of laughter. Then he sobers so fast I'm surprised I don't get whiplash. "I wouldn't kiss the help." The help. That's what I am to him: the daughter of the woman who assists his mother with her business. Maybe if my mom didn’t work for his, I wouldn’t be on his radar. I didn’t have the pleasure of knowing him in grade school, since we only moved to Arrow Falls, Pennsylvania the summer before freshman year.
I close my eyes tight and wish the entire encounter away. When I open my eyes, everyone will be staring and laughing, just as they always are. One thing is certain, though. Cy will be gone. Once he gets a good dig at me, he's off with his friends again as if we never exchanged words.
The laughter dies down. All I hear now is the shuffling of feet on the school floor. A hand lightly touches my arm, making me jump. My eyes open and I come face-to-face with Tasha. She's trying hard not to smile. I'd call her a bitch, but I don't have any other friends. As much as she wants to join Cy's little clan, she stays by my side. I’m grateful for that. At least I have someone.
"I'm sorry," she says, trying to stifle her smile. "I don't mean to laugh."
"Go to hell." I walk away from her. Tasha will brush off my words like she always does. I need to get to class. It's only second period and my day is already ruined. Cy rarely shows up at the same time every day. There are days I’m lucky and don’t see him until the end of the day.
She runs after me, but I ignore her. I can't get the image of her laughing, along with the other jerks, out of my head. We enter history together and take our seats at the far end of the room, next to the windows. Everyone's eyes are on me as they whisper to one another.
Tasha leans forward on the desk behind me when we sit down. "I really am sorry, Eve. Honest."
I let out a long sigh. "Whatever." I don't feel like arguing with her. Her apology is genuine; it always is. However, it doesn't change what she did and will continue to do where Cy is concerned.
She doesn't get a chance to say anything else. The bell rings. Our teacher starts talking in his monotone voice, effectively putting half the class to sleep. I take the time to stare out the window and daydream.
What would it be like if I were rich? Would Cy still make fun of me, or would I finally measure up to the invisible bar he has set for those around him? Only the super-rich can be his friends. I swear he has a list of requirements his cronies must meet before he lets them join his group.
Must have:
2009 or newer BMW
Zero morals
Clothes to make you look like you stepped out of a magazine ad for preppy dicks
Willingness to follow the leader—no questions asked
Ability to laugh when the leader laughs, regardless if it's funny or not
No independent thoughts
Those are only the guy requirements. Thinking about the idiot girls who hover around him is a whole other story. Yes, he's attractive, but then he opens his mouth and his personality drives away anyone with half a brain. Except me. I have a brain. I'm smart as hell but somehow keep getting sucked into his traps. Stupid, foolish Eve.
I spend the rest of class trying to focus on what our teacher is droning on about; however, history isn't interesting to me. Luckily, the bell rings, saving me from any further torture.
Out in the hall, I walk as fast as I can without drawing attention to myself. I want to get to my locker, grab my books, and get to the safety of my next classroom. With Cy gunning for me so early in the morning, I dread what the rest of the day will be like.
****
Somehow, and I'm not sure how, I make it through the day without seeing him again. That is, until I leave the building and start walking to my car. There he is, leaning up against the passenger side of my mom's old Subaru station wagon, with his arms crossed and a smirk on his face. He's alone, though. No clan of morons along with him to ridicule me.
I stop when I'm a foot away from where he's standing. "Get off my car."
"Sorry," he says, and turns around to rub his hand over faded red paint his ass was just touching. "Didn't mean to damage the beast." If it were possible to roll your eyes clean out of your head, I would have done it by now.
"Just move. I need to leave." I quickly hit the unlock button on the remote. I need to get out of here. Nothing good will come from me talking to him, especially when I have no clue what he's up to. That thought scares me. He could have anything up his sleeve.
"Your mom doesn't finish working for three hours. We should go do something."
My eyes narrow. What game is he playing? "I'm good, thanks."
"Let me at least walk you to your door."
“Get the hell away from me.” I try to step around him, but he stays by my side as we walk around the rear of the car. He then pushes himself ahead, quickly opening the door for me. I ignore him and throw my bag inside. "Leave."
He smiles innocently, with his white, straight teeth, and closes my door once I'm inside. He backs away with a stupid smile on his face. Prick.
Cy quickly runs away when I start the engine and put my car in reverse. I back out of the spot and shift it to drive. It's then I notice everyone around me laughing and pointing. Pointing right at my driver's side door. A few have also taken out their phones and snapped pictures and videos of me. I throw the car in park and jump out to figure out what's got them going.
Then I see it: a blown-up picture of me leaning in toward Cy like I'm about to kiss him and the revolted look on his face at the thought. Perfect. Just fucking perfect. Plastered on my door for all of Arrow Falls High to see.
I rip the picture from my door as fast as possible and crumple it into a ball, throwing it on the front seat. The parking lot is suddenly too small, and I'm starting to hyperventilate. I need to get out of here.
Slowly, not wanting to go too fast in the parking lot and feel the wrath of the principal for driving over the speed limit, I make my way to the far end where the road to freedom is. It's there, where the parking lot meets Front Street, where I see Cy holding a bright yellow sign with the words, "Not in your wildest dreams" written on it in bold, black, block letters. Standing beside him is Aria Garcia, one of the most popular girls in the school.
Once he knows he has my attention, he clutches her side with his free hand and kisses her hard on the mouth, just because he can. A big fuck you to me, saying he will never kiss me like that. I hate high school.
Available now!
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