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FOREWORD


This is a fictional romance novel featuring an age gap between the main characters, and largely focuses on a dominant/submissive, BDSM relationship.

This is a fictional romance novel. It is not a guide for any kink practices.

Lastly, there are sensitive topics in this story. I encourage you to take pause if the following topics distress you: off-page domestic assault, minor on-page violence, actions accompanied with a BDSM lifestyle, and off-page parental death outside of the main timeline.

To learn more about the content of this book, please visit my reading guide.

Stick around until the end for a chapter of All My Love.


PROLOGUE
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Three Months Ago

Dirt and dust rise up, engulfing Leah’s white BMV as she shifts into park. Peering through the windshield, I survey the scene; two homes separated by just a few hundred yards, and behind them, miles and miles of green pasture. “We’re here?”

Leah pops open a metal tin full of mints, offering me one. “We are here,” she announces with a sigh, plopping a wintergreen Altoid onto her tongue. “There’s a parking lot around the back of that house, behind that barn,” she says, wiggling her long french manicured nail in front of me. I follow her finger to a barn, and glean a few cars tucked behind it off in the distance.

“Why didn’t we park there?” I question, slipping my feet back into my uncomfortable espadrilles. They’re adorable, with classic esparto rope wedges, and the most charming buttery yellow and white polka dot fabric pattern. Perfect for summer, perfect for the white pintuck sundress I have on, and perfect for a first impression. But the devil made these sandals, and you cannot convince me otherwise.

Tying them off one ankle at a time, I’m careful to make sure the tied bow detail is perfect. After all, the bow is part of the reason why I’m willing to tango with Satan for three hours wearing these–it’s so cute.

“I don’t like parking where everyone else does. It never fails, some parent catches me when I’m ten paces from the car, and has a huge story they need to tell me about how the education system isn’t helping little Timmy or Sandy.”

I arch a brow. “Little Timmy?”

She waves a hand down between us before fishing in her bag for lipstick. “You get what I’m saying. Every time I leave one of these things with a box of fudge and a quart of milk with nothing but plans to wear sweats, binge The Bachelor and shove my face full, someone manages to stop me. And I’ll tell you what, I have three episodes of The Bachelor waiting and Dolores made rocky road fudge today. I’m getting my me-time, damnit.” She rolls up the tube of rouge and drags it over her lips. “And if Hudson asks, I’ll blame it on you. I’ll say you’re new and didn't know where to park.”

“Gee, thanks,” I tell her, unclipping my seatbelt. After running my fingers through my hair and checking my teeth and nostrils in the flip down mirror one last time, Leah and I finally get out of the car.

“So the whole town really comes to this thing?” I ask as we head toward the quaint farmers market on the other side of the house. “And Hudson, he’s the guy who runs it?”

Leah lets me take her arm as I navigate the gravel ground in my wedges. “Yeah, Hudson runs it. He moved here some ten years ago maybe? Anyway, you came from Willowdale, you know small towns love farmers markets. He really does a good job making people want to come, and stay. Before he moved here, Bluebell wasn’t as tight as it is now. His farmers market has been one of the greatest things for our town.”

I’m not looking to date, but I’m not looking not to date either. “Hudson, huh?” I waggle my brows as we traipse along, hitting the edge of the grass only after my espadrilles take the brunt of the dirt. I pause, lifting one ankle to swipe at the fabric.

Leah catches me by the arm before I lose my balance and show Bluebell my undies. “Don’t even joke,” she warns, her voice suddenly serious. I met Leah only two years ago, when she came to Willowdale for a district meeting. I helped her take her stuff to the car, and after seeing the Outlander decal on her back window, we’ve been friends ever since. Yet I’ve never seen her face go stern so quickly, or heard her voice pitch into despair like this. “Riley, I’m serious, do not even joke about thinking Hudson is handsome or cute or anything.” She slices her hand down like a guillotine with serious finality.

With her supporting my bodyweight, I take the opportunity to dust off the other sandal, relieved to see the dirt comes off pretty well. “I guess this is why country people wear boots, hmm?” I say as I flick the last bit of gravel from the esparto detail.

“Don’t change the subject. Tell me you understand,” Leah says, taking me by the shoulders, pinning me to the lawn with her intense gaze. Actually, it’s not as much of an intense gaze as it is an absolutely terrifying eye-mauling stare.

I put my hands on hers, gripping me. “Leah, I don’t even know what the man looks like. I was just kind of joking, okay?”

Her eyes search mine, and it’s then my gaze drops to her chest, where I notice she’s breathing hard. My brows scrunch. “Leah, what is happening right now? You are being… I’m concerned.”

“I’m concerned for you if you don’t stop that talk right this second,” Leah whispers, her words a paranoid hiss. “Hudson is married, you got it?”

I tip my head to the side and bring my hands to my hips, shirking hers off of me. “Do you really think I’d mess with a married man? I’m a little offended.”

Leah runs her hands through her hair, adjusting her purse on her shoulder, still planted in the grass. I nod toward the white tents. “No Hudson, Jesus, I got it. Now are we gonna go?”

She glances toward the distant commotion under the tents and looks back at me. “His wife is very possessive, very… territorial. And no, I don’t think you’d date a married man or even have a crush on one but what I’m saying is, avoid being anything but barely friendly with Hudson. At all costs.”

Leah loops her arm through mine and we trudge toward the tents, all while I promise to barely tip my head at this Hudson guy. To be honest, I didn’t really care much before but now I’m dying to meet him and this possessive wife of his.

The nearer we get, the scene fills in. Around us are how ya beens and how’s your moms, gracious laughter and light music, with kids racing between the legs of grown ups. People are everywhere, smiling and happy as a soft breeze moves through the trees, making them sway and dance, keeping the end of the fall heat away. Gravel crunches, a balloon pops, and somewhere, a baby cries. The commotion bleeds into every inch of the market, and I fall in love with the town right then and there.

Being a part of a family-like community is something I’ve found myself longing for in recent months. Having people know you, support you, love you, and are happy to see you? Maybe that’s more than some people want from townspeople, but that’s what I want. That’s what I need. Leah was right–Bluebell really will be a good fit for me if this market is any representation of the town.

“I love it here,” I breathe out, my words riding a dreamy sigh as I slowly absorb it all, from the adorable weathered woman running the fudge stand, to the little girls doing sand art at a booth near the churros. Families drift from table to table, old women chat, men laugh, there’s cider and beer stands, and so much going on.

But everyone, no matter what, is wearing a smile.

I like that. I need that.

“It’s pretty great,” Leah says, just as a tall, strong man wearing a faded cowboy hat and filthy blue jeans saunters up. He tugs the hat off his head, revealing a mess of sweaty chestnut hair and fishing a large, dirt-laden hand through it before dipping his head in greeting to Leah and myself.

“Leah, good to see you. This must be Miss Rivers? The new addition to the Bruiser crew.” He smiles, gorgeous and toothy, his dark beard likely hiding a perfectly chiseled jaw. Leah introduces me right as my eyes fall to his neck, taking in large purplish-pink circles on his throat that disappear below the hem of his t-shirt. Hickies. This man is covered in hickies and… are those teeth marks? My Lord in Heaven, those are teeth marks.

Leah clears her throat because I’ve likely missed my cue. I stick out my hand. “Riley Rivers, nice to meet you.”

The man slips his hand in mine, hot and strong. The shake breaks when a little boy and girl run full stop into his legs, wrapping their arms around him. The little girl, whose white fuzzy hair is in a cute little ponytail with a pink ribbon, reaches for his pocket, whining “up, Dada, up!”

He grabs them both, sliding the boy onto his back before putting the girl on his hip. He smiles, returning his focus to me. “Hudson Gray, nice to meet you Riley.”

When he says his name, Leah clears her throat and my eyes immediately go back to his neck, riddled with last night’s passion. “Hudson, I’ve heard your market is really part of what makes Bluebell so special.”

“My dad is the greatest,” the little boy says, peering around his dad’s head, Hudson’s hat wobbly on his son’s head.

“I’m Honey,” the girl states proudly, smiling to expose a mouth full of baby teeth, chocolate at the corners of her lips.

“Well, I’m honored Leah reflects on it in such high regard. I love the market. My wife and I run it together, so I can’t take all the credit.” He lowers the kids to the ground gently, plucking his hat from the boy’s head. “Bear, take Honey to see Aunt Ivy.” He crouches, kissing the little girl on the nose. “Weren’t you fixin’ to get your honey pot tattoo today? Bear’s gonna take you, then it’s time for your nap.”

Honey leaps, and the boy takes her by the hand sweetly, leading her off.

“Temporary,” Hudson says, placing his hat on his head. “My sister-in-law is a tattoo artist and she gives all the kids fun, temporary tattoos at the market. Sets up a booth like it's real, makes them sign a consent form, all of it. The kids love it.”

“Just another thing about this farmers market that makes it so special,” Leah says, using her professional voice. “Well, I’m gonna take Miss Rivers around to meet some more folks.”

Hudson dips his head and smiles, and I’m almost scared to look too long after Leah’s warning and the sight of his neck. “Nice to meet you, Miss Rivers.”

“You too,” I tell him, just as another group of people approach. Leah launches me into yet another introduction.

“Riley, this is Coach McAllister, the varsity football coach. Coach McAllister, this is Miss Rivers, the new health teacher and JV cheer coach,” Leah says, waving her hand from one of us to the other to make the introduction.

Coach McAllister stands at least two feet taller than me, I swear. He tugs his hat off his head, revealing a damp tangle of reddish blonde hair. He drags the back of his wrist over the perspiration on his forehead before extending his hand to me. “Nice to meet you, Miss Riley.” We shake hands, and while I’m expecting a sexist jab about the way cheerleaders are simply frivolous distractions to the main event—football—I’m pleasantly surprised at what Coach McAllister says next.

“Those girls work hard, real hard. I’m glad to see Ms. Campbell found a coach. The hunt’s been goin’ on for a couple of years, hasn’t it?” Hooking one thumb in his belt loop, hat pinched in his other hand held over his heart, he smiles.

Leah strokes her hand down her arm before swatting a fly away. “Yeah, I think Layla’s been coaching varsity and JV for the last few years. But good things take time,” she beams, slipping her arm through mine. “I hate to cut it short, Coach, but Mr. Cunningham is right over there and,” she jiggles our linked arms a bit. “I need to introduce them.”

Coach McAllister places his hat on his head before stroking his pointer finger and thumb along his thick mustache, smiling. “Great to meet you, Miss Riley,” he beams, and then I’m being drug off to meet Mr. Cunningham… and about fifty other people.

By the time I’ve met Mr. Cunningham, who is the only other health teacher at Bluebell High, there’s a small circle of people forming around us, waiting to be introduced. My shoes are adorable, but I realize these people aren’t coming for my smile and espadrilles—the fact is, I’m new on staff. Acting interested in me is also about putting on a good face for their principal. But after each person leaves, I start to reflect, these folks are all pretty genuine.

[image: ]


An hour and a half later, I can hardly remember Leah’s name as I tell her I need to use the restroom and sneak away from the tented area. Is there a restroom? The commotion fades as I walk lightly through the lawn, toward the barn adjacent to the market. I don’t need a restroom, I only need a sliver of privacy for a minute or two. Five at the most.

Meeting so many people at once–while processing the fact that… I don’t live in Willowdale anymore–it’s a lot. I don’t identify as an anxious person usually, but right now, with my hands shaky and my chest tight, I am beyond anxious.

I’m overwhelmed by everything. I don’t know why it didn’t hit me when I got my rental home key. Or when I signed the paperwork with Leah on site. Or when I drove past the “now leaving Willowdale” sign. Why did the reality that my life is starting over at age twenty-four decide to crash into me today, when I’m becoming acquainted with my new life? I don’t know, but as I drag myself around the edges of the barn and sink my back against the sun-soaked wooden wall, I’m just happy to get a moment alone.

My eyes fall closed as I fan my fingers out along the barn wall, feeling each jagged groove and waiting splinter. Warmth pours over my face and I tip my chin to the sky, hungry for more private warmth and peace. My toes poking from my fancy sandals tingle as the sun finds them, too.

It’s only overwhelming because you’re facing it all at once, I tell myself, breathing in through my nose, then exhaling slowly, hoping the sense of overwhelming change leaves my body with my breath.

“You alright?” A low, gruff voice makes my eyes fly open, and I clutch my collarbone in surprise. I blink to my left, in the direction of the husky voice, and have to raise my hand to shield my eyes from the sun. A few more blinks and my vision settles on a tall, strapping man–a cowboy, because Bluebell breeds them exclusively. He's wearing worn leather boots, faded and filthy blue jeans, and a green and black tartan flannel tucked in, revealing an ornate leather belt and a wide silver buckle. A few buttons at the top are undone, exposing sleek skin and a striation of muscle between his pecs. His large, sweat-stained cowboy hat hides his hair, but the ends poke out, loose, wild, like he’d been working and tossed the hat on without a thought. The hairs are dark, somewhere between espresso and light roast. The rim of his hat shades his eyes, but the longer I assess him, the clearer his face becomes—despite the sun’s best efforts.

His strong jaw tells me he’s been too busy for a razor for a few days. Lips pressing together in a flat line with eyes set on me, he doesn’t give off friendly energy, but he does ask me if I’m okay. His eyes, some intoxicating blend of sea moss and chestnuts, smoulder beneath his hat, and, for whatever reason, staring into them makes my pulse skip.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I breathe, still lost in his eyes. A splinter sinks into my palm while using my hand to stand steady against the barn, the other still shielding my face. I jump back and bring my hand to my chest, cursing beneath my breath, whispering, “splinter.”

He closes the distance between us, and I’m not sure where to look, so I look at his belt. Truth is, I’d love to stare into his eyes but I can’t risk that this man is like Hudson, and that some Bluebell wife is gonna come punch my lights out if I look at him too long.

“I like your belt,” I tell him awkwardly as the scent of his aftershave drifts my way. He grunts an “mm” in response, knocking his hat back a few inches with a curled knuckle. His gorgeous eyes find mine.

“Want me to get it?” he offers. My nipples think he’s talking directly to them, apparently, and though the sun is beating down on me, they noticeably harden.

“Get… what?” I ask around the sudden cramp of shyness that has taken up residence in my chest.

“Your splinter,” he repeats, motioning for my hand. I stick it out for him to assess, and watch as his eyes roam over my skin. A bead of sweat curves around and down his neck, rolling toward his chest. I watch it until it swims beneath the V of open fabric, and look up to find hot cowboy watching me.

“Um,” I start, but I can’t come up with a lie on my feet, and with his big hands holding mine, my brain isn’t quite working right. “I was–”

He doesn’t seem to care that I was looking, or at the very least, he lets me off the hook. He brings my palm to his mouth, pressing his lips into my hand. His teeth are gentle against my skin, and his cheeks hollow a moment before he pulls back, spitting off into the lawn. With a tug, he brings his hat back down, then says, “there.”

I look at my palm, at the tiny pinpoint of red where the splinter existed moments ago. He sucked it out? And then spit it out?

And for some reason, I’m finding that extremely hot?

Am I a slut in Bluebell?

“Thank you,” I croak. Then it occurs to me that this hunk in a hat is hiding out back here, too. And honestly, I’d probably talk about back handsprings and stunt groups if I thought it would earn me a few more minutes with him.

“Who are you—what are you hiding from out here?” I ask, my eyes veering down to the ornate belt again. He notices, but waits for my eyes to return to his. Him watching me makes my heart thump madly in my chest, making me a little light headed.

“I was here with someone who no longer wanted to be here with me,” he says, and I get the impression that this man just spoke more to me in that sentence than he does most days. A man of few words is sexy as all hell.

Wait– “someone was here, with you, and decided there was somewhere else they’d rather be?” A woman left him here? I cannot imagine how hot the other guy must be, Jesus. I don’t think I’d leave this man’s side if he was on fire. He looks down at his boots, unknowingly giving me the opportunity to really check out the span of his shoulders, the strength in his chest, and the way his thighs put those jeans to the test.

He looks up, staring into my eyes for a quiet moment before he nods to my hand. “Clean it out when you get home.” He slaps it, his large palm heavy against mine, making the bones in my hand ache slightly. I like the ache, the dull flare of pain, the new sensations. “Keep pressure on it and it’ll feel better.” Without another word, he disappears around the barn. I peek around and watch as he filters back into the market crowd.

I look down at my palm, and close my eyes, heat flaring between my legs at the memory of his mouth on my skin.

I’m here for a fresh start. To teach health and coach cheerleading.

But my eyes pop open, still watching my mystery splinterslapping savior, and the only thing that has my focus? His ass.


CHAPTER
ONE
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Current Day

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Dean asks, scratching the side of his jaw before tipping back his blended lemonade.

“Hmm,” I gruff, driving my awl into the supple strip of leather, the end held tight in my hand, buttery against my skin. Repeatedly, I move the awl over the tawny material, leaving unified crescent designs in its wake.

“How they got so much to say to each other, but nothing to say to us,” Dean says, tossing his empty cup into the bin below my table. “I sit in my office and listen to loads and loads of conversations–I mean, mostly about horses, football and jerking off, but still. They’ll talk till I just about can’t take it anymore, yet the moment I come out of my office, it’s like it pains them to give up more than a word or two.” He stacks his feet on the edge of my table. “Teenagers are something else, aren’t they?”

The haft on my awl cracks, and I reach below the table to my bag of supplies, retrieving a roll of black electrical tape. I start to wrap the haft, and peer across the sea of white tents, looking for her long, dark ponytail.

“Guess it’s different if they’re your own, huh?” Dean continues, repositioning his chair at my booth. “Jo Jo ain’t that way, is she?”

I bring the tape to my mouth and tear it with my teeth, dropping the roll in the bag. “The only time I get more than a couple of words out of Jo Jo is if we’re arguing about something.” I sit down, and return my focus to the leather belt in front of me, relieved when a couple of townspeople wander up.

Dean’s been my buddy a long time, but I’m just not in the mood to shoot the breeze today. Jo Jo and I have been running this booth together for years, but only in the last few months has she stopped showing up on the weekends. Today she came with me, but as soon as her boots hit the ground, she was gone and off with her friends without so much as a “I’ll be back” or “I’ll see you later, Dad!”

My therapist says this is normal teenage behavior and I believe her. The thing is, I can’t seem to wrap my heart around it. Every day she grows older, she becomes more of her own person, and I love seeing it. But it feels like the person she is becoming is one that wants nothing to do with me, or this life. My therapist also says that this is normal.

I hate it.

I just want my daughter back. I feel like I’ve lost her to teenage angst, and I don’t know what to do.

“For what it’s worth, she seems happy as a clam when she’s at school. Her and the Brownstock girls, they’re thick as thieves, always giggling and clambering together.”

I smooth my thumb along the design, pleased with the way it’s turning out.

“Barrel, roping, cutting, reining, cow horse, ranch, youth, trail and pleasure! Jake Turner’s saddles are the best in Bluebell!” Dean greets the gentlemen approaching my table, and I glance up from my work to see a pair of familiar faces. Ranchers here in town.

I drop my awl in my bag, swipe a hand down my thigh and share a handshake with each of them before handing them an order form. Guy, the older man, has been ordering saddles from me for years. Before the farmers market was open, he’d visit me at my storefront downtown, Turner Saddlery. Now though, he exclusively sees me here, because he lives just up the road from the market. Today, Guy has his friend Marv with him, and Marv tells me he’s looking to get a custom saddle as a gift for his granddaughter.

“She ride a lot?” I ask, making notes in the margin of his completed form.

“Some,” Marv says, “but I know my son is trying to encourage her to ride more.”

I make a few notes and look up at him. “Once we get her a saddle that fits her horse well, that’ll help. My daughter Jolene and I ride together a few times a week. She loves it.”

Marv fishes his hand around a white paper bag with translucent grease stains on it. He plucks one of Juniper Ellington’s sample jars of jam out, and sets it on the table before diving back in. Finally he produces a beignet, and proceeds to dunk his pastry in jam while we run down the order form together an additional time.

Once he’s paid up and we’re all set, Dean puts the form in my bag for safe keeping, and I take another peek at the tables, still on the hunt for that dark ponytail.

“You and Jo Jo still riding together, huh?” Dean asks, getting to his feet, ducking under my tent to exit my booth.

With my awl back in my hand, I return my focus to the belt I’m working on. “Yeah, it’s just about the only thing we got left. The markets and horseback riding were ours, I always thought no matter how hard those preteen and teenage years got, that we’d hang onto our traditions. But,” I say, blowing out a breath as I lift my gaze one last time, looking for my daughter in the crowd of Bluebellers. “Only horseback riding is all we got left.”

“Well, as long as you got that together, you got something,” Dean offers, uncertainty curving his eyebrows. “Hell, I don't know. I don’t have kids of my own. Just sixty loaners a few months a year.” He pats me on the back as he drifts off toward the fudge, leaving me with a slowly falling sun at my back, and a file full of new orders.

After packing everything up, I’m just about to ask Dorthea where in the world my daughter is when I spot the swish of a dark ponytail off in the distance, near the barn. She’s chatting away, animatedly, in a way that makes my chest tight because I never see that sparkle in her eyes or that smile she’s giving that wom—oh shit.

It’s the fucking knockout from three months back. The one behind the barn having a panic attack.

The one with the splinter.

Today she’s wearing Daisy Dukes, a little white tank top tucked into them, with fawn colored Tecovas eating up most of her calves, exposing firm, shapely thighs. Her shiny golden hair is pulled back around her face into two braids, the rest of it falling down her back. With her thumbs looped through her shorts, she throws her head back in laughter, exposing white teeth and a slender curve of her neck that makes my mouth water.

But I stay focused, and watch the interaction the petite blonde has with my daughter. From what it looks like, my daughter… looks up to this woman. I scratch at the back of my head, trying to remember if we exchanged names that day but… no, of course we didn’t.

I haven’t asked a woman her name with the intent of interest since Janie.

Their conversation wraps up, the beauty links arms with Leah Mitchell, Bluebell High’s principal, and I lose sight of them as they wander their way through the tents.

Jo Jo, in long jeans and a Turner Saddlery t-shirt, turns, her eyes snapping to mine, even this far away. The happiness on her face drains, but she gives me a small smile before dropping her eyes to her boots and heading my way.

She doesn’t say much but takes a leg of the table in one hand, folding it up with ease the way she and I have done together so many times before. I put my tools away, give Hudson my best, and in silence, Jo Jo and I walk to my truck. Once the AC has been cranking for a few minutes and we’re up the road, I poke the bear a little.

“Who was that lady you were talking to right before we packed up?” I ask, fiddling with the AC vent like I’m on a first date and nervous. But goddamn Jo Jo does make me nervous. I want a good relationship with my daughter, for Christ’s sake. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, but now it feels like all I do is annoy her. “It looked like you two were having a nice conversation.”

“That’s my health teacher, Miss Riley. She’s the new cheer coach at school,” Jo Jo replies, her tone unusually steady, as if the conversation isn’t annoying her. My pulse skips with excitement that maybe this will be the drive that we talk like father and daughter, that maybe we’ll have a nice afternoon.

“Health. That’s got to be an interesting⁠—”

“I was just telling her today that I’m trying out for cheerleading this year.”

Thankfully we come to a stop, or else I may’ve been liable to slam on the brakes in the middle of downtown Bluebell. “Cheerleading?” I question, plucking my hat from my head, setting it down on the open seat between us. I rifle a dirty hand through my hair, my eyes on the red light above us. “You haven’t even done dance since you were five, Jo. Are you–”

“So? I haven’t watched a Disney movie since I was five, does that mean I can’t watch them now?” she retorts, her tone already escalating to teentrum levels.

“Now I wasn’t saying that,” I start, happy the light has turned green. Accelerating, I flip on my blinker and caution a glance to her side of the cab. “All I meant was, I didn’t know you were interested in cheering, that’s all.”

“As if you would know what I’m interested in,” she mumbles underneath her breath, her words leaving a painful echo between my ribs. “Well I’m doing it anyway. Practice is every day after school until 5.”

“Everyday?” I ask, thinking about Tuesdays and Thursdays, the two weekdays that we go riding together. “Tuesdays and Thursdays are our horseback riding–”

“I know, Dad,” she retorts with such sharpness in her tone that my chest actually aches. “I’m not doing that anymore. I’m cheering.”

We’re at another light now, and I guess it turns green because someone behind us honks, and a moment later, Jo Jo says, “hello? The light.”

I punch it, and try to find the silver lining, despite the burst of pain in my chest. “Alright,” I tell her as our home comes into view down the road. “Maybe you can start coming to the market with me again on the weekend.” I keep my eyes ahead. “We can still ride on weekends.”

There is no conversation between us as I drive the rest of the way up the road, gravel plinking against the side of the truck, the only noise in the cab between us. She rarely sits at my booth with me at the farmers market, and now I’m losing her midweek, too? Janie flashes through my mind, and I try to think of what she may do, but it’s been so long since she’s been around, I just don’t know. Make lemonade out of lemons, that’s what Dr. Tanner always suggests during uncomfortable teenage emotional growing pains.

I put the truck in park as Jo Jo unclips her belt, letting it thud against the seat. “Saturdays are the game days, Dad. I can’t ride on Saturdays.” She pops open the door and our eyes come together over the space between us. It’s just a seat but it feels like a goddamn world. “I just… can’t ride with you for a while, okay? I’m cheerleading.”

The door shuts, rattling the truck, and I stay behind the wheel, my eyes on her as her ponytail swishes behind her all the way up the steps to the front door. She uses her house key and doesn’t bother glancing back at me before the door swings closed.

No more horseback riding.

I haven’t dated in years–hell, I haven’t dated since I dated Janie. Even so, right now, I’m all too familiar with a broken heart.


CHAPTER
TWO
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The bell on the door clatters, but I don’t look up. Tuesday at ten past five–I know just who it is.

“Jo Jo trying out for the team?” Dean asks, drifting in lazily, letting each heel of his boot drag across my worn natural wood floors. Wearing a navy blue Bluebell Bruisers pullover, Dean plunks down at the stool opposite me at my work table. He drops his hat onto the surface and runs his fingers through his hair with a long sigh. After I nod he says, “Man, it’s still warm when it should be coolin’ down.”

I lift my head to meet his gaze, lowering my burnisher down to the counter. I’ve been working on a saddle for Jo Jo for the last few months. My plan was to give it to her at the end of this school year, as her graduation gift. After she graduates each grade, I’ve established the tradition of giving her a handmade leather good. When she was little, she loved it. Coin purses, sandals, headbands–she loved every damn thing Dad made. Now, though, she’s growing away from me and our traditions. Still, I’m making the fucking saddle.

“Now I know you aren’t here to talk about the weather, so let’s get down to it.”

Dean chuckles, reaching into his back pocket to tug out a tri-folded piece of graphing paper. He smooths it out on my work surface amidst the scraps of leather and tools, and tugs a mechanical pencil from his breast pocket, clicking twice.

I’m ready for it, grabbing my tool to refocus on smoothing out the roughly cut edges. But I feel Dean’s gaze on me, and irritation pricks at me. “What?”

I notice his shrug in my periphery. “Just… you know. You didn’t say much about Jo Jo trying out for the Bluebell Bruisers cheer team, that’s all.”

I lower my burnisher again, this time with an annoyed sigh. “C’mon now, Dean. How do you think I feel? I feel like my girl would take up a sport she hasn’t had a lick of interest in just to avoid spending time with me. I feel like I’m losing her to growing up and she’s annoyed by even the sound of my breathing!”

Dean listens, and I don’t talk seriously too often, but when I do, he pays attention. “High school is all about fitting in,” he offers softly, smoothing his hands over his already flattened paper.

“I went to high school with you. I remember what it’s like,” I quip, letting the burnisher sting against my fingers because right now, the heat alleviates the burning in my chest.

Dean’s head wobbles as he mindlessly curls the edge of his paper, his focus on me. “Yeah but… I work there, Jake. I’m in the classroom and out on the field with these kids almost every day, and I’m telling you, Jo Jo is only trying to find a place where she fits.” He lifts his brows, his face cautious but serious. “It’s about her, not you.”

I hate that what he’s saying makes sense, and I hate even more that he could be right. If it’s not about me, I can’t fix it. Right now, all I wanna do is sulk and moan. “Quit sulkin’, Jo Jo will ride with you again. It ain’t over. But let her put it on hold for now.” He reaches beneath the workbench to the six-can fridge I have stashed there, taking out two beers. He cracks them both open. Dean slurps the foam from the rim after sliding me the other, then takes a longer drink. “All that sage advice. I earned this beer.”

I drink mine, but not without rolling my eyes first. “Just get to it,” I tell him, refocusing on the leather in front of me. I’m working on smoothing out the holes for the laces right now. I decided her first custom saddle would be embellished with leather lacing around the edges, and now that the holes are done, I can see the tree through the valley, and it’s gorgeous.

Dean clears his throat and presses the tip of his pencil to his paper, starting with the first line item.

“Tanner Colt.” He doesn’t bother glancing my way, but I still ask the obligatory question.

“How’s his arm? Still actin’ up?” I ask, a burn creeping through my fingers from the burnisher heating up. I reach for my glass tool and swap them, cooling my hand as I continue to work over the rough edges of each grommet.

“Arm’s all square. He’s been throwing great. Same Tanner, natural leader, great attitude.”

I nod my head. “Starting QB.”

Dean scribbles a check mark and continues moving through his roster of boys. He’s been the varsity football coach at Bluebell High since he finished his teaching credentials seventeen years ago. The star quarterback himself, he’s great with kids and teens alike, and was made to be the head coach. Still, he likes to run his starting lineup past me before each game, and tomorrow is their first scrimmage. Dean always gives the guys the day off from practice before the scrimmage. He says it’s for rest, but the truth is, it’s so he can come here and brainstorm starters.

When it’s all said and done, half the saddle’s grommets are smooth, leaving me the other half for tomorrow. Dean’s lineup is set and the mini fridge beneath the desk is empty.

My phone rings, and I know it’s nearing six. That’s when Jo Jo has been calling me to pick her up. Her life is all about after school cheer camps for the last few weeks. A few of those days she got home earlier than six, some around five, even one day she got out shortly after four. But now, according to Jo Jo, it’s going to be nearly six everyday. She leaves before eight and I don’t see her till six, and then she goes straight to her room.

Dean claps me across the back as he filters past me out the door. “Thanks, buddy. Tell Jo Jo I said hello. And tell her I said congratulations when she makes it. I know she will.”

I lock the door at Turner Saddlery and adjust my hat, pleased to feel evening overtaking the midday heat. “You’re at high school around high schoolers everyday,” I repeat his words back to him, adding, “tell her yourself.” Then I smirk. “I’ll tell her.”

He shakes his head, stepping up into his truck, parked right out front. Before closing the door, he pokes his head out one more time, the brim of his hat nearly shading all of his face at this angle. “Parent information night is tomorrow, in case Jo Jo didn’t mention it. School gym. Six o’clock.”

I lift a hand to wave him goodbye, and head off to pick up my daughter from cheerleading.
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I drum my fingers along the steering wheel, in time with the quiet beat of the old country song wafting from the speakers. Jo Jo huffs out a pointed sigh, her way of telling me that I am doing something that annoys her. I turn the music up, and stop drumming my fingers.

Despite the fact I’m picking her up from cheer in the field house and heading to a cheerleading meeting, I don’t bother asking how cheer went. I’ve had my head bitten off the last few nights by foolishly inquiring about it when I pick her up. I already know it’s going fine and good so I decide to bring up something I saw in the paper this morning. Do I want to talk about Hudson’s flavored milk? Not really, but I want to talk to my daughter. I want her to want to talk to me.

“I saw in the paper this morning that Hudson’s gonna have root beer flavored milk at the market this weekend. Should I pick up some homemade vanilla ice cream and we grab a pint and make shakes? Sounds pretty good to me,” I say cautiously, without bringing up all the times she and I made floats and shakes together when she was young. It was one of the many things we did together. And we didn’t just do everything together because I’m a single father. I could’ve had a nanny. A live-in someone. A maid, an au pair. I could’ve had it all. I didn’t want someone else to raise my girl. So I did. But these days it feels like I was absent her whole life and she’s angry with me for it.

“I don’t want to go to the market this weekend,” she says casually, her fingers skittering over her smartphone keyboard as she most likely text messages someone.

My chest aches, and I swallow heavily. “C’mon now, the market is great.” It’s our thing.

She faces me, the setting sun casting shadows one one side of her profile, illuminating the other. Sometimes I see Janie so clear and pure in Jo Jo’s face that it nearly steals my breath. This is one of those times.

“You sure are beautiful like your momma, you know that?” I say softly as the radio DJ alerts us to a commercial break.

“Dad,” she says irritatedly, like that one word itself is rolling its eyes.

“C’mon,” I nudge, reaching across the seat to poke her knee. “Root beer shakes with Dad. Could be a nice little Saturday night.”

She sighs, stuffing her phone away in her bag like I ordered it and she’s angry at me. “I’m not going to the market. I don’t even like milk anymore, Dad. Saturday night I’m going to my friend's house.”

“Cass and Pey?” I ask of her two best friends, the Brownstock sisters. They live here in Bluebell, and while their parents are from Oakcreek, they’ve been in Bluebell since the girls were two. Jo Jo has been in their class since pre-K.

“Jasmine and Alexa,” Jo Jo corrects, “they’re trying out for cheer, too.”

I scratch at the back of my neck, but I’m still as uncomfortable as ever. And a little lost, too. “Never heard you mention them,” I reply. “Hope you didn’t cast Cass and Pey aside once you⁠—”

“Do you really think I’d do that, Dad? Do you really honestly think I’d just stop being friends with Cassidy and Peyton just because I’m trying to be a cheerleader? I wouldn’t. God. That is so annoying that you just asked that.”

By the time her arms are folded over her chest and her face is turned as far away from mine as possible, we’re at the high school gym and I put my truck in park.

I let out a sigh. “I don’t know how to talk to you, Jo Jo.”

She doesn’t turn her head, but I spot the reflection of her eyes in the window. Glassy and wide. She’s upset and I hate it. I hate that I think I caused it and I don’t even know how. “I’m not going to the meeting. I’m waiting in the truck.”

“Jo, I bet your friends are in there. You don’t have to sit with me. You can go off with them.” I reach out and put my hand on her knee. My eyes burn when she pushes it off.

“I’m staying in the truck.”
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Being back in this gym as a thirty-eight year old man makes the place seem tiny. Everything that happens in this space, though, feels so momentous. Dances. Pep rallies. First kisses. I know what Dean’s saying about high school, how hard it is and how teens are just looking for their place. I get it. But why does finding her place in high school make Jo Jo hate me so much? That part I just don’t think I’ll ever understand.

But I’m patient. And I’ll be here when she grows out of whatever this is. Because I’m hopeful in addition to being patient, and I choose to believe that this is just an unfortunate phase.

Parents are scattered about the bleachers, half of them in business clothes and shoes that shine under the gym lights, the other half looking a lot like me, in worn jeans and filthy cowboy boots. Everyone looks tired, the fatigue of a full day of work, making and packing meals, and ushering grouchy teens around written in every crow’s foot and dark circle. But happiness is there, too. Heads coming together to share a whisper, laughter echoing through the walls as people discuss the quality of their day with their loved one, the squeak of sneakers against shiny hardwood as the teenagers who had to come with their parents wrestle and horseplay on the gymnasium floor. Times like this, I feel alone.

I got friends, and I got Jo Jo. And I’m rarely alone. But I’m lonely as hell.

At school functions when I’m surrounded by families, I feel both alone and lonely. I just pray that Jo Jo doesn't feel either of those things. I want her to feel supported and loved, and I want her to know that I have her, and no matter what, I’ll always have her.

Wonder if she feels that sitting alone in the truck in the parking lot.

With leaden legs, I climb the stairs and take a seat on an uncomfortable wooden bleacher, groaning as I settle in. I set my eyes on the paper I picked up on the way in, reading over the financial requirements of Bluebell football and cheer, and the hours required in community service, along with the GPA requirement. I’m thumbing through the fine print when a shadow drops over my paper, and Hudson Gray takes a seat next to me. We’re wearing the same hat, and he tips his Cattleman to me.

“Nice hat.”

I smirk and extend a hand. He shakes it. “Hudson Gray, how are ya?”

He sighs as he rests his elbows on his knees. “Oh, good. I’m real good. Tired as all hell but good.”

I don’t want to look because knowing about another man's intimate life with his partner is not something I’m innately interested in. But the teeth marks on Hudson’s neck are kind of hard to ignore. He rubs his hand along his neck self consciously, his cheeks flaming beneath his dark beard as he quietly explains, “Dolly. She’s ovulating.”

I recall seeing his young wife Dolly at the farmers market a couple weeks ago. “Isn’t she already pregnant?”

Hudson chuckles. “That’s what I said but…” he shrugs, then diverts our attention away from his love life, for which I’m grateful. “Jo Jo cheerin’ now?”

I nod. “Yeah, she is. Trying out soon.”

Hudson looks around for a second. “Where is she?”

“Sitting in the truck because she didn’t want to come in.”

He clucks his tongue. “I am not looking forward to Honey and Mabel becoming teenagers.”

My brows furrow. “Hey–Bear and the girls are young. What’re you doing here?”

He smiles, ear to ear. “I’m giving the team a booth at the market to fundraise. The entire season, every weekend.” He leans in. “It’s not as benevolent as it seems. They agreed to doing milk deliveries after practice for the entire season,” he swipes his hands along his thighs. “How could I say no to that?”

I shake my head. “An offer you couldn’t refuse.”

“Indeed.” He scratches the back of his neck, quietly adding, “Jo Jo will be a great addition to cheer. But with cheer practice being every day of the week, when are y’all riding together?”

In that moment, I’m jealous of Hudson, and not because of the teeth marks down his neck but because his kids are little. Most of them are still babies. He’s got years left to be the apple of their eyes, to impress them and teach them, to love on them and easily feel their love in return. Biggest problem little kids have is the juice not tasting juicy enough, or the cartoon making them angry. At the end of the day, his kids always talk to him, and love him. And right now, I’d give it all up to have Jo Jo back in that way.

“We aren’t, not until she’s done with cheer at least,” I tell him, shrugging my shoulders as if not riding together anymore doesn’t feel like a knife dragging through my insides. “We’ll pick it back up when she’s ready.”

I feel his thoughtful eyes on me as the athletic director saunters into the gymnasium, adjusting the microphone. “Well, at least you two still have the farmers market. You’ll always have that between ya,” he says, patting me on the back before he quietly says goodbye and heads to the table of volunteers near the door.

At least you two still have the farmers market.

He’s so busy at the markets, he doesn’t realize. Jo Jo and I haven’t run the Turner Saddlery booth together in over a month. Hudson’s words loop in my brain, colliding with Jo Jo’s from just a few minutes earlier. I don’t even like milk, Dad. I’m not going to the market, Dad.

A familiar ache rolls through my chest, and I bring my closed fist to my sternum, hoping to knead it away. It stays, and so do I, sitting through an hour long meeting about what’s expected from my kid if she makes the team. I learn the rules, find out how much of my money they want and then I drive my sulking teenager home. She goes to her room and slams the door, and I take a beer to the garage and pull out a new piece of soft, fawn leather. Laying out the piece across my cutting board, I grab my X-Acto and start cutting thin stripes. During the day, I make what I sell to Bluebell, mostly saddles, but bags and belts, too. I have a decent line of riding crops for barrel racers, also, but anything that spans beyond a rodeo gets made here.

In my private workshop.

I measure and cut until the beer is empty, and then keep going. By the time I'm done wrapping the braided rawhide around the handle, leaving the lash at the bottom free, it's nearly eleven. After everything is tied off, I hold the quirt beneath the lamp on my work desk, turning it over in my palm.

This one isn’t meant for horses. With more lashes than the usual quirt, this is a flogger. Boots to the floor, I move over to the metal cupboard lining the back wall, one tucked behind my parked truck. Using the keys on my belt, I open the cupboard and hang the flogger on an empty hook, next to the other things I’ve made.

I’m not sure what using these would feel like, but I know I like to dream. Imagining the supple leather of one of my crops marking the skin of a woman who trusts me enough to let me do it? I adjust myself quickly before closing and relocking the cabinet. Maybe one day, and maybe not.

Until then, all my frustrations and heartache come out in these designs, only to be locked away, along with the rest of my feelings.


CHAPTER
THREE
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I know most teachers probably say that their first few days in the classroom are the worst, and once they get to know their students, things are relatively cool.

Those are the same teachers that teach lovely things like geometry and language arts. The teachers who pass out packets of papers stapled together with book titles and due dates. Of course their biggest hurdles are figuring out who the class clown is going to be, or finding the perfect desk layout.

Put me in coach, because I can handle that.

Three months into the school year, I’m well aware that I’m about to have a few trying weeks. Why? Because I’m the health teacher, and this month we start the reproduction unit.

Today? We’re going over the female reproductive system, then male, then what happens when those systems merge.

I’m ripping neon purple prophylactics apart when the door swings open. I’m ready to roll my eyes and banish a student because I have ten minutes damnit and those ten minutes pre-class are precious. That’s my sane time.

“Boner unit?” Leah asks, sauntering in wearing her typical principal garb—pressed slacks, a matching blazer, and a silky blouse with a statement necklace. Today? The suit is yellow, and the necklace is turquoise. Because I coach after school, my teacher style is more… blue jeans with Bluebell High’s classic polo, and boots—boots which I purchased and started breaking in after that farmers market months ago. No more staining my espadrilles. Later in the day when it’s time for cheerleading, I swap my boots for Nikes and I’m good to go.

I nod and toss her a purple condom. “Yep.”

She catches it against her chest with one hand, then holds it out in front of her, inspecting it. “They make these purple now?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Truth be told, I hate condoms.”

Leah tosses it back to me. “No one likes condoms, but as my grandmother always said, you’re a fucking moron if you don’t use them.”

I nearly choke on my first sip of Diet Coke, and jump back so the delicious drink doesn’t dribble down my polo. “Oh shit, I wasn’t expecting that.”

Leah drifts my way, nosing through my lesson plan. “Neither was I. And the first time she said it, I was like, nine.” She waves her hand above her head. “She was just trying to help. She had twelve kids and I’m sure the last thing she wanted for her granddaughters was for them to blow their cooters out on childbirth, too.”

This time, the Diet Coke flies across the desk, splattering on my lunch bag and purse. I snag a tissue from the off-brand Kleenex box and wipe it up, laughing. “Ahh, the tradition a grandma passes to her granddaughters,” I say, making a marquee above my head with my hands. “Don’t blow your cooter out, use a rubber.”

Leah nods, still pursuing my plans. She looks up, no longer smiling. “You know you’re gonna hear about this, right?” She taps the paper with a french manicured nail.

I shrug. “It’s from the book. The state-approved book that Mr. Cunningham hasn’t taught a single page out of ever, from what I’ve seen from his perma-lesson plan.” When I was hired, Mr. Cunningham was given a few periods of shop, lessening his load as the solo health teacher. He shared his laminated lesson plan with me–and it was written twenty-two years ago. Not a lick of information in his plan comes from the actual lesson plan from the state. As it is, in Bluebell, we’re teaching 9th graders what most 8th graders are taught. And we’re not even doing a good job. Not until now, of course.

Leah places the lesson plan down, and levels a serious look my way. “No one thinks it’s their kid, you know? A teen vandalizes an old folks home, gets pregnant, steals a car, does drugs, whatever it is—no one ever wants to believe their kid is capable. So,” she says, tracing the rim on the bowl of condoms, “sending them home with condoms is going to make approximately half of the moms blow a gasket.”

I lean into my desk with my ass, and snatch the lesson plans up, holding them against my chest. I have five minutes until this room smells like drug store cologne and body odor. I need to be ready. If papers aren’t on their desk within the first minute of entry, phones are out and I spend most of my time battling them. The way to defeat the phones? Be ready.

I make a face at Leah. Well, toward her, but not at her. I make a face at the parents she’s talking about. “The condoms will get their interest. And the parents, they can live in a world of delusion or they can remember what they were like at fourteen and fifteen and realize, some of these kids are sexually active already. Maybe not the full shebang but–”

“Fingerbang at least,” Leah offers, and we can’t help but burst into immature laughter.

“Maybe I’m not old enough to teach this class,” I sigh when the laughter subsides. She peeks at her watch and walks backward toward the door, one palm out, feeling for it.

“I gotta go. Good luck with your lesson. And next time, get green.” She points at the condoms. “Because of the amount of eggplant jokes that are going to be made,” she warns, stacking her hand way above her head.

Shit. I hadn’t thought of that. Leah exits to the hall, getting absorbed in a sea of backpacks before the door clicks shut, sealing me into my empty room with nothing but thoughts and condoms.

I have forty-two minutes with these kids five days a week. Nothing about health class is listened to or taken seriously until this unit. The sex unit. And I hear Leah. I know I’ll probably field some unhappy emails, maybe a phone call or two. But this is the job. And just because the only other teacher at this school that has taught this class is a sixty year old man who refuses to identify anatomy as anything other than “you know what this is” and “the thing right here” only means I have even more work to do.

Remember, everything you’re embarking on is approved to teach. Every last bit, I remind myself as I begin tapping my boot against the linoleum floor, a bead of anxious sweat sliding down my neck beneath my polo. Quickly I set the papers down and twist my hair up, pinning it with a clip to get it off of my neck. If I’m nervous and sweaty, they’ll see it. Teenagers pick up the scent of fear and run with it.

I know this from coaching cheerleading for the last two years at my last school. Never let them see you sweat. Literally and figuratively.

The door opens, my heart catches, and my students begin their very slow filtering inside. Cell phones get shoved into bags, girls link arms as they settle into two-seater desks, and by the time everyone is seated and settled, the room is pretty divided by gender. In a couple of years, it won’t be that way. But freshmen are still basically junior highers, only junior highers that suddenly had to act cool and pretend they know everything.

A few of the freshmen cheerleading prospects–Jo Jo, Jasmine and Alexa–sit up front, with Jasmine and Alexa on either side of Jo Jo. As a teacher and a coach, formally and outwardly, I love all of my students and athletes. Internally or between me, Leah and a bottle of beer, I have favorites.

Jo Jo is an easy favorite.

She’s the type of girl that is nice when no one is watching, and I like that. If everyone was like that, we’d probably not have any bullies. Her friend, Alexa, got her period unexpectedly and Jo Jo put her embarrassment aside to come ask me discreetly–yet, whispering in front of the class–if I had a tampon. She never even said it wasn’t for her. But when she went back to her desk with one of my Tampax Pearl Lights, I saw her pass it under the desk to Alexa. The rest of class, the boys called her shark bait and she never even flinched.

She’s tough, but a good friend, and I like her.

She’s new to cheer this year, too. The freshman coach, Cadence Caine, has been extra hard on her. Telling her to sharpen her skills–straighter arms, bigger smile, work on her splits. No matter what Jo Jo puts out during practice, I always hear Cadence going hard on her, which makes the other girls pick on her. So, after each practice, I’ve managed to find a way to bump into Jo Jo and tell her that I think she’s doing really great, and that everyone starts somewhere.

She catches my gaze and we swap smiles. Alexa watches our exchange and elbows Jo Jo, a twisted smirk on her lips when she whispers, “teachers pet.”

Even though I once was one, I will never understand teenage girls. Jo Jo, even at cheer, is so good to Alexa and here she is, teasing her. I swallow down the knot of irritation bubbling in my throat, keeping my retort at bay. “Good morning,” I greet them, and receive yawns, one wave and a few head nods in return.

“Last week we ended our nutrition unit, where we learned which foods best fuel our bodies, and the impact of our food choices on our immediate and long term health,” I recap. “And today, we’re starting our–”

“Purple condoms!” A boy shouts.

“Oh shit!” Another joins.

Soft conversation rolls in, rising quickly, until I feel like I’m drowning in chatter in less than ten seconds.

“C’mon now,” I say, raising my voice a bit. “Everyone, let’s get quiet now. Alright? I don’t want to send anyone to see Ms. Mitchell.”

The room grows quiet, because the kids are scared of Ms. Mitchell and her propensity to give out lunchtime detentions. Nothing scares a fourteen year old more than the threat of losing their social time.

“Dude,” one kid says quietly, yet loud enough to be heard. “Tug that down and your dick is a real life eggplant emoji.”

The class erupts in laughter. My cheeks flame, and not because I’m uncomfortable with this unit. No way. I’m twenty-four. They’re fourteen. I have no reason to be embarrassed to teach the things I went to school to teach.

“Look,” Alexa chides as she wraps and rewraps a strand of blonde hair around her pencil. “Miss Rivers is embarrassed.”

Mentally, I give her the bird. I am not embarrassed, I’m annoyed, but I can’t tell them that because being annoyed with your students is kind of gauche. Instead, I plaster on one of my many smiles and say, “I’m not embarrassed in the slightest. I’m just waiting for everyone to calm down so I can teach. The sooner I can teach this lesson, the closer we get to discussing the bowl on the table.”

Alexa sinks into her chair a bit, her smug expression fading as the noise in the room tapers off. They want the purple condoms. I remember being their age. You’re still not 100% sure how everything works, but you’re also too cool to admit it so you just act like a genius about all the things human body related. Their quiet, attentive faces tell me that getting to the condom talk is important to them.

I thought it would be.

That bowl of purple condoms doesn’t come in handy until the end of the reproduction unit, but it’s a bargaining chip. I have purple condoms out because I am actually trying to be relatable while teaching about safe sex, and they keep their yappers zipped so I can do my damn job until we get there.

Moms bribe toddlers with M&Ms and I bribe teens with condoms and information about how sex works. It’s one and the same.

A boy in the back, wearing a faded Bluebell Bruiser jersey, timidly raises his hand. I point to him because I can’t remember his name, and I swear to god I think I’ve seen a carbon copy of him on campus.

“Yes?”

He scoots forward in his seat, chewing at the inside of his cheek. His golden hair sticks up everywhere, and his jersey and jeans are crumpled to all hell. He’s a high school freshman that looks like a college freshman who had a long night out. His pale skin flares with color as he speaks. “Can I go to the bathroom?”

I glance at the white and black plastic clock on the wall. Ten after. “Sure, go ahead.”

The boy gets to his feet, shuffling past me, the rest of the students taking the opportunity to tease him the moment the classroom door shuts.

“He got a boner.”

“Totally went to go tug one out.”

I clear my throat. “Before we get to the bowl,” I say, internally smirking at how well the bowl is working to draw their attention. “We are starting this unit on the female body and its reproductive gifts.”

I’m not sure why, but I look at Jo Jo, and catch her eyes tipped down to her desk, cheeks red as she finger combs her hair to curtain her face. Alexa and Jasmine are unphased, and I’m ninety percent sure Alexa has a phone under her paper and is swiping on social media. After passing out a packet with all relevant coursework and chapters listed for the entire unit, I move back to the front of the room and wait for everyone to finish reading.

In my experience, the boys don’t care about this part. Sure, I’m gonna talk about vaginas and stuff, but mostly it’s gonna be ovulation related and the only ‘o’ word they care about isn’t ovulation. It’s usually the girls that grow nervous, especially the late bloomers or social wallflowers. I wonder if Jo Jo is a late bloomer as I glance out over the room of faces, and discover she is the only one left looking visibly uncomfortable.

I get started on the unit, only having to stop to give resting bitch face four times, which all in all is pretty good. By the time the bell has rung, I have a good idea of how long this unit will realistically take, and jot down some notes in my day planner. When the door finally closes, I look up to find that Jo Jo hasn’t left for her next class yet.

“Avoiding second period?” I ask lightly, reaching into my bag to pull out another stack of papers for my next class.

She doesn’t respond as I’m organizing, which makes me pause. I reach back, unclipping my hair, letting it fall down my back and around my shoulders. I close my eyes, enjoying a little moan at how good it feels to have it down again. Running my hands over my head, I wink and quietly admit, “I was a little nervous before the lesson so I put my hair up so I wouldn’t get sweaty. I sweat when I’m nervous.”

Jo Jo smiles, but it doesn’t lift her eyes, so I know now that she stayed back for a reason. Talking to teenagers, especially girls, is kind of like trying to not scare away a stray animal you’re trying to rescue. Move too fast, they’re gone. Say the wrong thing, gone. Use the wrong tone, splitsville. Do something they deem cringe? Forget it.

She has her arms wrapped around herself, the sleeves of her hoodie pulled over her palms partially as she sways a little in her chair.

“How’s school going? How’s cheerleading going? Are you excited for tryouts? How are you?” I ask, snatching the roll of paper towels from behind my desk, and my spray bottle of cleaner. I give an array of questions, hoping whatever is bothering her can somehow be coaxed out with what I’ve provided. I start cleaning the desks while I talk, and not because they need it, but because if I sit next to her or in front of her, it will be too much pressure. Staying busy, being there without lingering or hovering, that’s the play with a girl like Jo Jo. I know because… I was a lot like her ten years ago.

The helpful friend. The quiet girl on the cheerleading squad. The one who wants to make everyone happy, but doesn’t know how to make herself happy.

“School’s good. Getting A’s. All A’s,” she says easily, and I don’t doubt it. In my class, Jo Jo is excellent.

“Good. That’s good, Jo Jo. I know parents always say that school is important and good grades are like, totally critical, and I’m here to tell you as a young person—” I stop swiping the desk and stand, resting my cleaning rag filled hand on one popped hip. “I’m twenty-four. That’s ancient to you but young still. Trust me.”

Jo Jo giggles.

“Anyway, I’m telling you as a young person that isn’t a parent—it’s true. Good grades are important. So good for you. I hope you’re proud of yourself, because you absolutely should be.”

Jo Jo sighs, releasing her hold on herself, a sign that some of her insecurity is falling away, too. She smooths her wrists along the edges of the desk, tracing it out, watching herself as she speaks. “I’m always good at school. I mean–that’s not the issue.”

Hesitant and quiet, she’s unsure but opening up, and I have to respect and honor that. It’s hard at this age. Complicated.

I spray some more lavender-scented disinfectant. “Is there an issue?”

She wobbles her head, still tracing out her desk.

“How are you enjoying cheering?” I swipe through what I sprayed, and move to the chairs. Her eyes slide to me for a moment before veering back to her desk.

“I like it.” She ceases her tracing. “I mean, I know I don’t quite fit in. Yet. But… I really hope I make it.” The tracing resumes and I think she even sits a little taller, too. “I’ll fit in once I make it. It takes time. I know that.”

I nod my head, cleaning places on this chair I’m pretty sure haven’t been touched since Nixon was president. Gross. “Yeah, but the frosh squad seems to get along well, all of you girls.” I say, without naming Alexa and Jasmine, the girls she’s been hanging out with more and more. I understand it, but I wish for Jo Jo’s sake she’d make time for the Brownstock girls. When school started, the three of them had lunch together every day. Sometimes Peyton would come watch cheerleading practices. But in the last few weeks, I’ve only seen Jo Jo with Alexa and Jasmine. And it’s nothing against cheerleaders because–duh–I am one. I mean, I’m not currently, but once a cheerleader, always a cheerleader.

But they haven’t proven to be loyal just yet. Alexa has that streak in her–the dangerous one, the streak that makes a girl do anything for attention, even harm her friends. She’ll regret it later, but the damage will be done. And there’s always damage with girls like Alexa.

Jo Jo nods her head, lifting a hand from her desk to tuck hair behind her ear. Twisting in her chair, she faces me only slightly, but it feels like moving mountains. I spray the chair next to the now clean one.

“My mom is dead,” she says suddenly, no emotion, just plain fact, like one plus one is two, and my mother is not alive.

“Oh my God,” I rush out, setting the bottle and wad of paper towels down onto the desk.

She lifts a palm, her eyes falling closed. “No, she didn’t like, just die.”

I halt my urgency and sink into the seat across the aisle from her. She lets her head fall into her hand, propped up on her elbow. “She died when I was four. But anyway, I mean, what I was going to say is that I found a picture of my mom, and she was wearing this cheerleading uniform. And she looked so beautiful. She was smiling, the sun was shining, she was glowing, her uniform fit so perfectly and at the bottom corner, she had, like, signed her name in really pretty cursive. She did a little heart on top of the i.”

I can’t hide my smile. “She sounds gorgeous.”

Jo Jo smiles, and this time, her eyes lift. “She was. And I didn’t even know she was a cheerleader. I didn’t know… I mean, I don’t know like, anything about her. But–” she pinches her eyes shut, shaking her head as if to physically reroute her thoughts. “I saw that picture last year and I just… I wanted to do cheerleading to like, I don’t know…” she looks down, dragging the side of her fingernail down a striation in the wooden desk. Her cheeks flood ruby. “I wanted to like, feel close to her or like, connected to her or something? I don’t know.” She shakes her head, and begins burying her face in her hair.

I make a bold move and stand up, but choose to crouch in front of her desk. With my chin stacked on my fists, I sigh. “I think that’s beautiful.” I close my eyes a second then open them, fighting to focus on Jo Jo and her mother, and trying not to think of my own. My chest aches from unrepaired fissures. “Truly Jo Jo. I love that. I’m proud of you.” I get to my feet, and collect the bottle and paper towels. “For whatever it’s worth, I’m proud of you.”

She stands up, slinging her bag over her shoulder. I watch her, waiting to see if she wants to make eye contact. When she does, I smile. She returns it.

“Keep working hard. If you need help catching up on any skills or dances, let me know.” I shrug casually. “I have no family in Bluebell and exactly one friend. So staying after practice a bit longer isn’t that big of a deal.” I smirk. “Netflix can wait.”

“Thanks,” she says, smiling.

“Anytime, Jo Jo. Have a good day.” I get back to my desk as she leaves, holding the door open for the next class of students who start to come in.

I teach the next period without a single bead of sweat, because I can’t take my mind off of Jo Jo and the story about her mother.
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After sixth period, I cut across campus–changed into my Nikes a few minutes early–and barge into Leah’s office like I’m reporting a murder.

I’m literally panting.

She jumps up from her desk, her eyes wide. “What?”

I smooth my hands down the front of my pants, catching my breath a second. “I hoofed it over here because one of my students told me the most beautiful but sad story today and I just… I wanted to know more about her but then as soon as I pulled open these doors,” I say, hooking a thumb behind me to the office doors. “I realized that’s kind of gross. I mean, this girl opened up to me. If she wants me to know more, she’ll tell me. I shouldn’t ask you, right?”

Leah falls back into her chair, and studies me carefully. Those tiny little lines form between her eyes, and she even tips her head to the side a bit. “Who’s the kid?”

My mouth is suddenly dry, but I lick my lips. “Jo Jo Turner.”

Leah lifts her head off the chair just to throw it back, slamming her eyes closed dramatically. “Uhhh, shiiiiit,” she groans, clutching the arms of her chair. She even stomps in one of her stilettos.

“What? What does that mean?” I edge closer to her desk, my nosy mind spinning out of control, my eager heart racing. I want something good for this kid. She’s sweet, and I don’t know why but I relate to her somehow. “I really like the girl.” I’m almost scared to know now.

Did her father murder her mother and he’s in prison and Jo Jo is being raised by an evil old woman who forces her to eat cold soup and scrub the floors? Or did Jo Jo’s mom die of some long, drawn out illness leaving her father permanently heartbroken, staring out a foggy window, never to speak again? Jo Jo, poor sweet Jo Jo. My mind runs way too wild with terrible possibilities.

Leah sits up, and places her hands palm-down on her desk, leveling an intense gaze at me.

“Leah, if you do not spit it out⁠—”

“Her dad is quite possibly the hottest cowboy in Bluebell.” She closes her eyes and shakes her head like she’s in a deep prayer. “Such a piece of ass.”

My jaw drops to the floor, I swear. I slap my hand to my chest in shock. And… Why am I slightly annoyed that Leah knows Jo Jo’s dad is hot and I don’t? One conversation doesn’t mean I should know more about Jo Jo’s life than Leah, who has seen Jo Jo grow up in Bluebell over the years. Still, a touch of annoyance slides down my spine.

“Leah!” I chide.

She shrugs. “What? It’s just us.” She lifts her brows, nodding silently for a moment. “He’s absolutely gorgeous.”

My heart is racing, but I remember what sparked my interest in Jo Jo in the first place. “What happened to her mom?” I ask.

Leah sits taller, and grows serious. “Janie Turner,” she sighs, “that was sad.”

I knead my neck, suddenly finding my skin hot.

“Jo Jo didn’t tell me anything except that her mom died when she was four,” I say, feeling like in this heavy moment I should say something, contribute somehow instead of just sitting there hungrily, lapping up the pieces of this sweet girl’s tragic life.

“She flipped her car on some black ice, and spun off-road. She… was pinned inside. No one found her until it was too late.” She gets lost in thought a moment, and my heart aches at the loss this family has endured. What they went through.

“Ten years ago we didn’t have tracking in everything the way we do now. There was some trouble finding her,” Leah adds, her voice softening, spreading thin, as if to make room for the heaviness to come. “Rescuers searched for her on foot for five days without a wink of sleep. Then… they found her.”

I bring my hands to my face, and cup them over my mouth to absorb the sharp tug of my breath. “My God,” I breathe, pulse racing, ears ringing. Poor Jo Jo.

Leah sighs, I think because she’s trying to put distance between today and the memory of what happened to Janie. “I taught her, you know, when I taught fifth grade, before this,” she says, pointing to her desk, alluding to her position as principal. “She was very smart. Quiet, sweet.” Leah falls back against her chair, her eyes on me. “And aside from knowing that Jake Turner is absolutely gorgeous, that’s all I got.”

A student barges into Leah’s office, bumping me forward. “I’d better let you get to it,” I tell Leah, ducking out of her office to high tail it to the gym for practice.
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The girls do good. They’ve clearly been practicing their routine, and after some much needed talk about attitude, things looked pretty good for just a handful of weeks into practice. Tryouts are in a few days now, and they’re ready.

I overheard Alexa teasing Jo Jo, and saw her clam up and shut down.

When I get in my car to go home, I know I am going to be thinking about Janie, Jake and Jo Jo Turner the entire night.

As much as I hate to say and as guilty as it makes me feel, thinking about them takes the focus off of my family, and all of our issues.

And I need that.

After all, if my family had any respect for me, I wouldn’t even be in Bluebell.


CHAPTER
FOUR
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I don’t know why I started this conversation, I really do not. I poked the bear. I knew better but I did it anyway. I’m so sorry for trying to understand her. How dare I.

“I just… I’m tryin’ to understand, is all,” I tell Jo Jo, who is currently slamming around things in the kitchen like she’s killin’ spiders.

With a dish in one hand and a spoon in the other, she turns to face me, her cheeks flared with anger. My heart gains another crack at the sight of her unbridled rage. Rage directed toward me.

“Just because you like horseback riding doesn’t mean I do! You already make me go to the farmers market with you and sit next to you like I’m a fucking toddler!” she shouts, and at the use of that word, my eyes snap onto hers immediately.

“Don’t you dare use that language in this house,” I warn her, stern and firm, but not loud. I don’t need to be loud to be heard. Being the head of the house isn’t about being the loudest, and I’ll rest on that laurel.

Her nostrils flare, and my chest is so tight now that I can hardly breathe. She hates me so much. “Not everything is about you. I don’t want to ride horses with you. I don’t want to sit and sell your leather stuff and I don’t want to explain to you why I want to cheer! It’s not like you care anyway!” she shouts, spinning on her heel to shove the dishes away. Angry and silent, she storms past me, down the hall, and I’m met with the familiar slam of her bedroom door.

I walk slowly down the hall, pausing in front of her door. She isn’t crying. Crying is something I’ve learned I can hear through the door. She isn’t typing or on her phone. I raise my hand to knock, but then what? To say what? What could I say that would change anything at this point?

I lower my hand, and go to the only place where I can free my mind from this for a few hours. The garage.

My hands are itching to get to the leather, my mind building out an idea for the next flogger. This one with longer tails, thinner, giving more whip, more sting. I take a seat at my work bench and set my focus on the design, ignoring the occasional hard-on that comes with creating this.

I haven’t fucked a woman since my wife, and that was ten years ago. The woman I see in my mind when I make these floggers isn’t really a specific woman but just… the next one I love. If I get to experience that again. If not, these pieces are accomplishments of their own—an admission of what I want. What I seek. What I need the next time I’m intimate.

My marriage was beautiful, but the loss of Janie changed me. I need different things now, I have new needs.

Running my pricking wheel down the piece of leather I plan on turning into the shaft of the toy, I think about the gorgeous blonde behind the barn the other month. The way her pupils flared when I smacked her hand with mine.

While I make the flogger, I think of all of the things I’d like that make my jeans tight as hell, and none of the things that break my heart.

The blonde with the splinter is my escape.

[image: ]


Jo Jo and I have not spoken anything meaningful in a while, but in the last few days? Extra radio silence, which I previously thought impossible. I’ve asked if I can make her favorite meal, if she wants to watch a movie or play Scrabble, or come down to the shop with me this Sunday for inventory. Even said she could invite some of her friends and we’d order pizza. I didn’t bring up horseback riding or the farmers market, I waited until she had her morning coffee—which is new—I even made sure to not use the “annoying” voice I sometimes use (not that I even know what the hell that means).

Still, next to nothing.

Idling in front of the Bruiser gym, I’m waiting for Jo Jo to leave tryouts when I spot Dean leaving the training office. I throw the truck into park and slide out, catching him in the parking lot as he moves toward his pickup.

“Ho, Jakey, how’s it going? You’re picking Jo Jo up, huh?” he notices, as we shake hands, then make our way to the bed of his truck where we lean against the side, watching the sun drop in the sky.

I knock my hat back an inch or two and welcome the cool air that nips at my sweaty forehead. “Yeah, I gotta inventory the Saddlery this weekend so I’m trying to cut my days short and spend some more time with her this week since Saturday and Sunday are shot.”

Dean nods, reaching back into the bed of the truck to produce a plastic Ziploc of sunflower seeds. He stuffs a handful into his mouth. “How’s that going?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “I am the plague.”

Dean crunches, turning his head to spit out shells. “Yep,” he says, “you surely are. All parents are at that age.”

I reach into the bag and take a handful. “I hate it.” We crunch together in silence, and then I quit being selfish and ask, “how’s the lineup shaking out?”

Dean peers at me with a smirk. “Killer.”

My brows lift. “Yeah?”

He nods. “Maybe the first team to go to championships since we did.” He thumps his chest. “2008 revival.”

I can’t help but laugh, and Dean joins me. Because we may have won that year, sure, but we were a team of C-stringers at best. If either of us had a lick of true talent, he’d be more than a school teacher and a coach and I’d do more than make saddles and whips I never get to use.

“We were the best of the worst,” Dean laughs, tugging at the Bluebell Bruiser polo clinging to his chest. Despite the fact the sun is setting and seasons are changing, it’s still warm tonight.

The weather tonight reminds me so much of Jo Jo’s childhood. A specific memory comes to mind as Dean crunches seeds, spitting them every minute or so.

Janie and I on the back porch, Jo Jo in a nightdress, already bathed and ready for bed, running through the lawn, collecting dandelions. The sun was melting over her, making her look like a Renaissance painting. I looked over at Janie who was watching Jo Jo, and she looked the same, with orange and yellow dripping over her features, highlighting her natural beauty. The moment itself was beautiful, but when the gym doors open, it knocks the moment from my mind.

“Varsity girls,” Dean notes, watching the stream of sweaty looking girls trail lazily from the gym, exchanging congratulatory high fives.

Knowing there are just a few minutes before Jo Jo comes out, I grip the side of the truck. “She gave up horseback riding and the farmers market for this and I just… I just don’t understand. She’s never even liked team sports.”

Dean adjusts his hat and zips up the bag of seeds, rolling his duffle closed. “Look at us. We played ball together, and we’re still friends. It’s like I told ya before, she’s probably just trying to find a place she feels like she fits.” He claps a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe just support the choice, because it could be a good thing for her.”

The woman from the farmers market flashes through my mind all over again. The gorgeous blonde with those little sandals that would’ve looked mighty good resting on my shoulders–she’s the one I saw Jo Jo with, she’s one of Jo Jo’s teachers. I can’t help but wonder… did she convince Jo Jo to cheer? “What do you know about her coach?” I ask vaguely, because I cannot remember Jo Jo’s coach’s name for the life of me. Though I know it’s written on a big list of shit taped to the fridge, as of now, I can’t recall.

“Miss Cadence? Oh she’s alright. Don’t know her too well since she teaches home economics and that’s not near my office but… she seems nice.”

More girls filter out, and my crotch gets hot when I see a swish of long, blonde hair, a white smile and two shining blue eyes. She’s petite, but she’s got more than a handful of breasts, and for some irritating reason, I find myself attracted to her.

She’s even managed to come to mind a few times during my extra long showers.

Though I got no reason, and no business, I keep staring at her until Dean follows my gaze.

“Oh that ain’t Miss Cadence. That’s Miss Riley Rivers, she’s the JV coach. The new health teacher, too.” He cracks the last seed, spitting the shell out between our boots. “Miss Riley is new to Bluebell this year.”

Riley Rivers. Just her name makes me warm, and bumps lift along my neck.

Then an elbow comes into my side, jarring me from staring at Riley. “Jo Jo,” Dean whispers, and I turn to see my daughter, her cheeks red with exhaustion, her hair pulled up in a ponytail with loose pieces sticking out, her gym bag over her shoulder.

“Hello? Let’s go.”

I look at Dean who smiles uncomfortably, adding, “Y’all have a nice night, now. Bye, Jo Jo.”

“Bye, Dean,” she says, jumping into the truck and slamming the door shut. I get into the driver’s seat and the next time I glance up at the pavilion in front of the gym, the blonde is gone.

Jo Jo clips her seatbelt and doesn’t look my way when she says, “Tryouts were tonight. I made the team.”

After showering her with congratulations that go unanswered, I drive us home, and Jo Jo ends up in her room after eating sandwiches with me in silence.

I made another flogger that night, followed by an extra long shower.


CHAPTER
FIVE
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I brace myself for yet another.

[image: Email to Riley from students mother]


Of all of the buttons on my computer screen, that tiny little X has been my favorite. Clicking it in the last week has brought me much peace and joy. And on that note, I click the X, only to open yet another unread email.

[image: Email to Riley from a student’s mother]


Leah clicks into my classroom, today’s suit royal blue, her accent necklace a vivid pink, like bubble gum. I motion to her outfit. “I love it.”

She sinks into a student’s desk across from my desk and smiles. “Thank you. Me too. It makes the job a lot easier to look incredible.”

I smile. “I bet.” Refocusing on my screen, I read the next one, this time aloud. “Dear Miss Rivers, my son Jon did not need to know about how to get a girl pregnant at age fourteen, how could you corrupt him that way? I will be seeking legal action. Sincerely, Jacob Martin.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Legal action? I’m literally following the course guidelines approved by the State of California.”

Leah drums her nails on the desk. “These parents kill me. They think Jon didn’t know about sex until you started the reproduction unit at school? Jon is probably a master at incognito internet tabs, Jacob Martin.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m sorry, Riley. I guess I should’ve tried to warn you that if you actually taught the core curriculum as planned, this would happen. Bluebell isn’t used to it. Mr. Cunningham really talked mostly about deodorant and brushing your teeth. They just… weren’t prepared.”

I nod, understanding the situation and trying desperately not to be depressed by all the negative attention coming my way. “I’m really only doing my job. The condoms are to keep my students focused. And honestly, it works.”

Leah roots around in the desk she’s sitting at, pulling out a fidget spinner. “They still use these?”

I shrug. “I don't know.” I glance back at my computer screen where forty-two other messages wait. “Are they emailing you complaining about me?”

Leah spins the toy and loses grip, and it clatters along the desk, onto the floor, across the room. “And calling,” she says. “But don’t worry. The first game of the season is next week. The town will be preoccupied with football and the fall farmers market. Their care for their children’s education only rears its head when nothing else is going on.”

She gets up and fishes a mint from the small bowl of candy on my desk and pops it into her mouth. “How’s Cadence, by the way? She being cunty?”

I almost choke on my coffee as I sip it. “Cunty? Leah!”

She steals another mint, this time, popping it into her suit pocket. “Well, Caine wanted the JV cheer job.”

I chew the inside of my cheek, hoping Leah answers me honestly. “I didn’t just get this job because we’re friends, right?”

Leah lets her arms fall to her sides limply, as her serious gaze rains down on me. “First of all, that’s massively unethical and not who I am. Secondly, you’re excellent at both teaching and coaching. Why wouldn’t I hire excellence? Because you’re my friend? No way. If anything, our friendship was a con on the pros and cons list, but ultimately, you are just too good to pass on.” She smiles, alleviating the tension building.. “Anyway, Cadence is in the mindset of being head cheerleader, not the coach. She’s not right for JV and half of the time, I question if she’s right for freshmen either.” She clicks across the room and grabs the fidget spinner from the floor, tossing it to me. “You’re the right one for the job. Health and cheer. Trust me, I’m the principal, I’m brilliant.” She winks, and leaves me there with lots of unanswered hate mail, but feeling so much better than before.
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“Trust me, when you’re out there in front of the crowd, you won’t want to be wheezing and out of breath. Conditioning isn’t about some power trip I have, okay? I’m well adjusted. I don’t need to secretly get off on controlling you guys. This is to make you better athletes, so run the lines like you mean it or stay until you do.”

Twenty red and sweaty faces track me as I walk back and forth, sending home the point. We’re running suicides because half the team can’t make it through halftime without acting like they just finished the CrossFit games.

Priscilla, the athlete I’ve appointed as team captain, tugs the hem of her t-shirt up to her forehead, swiping through the sweat. “I think we run through it one more time, on my count,” she tells me as she struggles to catch her breath. “If we can’t hear you when we’re out on the field, they can follow my count.”

I nod my head. “I agree.” I cup my hands to my mouth and shout, “Text your parents. Twenty more minutes,” I tell the girls before turning back to Priscilla. “Run it through two more times, and I’ll go double check the schedule for tomorrow’s practice.” We have to share the gym with the pep rally, so tomorrow’s practice may run even later than normal. I hate it, but cheer is one of those sports that, because it’s only a female sport at this level, we learn to take what we can get.

Walking past freshmen practice, I overhear Cadence disciplining some of the girls, but stay focused on my task of schedule checking. I want to catch Priscilla leading the halftime dance.

After verifying that we will either have to practice on the blacktop or start our indoor practice two hours late, I head back to the girls. Or at least, I intend to head back to my girls.

Cadence’s high pitch chiding causes my hackles to rise, and I can’t help but stop and see what’s going on.

“That leaves us in a worse off position, Jolene. Okay? Noelle could’ve easily moved out of the way, and then we’d be down one girl instead of two. Two makes it a show. It makes it obvious, do you understand?”

Jo Jo nods her head. Her cheeks are red, she’s breathing so hard, and she’s bent in half, gripping her knees, fighting for a breath. “Yes,” she pants, trying to tell Cadence what she wants to hear. Next to Jo Jo is another frosh cheerleader, on the ground, holding her ankle, her cheeks pink from tears, not exertion.

“What’s up?” I ask, and when Cadence turns to see that her coaching has gathered my attention, she rolls her eyes.

Flipping her hair over her shoulder, her upper lip rolls with a snarl. “It’s not enough you took JV from me, but now you wanna coach frosh, too?”

I blink at her. Cadence is beautiful. Huge dark eyes, silky honey hair, legs that are twice as long as mine despite the fact she's just as tall as me. She’s one of those women that looks like they have a fresh face of makeup no matter the time of day, whose nails always look perfect, and clothes always look either new or ironed. She’s walking perfection, and in my experience, all of that perfection is usually shielding something.

In Cadence’s case, I think that something is a shitty personality.

“Just overheard that someone might have gotten hurt, that’s all.” I pretend that my athletic joggers need retying as I scan the girls’ faces.

Cadence, aware the girls can hear us, clears her throat, gripping her clipboard to her chest with white knuckles. If she could get away with punching me in the face right now, she totally would. I can see it in her calculating eyes. But she can’t, so I smile and wait for her to respond.

“Well, Miss Rivers, one of the girls tripped and I was explaining to them it’s better to have the show go on than to stop and make a scene.”

I look at the girl on the ground holding her ankle and then look back to Cadence. “She seems pretty hurt. Seems like stopping to help when someone is hurt is the exact thing to do.” I look over at Jo Jo, whose mouth lifts on the edges just a moment as our eyes meet. “That’s the kind of cheerleader who looks out for her team, that’s the kind of girl everyone should be. Makes the squad stronger,” I tell Cadence, my voice loud, spilling out into the open gym, the girls on both frosh and sophomore absorbing my words.

Cadence hardly moves her mouth when she hisses under her breath, “She’s weak and her skills suck, so if you love her so much, you take her.”

My eyes slide to Cadence, tight-jawed and straight-backed, her evil glare set on a group of fourteen-year-olds that just want to dance a little and have some fun. Jo Jo probably isn’t ready to move up, but the truth is, she belongs on a squad that’s going to make her like the sport of cheer, not hate it.

“Jolene Turner,” I call out loudly over the hushed whispers of the team. “C’mon, you’re moving up to JV. I could use a girl with the team sportsmanship you displayed tonight.”

Cadence groans. “You can’t actually take her. I’m down a spot now.”

Before I took this position, I read all the rules and by-laws, I went through every single piece of detailed information. I like to be prepared that way, because while it hardly happens, weird situations can arise. Like this one. And now, due to all of my diligent reading and research, I am prepared.

I smile at the girls and talk to Cadence quietly. “I actually can, and I just did. So you better replace Jo Jo’s spot or it’ll look bad.” I tap my chin, enjoying the salty expression twisting her face up. “Will it look worse to be down a girl or worse to have a girl that helps others when they’re hurt?” I shrug. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.” I hook a thumb toward my practice. “Jo Jo, let’s go.”

Whispers start rumbling from the frosh girls.

“She stayed after class to talk to Miss Riley, wonder what they were talking about,” one voice says, and without looking, I know it’s Alexa. Heat springs to the back of my neck, and my stomach cramps with unease. A quick breath in through my nose and out through my mouth and I turn to the girls, Jo Jo on my heels. This is Cadence’s job but because Cadence is, as Leah so aptly put it, more a high school girl than a grown woman, it apparently falls to me. Along with actual sex education.

“If it’s worth saying, say it loud enough for everyone to hear.” Alexa’s face grows red and her eyes drop to her shoes before sliding back up to Jasmine, her forever sidekick. These two girls are supposed to be Jo Jo’s allies, and here Alexa is yet again, sitting in the captain’s chair, steering the ship to backstab alley.

High school girls are brutal, I swear.

“Alexa, was it worth saying?” I press, not because I want to, but at this point, it feels like she could use a little check. “Is there some reason that Jo Jo staying after class has something to do with you?” I make a show of looking around the gym. “Is this health class?” I face the other girls. “Girls, is this health class?”

The girls shake their heads in near unison. If you’re not a bratty pain in the ass trying to get attention, you’re a people pleaser. Those are the only two options for fourteen-year-old girls.

“No, it’s not. So now you’re talking about something someone else did during a different class. It was important enough to you to interrupt practice, so please, come on forward,” I tell her, motioning for her to come stand in front of the girls. “Tell everyone what you just said, please, since it is just that important.”

Cadence blows a whistle. “Alright girls, let's run through it one more time,” she says to the squad, but I don’t miss the way Alexa’s angry eyes linger on me a moment longer than they should.

Alexa doesn’t know it isn’t personal. Everything that happens to you at this age is so extremely personal in your mind, but in truth, it’s not at all. I won’t send her home thinking I hate her, but I also won’t tolerate bullies.

“Jo Jo, go catch up with my team,” I smile, and turn to see the sophomore girls moving through their halftime dance for the second time. “Alexa,” I call, but Cadence stops me.

“Everyone gets it, you can flex because Leah’s your friend.” She flicks her hand in my direction as if dusting dirt off of something. “You can go now.”

I don’t address the comment about Leah, and instead call Alexa aside. She glares the whole time she stomps toward me.

“What?” she hisses.

I put on a patient smile. “We’re all Bruisers. We all wear the same uniform. We’re a team. Frosh, JV, Varsity, we’re all on the same team.”

She tightens her ponytail, which is the same as a muscled guy cracking his knuckles pre-fight, but says nothing.

“Jolene isn’t moving up to JV because she stayed after class one day. Okay? And I think you know that. I also think you know that being the girl that is mean to other girls isn’t cool.”

Alexa’s lips curve into a smile that makes my pulse jump. I’m ten years older, but still, her smile is eerie. “Oh, and you know what's cool, hmm?” She looks down at my feet, my favorite black and white Nikes on them. “Neat shoes, grandma.”

With that, she turns and leaps back into the group of girls, already working on their dance.

Cadence gives me a smug little smile, and even though I know it’s impossible that she heard what we talked about from where she’s standing, still, she looks so satisfied.

Whatever.

I tried to teach her a lesson. I tried.

And sometimes as a coach and teacher, trying is the only thing we can do.
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“He’s not a big cell phone type of guy,” Jo Jo tells me about her dad as she tries calling him one more time. “I mean, he knows— Dad?”

A thick voice vibrates through her cell phone, and Leah’s melted expression at Jake Turner’s beauty floats through my mind.

“I’m done. You can come now.” She hangs up abruptly, without saying goodbye, without details as to how practice went or if she’s hungry. No discussion of how much homework there is left to do, or if anyone else needs a ride. It’s the coldest, shortest, saddest conversation between a daughter and parent.

Well, one of. My family could give Jake Turner a run for his money.

Jo Jo slides her phone into her bag, and redoes her ponytail.

“That was… succinct.” She levels a glare my way which causes me to raise my palms in innocence. “Just noticing,” I comment with a smirk.

She smirks too, and it lightens the mood.

“You okay with moving up to JV? I wasn’t bullshitting you know. I love your team spirit. The fact that you helped–” shit, I don’t know her name.

Jo Jo helps. “Maribelle.”

“Yeah, the fact you helped a hurt teammate instead of kept going—I like that, seriously. I mean, Cadence is talking like we’re on mat at a big competition. But it’s not that serious here. We don’t compete, we just have fun, work hard and try to learn how to dance along the way. Toss in some cheers, and… well, let’s just say, it’s not so serious that we should let someone sit hurt on the ground in the middle of a performance.”

Her smile is wide and so genuine that warmth worms through my chest in response. “I agree.”

I fidget with my hair. “You good with moving up? Like I offered before, I can help you catch up on skills or dances or anything like that.”

She nods, twisting the end of her long dark hair around her finger repeatedly. “Yeah, I think it’s cool. Thank you.”

“And you know,” I tell her pointedly, “that me pulling you up to JV has absolutely nothing to do with you and I chatting after class the other day. That’s just Alexa’s jealousy.”

She chews the inside of her cheek, still twirling her hair. “I know.”

I can tell Alexa is maybe a sore subject, so instead, I ask her about her dad. And I keep Leah’s words very, very far from my mind. Like you’d need a map and a compass to find her story of Jake’s hotness. Yep. Absolutely, positively not thinking about it.

“Will your dad be okay with you moving up to JV? It’s the same time commitment but, I don’t know, I just want to make sure he’s okay with it.”

Jo Jo makes a show of rolling her eyes. “Like he cares what I do.”

I think of my parents, and suddenly I wish I could conjure the fantasy image of Jo Jo’s hot cowboy dad.

“He cares. Of course he cares. Parents always care,” I assure her, because it’s true. It’s true in the sense that they don’t want to see you dead, and that they always think they have your best interests at heart. The key word there being think. They always think they’re caring in the best ways, but some parents, as I know better than most, put their own interests front and center, disguising them as their child’s best interests.

I want to believe that some of those parents don’t realize they’re doing that.

I want to believe that more than anything.

“What are your parents like?” Jo Jo asks, and when I look up at her from the tie on my shoes, I find her studying my expression, reading my features, trying to decide exactly how I’m feeling. So I plaster on a smile because I’m here to help these teenagers, not the other way around.

But before I have to sugarcoat anything, a truck rumbles up into the parking lot, but stops at the end, parking.

“He’s gonna make you walk!” I tease her.

She levels me with a glare. “I tell him to pick me up down there.” She gets to her feet and lifts her bag over her shoulder, pulling the end of her ponytail out from under the strap. “Thanks for bumping me up to JV. And thanks for just… being cool, I guess.”

I give her a nod and watch her until she steps up into the truck and it disappears down the road where it came.

And then I go home and take a long run, reminding myself that just because our parents don’t always love us the way that we want, it doesn’t mean they love us any less.

I run eight miles and by the time I get home, I’m not sure I believe it anymore on mile eight than I did on mile one.

Important thing is, Jo Jo believes it.


CHAPTER
SIX
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I’ve officially done everything I can do this Saturday except the one thing I’m putting off.

I swept and mopped my floors, planted some tomatoes in my windowsill garden, gave myself a neon yellow pedicure, did my grocery shopping after clipping coupons, took some of my old work clothes to the Goodwill and went for a six mile run.

It’s now 11:04 am.

Running a hot bath, I pour lavender bubbles under the water, and tug the ponytail free from my hair. God it feels good to scratch my scalp after a run with a pony. I think it nearly rivals taking your bra off after a long day.

I’ll take my bath—an everything bath, complete with a hair mask, leg shaving and facial—and feel incredibly stress-free and amazing. And after the bath? That’s when I’ll do the thing. The dreaded, evil, awful, nerve-wracking, stress-inducing, blood-pressure raising thing.

I stay in that water until my boobs look like prunes and I’m desert-level dehydrated. After combing through my hair and applying oil to the ends then giving myself a rosewater facial, I am officially out of distractions. Getting dressed in gray sweatpants that I’ve owned since my own freshman year of high school, I opt for one of my new Bluebell Bruisers t-shirts, flop down on the couch and make the call.

“Riley!” My dad answers the phone, shouting my name as a greeting. My cheeks burn with the instinctual smile that comes when hearing my dad’s soothing voice. But muscle memory is stronger than anything because I tamp that smile down, and it sadly burns out while he calls for my mom to join us on the line.

“Ry! Is that you? It’s been two weeks! Oh my, how nice to hear your voice!” My mom gushes, and though I should hear a mom missing and loving her daughter, all I hear is the complaint–that I didn’t call for two weeks. My lips twitch, and I can’t fight the urge. I’m too weak right now.

“That tally goes both ways, Mom,” I say, trying my very hardest to at least clap back with some control.

As always, she fails to acknowledge the very valid point I’ve drawn, and instead asks about cheerleading.

I would talk anyone’s head off about cheerleading. Seriously. Put a five year old in front of me for ten minutes and she’s walking away knowing what a basket toss is. I’ll call bingo for the seniors and at the end, they’ll be talking about cupies and flyers.

Talking to my parents about cheerleading, however, is like throwing sand into the wind. They aren’t even trying to hold onto anything I’m saying–it’s just meant to distract me from the gaslighting.

I’m both not distracted and irritated, but remind myself that I have to push past this. I have to move forward. They aren’t going to change, so I have to work through that and move on if I want them in my life. Plain and simple.

That means having a normal conversation and ending the call.

“Cheerleading is going very well, thanks,” I tell my parents, directly answering my mom’s questions as I draw my knees to my chest in the corner of my second-hand little couch. I pull my faded college alumni blanket over my feet, and twirl a damp piece of hair around my finger, trying as hard as I can to feel relaxed. I’ve learned relaxation is a lot like attraction—you can’t force it. If I do all the things that make me feel good, then goodness will come.

It has to.

I even flick on Netflix and start a no-volume stream of Gilmore Girls in the background. Still, irritation gallops through me like a thoroughbred around the racecourse as my mom and dad hammer me with questions. It’s quite literally verbal assault.

“Do you like it there more than Willowdale?”

“How’re the classrooms up there? I heard that Bluebell is smaller than Willowdale. Gotta have smaller classrooms then, right?”

“Does the cheer program receive funding with the football program like in Willowdale?”

“Are you teaching health or is coaching all they could set you up with for now?”

I try to calmly answer each question, and think I’m doing pretty good five minutes into the call when my father randomly drags the massive elephant back into the room.

“Have you spoken with Michael recently?” he pokes, his tone secure and unwavering, no second thought as to whether the question is appropriate or not. He just asks it, the same as he asks if I made sure to roll the garbage cans out or whatever the hell.

“I have not,” I reply, staring at the quiet screen, watching Rory undoubtedly unleash an off-the-cuff witty stream of logical ramble onto her mother. Their problems are fun, TV problems, not real, self-worth stealing issues that make her question whether or not her mother even loves her or not.

I want TV problems with TV solutions.

“He expressed he may reach out, that’s why I asked,” my dad says, and while I’m not surprised that my dad is on speaking terms with my ex-boyfriend, I hate it, and I feel like it’s well within my right to let him know.

“You’re on speaking terms with Michael?” I question, waiting for him to verify.

But Mom steps in, because any time the going gets tough, my mother steam rolls everyone to have control of the mic. Control everything, really.

“Riley,” she says, using my name like a weapon as she scolds me. “The Rhodes have been our friends for years and years. You and Michael grew up together. Of course we’re on speaking terms with him.” There’s a pause, and I could mouth the words that come next, that’s how well I know my parents, and how sure of them I am. “We see him around the country club all the time. What are we supposed to do? Ignore them entirely?”

“Yes,” I deadpan. “Yes, you are supposed to keep your head high and pretend you don’t even see them, because that is how the blameless party behaves. You don’t go and befriend him and his family.”

They sail right over my accusations of guilt, one of our biggest sources of contention. “We didn’t go and befriend them, Riley. We’ve been friends with them for years. That’s what I’m saying–can’t you just take Michael’s phone call and work together to get to the bottom of things?”

Heat swims through my vision, making it temporarily blur around the edges. Sweat dampens the back of my neck and beneath my armpits, too. Work together, to anyone on the outside of this moment looking in, sounds so harmless. But to me, in my situation, asking or merely proposing that I should “work together” with Michael is the equivalent of asking me to say I made it up, asking me to say I lied so that we can all move on.

Except I didn’t lie because I don’t lie.

I never have.

I grew up as an honest girl, and that trait was something my parents proudly boasted to all of their friends. My dad joked that I couldn’t be a lawyer, or a successful salesman because of my honesty.

And yet these days, you’d think I spent my childhood weaving intricate webs of lies because I’m absolutely being treated as a liar.

“There is nothing for me to get to the bottom of, Mom,” I reply, my nostrils flaring as heated tears fill my eyes. Rory and Lorelei blur on the screen, and heat swims up the back of my neck. I kick my legs, sending my blanket to the hardwood floor. Stay calm, Riley, I tell myself, slipping off the couch to pad across the room to stand in front of the large mirror next to my front door. I got it at the farmers market that first time that Leah took me, and I love it. But right now I’m not looking to appreciate the ornate metal frame. I need to look at myself. I need to see my reflection to stay strong.

In front of the mirror, I take a long look before closing my eyes, replacing the image of myself in the mirror with the image of myself that night.

I reach up, touching beneath my left eye, a memory of the pain he caused fluttering beneath my skin. I refuse to let my lip quiver. “Am I important to you? Hmm? Do I matter to you, Dad?” I ask my father, the line already flooded with irritated sighs.

“Don’t get yourself all worked up–” my father starts, but I cut him off.

“Do I matter to you? Do I? Because I don’t feel like I matter. I don’t feel like you care about me at all. I feel like all you care about is that I pretend I’m okay.”

“Of course we care if you’re okay,” my mother says, her tone a fusion of irritation and condescension, like I’m the one who has put them in this awful situation, and she wants to punish me for it.

All I did was fall in love with the boy I grew up with, and loved him with my whole heart. When he broke me and my heart, I went to the one place you’re supposed to go. To my parents.

That night was the first time I saw them for the flawed humans they are. I didn’t see them as my parents. They were merely two people with completely fucked up priorities. Priorities that have driven a massive wedge between us, and I’m not sure there’s any way to undo it.

“I came to Bluebell to be okay. And I want to have you guys in my life, but you can’t keep acting like nothing happened. You can’t keep expecting me to cozy up with the Rhodes. And, more than that, it’s hurtful and gross that you guys cozy up to them. That you guys still talk to Michael feels like you're stabbing me in the back.”

I move away from the mirror, nausea rearing its head as the heated, potent truths filter through the phone. I need them to respect me, and more than that, respect what I went through.

But the line is quiet a moment before my dad finally speaks. “I got you a money tree for a housewarming gift. We’d love to come see you. Have lunch up there in Bluebell, too, maybe.”

I roll my lips together. “Maybe in a few weeks.” I look around to my tidy home, decorated and spotless. I won’t lie and say the place is a mess. They aren’t worth the sin. “I need some space right now,” I tell them, realizing that it’s true. Based on this phone call, they haven’t budged, but the thing is, I also refuse to budge. Until then, we’re at an impasse.

My mom asks to be sent practice videos of my squad, and my dad asks a few questions about the hot water heater in my garage, and the timing belt in my car which was giving me trouble right before I moved. After small talk is wrapped up, we end the call.

With my legs pulled to my chest and my hair dried in frizzy waves, I turn up the volume on Gilmore Girls and let banter drown out my tears.
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Today is a new kind of hell.

I’m nursing bags under my eyes after the conversation with my parents caused a total mini meltdown, I got my period this morning so it feels like my uterus has a knife out and is murdering the rest of my organs, my hair refuses to lay flat but equally will not hold a curl, I feel a pimple coming in right beneath my eyebrow and it hurts like a bitch, and now? The kids decided to come to class early, meaning my time alone before first period is absolutely nonexistent.

FML, as they say.

Jo Jo, Alexa, and Jasmine take their favorite desk up front, with Alexa and Jasmine huddling together around a cell phone. Jo Jo curls into herself, resting her head against her arms, glaring at me.

Like really glaring.

So much so that I actually look down to see if I missed a button but no, because today I’m wearing Bluebell Cheer warmups–a navy blue tracksuit with butter yellow piping, the Bruiser logo embroidered on my chest. After discovering there are no possible coffee drips, chunks of donut (my breakfast) or bra showing, I look back up to her, catching the end of a pointed glare. My chest goes concave as she closes her eyes, curling into her arms as she waits for class to start.

It's not a fluke.

Jo Jo Turner is mad at me, and she’s giving me that look on purpose.

And I realize during the first period, with my eyes drifting over to her approximately once every few minutes, that I’m disturbed by Jo Jo being upset with me. It never feels good when a student doesn’t like me, or if they get upset at a grade, but it’s never felt so personal.

When the bell rings, I catch her, saying, “Hey, Jo Jo, just a second.”

She stands in her warmups, facing the blue painted metal door, her long dark hair in a curled, bouncy ponytail. “What?”

I swallow around the knot in my throat, upset that she doesn’t even want to look at me.

I press on. “What’s… going on?”

When she turns, red rims her eyes, and a watery dark streak trails down her cheek. She’s been crying. Did I make Jo Jo cry? No. I couldn’t have.

Right?

“Jo Jo,” I start, bridging the gap between us with a couple of steps. “What’s the matter, are you–”

Teenage girls are like cheetahs with how fast their emotions change. I remember those days. Jo Jo’s eyes narrow, and at her sides, her hands ball into fists. “Everything was fine until you convinced me to come up to JV! Now the freshman girls hate me, my non-cheer friends hate me and it’s all your fault!” she screams, and when I say screams, I mean it.

“Jo–” she won’t even let me get a word in edgewise, and whatever is going on with her and her friends is clearly getting blamed on me and the bump up to JV.

“You can handle JV,” I tell her, because it’s true. Not only can she handle it but she can thrive on the older squad if she puts in the time, and stops letting these girls get under her skin.

“They don’t want me there, and the freshman girls all hate me for getting asked. They hate me, Miss Riley!” she shouts again, swiping at the tears that fall.

“Jo Jo, they don’t hate you, they’re jealous. There’s an adjustment period, but it will get better,” I tell her, because it will. High schoolers get over things pretty quickly. She just has to hang in there.

The door opens, and Leah’s head appears. She smiles at Jo Jo, then says, “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just here to speak with Miss Rivers but if she’s helping you, I can come back.”

Jo Jo’s eyes cut to mine as she replies to Leah. “That’s okay, Ms. Mitchell, Miss Rivers isn’t helping me at all. Not one bit.” With that, she chucks her backpack onto her shoulder and pushes past Leah, into the hall.

Leah steps inside cautiously, today’s bright mauve suit and flashy rose gold necklace only a temporary distraction.

I fight the wobble in my bottom lip, and when Leah softly places her hands on top of my shoulders, I lose the fight and erupt into tears.

“Ahh, Ry,” she soothes, pulling me into a hug that reminds me so much of my mom’s hugs that my tears amplify. Leah strokes her hand down my hair, and quietly says, “Teenager hormones are evil, aren’t they?”

I nod, and pull back, reaching for a tissue off of my desk. I blow my nose as Leah inspects her suit jacket, making sure none of my tears left a mark.

“I had a bad call with my parents last night,” I admit, because being defeated by a freshman cheerleader in my third year of teaching is too embarrassing to be believed, even if Leah is my friend before she’s the principal. “And then Jo Jo was just… so angry with me.”

Leah sifts through the mints on my desk, finding a wintergreen. She untwists the plastic wrap, tossing it into the garbage before leaning back, dropping the mint into her mouth. “They’re all moody. Don’t worry about it.” She levels a stare my way, her lips twitching as she says, "Besides, it's the parents that hate you, not the students, remember?”

I laugh, and get to work fixing my makeup using the compact I keep stashed in my cheer bag. As I talk, so does Leah. “You know how I said not to respond to those angry parent emails, by the way? Well, I think I’ve come to a solution on how we handle them.”

“We?” I ask, swiping Everlast Mascara on my lower lashes.

Her smile reminds me of a villain with a plan. “Part of your untimely response to emails was the fact that you were conferring with the school principal.”

“Ahh, and what did we decide on?” I ask, blotting at the pink spots on my cheeks with the foam pad dipped in powder.

Leah’s face grows serious, determination carved into her expression. “A newspaper article, but of course.”

The rest of the day is a little bit better thanks to Leah.


CHAPTER
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“C’mon Jo Jo, if you want a ride, you gotta get your tail in gear. I got somewhere to be this morning,” I tell her through the bedroom door after knocking for the third time. I head down the hall to the kitchen, topping off my travel mug with a bit more liquid life.

Jo Jo appears at my side, holding her mug out. Without a word, I fill her mug too and watch as she adds milk and ungodly amounts of sugar. I almost want to ask her if it even tastes like coffee anymore, but think better of it.

“Alright, c’mon,” I tell her as she sifts through the fridge, stashing snacks into her cheer bag. “We gotta go, Jo.”

She slams the door shut, and bottles of half-used salad dressing and jars of olives clank together inside. “Don’t worry, you’ll get to Dr. Tanner on time.”

Heat flares in my cheeks, and I focus on buttoning up my plaid shirt, then shoving the tail in my jeans, buckling my belt. She knows I still see Dr. Tanner? I’ve never outright mentioned it, despite the fact he’s called to confirm appointments over the years. Still, she ignores me mostly and has never said a word.

“Oh so when it’s your life, you don’t want to talk about it, but when it’s mine, it’s fair game?” She pops the lid on her mug of milk and sugar with a splash of coffee and flips her hair behind her shoulder. Her dark eyes gleam up at me. “By the way, I don’t go by Jo Jo anymore.”

I place my hat on my head and stuff my wallet into the back of my jeans, snorting at her comment. “No? What do you go by? Sunshine? Sweetheart?” I lightly tease her, nudging her with my elbow. She jumps away from me like my elbow is acid. She shirks away from my touches all the time, and even though it happens often, still always stings. She used to want to spend time with me, beg for my hugs, run to my open arms. And now she doesn’t even want me to use her real name when I talk to her.

“Wh-what do you want me to call you now?” I hedge, turning to the vitamin cabinet where I dig out an antacid and chew it up.

“Lene.” She slings her backpack over her shoulder, propping open the garage door with one booted foot. “I’ll be in the truck.”
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When I first started seeing Dr. Tanner, I thought it was temporary. I thought I was just collecting as much good information and advice as possible for the years to come, and that he and I were nothing more than a situational relationship born from tragedy.

But now, ten years later, I still see him twice a month and the truth is, I don’t think I’ll ever feel ready to stop seeing him.

It’s gonna sound like bullshit, like something every man says when it’s discovered he tells all his feelings and problems to a shrink, but the truth of it is, I’m not there for me.

Well, not my own problems, I mean.

Well fuck. What I mean to say is that I see Dr. Tanner because I have no idea how to communicate and properly take care of my daughter. Sure I can put a roof over her head–one she complains is too far from town, and I can keep her fed–not saying she doesn’t complain about the food I make, and I can keep her alive. But taking care of her emotional health? Her mental health? Making sure she has someone to share thoughts and feelings with, giving her a place to come with problems and worries? I can do that, but I can’t make her accept me, I can’t make her open up to me. And for that issue, I have Dr. Tanner.

“And how do you feel today, Jake?” Dr. Tanner asks, crossing and uncrossing his legs as he adjusts in his seat.

I drag my palms down my thighs and grip my knees, rolling out my neck with a click and a pop.

“How is Jolene enjoying cheerleading? Has she discussed it with you much?” Dr. Tanner prods into my silence, never allowing me to stay quiet for too long.

I sigh, one of my knees now bouncing as I approach an answer.

“She has told me that it is important to her in no uncertain terms.” I lick my lips and meet his eyes, rimmed in silver circular glasses. “I went to parent night. I paid for all the uniforms and bus trips. I pick her up from practice when she asks. I ask about it, but she doesn’t say much.”

Dr. Tanner slides his glasses down the bridge of his nose, folding them with one hand against his chest. “Jolene is at an age where fitting in and having friends and support is very important. Is it possible this sudden leap to cheerleading is indicative of her looking for a social support circle?”

Dr. Tanner has helped me a lot, so I give him credit. He’s about two good pieces of advice above Dean on the totem pole, but right now, he’s doing the thing I hate. He’s making a normal question sound more intense and fancy. “Did she join cheer because she has no friends?” I restate, leveling a serious glare his way. “I told you, she’s been close with the Brownstock girls her whole life. They had a few classes together this year, too. She has friends.” I shrug. “She told me today she doesn’t want to go by Jo Jo anymore.” Dr. Tanner knows that Janie gave Jolene that nickname when she was just two. “She doesn’t want to work my booth at the market,” I repeat, hearing her pointed tone in my mind over and over. “She doesn’t want to ride horses with me.” An uncomfortable cramp knots my side, and a lump burrows deep in my throat. “And she wants to go by Lene.”

Dr. Tanner nods, bobbing his head like hearing all the ways in which people have their heart torn up is just part of the job. And for him, I guess it is. He scribbles something down then peers over at me. “Change of identity. At her age, maybe she feels frustrated in her current state and wants to reinvent herself for high school. Enter these four years as someone different.”

“Someone different?” I bark back. “She’s fourteen. She doesn’t even know who she is yet, how can she want to be someone else?” I think about my daughter running through the pasture with a sparkler in her hand, her cheeks pink, the moon dancing in her eyes. “Mama! Dada!” she cheered, and Janie was there, dropping to her knees in the grass to catch Jo Jo. Her legs went faster than the rest of her when she was just a little tot, and one of her favorite things to do was run to her mama with a sparkler. “Jo Jo!” Janie laughed, collecting Jo Jo in her arms with a kiss to her head.

“Janie is gone, and has been gone for a long time. I’ve made my peace with that. I ain’t stroking a thumb over some photo of her, talking to her at night or anything like that. I’m… aware she’s gone.” I swallow around the discomfort that comes with telling such a vulnerable truth. “But the name Jo Jo, I don’t know. I guess I didn’t realize until now but it made me feel like Janie was here, for Jolene, you know?”

Dr. Tanner slides his pen over his paper, making a note. When he looks up again he says, “Emotional attachments are important in the initial grieving and healing process, it makes perfect sense that you’d be attached to the nickname. But it is her name, and if changing it is what she wants to do now, the best thing you can do is simply support her.” He closes his notebook and sets it on the desk behind him. A soft smile curves his lips. “Hang in there. No matter how hard it gets, make sure she knows you’re there, no matter what.”

I get to my feet and he gets to his. We share a handshake as he adds, “I had two grown daughters. The teen years are hard enough with both parents. But alone, I can only imagine. Hang in there, Jake. You’re doing what you can and that’s all you can do.”

Dr. Tanner smiles a little before guiding me out the door into the small, tan colored lobby. Two other patients are waiting, and I tip my hat to them as I slip out into the cool morning air. I have two pickups today–a woman coming to get her restitched saddle, and a man picking up his show saddle for an upcoming competition. Other than that, I have a set of trail saddles and matching quirts I’m working on, and for a day in the life of a saddler in a cowboy town, it’s a pretty slow one.

Good.

I’m not in the mood to talk.


CHAPTER
EIGHT
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“Deuce ain’t around?” I ask Hudson as he slides the fifth empty milk crate into the bed of his truck.

He stops, draping his arms over the bed of the truck, gloved hands dangling as he stares at me from under the brim of his hat. “Well damn, Jake Turner. Tell me you don’t want to help me out without telling me.” He smirks.

I scratch the side of my jaw and tug on my gloves, grabbing a stack of milk crates. I slide them in the bed, filling up the truck fast. “Oh no, it ain’t that,” I sigh, closing up the tailgate once he slides the last armful into the bed. “I’m not great company today.”

Hudson tugs his gloves off and I do the same, right before we pop open the doors and jump into the truck. He lets it run a minute, the heat blasting our faces as we wait for the engine to warm up. “I have to admit, I do have a slight ulterior motive.” He raises his palms, grinning. “Not that I didn’t want to spend time with you, Jake,” he teases.

He reaches up, taking off his sunglasses, which he doesn’t normally wear. I almost made a joke about them when I got here, but thought better of it because a man with three babies at home is not a man getting a lot of rest. Pointing that out isn’t necessary.

But as he tosses the glasses onto the dash, I realize it’s not lack of sleep that had him wearing shades this morning.

“Holy shit, Hud,” I breathe, twisting in the seat to check out the shiner discoloring his left eye. He chuckles, lifting his hand to gently touch his face, hissing a little at the subtle contact. “You invite me out here to help beat someone up or what, man?” I question, only half serious as I lean in to better inspect the swollen and bruised flesh. “Shit man,” I breathe, “how big was he? Who was he?” I peer around him to inspect the other side of his face. “Just the one punch?”

Hudson laughs a little, but when his eyes meet mine, there’s a touch of discomfort there, confusing me.

“What?” I ask, my heart racing at the idea that someone in Bluebell fought or hit Hudson Gray. Hudson is the nicest guy I fucking know.

He makes cotton candy flavored milk, for Christ’s sake. Who wants to hit a guy like that?

“I didn’t ask you to run into town with me so I could show you my black eye,” he says, his voice wavering uncomfortably. Well hell, now my interest is really piqued.

“No?”

He shakes his head, smoothing his thumb and forefinger down the edges of his full beard. “Listen, you know my wife Dolly, right?”

I roll my eyes. “Of course I know Dolly.” She’s got a booth at the farmers market making water color greeting cards and lets local artists run it when she’s running the Gray Farms booth. Jo Jo loves Dolly’s cards, and she loves the Ellington sisters. Everyone in town does. “How is she? Wait, did someone attack Dolly—” I look at the black eye again and my brain leaps into overtime.

Hudson sighs, shaking his head. “No, no, don’t let your mind start workin’ now. Dolly is fine.” He presses his lips together, a little groan echoing in his chest. “She is… more than fine,” he sighs, and I have to force my gaze out the front of the windshield for a second before jealousy swallows me up.

I don’t have some secret crush on Dolly. And I’m happy for Hudson that they’re so damn happy.

It’s not that.

It’s that Hudson and I were single parents, together. Our kids were never close in age, so we were always at different ends of the spectrum of flying solo, but still, we were somehow in it together. That’s how I’ve felt for the last four years.

Then he met Dolly.

And I’m still single.

And Jo Jo wants to be called Lene and she doesn’t want to ride horses.

“You okay?” Hud asks, nudging me with his words.

“Sorry,” I respond, my voice husky to disguise the internal wallowing. “What happened to your eye?”

Hudson smirks, but I don’t miss the slight pink crawling up his neck, settling into his cheeks. “Dolly,” he says, studying my reaction.

“Dolly?”

He nods.

My mind is working overtime now, thinking that Hudson brought me out here to tell me that… Dolly hit him?

His young wife abuses him? But they’re so passionately in love?

Is that… no, that can’t be, right?

“Hudson, does… your wife hurt you?” The question sounds so foreign, but at the same time, if this is his way of asking for help, I’d be a prick to ask him if he’s joking. I know Dolly is passionate, maybe that passion translates to violence, too?

Silence spreads out between us and nerves twist in my gut. My God, Dolly Ellington-Gray is abusive? Just as I’m about to circle that thought with serious consideration, Hudson erupts into laughter.

He tips his head back, laughing so hard that he brings his thumb and forefinger to his face, pinching the tears from his eyes. “Oh man,” Hudson says between raucous bouts of laughter. “That… I mean, it’s not a joke. Spousal abuse is serious. But your face. Jake,” he laughs again, shaking his head, making me laugh a little, too.

“Well, hell, Gray, I don't know. You bring me out here to load milk cartons then show me your black eye and start talking about Dolly. I thought you were telling me in your way that you’re abused and I was trying to take it seriously!”

At that, Hudson breaks out into a laughter so deep that he gasps and gasps, silently fighting to get a breath.

I tamp my hand down, indicating enough. “Alright. You’ve had your fun.”

He finds his voice as he tries valiantly to chase the giggles away. “This bruise,” he says, tapping the edge of his swollen eye. “This is a bruise… of passion.”

I blink at him. “Of pass—ooooh.” Oh fuck. I look at the bruise again, this time seeing it differently, seeing it for what it is. I try to envision Dolly with her fist reared back, but damn, could she even leave that mark? “Passion,” I repeat, still studying Hud’s eye. “Jesus, she can really throw a punch, can’t she?”

Hudson erupts in laughter again, shaking his head. “She’s not into passionate punching, Jake.” His lips wobble with a laugh he’s clearly holding back. “This was from her knee…” he adjusts his hand. “She was trying to find her seat and kind of missed the first time.”

Her seat? I–oh. Oh shit. Okay. “I just learned too much about you,” I tell him.

He smirks. “You ain’t done yet.”

“What?” I ask, still staring at the shiner. “You need me to lie and say I punched you or something?”

Hudson laughs again.

“I am so glad you find this all so amusing,” I grouse, folding my arms over my chest.

“I’m fine with anyone knowing how I got the black eye. I don’t mind telling folks that my wife and I have a very active sex life.”

I twist up my face. “I don’t want to be your diary.”

“Fair enough.” He points to my boots, then up to my belt. “Reason why I asked you out here, kind of privately, wasn’t to tell you how kinky Dolly is.” He tips his head to the side as his lips curve down in question. “Well, I mean, not exactly but in a way, kind of.”

“Get to it,” I deadpan.

“I was hoping you could make me… some items.” He clears his throat, and for the first time since he showed me his eye, he seems slightly uncomfortable. “Some toys.”

I look at my belt and shoes. “Custom pieces?”

He blinks at me. “Unless the saddlery has a backroom full of whips, yeah, something custom.” I think of the cabinet in my garage, locked, with the key on my person at all times. The cabinet is full of floggers and crops, none of which have a single thing to do with horses.

“You ever made anything like that before?” he asks, his voice quieter than before, despite the fact we’re alone.

I look at him, fidgeting with the button on my sleeve. “Yeah.”

He nods slowly, as if taking a pulse. Hudson knows I’m single. And no one has ever seen me with a woman before, not since Janie. Right now he’s probably trying to decide if I have a secret sinister life, or if I’m just sad and lonely.

Kind of wish right now it was the first one.

“Alright, well…” He scratches the side of his jaw before glancing out the windshield, no doubt trying to decipher how to ask for just what he wants without things getting weird. Truth is, we blew past weird minutes ago when I thought his wife punched his lights out.

“What are you wanting?” I ask.

He keeps his focus on the barn outside of the truck when he says, “Dolly gave me a list.” He digs into his pocket, passing me a rumpled piece of paper with purple pen, each word written in cursive, the i’s dotted with hearts. I read through the list as heat pricks at my skin, arousal flaring in my veins. Not trying to feel aroused around Hudson, I fold up the list and shove it into my pocket. “I can do it.”

He nods his head. “You’re gonna make my old lady real happy.”

I can’t help but smirk. “And you?”

His smile is ear to ear. “She’s happy, I’m happy.” He starts up the truck and pulls out, headed back to the ranch. “It’s funny. I never thought I’d fall in love again. Or marry, for that matter. If I could meet myself years back, when Bear was just a baby and my ex was just gone, and I could say, Hudson, hang on, because some gorgeous blonde young thing is gonna save your life, you just gotta make it five years, well hell, I’d have said I should buy a lotto ticket.” He puffs out a breath. “Because I’d have thought winning the lotto was more likely.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I decide on an estimate for his list.

“Shouldn’t be more than a week. Two tops. I can make a few items on this list in a single night.”

The leather steering wheel slides beneath Hudson’s palm as he drifts into a turn. “Well alright. That’s fast!”

“Well,” I sigh, staring out at the large oak tree down the road, the marker between his property and the Ellington house. “Now that Jo Jo doesn’t wanna go riding with me, I have absolutely nothing to do in the afternoons. And I never had anything to do in the evenings. So… a week. Week and a half tops.”

I get out of the truck, opening the door to mine. Hudson smiles at me over the hood. “Well how’s she liking cheerleading?”

I shrug. “She got moved up to JV.” Miss Riley Rivers flashes through my mind.

Hudson nods. “Good for her.” He lifts a hand. “Alright, Jake, thanks again. I gotta get inside and tell Dolly the good news.”

Just then, the front door opens, slamming against the house with a thud. Dolly, her hair up in a messy wad on top of her head, a paint brush poked through it, steps out. In a white dress that looks like a nightgown, her feet bare and face free of make up, she places one hand on her belly, where a baby is growing. She grips the banister with the other hand. “You were gone so long,” she whines. Hudson takes the steps two by two, collecting her in his arms, their lips fusing in a moan.

That’s my cue.

I get into my truck and drive up the dirt road toward the street, and for some strange reason, I think about what it would feel like to use those toys.

Except I’m not thinking of Hudson using a whip on Dolly.

I’m thinking of Miss Riley Rivers.

How would she react if I dragged the soft, loose tail of my flogger along her bare shoulder? If I whipped her naked ass, would she count aloud for me or would she scream for freedom? These things I make… I’ve never used them, but when I close my eyes in bed at night, I imagine it.

What it may feel like to leave a mark on her ass with my whip, to bring my lips to the rough, pink edges of that mark and kiss away the soreness while she gains strength for another swat. I think about that too often, and now, with a list of things to make stuffed into my pocket, I have a legitimate reason.

She stays on my mind the entire drive back to Turner Saddlery, and she’s still there when I get to work on Dolly’s list that afternoon.

The thing about private thoughts is that no one has to know. And in that way, exploring this side of myself with Miss Riley in my head is the absolute best escape.


CHAPTER
NINE
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Being friends with Leah has its perks, but it also has a downside, which is jealousy. If anyone used their frickin’ brains, they’d realize that Leah Mitchell has worked hard for and cares about her career, and isn’t going to do anything to jeopardize that. But high school teachers are still in high school, and it’s been clear to me that they are not my biggest fans. They’re jealous of my connection to Leah, and they view that connection as a free pass to favoritism, which then equates to getting the things I need as both a teacher and coach.

Bluebell High has a shortage of extra money, so the truth is, no one is getting a damn thing this year. I’m pretty sure they spent the remainder of their budget on my job. Still, their glares and whispers tell me I need to work harder to integrate myself with current staff. I have to try harder to make friends.

There is never a time when high school is easy, is there?

The teachers’ lounge radiates laughter and conversation, the smell of freshly reheated day-old lasagna and buttered popcorn infiltrating my senses, reminding me I only had a granola bar for breakfast. Despite my nerves, my stomach rumbles. I smooth my hands down my skirt—and yes, I went with a skirt today. Because in my efforts to make teacher friends, I realized that dressing casual all the time could be part of it, too. Cadence Caine, the frosh coach, wears heels and skirts everyday, and only opts for jeans or warmups at practice. Maybe I’m just too casual. Maybe it’s the combo of knowing Leah personally and not dressing the right way?

I roll my lips together and finger comb my waves, making sure I feel good when I walk in. With a deep breath, I push open the door, and eleven heads turn to stare at me. Conversation halts, forks pause their journeys to mouths, and the science teacher, who was clearly showing something to another teacher on her phone, locks her screen with a loud click.

Cadence is here, but her body language does not call for me to sit with her, and her eyes never leave her plastic container filled with greens and protein. Fine. Just because we both cheer doesn’t mean Cadence has to be my friend. The door closes behind me, bumping my ass, sending me forward a few paces. With my nylon lunch bag between my hands, I keep my chin high as I walk toward the open window seat overlooking the football field.

I came here to make friends, or at least try to be social, and now I’m beelining for the only seat alone. C’mon Riley, I hum under my breath, determined to be successful. I need something to go right, and I’m not going to sit around and hope it falls into my lap. I’m chasing it, damn it.

Stopping a few paces before the glorious empty window seat, I sink into a chair at a mostly full table, setting my bag down.

“Hello,” I say awkwardly, testing out my voice volume so as to not be heard by the entire room. Slowly, chatter picks back up, filling in around me, allowing me to breathe.

“Hi,” another woman says, one I’ve never seen around the halls or in the gym or… anywhere. Not yet at least. She extends a hand over her glass container full of brown rice and salmon. “I’m Denae, I’m the executive assistant to Ms. Mitchell.”

“Ahh,” I nod, because Leah has mentioned her new assistant a few times. Makes sense now as to why I haven’t met her–she’s always busy. “Nice to meet you Denae. I’m Riley Rivers, I started here this school year, too. I teach health and I’m also coaching JV cheer.”

From the table adjacent to mine, in her flowy lavender colored skirt and flowery pink blouse, Cadence dunks her spoon into her yogurt, clearing her throat to get everyone’s attention. “How are you liking JV coaching, Miss Riley?” she asks, licking vanilla yogurt from her plastic spoon. She would like plain vanilla, and her plastic spoon is ruining the planet. I narrow my eyes but plaster on a smile.

“I really like it, thank you.”

She taps the end of the spoon against her chin. “How many years did you coach frosh at your last school?” I know the question is rhetorical, but I don’t know if all the people in this break room know the game Cadence is playing, and I’ll only look like a pompous asshole if I don’t reply, so with my fake smile I say, “Three.”

She nods, her shiny blonde hair literally nearly blinding me. How does she do that? Seriously, and how does her makeup still look so perfect by this time of day? It’s lunch. I sweated through my first layer of mascara hours ago. But of course, yogurt eating, clothes ironed, shiny hair having Cadence looks perfect, even at noon.

I want to roll my eyes, but I don’t.

“Oh wow, so you’re new to coaching then,” she states and before I can defend my honor, she adds, “I’ve been coaching freshman girls for nine years. This is actually my tenth year.”

I know I should take a second and check myself. I should. And next time, I will. But I’ve been fielding glares and snotty remarks from Cadence for three months and I’m fucking over it. She let a student get hurt, she talks to the girls like crap, and she is not a leader.

“Well, if you want to shadow me, you’re more than welcome.” I open my lunch bag and take my turkey and cheese sandwich out. The mayo is warm, and the cheese is soft, but I eat it with so much confidence you’d think they were filming a fucking sandwich commercial.

“Shadow you?” she laughs around another bite of boring-gurt.

I overly chew the bite in my mouth before swallowing. “Yeah, I mean, if you want to see how to coach in a way that leads to promotion, shadow me. I can teach you some stuff.”

A man at the table with me who I’ve learned is, Coach Dean McAllister, chokes on his bite of chili. I slide him my metal water bottle. “Water?”

He shakes his head, bringing a napkin stained with orange grease to his lips. “Uh, no, ma’am,” he says. I look around my table, maybe for the first time, and notice no one is making eye contact with me except Denae. “I’m not an asshole,” I whisper to her, as our heads come together conspiratorially. “She’s been super rude to me for months. She hates my guts and you know what? I’m a nice person. Honestly. I am. So I’m just… sick of it, you know?”

Denae keeps her focus on me while she eats forkfuls of massive green salad, nodding. “Good for you. I mean, you didn’t say anything that wasn’t kind of true.”

I glance around the table, gauging how much privacy we have. Coach Dean is powering through his chili, doing his best to get away from the table, while the other two are engrossed in their phones.

“I mean, does everyone really think I just got my job because I’m friends with Leah? Because that’s literally insane.”

Denae stabs a baby tomato with her fork, but the friction proves too much and it slides in the dish, popping up, flying through the air. I swear I don’t have to look when I hear it plunk-land. The sound is the unique music of yogurt splattering against a table.

Slowly, Denae peers around me and I turn my head to see Cadence’s face marked in a splash of white yogurt, the baby tomato sitting on the surface.

She twists her head, glaring at me with so much misery and hate in her expression that I panic.

“It was an accident,” I blurt out. “She didn’t mean to,” I continue. “Plastic fork, slippery vegetable. Well, slippery fruit, because a tomato is a fruit, you know? Of course you know. You’re a teacher. Anyway, that was an unfortunate accident.”

“I’m sorry,” Denae adds quietly.

Cadence gets to her feet, yogurt sliding down her forehead. Coming to stand over me, she turns her yogurt upside down, and cold plops of sweet dairy dribble onto my head, down my face and all over my nice clothes. “Oops,” she says, smirking, before dropping the yogurt cup onto my head. “Quick, run and tell Leah.” The plastic cup topples to the floor as she leaves the breakroom. I’m sure she’s beelining for the bathroom to fix her face, and as much as I want to follow after her, I don’t.

I glance around the breakroom, my cheeks flaming with embarrassment. Denae loops her arm through mine, and we take a detour through the science building to get to Leah’s office. After I’ve changed out of my clothes into a spare set of PE loaners, I flop down in front of Leah’s desk with Denae at my side.

“Care to share why you needed to use my office as a dressing room and why you’re wearing high school gym clothes at noon on Tuesday?” Leah asks as she returns to her office, after collecting her makeup bag from the car.

I dig through her stuff, looking for mascara and lipgloss. Once I find them, I get to work fixing what the yogurt fucked up.

“Cadence was talking shit in the break room,” I start, but Leah cuts me off, prodding the heap of messy clothes on her desk with the tip of a pencil.

“Why were you wearing a skirt and blouse anyway?” she asks, her face scrunched up with disgust, and I honestly think it’s over the shock that I was wearing those clothes, and not the fact that yogurt coats them.

I swipe almost black mascara over my bottom lashes. “Because everyone here hates me and I was trying to fit in.” Another few swipes and I close up the tube, dropping it back into the small silver bag. “I thought they either hate me because I’m friends with you,” I tell her, uncapping the lip gloss. “Or because I dress too coachy all the time. Either way, today was my attempt to rectify those issues.” I roll it on then rub my lips together before re-capping. “But then Cadence dumped yogurt on my head and, well, I’m pretty sure everyone in that break room likes me even less than before.”

Denae gets up, scooping the clothes off the desk to salvage the manila folder beneath it. “Let me just find you a bag for these,” she says, slipping out of the office for a moment.

“So you wore that and then what? Asked Cadence Caine to swap yearbooks and she dumped a Yoplait in your hair?” Leah asks, a smirk twitching her lips. There’s a benefit to having your best friend be much older than you. She knows when it’s time to sweat things, and if she’s not sweating a mini food-fight in the breakroom, then neither am I.

“Noo,” I defend. “I wore this and then decided to eat lunch in the breakroom to try and make friends. You know, friends that aren’t you,” I tease, letting out a long sigh as I melt into the chair. “It’s been a shitty week. This just made it shittier.”

“What else is going on?” Leah asks, opening her drawer to pull out a king size Snickers bar. “You want?”

I roll my eyes. “Uh no, put it back. I’d rather not have a king size Snickers.” I reach across the desk and snatch it from her, unwrapping it immediately. The first bite is heaven as I sink back into the chair. “Okay, this helps.”

She slides her readers on as she opens her laptop. I love how she’s always busy but always makes time for me, even when I’m probably annoying. I’d never tell her this because it would do a mind fuck on her but… I wish my mom were more like Leah.

“So, what else made the week shitty, pre-Snickers of course?”

I sigh. “Jo Jo Turner is still upset with me. I like Jo Jo so much. I see so much of myself in her, and I just want her to be happy. I thought pulling her up to JV was good for both Cadence and Jo Jo, since Cadence has no way to help Jo Jo flourish, and because Jo Jo has so much to offer. But I guess the younger girls got jealous and her non-cheer friends don’t like that she does cheer and–” I let out a sigh. “I don’t know why I care so much about this girl. But I do.”

Leah shrugs. “Sometimes they get under your skin. I’ve had a few like that over the years.”

I nod. “Well, the thing with Jo Jo isn’t all.” I swallow hard and take another huge bite of Snickers, prolonging the inevitable. Leah types for a moment then slides her eyes to meet mine. “What else?”

I look down at my blue shorts, the words PROPERTY OF BLUEBELL HIGH stenciled on in bright yellow paint. “Just thinking of that awful call with my parents Sunday morning.”

Leah’s laptop clicks as she pushes it closed, sliding off her glasses to give me her full attention. “Share?”

I lift the half eaten monster sized Snickers to show her how that phone call went, and how it’s been going since. Leah nods. “Still, tell me about it.”

I take a deep breath in and launch into a condensed version, because my fifty-three minutes of midday freedom are almost up. “They’re friendly with Michael, Brian and Linda. And they asked me if I’d be open to taking a call from Michael to, and I quote, end all of this,” I tell her, using my fingers to put quotes around my mother’s callous words.

“They’re still deep in the gaslighting phase, aren’t they,” she surmises aloud, shaking her head.

“They act like I am making up what Michael did. But he’s admitted it! He apologized to them for it and they accepted and now my mom has completely and utterly rewritten history. Michael has never done anything wrong and now it’s me, I’m the problem, I’m the person throwing a wrench into their perfect country club lifestyle. It’s insane. It’s absolutely insane and I swear to God, Leah, if I ever have children, I will listen to every single thing my child tells me. I will hear them and honor their vulnerability with belief and action.” At some point, tears flooded my eyes because now they stream down my cheeks, hot and wide.

Leah gives me a sad, conciliatory smile when she quietly says, “Fuck ‘em.”

I sink back into the seat and take another whopping bite of Snickers. “I lived my entire life thinking I had the greatest parents in the world. Kind, supportive, patient. But when it’s put to the test, they’ve shown me that… They're strangers. Because I do not know these two people who refuse to support me.”

The first bell rings, and Leah reaches across the desk for me. I place my hand in hers and she squeezes. “I’m sorry Riley. I wish they were handling this differently. I wish that they were there for you the way you deserve.”

“Thanks,” I whisper, trying my hardest to stop crying.

Leah sinks back, a smile slowly curving her lips. “You want me to bust Cadence for the yogurt?”

Denae slips back into the office, my clothes now in a clear plastic bag. She passes them to me. “I’m so sorry again, this was totally my fault.” She looks at Leah. “I was trying to eat a cherry tomato with a plastic fork and pop,” she says, simulating a tiny explosion with her hands. “It bolted through the air, and landed in Cadence’s yogurt. It was… kind of perfect,” she says with a smile.

“She just dumped hers on you to retaliate?” Leah prods.

Denae takes over, and it gives me a chance to finish this Snickers before I have to high-tail it across campus and teach the fifth period freshman class about night erections.

Goody.

“Cadence asked Riley how many years she coached at her old school, and then implied that Cadence had the job of JV cheer coach stolen from her, and also implied she was more qualified because she had ten years of experience.”

“To which I simply pointed out that if she wanted to shadow me, she could, because ten years without a promotion is a long time and maybe she could learn something from me,” I say around a mouthful of caramel and peanuts.

Leah reaches out and I clap my hand against hers. “That’s how you do it. You stand up to bullies,” she commends, and it’s only right then that I realize Cadence is a bully.

I wave my hand between us. “Yeah well, she basically said I’d run here and tell you, and she wasn’t wrong about that," I admit.

“But you didn’t come tattle,” Denae says, holding up the clothes bag. “You came to change and talk to your friend.”

I nod. “I know.” And even though I know it’s true, still, the weight of Cadence’s words feels heavy on my shoulders today.

Leah gets to her feet and Denae follows. I know the second bell is coming so I reluctantly get to my feet, too. Denae hands me the manila folder she rescued earlier.

Leah taps it. “This is for you anyway so it’s great you came by. It’s research for the article. Maybe getting started on that tonight will give your mind somewhere to go.”

I look down at the folder, and remember our plans. I nod. “Yeah, this is good. I could use this as a distraction.” I flip through the papers inside, and look up between Leah and Denae. “If I get it done tonight, I’ll send it to you.”

Leah nods. “I can’t wait.”

I’m on my way out, ready to sprint across campus, when Leah stops me. “Hey, remember, she’s wrong about why I hired you.”

“Thanks, Leah.”
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I manage to get through my last three classes with only a few laughs as to why I’m wearing loaner PE clothes, but by the time cheer practice rolls around, I’m emotionally exhausted.

Jo Jo is still giving me the cold shoulder, and as much as I’d like to pretend I’m unaffected, I can’t. I hate that Jo Jo is struggling, even if she’s taking it out on me, I still hate it for her and want it to change.

That night, after a six mile run and a bowl of pasta bigger than my skull, I flip open the manila folder and get to work writing the best article I can possibly write. And when I’m done, I send it to Leah to proofread. I’m sure things will need to be changed, and I have no doubt she’ll check my tone, but all in all, I love the first draft and can’t wait to see where it ends up when it’s ready to hit the newspaper.

And she was right. It did make me feel better, or at the very least, distracted me from my bummer mood for a couple of hours.


CHAPTER
TEN
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My alarm goes off, and when it does, I’m already awake, showered, and pouring a hot cup of coffee. I slept like shit last night, and truth be told, I kind of always do. The same way that I’ve accepted that Janie is gone and I will never love again, I’ve also accepted that I will never have a thoroughly decent night of sleep again, either.

I’m not good at sleeping solo. I reach, and when I reach into cold sheets and emptiness, my mind starts running, and my lower half starts humming at just the thought of having someone again.

This morning, instead of trying to make it happen, I decided to just get up and start the day already. With eggs fried and bacon going, I pour myself a cup of coffee and swipe at the rubber band keeping today’s paper closed.

Pulling the bacon off the stove, I grab a few pieces and settle in, spreading the newspaper wide as I load my tines with the first bite.

I stop short, and yolk drips onto the bottom of the newspaper with a thunk.

The front page headline of the Bluebell Leader, in tall, thick letters, boldly reads YES, YOUR HIGH SCHOOLER KNOWS ABOUT SEX. Below that, in smaller but no less bold letters, the subtitle reads AND THEY MAY BE HAVING IT, TOO: What you need to know about high school sex education, and how important it actually is.

I glance down the hall at Jo Jo’s closed bedroom door, and my heart begins to race. Jo Jo is not having sex. She’s never even had a boyfriend and I haven’t heard her mention a crush… though… would I? She doesn’t even want to tell me when cheerleading practice is over, why the hell would she tell me if she’s having sex?

I put my fork down, the egg no longer appetizing. Sipping my coffee, I get to work on the article, reading every sentence, every statistic, taking in every little chart and graphic printed in faded black ink. By the time I reach the end, I wonder who had the nerve to write this, considering Bluebell, like most small towns, likes to pretend that sex doesn’t exist. I can’t help but think of those yellow and white shoes and that fitted little sundress as I read the last line.

WRITTEN BY MISS RILEY RIVERS

BLUEBELL HIGH HEALTH TEACHER & CHEER COACH

She’s got courage, and as much as I wanna believe Jo Jo and her friends have no clue what sex is, I’m not that stupid. I was her age once, and so was Janie. Back then, all I could think about was getting into her pants.

The article, along with gobs of statistics relating to 14-16 year olds, also lays out the best way to talk to your kids about sex, and covers the way Bluebell High is dealing with it as well.

There isn’t a word of that article that surprises me, that I disagree with, or that I even dislike. I love the article.

The idea of putting this article into action at home, though, with Jo Jo hating my damn guts? There are pipe dreams more likely than this.

I fold up the paper, then head down the hall to annoy Jo Jo by asking her if she’s ready to go to school yet.
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Around two in the afternoon, Jo Jo texts me asking if she can sleep over at Alexa’s house, telling me that all the girls are. After getting an address, a name and phone number for her parents, and verifying with them that there is an actual sleepover, I agree.

“Told me I humiliated her, and that no other parents called to ask if there was actually a sleepover,” I recall to Dean, who passes me my second beer, dropped off by the bartender. I take a sip, which turns into finishing my second pint in just a few swigs.

Dean blinks at me, his strawberry hair combed with product, his best plaid shirt and vest combo on. I rear back a little, assessing him. “Wait–do you got a date later?”

He looks at the surface of his beer. “I did until she cancelled.”

I let out a sigh and lift my finger to get the bartender's attention. “Two more.”

“I’m sorry about your date,” I tell Dean, who has now finished his second beer too. He catches a burp with the back of his hand and sighs.

“I don’t care. My heart wasn’t in it anyway.” He faces me. “Sorry about Jo Jo.”

I smirk. “Which part? Her hating me or her hating everything I do or… is it the way she hates how I breathe?”

Dean scoops a handful of mixed nuts from the bowl. “All of the above.”

I watch him chew old pistachios and cashews, tapping my boot against the floor, eager for the third beer. “Everytime I had sex with Janie when we were in high school, she was sleeping over at a friend’s house,” I say, throwing finger quotes around those last two words, “so I had to call. Especially after reading the paper this morning. Jesus Christ. Did you see that?”

He dusts his hands on his thighs. “Oh yeah. It went over like a fart in church on campus today.”

My brows pull together as I grow confused. “Why? Nothing in that article is a lie. Parents need to wake up.”

Dean lets out a sigh, as if he’s discussed this and is already fatigued by it. “If you talk about it in school, there’s a greater chance you’re gonna have to talk about it at home. And parents don’t wanna talk about sex with their kids. They don’t wanna know that their kids know about jacking off, orgasms, facials…”

“Facials?” I blink at him as the bartender brings the next round. I can’t help but laugh as I again repeat, “Facials? I didn’t see a damn thing in that article about facials.”

He laughs. “I know, I’m just making a point.”

I tip my hat back. “You’re dreaming of what could’ve been on that date, eh?” I tease, which makes us both laugh.

“It’s just… parents don’t wanna think about their kids doing all that stuff. The article, while yes, full of facts and reality, just rubs their nose in that one element they’re trying to avoid.”

I nod, understanding what he’s saying, even if I don’t agree to it. “So what’s the problem? They’re mad about the article or what?”

He scratches the side of his jaw. “I think the article was a response. Miss Rivers came in and started teaching the curriculum that should have been taught all along. Cunningham winged it, and kids took the easy A, parents were none the wiser. But when Ms. Mitchell hired Miss Rivers, they overhauled. Miss Rivers is teaching the exact curriculum, but it’s upsetting parents because it hasn’t been taught in years. They’re… as the kids say, shook.”

“As the kids say?” I shake my head. “When did we get so old?”

He flicks a peanut crumb from his vest. “I don’t know but… man, you know what I wonder sometimes? How did we do it? How did we get through high school so unscathed?”

I shrug, taking a drink of my beer as a woman slides onto the barstool next to me. The place is filling up, and I have half a mind to text Jo Jo and see how her sleepover is going, but remind myself that drinking at the bar and staying off my phone is probably best. “What do you mean?”

“I just mean, kids are so mean to each other. Over stuff they can’t even control. If a kid wears old clothes, they tease him and it’s fucked up man. Kids can’t control what they have. And the teachers, I’ll tell you what, they aren’t any better.”

I trace the rim of my beer glass with the blunt tip of my finger, my lips twitching with unanswered questions. I haven’t asked Dean about Riley all that much, so asking now won’t make me seem interested. And besides, I’m not interested, I’m curious. There’s a difference.

“How’d Miss Rivers fair after that article?”

Dean’s eyes go wide. “It’s not even the article. She’s… having a rough go. I feel bad for the woman, honestly I do. Bluebell is so amazing, but once you step foot on that high school campus, anyone is fair game, I swear.”

“What do you mean it’s not just the article?” I ask, remembering Riley’s sweet disposition behind the barn months ago. She encouraged Jo Jo to do cheerleading and while I wish that Jo Jo and I could still ride together, the hard truth of it is, I’m happy Jo Jo is enjoying her new sport. I’m also happy that she has an adult to look up to, if it can’t be me. Miss Riley Rivers is a teacher and a coach, and if Jo Jo is going to be persuaded or inspired by someone, I should feel lucky it’s Riley.

“Cadence Caine poured yogurt over her head in the lunchroom this week. I’m pretty sure Leah is her only friend,” Dean says, turning away from me for a moment to greet a few ranchers that sidle up next to him at the bar. Their sons are on the football team, and Dean coaches varsity. After a few minutes of on the field talk, Dean returns his focus my way.

“Leah’s her… friend? Isn’t she like… twenty years older than her?” The principal flashes through my mind. She’s been there since our junior year. How in the world did that friendship happen?

“I’d guess but obviously I don’t know for sure since I’m not asking my boss how old she is,” Dean says, laughing. “I don’t know how they became friends but… they are. Leah goes into her classroom all the time. And Riley goes to Leah’s office a lot, too. It irritates the other teachers.”

I laugh at that. “Why? It doesn't got a thing to do with them.”

“I don’t disagree but… I don’t know. Jealousy, maybe?” He finishes his beer. “I think the article she wrote was smart. I’m not a parent, so I know I don’t know that I get a say in all this but I’ll tell you what, Jake. I’m around teenage boys all damn day and half the weekend for half the year. They are not too young to hear this stuff. Trust me. I am a walking thesaurus for all the ways in which teenage boys talk about getting laid.”

I can’t help but snort at that. Even if you’re having sex at that age, you’re not doing a good job. “That was us, too,” I recall, almost embarrassed now.

Dean clinks his glass against mine, albeit they’re both empty. “I gave her one of my couches a couple days ago,” he says.

Confusion knits my brows together, and he clarifies. “I was waiting for my new one to be delivered and wanted to get rid of the old one so I posted it in the break room. I didn’t know it was Miss Rivers who took the flyer. She called, gave me her address, and I showed up to an empty little house on the north side of Bluebell and she helped me drag it inside.”

Jealousy that I haven’t felt in years runs through me, making me curl my toes in my boots. “Is that right?”

He nods. “Yep. I asked her how she’s doing, since, you know, that yogurt thing happened right in front of me. And I’ve heard the teachers talking shit in the halls about that article.”

“I still don’t get the harm in that article where teachers are concerned,” I admit. “Parents not liking it, I get it. I don’t agree but I get it. But why the hell do the other teachers care?”

“They think she only got to the front page of the paper because of her ties to Leah. They think she’s gonna get whatever she wants. Better coaching gig. Newspaper articles. Whatever she wants, Leah makes it happen, I guess.” He waves a hand through the air. “I don’t know. I honestly try to stay out of all the drama on campus.”

I chew the inside of my cheek while I count a few seconds, trying not to look overly interested. “So how’s she holding up?”

“Everyone ignored her today.” He looks down at the bar, lines etched across his forehead as he struggles to recall something through the haze of three beers.

I shake my head.

“I like her. I think it was a good article. The cheer girls like her. I think she’s great.”

“Great, huh?” I eye him skeptically and before I can catch myself I ask, “You wanna sleep with her?”

My stomach twists, but it makes no sense that it would get all twisted and hot over Dean liking Riley. It’s gotta be all the beer on an empty stomach. I lift a finger to catch the bartender’s attention, then order myself a burger and fries.

“Sleep with her? No, not at all. I can’t really even be too friendly to her because she’s single and I’m single, and if I’m too nice, everyone’s gonna accuse me of wanting to sleep with her.”

“You really don’t?”

He shakes his head. “She’s sweet. Funny as all hell. She told me a joke at her house that had me in tears. But no. She’s not my type. And even if she were, it’s football season. I don’t need dick-stractions.”

“Cute.”

He grins. “Gonna call your girl and check up on her?”

“Miss Rivers?” I nearly fall off my barstool. “Why would I call–”

“I was talking about Jo Jo,” he replies, wearing a smirk. “But good to see who you’re thinking about.”

I roll my eyes.

“Yeah, you still got some high school in you, too,” Dean says, his cheeks red from how much we’ve been laughing. Or maybe the beer. Could be both.

“Learned from the best,” I tell him, then look at my phone. “Nah. I’m not gonna call her. I’m just gonna let her enjoy her sleepover. After I finish my burger, I’m gonna go home, take a hot shower, and–”

“Jerk off?” Dean offers, lifting his brows. “I gotta imagine jerking off with a teenage daughter at home is pretty… hard.”

“Shower, truck, garage,” I tell him, because I do not have a lock on my bedroom door.

“The nomad of jerking off,” he says, clinking his fourth beer against my water glass.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN
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Friday nights at age twenty-four sure look a lot differently than I’d imagined.

I always saw myself falling in love with my high school sweetheart, getting married young, becoming a mama young, and spending my nights and weekends snuggled up in a puddle with my man and my babies on the couch—watching old TV shows and eating too much sugar.

I was on the road to that happily ever after, until life slapped me across the face.

Quite literally.

And now? I am driving to the drug store to get AA batteries for my vibrator, because I literally have nothing left to do except masturbate. I may grab some ice cream, too.

In a hoodie, with my greasy hair up in a wad of uncombed hell, no makeup on, wearing my rattiest, most disgusting sweatpants ever—pants so old they have holes around the elastic and have to be rolled several times just to keep them up, I slip my feet back into my boots and step out. The DRUG STORE sign—yeah, that’s literally the name—flickers, and a breeze moves through the parking lot, sending an old, empty bag of Hot Cheetos past my feet. Reaching down, I snatch the old bag which is apparently coated in something gross, right as my phone rings. With my free hand, I dig it out, focused on the trash can ahead instead of the caller ID.

“Hello?” I only hope it’s not my parents. This week has sucked a big dick, and quite frankly, it started with them. The clerk inside the store smiles at me as I approach and I smile too.

“Hello?” I ask again, then take a moment to glance at the phone screen. It’s not programmed into my phone, so it’s not Leah, Michael, or my parents. That article really pissed people off–is this my first angry anonymous phone call? “Hey asshole, I’m hanging up if you don’t⁠—”

“Miss Riley?” a tiny whisper sniffs my name on the other line.

I toss the Hot Cheetos bag in the trash and swipe my hand down my pants, wiping away the gross mystery wetness from the bag. I turn, facing away from the store for a sliver of privacy. “... Jo Jo?”

“Miss Riley,” she whispers, her voice broken, thin, stressed. She’s in some sort of distress.

“Jo Jo, what’s wrong? Where are you? Are you okay?” I swipe my hand down my leg again nervously, pacing in front of the store.

“I’m,” she sniffles. “I’m at Alexa’s for a sl-sl-sleepover,” she quietly cries, her hand clearly cupping her phone, her words clashing against my ear.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, feeling like it’s a pretty stupid question to ask because obviously everything isn’t okay. The last few times I saw Jo Jo at practice and in class, she was so angry with me. For her to call me now, something must really be wrong. My insides twist, the knot of unease climbing until it’s firmly lodged in my throat.

“Can you c-come p-pick me up?” she asks.

I spin, looking up at the DRUG STORE sign, then peering inside at the clerk. She’s reading a magazine, one leg stacked over the other. No one is in there. I could still grab my batteries, go pee really quickly then go get Jo Jo, but when she sniffles into the receiver again, urgency overtakes me.

My boots hit the pavement hard as I jog to my car, yanking open the door to quickly take a seat behind the wheel. “Where does she live?”

This time, Jo Jo flat out cries, no longer trying to hold back. “I wa-walked down the street. I’m at the stop s-sign at Blue and Bell.”

“Seriously?” I ask, tossing the phone onto the dashboard as I back up, speaker phone engaged. “There are two streets in Bluebell called Blue and Bell, and they cross each other?”

“I’ll text you a pin to my location,” she says, the sound of a car rushing by in the background making me impatient. I don’t like her being out on the street with her bag at nine at night. It’s not safe. No matter how small Bluebell is, that’s how every 60 Minutes starts, I swear.

My phone dings, and I lean over the steering wheel to check the location, and turn my car around immediately. “What happened, Jo Jo?”

Her nickname slips off my lips, despite the fact I did notice the other girls calling her Lene the last few days.

“The frosh squad invited me to a sleepover. They said next year we’ll all be on the same squad together, so we sh-should bond now. That the JV girls wouldn’t invite me to hang out, so I should hang with the freshman.” I stay on the line and listen. “We were talking about boys. I don’t know,” she says, her voice growing a little frantic, like just rehashing what happened stresses her out.

“Don’t worry, don’t worry right now. Just hang tight and I’ll be right there. We can talk in the car, okay?” I assure her, flicking my blinker on as I take the turn that brings me near Jo Jo.

Turning the corner, I spot Jo Jo down the road, her cheer bag at her feet, knees pulled to her chest, dark hair spilling down her back. She looks so young and so small, and as my headlights paint her in color, her eyes are so red and swollen that my chest aches for her. I pull up and pop the passenger door open, then jump out and help her up, taking her bag. I toss it over my seat into the back and idle at the curb while she buckles up.

“First, just tell me if you’re okay,” I say slowly, maintaining calm in my tone.

She sets her eyes on me, red rimmed and raw, then bursts into another round of tears. “I’m so sorry I was mean to you all week. You didn’t deserve it.”

I rest my hand on her shoulder after pushing her hair back. “It’s okay. I was your age, too. I understand.”

She nods her head, using the sleeve of her sweatshirt to wipe beneath her nose. Reaching over her lap, I pop open the glovebox, pulling out a wad of fast food napkins. “Here,” I shove them into her hand. “Don’t use your sleeve, use these.”

She lifts an old Taco Bell napkin to her nose, and blows. “Thanks,” she murmurs. “Can you like, drive away from her street in case they come outside for some reason? If they see me sitting in the car with you, I’m sure that’ll just give them more ammo.”

My chest hollows. “Sure.” I realize all she means is that hanging out with your coach—not to mention, one that everyone believes has shown favoritism—will paint her as a total ass kisser, and that it has nothing to do with rejecting me as a person.

But my inner trauma tries to rear her head, whispering, see. I knock her down and shift the car into drive, pulling away from Blue and Bell.

“So what happened tonight? Also, where am I going? I don’t know where you live.” I make a turn into the center of town, because from there, I can go anywhere.

She tugs her phone from her pocket, and a moment later, an Australian man directs me to turn left at the next intersection.

With the phone serving as GPS from her lap, Jo Jo pulls her hands over her head, down her hair, sighing. “Okay, so we were talking about boys, which lead to… you know, talking about what everyone’s done. Have you ever dirty skied, stuff like that.”

At the stop sign, I flick on my blinker, listening as the Australian guy tells me to keep going straight for one mile. “Dirty skied?" I question, feeling like ten trillion years old for not knowing what that means. I’m only twenty-four. Shouldn’t I be the one with the laundry list of sex moves?

“Miss Riley, please do not make me explain it. I will literally die,” she moans, cradling her forehead in her hands.

“Okay,” I sigh, making a mental note to Google that later because now I’m really curious. “What happened next?”

“I just told them that I’d never been with a guy in any way. Never even been kissed. And somehow, the talk turned to being lucky because I can’t get pregnant and then—and I still have no idea why I decided to tell them this but—I told them I don’t have to worry anyway because… I still haven’t gotten my period.”

I shrug, not even glancing at her across the cab as I reach the last leg of the drive back to her place. I’m waiting for the big thing, the terrible big thing that happened, waiting for her to tell me that she got her period right that moment and bled everywhere and she was humiliated or—I don’t know, something. But she stays quiet for a full minute, and worries eat up my mind.

“What happened, Jo Jo?”

“That’s it. That’s what happened. They all laughed at me until they cried, about how I was a baby.” She shakes her head as a beautiful little country home comes into view, with stained and painted timber beams, wooden shutters the color of brick that match the front door, meticulously landscaped grass along with beautiful flowers and shrubs. A truck sits next to the garage, and behind it, a beautiful long paved drive, lined in solar lights and flowers. Beneath the windows rest boxes full of florals, stained to match the shutters, giving the home a romantic, high-end glow.

“Shit, Jolene, your house is beautiful.” I peer at the home through the windshield as I shift the car into park. Jo Jo doesn’t respond, only digs through her bag, telling me she’s looking for her house key.

“Is your dad home?” I ask, doing my best to not let Leah’s words echo through my mind as I stare at this gorgeous custom home next to the hottest cowboy in Bluebell’s daughter. I draw my legs together beneath the wheel, guilt overwhelming me at an excited tingle that moves through me.

She nods. “He’s always home. Literally always.”

“Why didn’t you call him?” I ask, eyeing the truck and cataloguing it as his. “I mean, I’m happy you called me Jo Jo, I’m just curious as to why you didn’t call him.”

She pops open her car door. “Do you think I want to tell my dad that I got teased for not having my period?”

I shake my head. “Sorry, yeah, that makes sense.” The seat belt presses on my bladder as I lean toward the passenger door, checking to see if the porch lights are on. “Hey, I have to use the bathroom. Do you think I could run in with you before I drive home?”

She nods, tugging her hair over one shoulder. “Of course. Don’t worry, my dad lives in the garage. And when he’s not out there, he’s asleep. He’s seriously like a ninety-year old man.”

I choose to not focus on Jo Jo’s dad and instead, try to find the right words for her as we trek up the walkway to her house. “I didn’t get my period until I was a sophomore in high school,” I tell her quietly. “The longer you can go without getting it, the better.” I stop in my tracks, paranoid about how that came out. “That doesn’t mean go have sex, I just⁠—”

“I know Miss Riley,” Jo Jo says, a small smile lifting the edge of her pout.

“I just mean, you’re gonna have it until you’re like fifty. And it sucks. It sucks so much, so if anything, they should be jealous of you, not teasing you,” I tell her, feeling proud about that advice.

We make it to the front door and as soon as Jo Jo slips the key into the lock, my bladder is put to the test. I'm hopping on my feet as she opens the door with a laugh, pointing down the hall. “There, down the hall. Don’t pee yourself, Miss Riley,” she giggles.

I don’t get a chance to really take in the house, but if the rest is like the hall, holy shit. This man has taste. The craftsman style home is just as beautiful on the inside as out, with wide plank hardwood floors, thick crown molding, eight foot doors and gorgeous square light fixtures, traced out in bronze. I come to the end of the hall, and push the door open, nearly dancing at this point. Damn that last chai tea.

I close the door behind me, really wishing that I wasn’t dressed like a hobo hitchhiker, despite the fact that I know I’m not going to meet the hottest cowboy in Bluebell. I’m here to pee, and to make sure that Jo Jo is okay before I go. This isn’t about you, Riley, I tell myself as I run my hand up and down the wall, searching for a switch plate.

When I finally find it, I swear I’m moments away from peeing my frickin’ pants. “Oh thank God, the hunt is over,” I murmur, shielding my eyes from the sudden brightness as they try to adjust. A moment later I look around, nearly choking on my damn tongue when I realize I am not in a hallway bathroom meant for guests. I am in the hottest cowboy in Bluebell’s bedroom.

Fuck.

I took a wrong turn somewhere, clearly but you know what? Every master suite has a bathroom attached. There is no Fabio looking hunk sleeping in that monstrous sized bed centering the room so fuck it. I’m using Jo Jo’s dad’s bathroom. It’s just a toilet, it’s fine.

Two doors stare back at me from the adjacent wall, and I try the first one, opening it to a walk-in closet full of men's clothes. Plaid shirts, pressed and hung on black velvet hangers, wooden dividers separating rows and rows of leather belts, each one different. Above those are belt buckles, rows of those too, ranging from bronze to gold, various sizes from absurdly large to reasonably sized. And at the top of the closet are hats. So many cowboy hats. Stetsons, Cattlemans, Bricks and Montanas, varying in degrees of wear, ranging from disgusting why is that even indoors to holy fuck I bet he looks like a million bucks in that thing. On the opposite wall, also on velvet hangers, are rows and rows of jeans. Pressed to perfection, the jeans give way to a row of boots beneath them. Big boots.

Okay. Cowboy daddy has big feet.

I shrug. No big deal. Not hot at all. And does not at all add to the mystery of the hottest cowboy daddy in Bluebell.

I shake my head, realizing I’ve been standing in a stranger’s closet for like, thirty seconds too long. As it is, I’m already in his bedroom. Too much Riley. Get the hell out of here immediately.

Spinning, my face crashes into a wall of… “Oh my God!” I scream, my voice echoing as a deep, masculine voice echoes my sentiment, groaning, “Oh God!”

I step back, my purse hitting the floor as I wipe my forehead… because it’s wet from colliding with Jo Jo’s dad’s wet bare chest.

As much as I want to stare at his chest–and places further south–I lift my eyes from his nipples–which are, for what it’s worth, extremely hot nipples, and meet his gaze.

“Oh my god,” I repeat, this time less scratchy and way less panicked. “It’s you.”

The man from behind the barn at the farmers market, the hunky mystery cowboy who sucked a splinter from my palm. Jo Jo’s dad is the hot as shit cowboy from a few months back? Oh my god.

Oh my god.

I pace back a few steps, and I’m pretty sure those oh my gods are not just in my head. I’ve been masturbating to the memory of this mystery man sucking that stupid splinter from my palm for months.

Seriously. I’m not proud. But it’s been the only contact I’ve had with a hot man in eternity.

Now I’m standing in his closet, inside of his bedroom, in his house, wearing quite literally the clothing equivalent of a trash bag, my hair looking like it was in the fryer at McDonald’s and I am beyond bloated from the three chais I shotgunned two hours back.

Please let this be a dream. Please let this be a dream, I whisper internally, snapping my eyes shut for a brief moment before opening them again. My eyes come front and center to his well-crafted, barrel chest, and my nerves take over. As much as I want to look, my brain has been in control for the last thirty seconds, not allowing me to be a totally horrible person and take an eyeful.

Seriously.

“I was dropping off Jo Jo and, um, I needed to use the restroom,” I say, rambling because he still hasn’t said anything but “oh God” and the longer we stand in his closet like this without him speaking, the more freaked I get.

“I didn’t, I didn’t know this was–I was looking for the bathroom,” I say, and just as I’m about to bolt past him like a deer escaping a speeding vehicle, my eyes betray me.

My brain must’ve been put in a temporary headlock, because my eyes, I swear, have a mind of their own when they slide down his muscled bare chest and lock onto that beast between his solid thighs. And lord are they solid thighs.

But that thing.

Swinging like a pendulum side to side, thick and ruddy, hypnotizing me. Arousing me. Making me his.

“I–” Why did I just start a sentence? Why am I looking at his massive cock? I slap my hand to my forehead, my pinky and ring finger sliding down over my eyes, but my eyes will not close.

They will not close.

So with my hand over my eyes, I continue to stare at that heavy, meaty, dick that gives a tall can a run for its money.

“Bathroom is the next door down from this one,” he says, finally breaking the incredibly awkward spell that I placed on us by barging into his home and essentially sexually assaulting him with my eyeballs.

“Th-thank you, sir. I’m so, so sorry for…” I wave my hand around the closet space, my cheeks likely the color of cherries based on how sweaty my back and underarms are. “I’m sorry,” I say, and then my stupid fucking eyes DO IT AGAIN.

I LOOK AT HIS DICK AGAIN.

“Oh Jesus Christ,” I sigh, pushing past him, moving through his room and stumbling out into the hall, taking two steps into the actual hallway bathroom. I close the door behind me, locking it, and promptly use the bathroom while holding my head in my hands, realizing that yep. This is it. Without a shadow of a doubt, this is it.

The most mortifying moment of my twenty-four years.

I once went three hours with a booger in my nose in 8th grade, and I accidentally microwaved a metal to-go mug at my friend’s dorm in college.

But this? This takes the humiliating cake for sure. Washing my hands at the sink, I swallow hard and find the courage to lift my eyes to the mirror, seeing exactly what Jake Turner saw.

Oh Jesus.

Oh lord.

Oh no.

Why did I seriously think that wearing these sweats out in public was okay? Even for a drug store run, Agnes on the night shift with Parade Magazine deserves better than this. I pull my hood over my head, feeling a moment of relief at the way it hides my day-before-wash hair but then decide I look too much like the unabomber, and tug it down.

He already saw you Riley. Just go say goodbye to Jo Jo and get the fuck outta here.

I follow the hall back to the foyer, this time noticing right away the large, open floorplan that leads to a huge kitchen, family room attached. Jo Jo stands in the kitchen, already in her pajamas, a mug between her hands, her long hair now twisted up in a knot that looks much nicer than mine.

“Thanks,” I tell her, hooking my thumb over my shoulder toward the hall bathroom. I think I’ll omit the part where I essentially baby-stalked her dad and peeked at his massive dick. Multiple times.

The floorboards creak behind me and awareness tingles up my spine, making my face hot. I’ve never wished to be abducted by an alien or to have an encounter with a ghost, but right now, I’m really hoping that’s a ghost. Or an alien. Hell, at this point, I’d take a home intruder.

“Oh.” Jo Jo says, her eyes moving behind me to Jake, standing at the end of the hall, his dark hair wet. He’s swearing a pair of jeans sans one of his gorgeous, ornate leather belts, his feet bare, nothing but a thin white t-shirt stretched over his muscled chest. “I didn’t know you were in the house.” She motions to me. “This is my new coach, Miss Riley Rivers.”

“Nice to meet you Miss Rivers. I am Jolene’s dad, Jake Turner.”

The back of my neck drips sweat and my clit pulses, blooming at the way his words are rough and deep. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Sir?

I don’t even know. But when I look at him one last time before facing Jo Jo, I realize that when I look at Jake Turner, my strongest urge is to literally liquify at his feet and call him sir and be his plaything.

Facing Jo Jo, I put on my biggest I didn’t just stock up my spank bank material for the next year smile. “Well I’m gonna get going. I was just about to…” buy batteries for my vibrator so I can masturbate. “Watch a movie.”

Jo Jo smiles. “Thanks. For tonight.”

I return her smile. “Anytime, you know that.”

I’ll ask her how she got my phone number later. After class. Right now, I need out of this moment. Leah is going to lose her damn mind when I tell her about tonight. Humiliation aside, Leah was not lying. Not in the slightest. He is the most gorgeous, sexy man on this planet and potentially, with science’s help, the entire universe. The crow's feet near his eyes add character, and the thick, dark mustache curving around his top lip makes my thighs actually quiver a little.

“Would you like this back?” Jake asks, his deep timbre rattles through me, centering on my clit. Oh yeah, my original plan for this night still stands.

“Huh?” I ask before I realize he’s holding up my purse by one finger, the worn bag gently swaying underneath his arm.

“Would you like this back?” he repeats himself, and this time, I swear to God I think his lips twitch a little. I turn back to Jo Jo and smile, then forge the five steps ahead to get to Jake Turner, my personal God.

Okay, Riley, stop.

“Please, sir,” I say, reaching out, tugging the strap from his palm.

I sling my purse over my shoulder, drop my eyes to my feet, and turn, beelining for the front door. Jo Jo follows after me, giggling. “You don’t have to call him sir.”

On the front porch, I turn, smiling at her as if I don’t have a care in the world. “Alright Jo Jo, if you wanna talk, I’ll see you at school in two days.” I smile again, this time genuine, for her. “Don’t let those girls get to you. I know you’re gonna think I’m just saying this but… they’re just insecure and jealous of you. Keep being you.”

Feeling great about my advice, I choose to ignore everything that happened in Jake’s closet until I am naked in bed with my eyes squeezed shut.

Jake Turner is absolutely the hottest bachelor in Bluebell.

And he makes absolutely wonderful fantasies. Even without batteries.


CHAPTER
TWELVE
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Dean and Hudson stand in front of my booth, Hudson wearing an uneasy smile, and Dean a sympathetic one. I let out a sigh.

“It’s fine that she didn’t come. I’m not spiraling out.” I keep my focus on the belt I’m making custom for Dorthea, the woman who runs the fudge booth. Using my creaser, I smooth the edges of the belt, rounding them out for a finer finish.

There’s no movement in front of me, so I carefully place the creaser on the table, releasing the slack on the belt. I take my hat off, and move my fingers through my hair. It’s damp with sweat, and this random fall heat is irritating me. So are my friends, hovering over me like I’m a damn eggshell.

“You sure, buddy?” Dean hedges, reaching out to run his fingers over the designs etched in the belt. I slap his hand away.

“That’s not done, I don’t need your finger oils all over it. And buddy?” I repeat, shaking my head. “She’s a teenage girl. Dr. Tanner says this is all normal. I’m fine, seriously.”

Dean still gives me that weird, sad, conciliatory smile.

I wave my finger at him. “If you ever wanna swap woes over beers again, I’m not doing it if you’re gonna use it against me.”

He holds up his palms in surrender. “Fine, fine. Just checking on you.” A little boy runs by behind us, waving his shirt in the air over his head like a lasso, screaming ‘yee-haw.’ Dean shakes his head, and at this moment I’m glad he’s often easily distracted. “He seems pretty young to be hauling around shirtless and alone, no?”

Hudson leans back, hands on his hips, eyeing the little boy. “Ah, that’s Archie Holt. He goes to school with Bear. He’s… just a wild boy. All the Holt boys are a little wild.”

“Boone Holt is my boy!” Dean says, naming off the quarterback of his varsity team. “I didn’t know he had a brother that young. He’s got a younger brother at Bluebell High, that I know.” He smiles. “Well, more Holt boys for future Bruiser championships.”

Archie runs by again, this time with a piece of fudge in his death grip, melting between his fingers. A moment later, Dorthea chases after him, sending dust up around Hudson’s and Dean’s ankles, from the commotion.

“Archie Holt, you cannot steal!” Dorthea hollers.

“Damn,” Dean says, “Dorthea can really fucking run, eh?”

Hudson nods, both of their heads bobbing as they watch the chase play out. “Gotta be fast around sticky fingers.” He turns back to face me, smiling as he extends his hand. I shake it. “Have a good market today.”

My gaze slides to his booth–Gray Farms Flavored Milks–and spot Dolly there, smiling, a line of customers wrapping their booth. “You, too. Keep one of those Chocolate Caramel milks aside, I’m gonna grab it on my way out.”

He tips his hat. “Will do.”

He and Dean wander off, and I’m just about to settle into my booth and continue working when something shiny and yellow catches my eye.

Hair.

Riley’s hair. Flaxen beneath the sharp glint of the sun, she flips it over her shoulder, loose waves tumbling down her back. A groan rumbles through my ribcage when I take in the slender curve of her body in that form fitting pink sundress. Shapely calves give way to strong thighs, a plump ass and tits that make my palms throb to hold them.

I adjust myself below the table with one hand, because five seconds of looking at Riley Rivers has my cock hard.

The look on her face last night when I found her in my closet. The mortification and rambling was cute as hell. And the way she called me sir. It just fell off her lips, like it came from her gut. It was fucking hot, and even though I’d just tugged one out in the shower moments before, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t do it again, two more times, replaying her expression as she looked at my dick… not once, but many times.

I know I’m big. It took my wife a long time to be able to handle me inside of her.

Miss Riley Rivers seems like she may be up for the challenge.

I wonder if she thinks about that day behind the barn, with the splinter, as often as I do.

In the shining light of Saturday, with Riley in a killer sundress, laughter on her lips and a smile in her eyes, I can’t stop seeing her bent over my leg, my flogger marking her bare ass. My booth is empty, and I take this moment to approach her and talk about last night.

Not the seeing my cock and running her face into my naked chest part. More like, picking up my sulky teenager and bringing her home when Jo Jo never even called me. I owe her a thank you for that—and I’d like to see how Jo Jo is doing at cheer.

Those are the reasons my boots are eating up gravel in the direction of Riley Rivers. Those are the main reasons, at least. Truth be told, I just want to talk to her.

I know I don’t need to be wanting to talk to Jo Jo’s twenty-something cheerleading coach. Jesus I almost feel perverted for it. And Jo Jo respects and adores Miss Riley. It’s clear. Hell, she tells this cheerleading coach more than she tells me. And she called Riley last night to get her after something clearly happened. She didn’t call me. She didn’t text me. I wasn’t even a consideration. That means Jo Jo trusts Riley.

I should not fuck with Riley. I should not throw their relationship into jeopardy, because if I like Miss Riley, Jo Jo surely will not. That’s how her mind works. Dad and dad’s likes are bad; everything not related to dad, good.

I know it’s a phase, but until this phase is over, I ought to keep away from Miss Riley, and let Jo Jo have her as her safe, trusted adult.

I just want to chat with her a little about last night, that’s all.

Her blue eyes tug to mine the moment I approach, as if she may have spotted me coming over and got a little nervous. I think that’s cute, too. I tip my hat.

“Miss Rivers,” I greet her.

“Hi there, Mr. Turner,” she says, her cheeks flushing. She immediately brings her hand to her face, fanning herself. “Hot day, huh?”

Now I know it’s been years since I’ve been inside a woman, held a woman’s hand, dated, all that noise. But the flush of arousal isn’t something a man forgets. I widen my stance to give my dick room to calm down, because seeing her react to me is arousing.

“Yep,” I agree. “I just thought I’d come over and talk to you, seeing as how you and Jo Jo seem to have a bond.”

Her face relaxes at the mention of Jo Jo, and that does something to my chest.

“I like Jo Jo so much. She’s such a sweet girl,” she says, her eyes searching mine as the honest words tumble from her lips. I can tell she means them because Riley Rivers wears her exact emotions all over her face. A memory of her dropped jaw from last night flashes through my mind.

“How’s she doing, you know, with cheerleading? Moving up to JV was a big jump. She doing okay?” I ask her, and the way her face doesn’t rumple with confusion leads me to wonder if Riley knows how Jo Jo feels about me. Me not being in the loop doesn't seem to surprise her.

“Huge,” she says, sputtering on the word. “I mean, yeah, no, it’s a big jump. A huge jump is what I meant, that’s why I said huge,” she assures me, her cheeks and the tip of her nose ruby red as she smooths her palms down her dress. “Anyway, um, well–”

I save her, jumping in to pick up the end of that sentence. “I didn’t quite get much out of Jo Jo last night. She was supposed to be sleeping over at Alexa’s and… I didn’t expect her home. What happened?” I ask, a sliver of embarrassment worming through me at the fact I’m asking her about my daughter. “She doesn’t talk to me much,” I add, reaching up to grab at the back of my neck, attempting to knead away my own discomfort.

“High school is tough,” she says after a moment's pause, choosing her words carefully, so as not to bend Jo Jo’s trust, clearly. “But Jo Jo is tough, too. She’ll be okay. Last night was just… high school girl stuff.”

High school girl stuff seems like an answer that also means, you’re not gonna find out so quit asking.

“Nothing too serious I hope,” I prod.

She shakes her head, wisps of blonde hair falling over her eyes as a breeze rolls in from the pasture. She pushes her hair back, chewing the inside of her mouth a little before erupting into apologies. “I’m sorry about last night. When Jo Jo called, I was–I had a full— I mean, I just needed to run in and use the restroom before I drove back to my place and Jo Jo said down the hall and it was dark and,” she shakes her head, her eyes snapping shut for a moment as she forces a little exhale. “When I opened the first wrong door, I should have left. I’m sorry. And I’m also sorry for, you know, looking at… you, sir.” She huffs out a breath like she’s glad she’s done with that speech, and though I know I ought to leave it alone, I cannot help myself. I really can’t.

“Jo Jo’s right, you know. You don’t have to call me ‘sir.’”

Her tongue darts out, sweeping along the swell of her bottom lip, her eyes gravitating to my mouth for a split second. “I don’t even mean to. It just… comes out.”

Our eyes lock, and my groin throbs.

She’s Jo Jo’s confidant, and Jo Jo needs that.

I do not need to go and get interested in this gorgeous young thing.

But here we are, me continuing the conversation even though I’ve already asked the allotted amount of questions I should be asking.

“What about you? How’s the school year for the newest health teacher? And the newest contributor to the Bluebell Leader.” My mind is still circling on I don’t even mean to. It just… comes out. Riley smiles, and I find myself wondering if she’d like the contents of my secret garage cabinet.

She blushes again, and the sweat rolling down her chest scrambles my brain a little. I’d love to catch that drop of sweat with my–

“You read that?”

I nod, tipping my hat. “I surely did. Read the Leader with my coffee in the morning.”

She nibbles her bottom lip, enticing my eyes to her mouth for a moment. “You’re not saying what you thought and that’s making me think you didn’t like it.”

“I liked it. And so did Coach McAllister.”

“Really?” her eyes light up, and she steps a little closer to me. “I think Coach McAllister hates me,” she says, her eyes wandering off into the distance for a moment.

“I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to hate you.” I don’t mean for my response to come off as romantic or flirtatious, but I know it must land that way when her eyes whip back up to mine.

Her smile is slow, and timid. “That’s not true. Lots of people hate me.”

I shrug. “Jo Jo seems to really respect you. So thank you for being there for my daughter.”

Her wide eyes search mine, and this time, it doesn’t feel heated or erotic but moreso, thoughtful. Finally, when I think my heart is going to leap out of my damn chest, she says, “You should ask Jo Jo what made her want to try cheerleading.” She smiles, dips her head, and walks off to meet up with a hoard of high school girls lined up at the manicure booth.

I go back to my booth and finish Dorthea’s belt, and when I’m done, rather than move through the next stack of orders, I start working on a new crop–not for a horse.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN
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“I will never understand them,” Leah sighs, sinking into her high-back executive style chair. I put my feet on the edge of her desk, and pass the bowl of M&Ms to Denae. She sifts through, picking out the brown ones.

“They’re literally all the same, D,” I tell her.

“Logically I know that, but psychologically, the brown ones taste better,” she says, shrugging, sliding the bowl back to Leah.

“I know,” I reply to Leah, letting my head fall back against the wall. “They can be so mean.” I toss a few more M&Ms in my mouth. “I think they could go up against inmates in a scared straight program. Hell, they may even scare the inmates.”

“They scare me,” Denae says.

Leah leans forward, snagging a few tissues from the orange box on her desk, passing them my way. She points toward her ear. “You still have a little…” she motions again.

I bring the tissues to my ear, wiping away the shaving cream that lingers. “I love the smell of Barbasol,” I say, tossing the used tissues into her can.

“Oh, your top,” Leah adds, rooting around in her bottom drawer for a moment before her lips press together in a flat line. She winces. “All I have left is another PE shirt.”

I sigh. “I’ll take it.” As carefully as possible, I tug off my polo and slip into the stale, loaner t-shirt.

“So back in the polos and jeans, huh?” Denae asks, as Leah props her feet up on her desk. She’s already heard about the fancy clothes, why I wore them one day and how they didn’t work. But Denae hasn’t.

“I thought maybe the reason why the teachers didn’t like me was because I dressed too casually, but after a day of wearing uncomfortable high heels and pencil skirts that made me feel like I had a perpetual wedgie, I’m back to my normal clothes. Because as it turns out, what I wear doesn't matter. Cadence is still giving me eye daggers. If it wasn’t for you, D, I’d sit in the break room in silence, alone in a room full of people.” I try not to let that truth depress me, but feeling alone all day, coming home to an empty house, having no missed calls on my phone… it adds up. “But you guys are my friends, so fuck ‘em.”

“Fuck them indeed,” Leah says, “unofficially and off the record, of course.” She tips her head to the side, blinking. “I gotta suspend a few of them, Ry. I know you don’t want that but… I can’t let them off.”

I wave my hand through the air. “Suspend them. It took me an hour to clean up all that shaving cream. And Bluebell is against hazing. They’re lucky we’re even calling it hazing and not straight up bullying.”

In my purse, at my feet, my phone rings. My pulse leaps, and deep down, I wonder if this is the call. The call where my parents say how sorry they were, recognize my hurt, and apologize for everything. But when I look down, I see Michael’s number floating across the screen, so I reach into my bag and silence it, flipping it over so I can’t even see the screen.

My face must give me away a little, because Leah leans forward, dropping her feet to the floor. “You okay?”

I nod. “Fine. But I should go talk to Jo Jo.”

“Lene,” Denae adds. “When I brought her up to the office, she seemed pretty irritated that I called her Jo Jo. She goes by Lene.”

Lene. Her changing her name breaks my heart a little, because I do not believe she wants to be called Lene. I think she’s looking for who she wants to be, and feeling more lost than ever. After today, all I want to do is make her feel better.

I get to my feet and move through the administration building until I come to the peer counseling office. This issue spans beyond what a peer counselor can handle, but it was the only private space we could stick Jo Jo until the other girls got picked up.

Practice today was a disaster.

The frosh squad started harassing Jo Jo about her getting upset at the sleepover and leaving. Teasing her about being a baby is how it started, then it turned into teasing her about not having her period, which rolled straight into “I bet you don’t even shave down there,” something they teased her about at the sleepover since she didn’t want to change in front of them. Cadence did not, not even once, say a word to Alexa about her bullying and taunting.

They teased her so much, and when I stopped JV practice to stomp over and tell Cadence to get control of her team, they took that opportunity to race back to their bags and collect all the shaving cream they brought. While I was arguing with Cadence, the freshman squad coated Jo Jo in shaving cream, taunting her about how they were helping her shave.

Thank god for my squad. They’ve accepted Jo Jo as one of them, and immediately went to bat for her. I love that they defended their teammate and team, but it ended in the gymnasium looking like the inside of a shaving cream can, and a handful of the freshman girls on the dock for suspension.

Pushing into the small office area, I find Jo Jo wearing a loaner PE shirt just like I am. I point, and smile. “Twins!”

She laughs a little, but it turns into tears. Before I get to any pep talk, I slide into the seat next to her, wrap my arms around her, and pull her into me. She cries, and my heart breaks, because she doesn’t deserve this at all.

“I’m sorry, Jo Jo,” I tell her quietly, then correct myself, saying, “Lene.”

She pulls off of my chest, looking up at me with wet eyes, traces of mascara pooling beneath them. “Why are they doing this to me?” Her bottom lip quivers, and my heart constricts.

“You got moved up to JV. She’s jealous. You don’t take her bait, and it makes her angry that she can’t get under your skin. When she upset you at the sleepover, you left. You didn’t stay and cry or fight. You’re more mature and she knows it.” I don’t need to name Alexa for Jolene to know who I’m talking about. “She’ll quit soon. And for now, she’ll be out for three days. She got suspended. Jasmine, Cara and Macy, too.”

“They’ll hate me more. They’ll blame me for getting in trouble,” Jo Jo says, panic bouncing around each word.

“You don’t make the rules. There are rules in school. They broke them. None of this is your fault. Nor is it in your control.”

She nods, but I can see in her face all the doubt lingering, all the stress laid out ahead of her. She’s wondering what it’s going to be like when the suspended girls get back, how cheerleading will be next year if they’re all on the same squad–she’s thinking about everything and I know I need to put a stop to it.

“Wanna do something? Today sucked. And my ex-boyfriend, who is a total asshole, just called me. So my day kinda sucks, too,” I tell her. “So let’s do something fun. Something to make us feel better. Ice cream? Coffee?”

Jo Jo rolls her lips together. “I can think of something, but it’s not food.”

The sadness is already partially lifting, and I’d do anything to finish the job. “What?”

“I’ve always wanted to get my belly button pierced.”

This is likely something a mother would take their daughter to do. First she’d probably try and talk her out of it then she would reluctantly drive her, and be the one to explain to her dad later that night that it wasn’t too serious.

Maybe she’s asking me because I’m the only woman in her life she trusts? Jake certainly gave me that impression when we briefly talked at the farmers market last weekend.

“Sure,” I tell her. “There’s a place in town that does piercings and tattoos. Let’s go check it out.”
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Leaving Ink Time, Jo Jo is the happiest I’ve ever seen her. She’s smiling and laughing, and can’t stop peeking at her new piercing. After the day she had, it was the best sixty bucks I’ve ever spent. It does occur to me at some point, while Jo Jo is telling me about her science project testing the permanence of markers that claim to be permanent, that maybe this is something Jo Jo needed permission to do.

It’s fleeting, though, because her ears are double pierced, and she has a cartilage piercing too. Not to mention, belly button rings are harmless. You can take them out anytime and your belly button heals right up.

I got mine done, too because my mother would never let me. She always said I shouldn’t even be showing my midriff, so having one makes no sense, because no one would be able to see it anyway–as long as I wasn’t dressing like a hussy.

After telling me all about her hypothesis, the car falls silent for a few minutes, but not uncomfortably. We’re about five minutes from her place when she twists behind her seatbelt a little, facing me in the moonlight.

“Growing up, I missed my mom but I never really like, missed her so intensely until recently,” she says, her voice quiet, but her eyes locked onto my profile. She wants a good response from me, clearly seeking assurance and comfort. Handsy anticipation claws low in my belly. I hope I can deliver for her.

I glance between her and the road. “Why do you think recently you’ve missed her more?”

She looks down, lifting her shirt to twist the belly button ring a few times. “I don’t know. I guess when I was young I thought eventually my dad would date again and… I’d have a stepmom. And I’d get so used to her that eventually the step title would just fall off and I’d call her mom and finally feel like I had a family again.” She wipes at her eye discreetly, but I catch it. I also hear the wobble in her tone, too. “I don’t have a mom. I don’t have grandparents nearby. I don’t even have friends anymore.”

My heart internally shatters, and, while I didn’t go through this when I was her age, I feel like I’m going through it now. At least I have Leah, and now, Denae.

“The Brownstock sisters are your friends. I used to see you around campus with them all the time,” I attempt to reassure her, though after the sentiment is between us, I wonder if those girls are still friends with Jo Jo. I haven’t seen them together in a few months at least.

“I completely ditched them for cheer. They hate me and I don’t even blame them!” she shouts, correcting herself immediately, adding, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

I shrug. “You’re frustrated. You’re allowed to feel frustrated. But I bet if you called Peyton and Cassidy, they’d love to hear from you.” I glance at the speedometer, and let off the gas some, slowing down our last few minutes together tonight.

“Maybe,” she shrugs one shoulder. “I wish my mom was alive, or that my dad remarried, or that, I don’t know, we lived near my grandparents or something. I just… I want a family. I’m so jealous of people that have people, and the more I want family, the meaner I am to my only family, which makes absolutely no sense!” she huffs, shaking her head in utter frustration.

“Do your grandparents live far?” I check my rearview mirror as I approach the stop sign. We’re alone out here, a few hundred yards from her house, so I stay at that stop sign, and turn to face her. “Maybe you could talk to your dad about visiting them more.”

Despite the seriousness of the moment, I still see Jake Turner’s closet in my mind, and draw my legs together.

“I think I resent him a little. Like… he got good years with Mom and then she died and I had to go my whole life without her. And then he didn’t even give me a stepmom—or even any hope for one.” She drags the sides of her thumbs below her eyes, then pushes her hair off her face. “Okay, you can drop me. I’m not gonna like… spontaneously combust.”

I left off the brake. “It would be okay if you did, though. That’s just my point.” I pull into the driveway, staying close to the end. “Have you ever told your dad why you wanted to start doing cheerleading? You know, what you told me about finding that photo of your mom.”

She shakes her head. “No. He’d probably ask me where I got the photo and put it back into the locked box of her stuff.” She gives me a sad smile. “Anyway. Thanks for everything today and I’m sorry I ruined your night. You probably have way better things to do than hang out with one of your students.”

“This was great,” I tell her, making sure she knows I wanted to take her out tonight. “I hope you feel better.”

She smiles. “I do.”

After we exchange goodbyes, I watch her walk across the lawn, stepping over a large, coiled garden hose, and up the steps to her front door. She waves once the door is open, and I drive away hoping that I really did help cheer her up tonight.

My phone rings again, and I spot Michael’s name on my caller ID. I silence him, and I don’t think about him or my parents.

I only think of Jo Jo, and her sweet heart, and hope beyond hope that things turn around for her soon. I also can’t help but wonder why in the world Jake Turner hasn’t been swooped up by now.


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN
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I don’t get mad a lot. Being uncontrollably angry, to me, is for people who don’t know how to articulate themselves. As long as you’ve got words, there’s not a big need to holler and make a scene.

But right now, it feels like steam is coming out of my ears, and if Jolene says one more thing that angers me, my head just might explode.

She tugs her t-shirt down, her cheeks red from the confrontation. “It’s not a big deal, Dad.”

“You already said that,” I say, my teeth clenched. I stroke a hand down my jaw, suddenly feeling hot in my t-shirt and sweatpants, even though ten minutes ago when I went out to grab the paper from the walkway, I was cold as hell. I’m used to being her punching bag, but I’m not used to feeling so angry and… quite frankly, helpless. “I don’t know what to do, Jolene. You don’t talk to me, you’re always angry with me, and we don’t spend any time together. Then you go and do this, and I just… I don’t know. It’s not like you to go off and do something like this.”

“Not me?” she questions, her voice wavering as her nostrils flare. Her wide green eyes, ones I’ve looked into so many times over the years to find solace and peace, flood with tears. “And how would you know?”

My heart fractures—not at her words, but at the truth in them. “I want to! Who’s fault is it that I don’t know you, hmm? You don’t want to work my booth with me, you don’t want to ride horses with me, you don’t even want to sit at a table and eat in silence with me, Jolene! I love you, do you get me? I love you. I don’t know what's been going on with you but… all I want is to know you better.” I sink into a seat at the table, catching my head in my hands, sighing. “You should have at least asked me.”

“You would have said no,” she says quietly.

“Damn straight I would have said no, Jolene! Because you’re fourteen. You got no business getting your belly button pierced!” I get angry all over again as I hear it aloud. She went and modified her body. She doesn’t even have a driver’s permit for Christ’s sake. “It’s too soon. You’re too young.” It occurs to me then that… she is actually too young. Legally, I mean. I lift my head from my hands, narrowing my gaze on Jolene. “Did Trace do that for you? I’ll fucking kill him,” I hiss. Trace and Ivy are the main tattoo artists and piercers at Ink Time, and if either of them would be willing to pierce without a damn consent form, it’s Trace.

“No,” Jo Jo says defensively. “Ivy did it.”

I cock a brow. “How? Ivy knows you, Jolene Turner. She’s well aware of your age. So how’d you do it? You somehow deceive them and me?” I feel bad accusing her of such a thing, but I’m hurt and hurt people… you know what they do.

She folds her arms over her chest. “I didn’t deceive Ivy.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Go get your laptop. And your phone. They’re mine.”

“What?” she cries, stomping her foot. “No! I need them for school. I need my phone to… call you for a ride after practice. No, Dad, no!” Pain vibrates in her voice, and I’ve never been the parent to take things away. I’ve never had a need for control that required me to do it. But right now, I don’t know what else to do. It feels like all I have.

I keep my voice calm and steady when I say, “Yes, Jolene, they’re mine. Go get ‘em. And don’t worry, you don’t call me for a ride hardly at all anyway. You got Miss Rivers for that.”

Her mouth parts, and she just barely shakes her head. “Oh you couldn’t wait to use that against me, could you?”

My heart is racing a million miles a minute as I get to my feet, trying my damndest to stay calm. “I’m not using it against you. You let that coach do more for you than you let me! Now get your laptop and phone. Stand here and argue with me a little longer and the list is gonna grow.”

She stomps off down the hall and into her room, making as much noise as she possibly can. When she returns, she hands me the computer and her phone, malice shining in her glare.

I take the items and she turns to hole up in her room, but before she can, I stop her with one last question. “How’d you get up there to Ink Time anyway? You walk there after school?” The tattoo and piercing shop is located right across from the diner downtown, and pretty damn far from Bluebell High. Walking there would’ve taken her… over an hour.

“I drove your car, right after I took your gun and robbed a bank, then kidnapped a baby,” she deadpans, spinning on her heel, nothing but a flash of dark hair and anger. A moment later, her door slams closed, and a minute after that, I’m backing out of the driveway, rage in my veins as I drive to Ink Time.

Someone’s got some fucking explaining to do.
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I haven’t been in Ink Time since the grand opening, and when I storm into the place, I almost don’t recognize it. I storm past the little blonde at the reception, even though she tries to stop me with a weak “excuse me, mister.”

Moving past the first two stations, I spot Trace and Ivy, huddled over a client, a huge circular light hovering above them. Aware that someone has stepped into their space, Trace lifts his head, turning off his tattoo machine as his eyes narrow.

“Jake, how ya doin’?”

“Not so good, Trace. Not so good, because you pierced my fourteen year old daughter’s belly button without her father’s consent.” The man strewn over the vinyl chair, his chest exposed for a huge Cookie Monster portrait, tips his head back to eye me. I don’t like making a scene, especially not in front of a man whose chest is covered in Sesame Street characters because what the fuck is that about? But what Trace did is absolutely unacceptable.

Ivy’s machine turns off and she rolls back from her client, her eyes darting to Trace before coming to mine. “Your girlfriend signed for her,” Ivy says, with no emotion in her tone. In fact, the longer she stares at me, the more I think she’s annoyed I showed up here.

Trace’s brows rumple. “Your girlfriend? Jake Turner, who are you datin’?” Trace asks, getting to his feet with a wide smile. He clamps his hand on my shoulder and says, “I wouldn’t pierce or ink anyone without a consent form. Neither would my old lady.”

I look past him to Ivy, who is still glaring, her winged eyeliner intimidating me. “Who is my alleged girlfriend?”

She rolls back to her client and restarts her tattoo machine. “Riley Rivers.” She gets to work on Cookie Monster’s crumbs, not looking up at me when she adds, “And Trace didn’t do it. I pierced Jo Jo, and I pierced your girlfriend, too.”

I probably owe both of them an apology, but knowing that Jolene had every opportunity to tell me that it was Riley that brought her here and didn’t just adds another layer of pain to this mess.

She protected Riley while she thought nothing of me.

She cares profoundly about her if she’s doing that.

I get in my truck, angry, frustrated, a little proud, and full of all sorts of feelings I don’t know what to do with. My head aches as I grip the steering wheel, hitting the gas out onto the road. With my free hand, I call Dean, and thank god he answers right away.

“Jake, how you doin’?”

“Where does Riley Rivers live?” I ask, my boot sinking into the gas pedal, making my truck roar forward, tearing up the road.

“Why?” he asks.

“Give me her address, McAllister!” I shout, knowing full well he doesn’t deserve it but goddamn it, she took my daughter to get something pierced. She didn’t ask me if it was okay. She didn’t call to verify. She didn’t text to apologize.

“156 Poplar Street,” he answers quickly, but quietly. “You okay?”

“I’ll call you later.” I end the call, and turn my truck around without looking, earning me some angry honks and hollers.

All I can hear now is my heart racing in my chest as I speed to Riley’s house.


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN
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There’s nothing like a nice long run to end the day. And today I’m ending things right with six miles outside, and the weather is absolutely perfect for it. The leaves are changing color, it’s cool enough to give me light goosebumps but not so cold that my nipples can cut ice, and everything from boxwoods to rose bushes are absolutely beautiful. People say spring is the most gorgeous of seasons, but the first couple months of winter in California are breathtaking.

Out of breath, damp tank top clinging to my chest, I topple to a hard stop when I round the corner to the end of my street.

When I spot a man with flowers on my front porch.

The hairs on the back of my neck rise, and my stomach cramps like I drank too much or had too many sweets. All of a sudden, I’m both hot and cold, and the warmth from the run paired with the slight bite in the air is making me woozy. Bending over, I grab my knees, never taking my eyes off of him as I struggle to catch my breath.

Knowing I can’t escape this moment, I right myself, take a steadying breath, and jog home, catching his attention when my sneakers hit the driveway.

He takes a few steps back, lingering around my porch as his eyes rake over me. I feel sick when he looks at me, and I feel extra sick that he’s here, at my new little house, looking at me in my new life.

“Riley, my god, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

I ignore the comment.

I don’t take him in. I don’t catalog the changes in his features, or make note of his body language and what it might mean for his mood. I simply step past him, using my keyless entry on my smart watch to unlock the deadbolt.

Standing in the threshold of my front door, I turn to face him, gripping the door jam so I don’t drive my fist between his eyes.

I say nothing, only glare at him and wait for him to explain why he’s here. I don’t want to hear it, but I know if I just close the door in his face, I’m likely worse off.

He licks his lips, stepping back up on the porch, the toes of his boots on the edge of my welcome mat. “My parents said you called your parents, finally. I hope that means what I think it means,” he says, stammering a little.

Still, I stay silent, gripping the door frame until one of my nails bends backward.

“I’m glad you called them,” he says, still holding a bouquet of roses in front of his chest. “They miss you, Ry.” He tries for deep, emotional eye contact but I don’t give it to him. I glance behind him, unbothered, and wave at the mail lady filling my box. She waves back, and only then do I return my gaze to Michael. “I-I miss you, Ry,” he stutters.

“Why are you here?” I ask, deciding I’ve had enough and need to shut this and him down.

He adjusts his grip on the bouquet, wearing a too-big smile. “I’m here just hoping that because you called your parents, that means you’re, you know, moving on. And ready to come back to me.” Michael steps nearer and right then I decide, if he takes one more step toward me, I’m closing this door. “I’m waiting for you, Riley. I’ve been waiting and I’m still waiting, and I’ll wait forever, but right now, I’m here to see… if you’re ready.”

His words bounce around my brain. How can someone be so damn delusional? It doesn’t even matter. None of this matters and it all stopped mattering the day I got in my car and drove to Bluebell.

“No one asked you to wait. And there is nothing to wait for.” I shake my head, angered by him being here, by his gaslighting, by his bullshit. “We are done forever. End of story.”

He extends the bouquet to me, making puppy dog eyes. Right now, I’m allergic to dogs, and I don’t want these roses. I don’t want to see him or hear his voice or listen to any of his bullshit. I want to slam the door, pretend this didn’t happen, and continue on with my Saturday.

But it’s not that simple. I shove the bouquet back into his chest. “No.”

“Ry,” he coos, using my nickname like he has the right. He doesn’t even have the right to use my name at all, that’s how I feel about Michael Rhodes. “Don’t be that way. These are for you.” He extends them again, and I push them away again. On the street behind him, the mail truck sputters off, and even though we’re standing on my porch in broad daylight, the slightest niggle of fear slithers through me.

“I don’t want the roses, Michael. And I don’t want you to show up here and do this. I don’t want this, I don’t want to talk to you about my parents and I don’t want you!” I say, clinging to calm but unable to hold on, my voice rising with each shaky, angered word.

“Riley, seriously? It’s been six months. You moved away. You proved your point.” He steps closer, pressing the flowers into my chest, one of the thorns piercing my skin. I wince, and look down to see a trickle of blood swimming down my skin, beneath my tank top. Michael follows my eyes to the place where the roses punctured me. The metaphor swims between us, and his lips pull up at the ends. “I’d never hurt you.”

I look down at the blood again then back up at him, reaching between us to wrap my hand around the base of the bouquet. “You just did,” I tell him, my voice deflated and quiet. I tried to tell him to leave. I never invited him here. On the street, a black truck drives up, killing the engine at the curb. Somewhere in my brain, I think I recognize that truck, but with Michael an inch from my face, I can’t think straight.

I take possession of the bouquet and before he has time to do anything, I raise it up and smack him across the face with it as hard as I can. “Get the fuck out of here!” I shout, bringing my hand to my chest, pressing it to the tiny puncture he left from his thorns. Rose petals settle all around him on the porch step, and he winces back, blotting his hand to his face to make sure he isn’t cut.

“Riley, that was completely unnecessary,” Michael says, his tone of voice no longer conciliatory. He touches his cheek, looking at the blood on his fingers like I slit his throat. His eyes come to mine. “You cut me,” he says, and he moves toward me in one single step but then–

Jake steps between us, his massive build shielding me from the sight of Michael.

“Who the fuck are you?” Michael asks, his voice husky, like he’s trying to sound tough in front of Jake.

Jake moves toward Michael, and Michael instinctively steps back. “Wouldn’t you love to know,” Jake says, with so much depth and strength in his tone. “She said leave.”

Jake turns, and it’s the first time we’ve locked eyes. His are lined with concern, etched with anger, and he places a hand on my shoulder, nudging me inside as he walks toward me. He closes my front door, twisting the deadbolt, and I move past him, rocking to my toes to peer out the peephole. Michael, in a heap of rose petals with tiny cuts marking his face, stares at the closed door for a moment before he turns and leaves. My heart is racing as I grip the grooves on the door, watching until his car is so far down the road I lose sight.

Sliding my palms against the cool wood door, I lower myself to the floor and turn..

Jake is studying me, his head tipped to the side just slightly, hands in fists at his sides. “I came here to yell at you,” he says slowly.

There’s a knot in my throat. Keeping my embarrassment and fear at bay, I swallow it down, saying, “Then give it to me.”


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN
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I had every mind to come over here and rip Riley Rivers a new one.

Every damn mind.

Doesn’t matter that I sucked a splinter from her hand, that she makes me fantasize about all the things I’ve never let myself consider, that I’ve thought about her more than any other woman since my wife, or that my daughter fucking adores her. I had every damn mind to tear into her for taking Jo Jo to get her damn belly button pierced.

But my heart.

When I rolled up on her place and saw some dude all up in her space, my heart did a freefall. At first, I thought she had a boyfriend or a date or something. And the jealousy that overtook me was incredible. I got out of my truck, still set on tearing her up, whether she was playing ‘no, you hang up first’ with some fuckhead or not.

Then she reared back and smacked the shit out of him with the bouquet, and started hollering at him to go.

My heart did something else.

It squeezed. It leapt. It felt suspended in time until I got onto the porch and put myself between her and that dickwad as a barrier. And I couldn’t fully breathe until I got her inside and had that door shut and locked.

And now, with tears streaking her ruddy cheeks, her hands shaking at her sides, I don’t want to do anything but find out who that was and why she’s upset. Then I want to make her feel good, and in turn make myself feel better.

But I know I can’t.

Her eyes drop to the floor as she toes her way out of her running shoes. She pushes past me, like she’s just gonna carry on with her day but I stop her, placing my hand on her shoulder, the tips of my fingers splayed gently over her collarbone.

“Who was that?”

She sighs, her shoulder sloping. “My ex.”

I step back and let her move through her house, but I follow her until we’re in her kitchen. She gets to work filling a carafe of water, making coffee, and I stand there, watching. She’s in tiny black leggings and a white tank, tied in a knot at her side. Her flaxen hair sways in a ponytail, and traces of her run still glitter along her back and chest. My eyes can’t rake over her fast enough; there isn’t a single place on her I couldn’t look at for hours.

She dumps grounds into the filter, using the back of her wrist to swipe at her eye. At the sink, she wets a paper towel and blots it to the blood on her chest, cleaning herself up.

“What happened there?” I ask, stepping closer but holding off on getting too close, coming into her personal space too fast.

“Thorn cut, it’s nothing.” She tosses the paper towel and washes her hands.

She said it’s her ex and I can see this conversation is going to be me pulling answers from her but luckily, I have a teenager so I’m well versed. “I’ve lived here my whole life and I’ve never seen that prick before.”

Using a light blue tea towel tied around the handle, Riley tugs it, opening the fridge. I try my hardest not to watch the way her tits weigh down her tank top as she leans over and rustles through the contents of her fridge, and I especially try to not look at the black thong, defined even through her pants.

She uses her socked foot to close the door. “He’s not from here. He’s from Willowdale, where I was raised. Where I moved from.”

Having set a carton of eggs on the counter, she finally stops moving, and plants her hands on her hips. Her blue eyes are wide, but there’s hesitancy lining them, like she’s trying to come off unaffected by whatever it is I drove up on—no small feat.

“What were the roses for?” I ask, knowing I ought to drop it since she clearly doesn’t want to talk about it, it is none of my goddamn business and I’m actually here to yell at her. I’m not here to figure out what’s going on. And yet, I wait with bated breath for her response.

She sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose before she laughs, melodic and light, but not genuine. I arch a brow, waiting to hear why her ex brought her roses. Roses are for romance or apologies, ain’t no two ways about it.

“He’s trying to win me back.” She laughs, speaking maybe to herself more than me, “which is like, never, ever, not in a million years going to happen. But, yeah,” she says, finally meeting my eyes again after she’s looked at everything in her kitchen but me. “He was trying to win me back.”

“Why?” I ask. Then, because it kind of sounded like I was asking why she’d ever want him back, I clarify. “I mean, why is it never gonna happen?” I don’t know a lick of specifics but I already know Riley Rivers is too good for that fuckhead. After all, they broke up at some point if he’s trying to win her back, and anyone that lets a woman like her get away is clearly an absolute moron fuckboy.

“I don’t want to talk about it, and you said you came over here to yell at me so…” she shrugs, her features drooping with defeat. “Yell.”

“Miss Rivers,” I start, because I’m not exactly sure what to call her. The girls call their coach Miss Riley, and the students call her Miss Rivers, but she isn’t my teacher or my coach. She isn’t really anything to me, so I settle on Miss Rivers.

She pressed her palms to her face, dipping her fingers into her eyes, rubbing. With a big exhale, she drops her hands. “Just… yell, Mr. Turner. Do what you came here to do. Please, sir.”

Please, sir. There it is again. Sir. It just rolls off her tongue, as smooth as any first name. Our eyes lock, a spark ignites between us, invisible but undeniable as she takes two steps nearer, leaving mere inches between us. “Please, sir. Just… give it to me.”

My cock thickens, but even with arousal rampant between us, I realize she went through something a minute ago. I don’t know what’s going on, I only know that I am clearly quite interested in Miss Riley Rivers.

She reaches out, tugging at the hem of my shirt, her eyes vacillating on me.

I don’t know why she’s tugging on me. It’s a personal thing, and we aren’t personal, but I also can’t figure out why it feels normal, natural and even… right.

I clear my throat. “I had a nice little chat with Ivy Ellington-Calhoun today.”

She rolls her hand, wrapping it in the end of my t-shirt, her cheeks flooding with crimson. “I know it was probably an overstep. But Jo Jo was having a hard day—the girls at cheer–” she shakes her head, letting the rest of that sentence free. “I just wanted to make her feel good, feel special, and to take her mind off of everything.”

The blunt end of her thumb drags along my belly ever so slightly as her hand wobbles in my t-shirt. Our eyes lock, her minty breath dusts my lips and nose as she peers up at me, pupils wide, chest heaving. “It’s not a tattoo,” she argues softly. “She can take it out and it will heal and she can still be president.”

“That’s marijuana, not piercings,” I correct, but the curve of her lips into a naughty smile tells me she knows that.

Sweep. Sweep. Sweep.

Her thumb moves over my belly so many times I lose count. If I don’t get out of here in the next minute, I’ll make a fool of myself in these jeans.

My brain, struggling to make sense of all the things I’m feeling, freezes. “You still call her Jo Jo?” I question. Something about hearing her nickname on Miss Riley’s lips makes the back of my head tingly and warm.

She nods, still boldly stroking my bare stomach with one finger, both of us still not acknowledging it. “She’s Jo Jo to me.”

The crotch of my jeans grows tight, and my cock aches as it presses into my fly, getting fat and happy as I stare down at Riley Rivers.

“I heard you got yours pierced, too.” My veins thud in time with my heavily beating heart, echoing in my ears as I reach out, taking the hem of her shirt in my hand, too. Slowly, I lift her top, exposing her belly. Exposing the silver hoop.

With the back of my hand, I run my knuckles down her belly, over the ring, making her eyes snap closed and her body tremble.

She nods, drunken and hazy, her nipples pressing into the fabric of her tank top.

“Hmm,” I groan, still stroking my hand up her tight, bare belly. That little ring knocking against my knuckles is making me damn weak. “What happened at school that left Jo Jo needing cheering up?”

“I–” she attempts an answer, but her words fail her as she claws at my bicep, gripping it, rocking to her toes. “That’s for her to tell you, not me.”

I smooth my hand around her belly and grip her waist, tugging her against me. She gasps at the feel of my cock pressing into her belly, and her head falls back, giving me a runway of velvety neck to admire.

I look down at her nipples, plucky from our contact, the sight of them against the light fabric a torturous tease. She sees me, and licks her lips, whispering, “You’re lookin’ so you may as well touch.”

It’s an invitation, and I never go anywhere without one. As much as I’d love to explore the ripest, most welcoming parts of Riley right now, I don’t budge.

She doesn’t accept it. Collecting my hand, she presses her hand against mine, nudging my palm into her breast. Her breathing shallows as she initiates a squeeze. My desires constrict me when I touch her body, like I can’t breathe or, I can’t feel my arms, or, I don’t know. Everything I want surfaces when our flesh connects. Her pillowy, tender breast in my palm brings a deep groan out of me. A hungry little moan lifts from her lips as she snaps her eyes closed.

Her body radiates a dark, hot signal that mine picks up. She sways against me, undoubtedly and unabashedly searching for more of my cock as I tighten my hand on her breast.

It’s been years.

I haven’t had sex in years. It’s been years since I’ve done any of this. I haven’t forgotten sex, but I have lost my grip on restraint. Or, I don’t know, maybe with Riley, I know I don’t need it. She wants unbridled and wild Jake, the Jake that exists only in slivers of time at his garage desk, a small lamp illuminating his darkest desires. That’s the Jake she wants, and that’s the Jake I’ve been dying to become.

She is unbridled and wild. Fucking gorgeous little sex-article-writing vixen who I’d love to see outfitted in some of my work. A belt and nothing else. Maybe just sitting on a saddle.

Get control of your damn thoughts, Jake.

Between my legs, my cock aches and leaks, reminding me that I should go somewhere else immediately. All those years of no sex are liable to resurface if we keep at this.

I hate to do it, but the spell evaporates as I step back. Her ruddy cheeks and needy nipples coax me, call to my whips, beg for the leather tails to punish and demand. She exhales and I inhale, wishing I could taste her from just that. I force distance between us, because I have to.

I do it for Jo Jo, because a relationship of any kind with Miss Riley would be deep cutting betrayal to her, and I just can’t do that.

“I’m sorry about the piercing,” she says, standing in one spot, wrapping her arms around herself. “I just… I really care about Jo Jo and I just wanted to make her feel better.”

“Next time you wanna take my girl somewhere and do something that requires a parent’s signature, call me, Miss Rivers. That’s all I ask.”

She nods, nibbling seductively albeit absentmindedly on her bottom lip. “Yes, sir.”

I leave, harder than a ton of bricks, and for the second time today, my mind is stuck on a little silver hoop.

Only this time, it’s Miss Riley’s.


CHAPTER
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“I told you.” I don’t need to physically be with Leah to know she’s gloating, with a huge smirk on her face and her feet stacked on her desk.

“I don’t even think you did him justice,” I breathe, recalling every single detail of the last few weeks to her over the phone. After Jake left, I took a cold shower and it had nothing to do with the six miles I ran before he showed up. It also had nothing to do with Michael, and wanting to wash every molecule of his scent off my skin. “He’s…” I go speechless when I reflect on Jake Turner, because that’s what he does to me. Scrambles my brain, reprograms my thoughts, and makes me chase my body’s most carnal urges.

“Exactly,” Leah sighs. “He’s….” and she trails off, too. “Okay, so then what happened?”

I’m grateful she got us back on track, otherwise I’d be happy to sit in a silent dreamy state thinking about Jake. “Oh yeah,” I straighten my spine against the couch, reaching for the remote to mute When Harry Met Sally. It’s not like I need the volume or the closed captioning–I’ve seen it so many times, I know every word by heart. “So,” I refocus, remembering the exact place I left off. It was a crucial place, and some of the details are just for me. “He asked a lot of questions about Michael. You know, who he is, why he is here, all that. Then I reminded him that he showed up to yell at me and at that point, Leah, I just wanted to get it over with, you know? I wanted to just… get yelled at so I could take a shower and eat two thousand calories in my bed in peace.”

“Understandable. So, did he? Yell at you?”

I pluck at a loose thread on my college throw blanket. “He firmly told me that, in the future, if I want to take Jo Jo to do something that requires a parent’s signature, that I need to call or text him first.”

Leah sighs. “Oh Jesus, who cares about the belly button—did you guys kiss?”

“What?” I rear back, my voice climbing to a pitch I’ve never reached. “No! Why would we kiss?”

“Uh, gee, Riley, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re absolutely gorgeous, he makes primetime Pitt look like a catcher’s mitt and he showed up at your house asking about your ex.” She sighs. “He likes you, Riley. So, do what the kids do and… tap that ass.”

This, among many reasons, is why I love Leah. “Tap that ass? The kids,” I say, “do not say that. I’m pretty sure no one has said that since 1999.”

“You get my point, wise ass. He likes you.”

While Leah knows about the splinter, and knows that I dropped Jo Jo off and met Jake for the first time, she has no idea about his pendulum, beer can-sized dick—nor does she know that he kind of grinded that thing against me in my kitchen this morning. Or that I basically forced him to touch my boob. Oh god.

Those little bits are just for me.

Because when Jake Turner ends up not asking me out and never looking at me again, I’ll still have those little moments, just for me. In my brain. Privately. For safekeeping.

Part of me wonders if Jake does like me, but what kind of absolute psychopath grinds his big dick against someone if they don’t like them? I mean, I know total womanizing scumbags exist, but I highly doubt Jake is one of those. Especially since Jo Jo has told me that her father doesn’t date.

“No,” I answer flatly as my lips tingle. “We did not kiss. In fact, he just kind of left and I’m not sure what to do next.”

Leah sighs. She’s good at that. “Well first and foremost, for the love of everything holy, please don’t take any more students to tattoo shops and give your consent on behalf of their parents.”

“Noted.”

“Now. I say… sit back. He likes you. You also have a bond with his daughter and if that isn’t the most Hallmark thing I’ve heard, I don’t know what is.”

On screen, Harry and Sally run into Harry’s ex-wife in a department store, shattering Harry’s heart. “Can you believe Michael?” I say, hating that he’s in my mind again. I worked hard to get him out of my mind. In fact, I was just starting to feel like–even though stuff with my parents is complicated–I could move on. It’s like he can read my mind and isn’t happy that he fucked me up once but needs to weasel his way back in and fuck me up again.

Not happening.

“Fuck Michael. Back to what I was saying,” she says, “because you deserve to talk about and be excited about Jake. You do not deserve one more toilet-circling Michael conversation. Seriously.”

She’s not wrong, and I don’t care about Michael. But now that he showed up, I can’t shake the discomfort of his visit, the emotional cramp in my guts reminding me that he hurt me and my parents took his side.

I chew at the sore spot inside my cheek for a minute before deciding she’s right. Even venting about Michael pays him more than he deserves. “Back to what you were saying,” I agree, relaxing into my couch a bit now that I’ve mentally committed to not discussing the Michael portion of this morning.

“I think you sit tight and watch him come to you,” she says.

“If I take your advice and sit tight and I see him at a football game dating Cadence Caine, you realize I’m going to kill you, right?”

She laughs. “Cadence is not his type. Cadence is no one’s type. No, correction, she is someone’s type but he’s already married.”

“Who?” I ask, because I cannot imagine anyone wanting to put up with a teenager in a grown woman’s body, no matter how good that body is. And, of course, like every archenemy since the dawn of time, she’s got a good one.

“Hades,” she answers. “But unless Cadence can overthrow Persephone, she’s shit outta luck.”

I can’t help but laugh at that, but it fades quickly when I think about Jake Turner pursuing me. “You really think letting him pursue me is the way?” It’s not like I’d really know how to pursue him, anyway. Maybe take Jo Jo to get a tattoo so he has to come see me again? Kidding.

“I do. I absolutely do. Oh shit, I gotta go, my soup is boiling over.” In the background, her gas burner clicks off.

“Big Saturday night, huh? Soup,” I tease.

“Hey,” she scolds. “Soup is underrated.”

“Right,” I tell her, and we swap goodbyes, leaving me with an 80s movie on a Saturday night. And truthfully? Soup doesn’t sound half bad. But after a day like today, the only thing I can do to ease the edge in my nerves is take a run.
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When I lived in Willowdale, I took night runs all the time. It was peaceful, but Bluebell is even less populated, with more mature trees and lush vegetation all around. Evening and night running is so peaceful here, it’s almost zen.

That’s how I feel turning the corner on mile three, zen; my mind clear and my chest light. The creamsicle sky bleeds into the dark horizon, blending fading day with emerging evening. The temperature is just right, and the air smells so good, like pinecones and traces of rain.

My pace is good when all of a sudden, there’s a truck on the road behind me. I make sure to lean heavily into the shoulder as it approaches, but when it doesn’t pass, I stop and look back. Idling in my footsteps is Jake Turner behind the wheel of his pickup truck. His eyes pierce me and steal my breath, and he drives around, pulling up to drive right by me with his passenger window down. I resume jogging but he catches up, riding his brake in pace with me.

“You shouldn’t be running alone at night,” he hollers across the cab, out the window.

I glance at my watch, bypassing the run information blinking on the screen to find the time in the top right corner. “It’s 7:32, is that late to you?” I ask, picking up my pace, only to have him increase his speed, too.

“It’s not safe,” he hollers again.

“Bluebell is safe,” I counter, the end of my ponytail giving me a shudder as it sweeps over my bare back.

“Get in the truck,” he says, only, it feels like a command. Bumps rise up on my arms, and beneath my damp old sports bra, my nipples harden.

“No.” I face forward, continuing my seven minute per mile pace, refusing to give in to him even though all I want to do is crawl into his lap and devour his mouth. Something tells me that Jake Turner might like a little challenge.

A beat passes and I realize the truck isn’t there anymore. My legs slow and I come to a stop just as I hear boots crunching in the gravel. Turning, Jake stands behind me, nostrils flared, intense eyes pinned to mine. “Get in the truck. I’m taking you home. It’s not safe runnin’ on the side of the road at dusk alone. C’mon,” he says, hooking his head toward the truck. The setting sun casts a glow along his face, highlighting the day’s worth of growth along his jaw. His jeans are filthy, his boots worn, and the top two buttons on his plaid shirt have given up. He looks like he’s hot and tired from working all day, and it turns me on like crazy.

“No.” I fold my arms over my chest.

“Get. In. The. Truck.” He takes a step with each word, and it leaves us nearly toe to toe.

The edge of my mouth curls into a lazy grin. “Make me.”

Lightning flashes, illuminating the sky as the Earth rumbles around us. The first few drops of rain thud against the ground. My heart is beating so fast that my eardrums ache, and for some reason, the urge to cry burns in the base of my throat. I hold it down with a harsh swallow. The energy shifts from playful to desperate in a handful of seconds, and I chase the desperation.

“Please, sir,” I breathe, praying my words get lost in the patter of soft rain. Equally praying he heard. “Make me.”

At this precise moment, it’s like a dream state; I know I’m short-circuiting, but I can’t stop it. I want him. I deserve to have what I want.

Just once.

It won’t have to mean anything. I’m letting loose to this feral desire clawing me. I’m pining to willingly fall subservient to this god of a man and give myself over to him as his to use.

I’m terrified of how unashamed I am to say it, too.

He charges me, a thick noise breaking loose from his chest as his boots shift in the gravel. I’m gasping for air, my insides quivering with shock, as he slings me over his glorious, heaving shoulder. Heavy with power, his hand slides over my ass, holding me in place.

There’s a heated burn between my legs that makes my pulse skip.

He smells a bit tangy, but it sets a warmth across my skin and puts a heaviness between my hips. My body radiates desire–one singular desire to feel this man push inside me, hurt me, burn me, stretch me so wide that I gasp to breathe and tears leak from my eyes. I want to absorb whatever pain he needs to rid himself of. I want to alter my body to fit his every carnal need, to show him that when he is between my thighs there is no place he will feel better, safer, more desired or more loved. I am his to take, to rebuild himself, to fill the needs left broken from his jagged past. I want to open my legs and replenish this beautiful, broken man.

“Are you smellin’ me?” He gruffs just as he approaches the passenger door of his truck.

I cannot feel all those things from smelling him. No.

It’s one time. Giving into my deepest desire and getting what I want just this once.

“Yes,” I reply, shamelessly honest before I can stop myself.

He pops open the door, and holds me firmly against him with a strong hand on my ass, rustling around a moment. Jake stretches me out along the bench seat, ducking to fit his frame inside the cab. My legs curl around his waist instinctively and the fiery warmth of his body heat makes my pussy tender and achy.

“Why,” he starts, letting his sentence intentionally hang as he props one of my heels against his shoulder. Jake runs a rugged palm down my leg, from ankle to thigh, heat surged through my belly in reaction. “...do you keep calling me sir?” he asks, his words powerful and potent, like amber whiskey, strong and heady.

He curls his fingers around the waistband of my running pants, and the rough graze of his fingers–the gentle scrape of his neatly trimmed nails, so soft yet utterly electrifying. My pussy swells, stickiness coating my panties, my clit pulsing. His eyes crawl over every inch of me like a man in the desert finding water. The way he wants me dances in his eyes, promising every perfect inch of him is going to be mine. At least for tonight.

He tugs them down, but leaves my panties on.

My cotton panties. Plain and unexciting, because it’s been so long since I’ve had the desire to look beautiful in underwear. I’d want to die a little inside if it had changed the way Jake looked at me at all, but it doesn’t. His eyes hover at the apex of my legs, no doubt eyeing the dark spot. I’m dripping. I’ve been wet so long, I’m starting to grow cold and desperate. My body wants him. I’ve never so unexplainably known something. And despite how foreign the overwhelming desire is, I don’t even struggle with it.

I don’t answer his question, which earns me a frustrated growl, which never makes it to his lips. “Why, Miss Riley?”

I let my legs drop from his waist and press my knees apart, begging without words. But he’s not going to let me choose. If he wants me to speak, I will, and his eyes tell me we both know it.

Curving up off the seats, I balance on one elbow as I tug his zipper down, one short pull at a time. His hard cock falls out once there’s just enough room, the weight and length of him making it impossible to stay tucked away. Reaching down, he wraps his hand around himself just below the head, and my stomach quivers when I notice his fingers don’t quite come together.

And his hands are huge.

I look up, my eyes searching his, looking to see what he needs, what I can give him back tonight. Right now, he wants an answer, and if that’s what it takes to get him inside me, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything he wants; I’m throbbing to feel his skin slippery and hot against mine. My clit is literally thrumming.

“I just, I don’t know,” I breathe, trying to put words to all the irrationality that comes over me when I’m in his presence. My eyes move between his beautiful dark ones and the way his rough, filthy hand holds himself over the apex of my thighs. “When I’m around you, I just, I feel like I belong to you in some strange way and… all I want to do is honor that ownership.” Flames lick at my cheeks from humiliation, but also, pride that I managed to speak such a vulnerable truth. If he isn’t riding the same wavelength, if he doesn’t understand how I feel—such a truth could be strange, weird, off-putting.

His eyes search mine as a rogue grumble rattles around his chest. He moves the cap of his cock against the wet spot on my panties, making my toes curl. I almost can’t believe that Jake Turner has me laid out in his truck, and a small laugh escapes me when I think about the craziness of this moment.

“What?” he questions, eyes on me as he moves his cock over my clit. How can he stand there with a casual expression when he’s edging me to the brink of explosion? Restraint keeps his features locked in, his eyes unmoving as they hold mine.

His expression alone pulls a response from me, as if not answering a direct question posed by Jake Turner is a crime, a punishable offense.

“I can’t believe you want me,” I breathe, hating how insecure those words sound. But hating more that they’re true. Michael left me feeling so many things I hate feeling, and one of those things is insecure. “You’re the hottest cowboy in Bluebell,” I tell him, reciting Leah’s title.

He says nothing, and his stoicism while teasing me drives me wild.

“I need to feel you,” I tell him, the admission coming from my lips without hesitation. “Please, sir,” I moan.

“There you go again,” he says, and finally, his eyes lower to my panties. His chest inflates as he pulls in a deep breath, using his thumb to tug the damp fabric aside.

Still propped on one elbow, I look down at my body to see exactly what he is seeing. Blonde curls, cropped short, shaped just above my lips. He runs his fingers through it, a groan rolling through his muscled chest.

My eyes lift to the triangle of exposed skin beneath his flannel work shirt, and suddenly, I can’t go another second without seeing his body again.

“Take off your shirt,” I tell him as he continues to stroke his fingers over my pubic hair, his thumb falling onto my swollen clit. He strokes slow circles, and eyes me.

“You gonna run at dusk alone anymore?” he barters, his voice rough and husky, making my insides clench. His voice, his hands, his cock–I’m almost drunk and dizzy with need.

I shake my head, willing to say anything to get more of him right now. “No. No, I won’t,” I breathe, a whimper creeping into my tone. “I need more of you.”

Rain plunks down on the windshield and hood, thudding heavily against the bed liner. Jake’s breaths are weighted and slow, and between the sound of his breathing and the sudden rainstorm all around us, this is officially the hottest, most perfect moment of my entire life.

“Please,” I beg again, almost surprised by how desperate I’m coming off. I’ve never begged for anyone or anything, and yet lying in his truck, I would do anything to have him. Even just for today.

“I don’t have a condom,” he says before he lifts my panties and slides his cock through them, his dick slippery against my pussy. He reaches for me, and I lie back again to give him my hand. He places it over his cock, and despite the thin panties that keep my hand from his bare flesh, I can still feel his warmth, the way his cock throbs, the steely hardness he holds for me.

“We can’t,” he says, starting to move his hips while he brings his hands to his shirt, working the buttons, giving me what I asked for. A moment later, the flannel hangs open, exposing his strong, muscled core to me. “This is the only way you can feel me.” His hips rove, and his cock slides against me over and over, my fingers desperately searching out every veiny inch through my panties.

“I want you so bad,” I admit, lifting my head off the seat to peer down. The sight of his cock in my panties, the fabric translucent from how turned on we are, I know my orgasm is right around the corner, but I don’t want this to end.

He continues edging me, dragging his cock against my pussy under my panties until I can’t take it anymore. “Jake, please, I need more, please,” I beg, adding, “please, sir.”

The ripping of my panties makes my pulse skip.

Jake presses the head of his cock to my open, wet pussy, and teases me, plunging in up to the crown, taking it out just as fast. It’s torture, the in and out, the hollow and empty. I want nothing more than to gasp as he shoves every inch of that monster deep inside me.

My hips grow restless and I can’t help but push to my elbows, looking down at the erotic scene.

Shirt open, rain against his back, rivulets of water hanging from the ends of his hair and hat, his cock nearly purple with restraint– I can’t hold back a second longer.

And when his eyes come to mine, he knows what I need.

Panties torn off, he places his thumbs over his shaft, which is placed in the split of my pussy, his head nudging my clit. Holding himself against my cunt, he drives his hips forward, the sound of my arousal echoing through the cab.

“Oh my god,” I breathe, already curling my toes and closing my eyes. He’s kept me suspended on the edge for so long, I can’t hold on much more. If at all. “Jake, Jake, Jake,” I moan, the sound of his name making him groan.

“You gonna come for me, Riley Rivers?” he asks, making my eyes pop open. He’s watching me, studying my face as he thrusts his hard cock against me, over and over, giving my swollen little clit everything she wants.

I nod.

“Say it, Riley. Tell me who you’re coming for. Tell me who this pussy needs.”

Fireworks erupt in my brain, explosions of colors and noises, and I can hardly keep my eyes open as my pussy convulses in one of my most intense orgasms ever. My toes curl. My words slur. I claw in the general direction of his chest without contact, as my groin thrusts toward his cock, a horny slut for more of him.

“You, Jake, I need you, sir,” I manage to whimper as my orgasm steals the last bit of thought I have. “My pussy needs you, sir,” I murmur, as the world slowly begins to settle down around me.

When I open my eyes, I’m panting, a thin glaze of sweat leaving my midriff and thighs shiny. Jake’s cock rests on my belly, pink and purple, the tip beaded with opaque liquid that makes my insides clench and my mouth water.

Outside, the rain intensifies. I scramble to my hands and knees on the seat of the truck, and open my mouth. He drags his cock along my lips, leaving his precum along them without ever giving me a real taste of himself. It’s torturous, and as much as I want to suck him down, I love the way he draws it all out, too.

“Get out of the truck,” he says, releasing me long enough to shirk out of his flannel. He tosses it to the ground, at his boots, then points. “Get on your knees.”

I don’t care about the rain. I don’t care about someone driving up and seeing us. I don’t care that he worked all day without a shower. I slide out of the cab, tear off my shirt and sports bra, and drop to my knees, sucking in a sharp breath as rain laps at my bare back.

He reaches up, taking his hat from his head, placing it on mine. Some of the rain is diverted away from my face, but when I look up into his dark eyes, there’s so much desire in them I forget all about his hat on my head. He needs to come, I see it in the taut set of his abs, the flex of his chest, the swell of his biceps and firm set of his jaw. He needs release and he needs me for it.

“Use me,” I breathe. “Please, all I want is for you to feel good.” I lick my lips and take a chance, bringing my tits together with my hands.

The edge of his mouth lifts a little, and my insides warm at the thought of pleasing Jake Turner. He bends slightly, hard cock in one hand, and spits. His saliva is warm against my chest, and the feel of it slipping down between my bare breasts is so fucking sexy I could come again, without a single touch.

Reaching back in the bed of the truck, he grabs a leather tool bag, and calls me to my feet. He places the bag on the ground, and his shirt over the bag before I reposition myself on my knees.

He spits on my tits again, and it arouses me that he put effort into making sure I’m the right height. That he’s thinking about making this moment as pleasurable and memorable as it can be, not just as quick as it can.

I stroke my fingers through his saliva, my mouth burning to taste it. My lips actually tingle, and when I look up at him, his dark eyes are locked onto me and my every movement. “I want to taste your spit,” I admit, having a total out of body experience. “Please, sir,” I beg.

I lift my finger to my mouth but he grabs my wrist and tugs it back before I can take a taste. With his other hand, he grips my jaw, his hard cock abandoned and angry against his belly. “Open,” he commands, and I open my mouth in time to receive his spit, warm and sweet. Arousal slips out of me, curving around my cunt, running down my inner thigh.

“Hold those gorgeous tits together,” he commands, his voice quiet against the rising roar of the rainstorm. I press my breasts together and tip my face up to watch him, my head kept warm from his hat.

He slips his cock between my breasts. “Hold ‘em,” he warns, bracing his hands around my throat as he begins thrusting, fucking my tits while rain wets my backside. I hold my mouth open, my tongue darting out to swipe over his head when he nears my lips.

The first groan he lets me hear out loud is so sexy. A knot of emotion clogs my throat. Making him feel good is a high, lifting stress from the top of my head and unburdening the tightness in my chest.

He fucks my tits as I watch his face, his dark gaze flickering between my eyes and my breasts.

His groans deepen, gaining frequency, and the desire burning between my legs reaches an all time high. “Open your mouth,” he grits out, nostrils flared as he grips his cock at the head, aiming the wide, dark slit at my mouth.

My lips part and my tongue juts out just in time to catch the first ribbon of cum. Warm and thick, his cum is both tart and mild, and makes my cheeks burn with how eager I am to swallow.

I’ve never swallowed before.

“Fuuck,” he groans, stroking his cum out on my tits and face, the feel of him sliding down my skin pushing me over the edge.

My body clenches, and the tight coil of desire in my belly unspools, making my thighs tremble and shake as I come. My belly goes rigid, trying to stay still for him, to be the canvas he needs me to be.

His thumb curves over his head before he steps back, shoving his still hard cock into his boxers. He looks at me, covered in his cum with his hat on my head, and there’s a sated stillness in his expression I’ve never seen.

My chest practically explodes at the idea that I pleased him, that I made him feel good and happy. I gave him that, I pleasured him. And today, I gave him something special.

He extends a hand to me, and pulls me to my feet. Swiping his shirt from the ground, he shakes it out, sending bits of gravel and dust everywhere. Around us, the rain slows to a trickle, and he uses his shirt to wipe his cum from my chin and neck, off my breasts and belly. He moves slowly, and our eyes come together every few seconds, filling the moment with a quiet intimacy. I reach out, stroking my fingers through the ends of his hair as he wipes the last of his orgasm off my skin.

“I’m sorry about your panties,” he says, scooping them off the floorboard of the truck.

I hold out my palm to collect them, even though they’re torn in half and can’t be worn again. But Jake Turner’s lips quirk at the sides, and his eyes flash with something sinister.

He stuffs my torn, wet panties into his pocket, and says, “These are mine.”


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN
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I don’t know what just happened. Or what is still currently happening, but all I know is… I don’t want it to stop.

I grab a shirt from the back and tug it down, tossing the dirty shirt on the floorboard. In the seat next to me, tugging her top down over the most perfect handful of tits I’ve ever seen, Riley Rivers smiles at me. After begging to please me and dropping down on her knees for me in the rain and letting me cover her in my cum, she’s smiling at me. I start my truck and hit the road, excitement and lust brewing in my belly.

A snugness surfaces behind my ribs, so I push my shoulders back, trying to relax into the seat as I drive. “We just did that,” she says, redoing her ponytail. My eyes slide down her lap to her knees, dirty despite my best efforts. She follows my gaze and uses her palms to rid her knees of debris, her soulful blue eyes waiting on mine.

“I liked it,” she says, as if reading my mind full of concerns. Was I too rough? Was it too vulgar? Did we do too much? Was I too much? I glance at her again after peering back at the empty road. “I really liked it. All of it,” she clarifies, and despite the fact I didn’t ask, I do want to know.

“My house is up here, on the left, you remember,” she says, motioning toward the vicinity of where I ought to be going. Town is still a solid five minutes from here, but if she thinks I could forget where she lives, she’s crazy.

“I wrote an article about safe sex and then I didn’t have any condoms,” she says aloud, her tone somewhere between harmless comment and soft laughter.

“If you have a condom on you somewhere while you were out running, that would be weird,” I tell her, finally cracking a partial smirk as she eyes me across the cab. I glance at her legs, bare and still damp, and notice the scattering of bumps. I twist the dial on the heater, and reach behind me to produce another shirt. I keep clean clothes in my truck all the time—not because I’m giving side of the road tit jobs often, but because of client fittings. Saddle fitting, leatherworking, and handling horses can be a smelly job, one that Jo Jo has told me many times she has zero interest in smelling while she’s trying to eat dinner. Thus, the spare clothes. I’m glad now that I have them as Riley slips into an overly big flannel, the delicious swell of her breasts and hips now hidden behind green and black tartan.

“Yeah,” she sighs, tugging the end of her ponytail free from the collar of her shirt. “That’s true. A house key in my shoe would be okay but a condom would be very strange.” She twists in the seat to face me, one leg curled. “Why don’t you have any condoms on you? You’re single. You could have them in your wallet or glovebox.”

I glance at her but say nothing. She reaches for the glovebox, waiting for me to give her permission and I nod. It pops open with a small bang. We both survey the contents.

A tin of Altoids, which she pulls out and pops open. She holds it open to me and I can’t help but laugh.

“Really? A mint tin with a pocket knife and matches?” she laughs, sliding the rectangle container back into the glovebox. Next she pulls out a pair of gloves and a rechargeable flashlight.

I glance her way. “And if there would have been a box of condoms in there, how would you feel right now, hmm, Miss Riley? You’d be sittin’ there thinking you let me have my way with your body only to find out I’m active enough to need rubbers on the go.” I shake my head and she closes the glovebox with a sigh.

“You’re right. As much as I wished you’d had one,” she says, growing a little shy around her admission that just minutes ago, she was desperate to fuck me. “I’m also kind of glad you didn’t.”

Not wanting to look like a womanizing creep, while important to me, is not the reason why I don’t carry condoms on me. And for some inexplicable reason, I need her to know that.

“I don’t carry them because I don’t need them.” I lay it out between us, and take quick glances at her as I drive, waiting for the subtext to click.

She blinks, licking her lips in a way that makes my cock angry against the zipper fly. “Oh,” she says, sitting a little straighter. Something passes over her expression, making her eyebrows lift and her lips turn down. Disappointment, maybe? “So you… had a vasectomy?”

My balls crawl inside me at the mention of the v-word. “What?” I balk. “No. No, I mean, I don’t need condoms.”

Riley stares at me. The heat does its job, my skin growing dewy and warm. The engine rumbles and rain splatters lightly against the windshield. And Riley just stares.

“You don’t need them,” she finally says.

We finally arrive at the fork in the road, and picturing her little blue house, I head east. “I haven’t had a reason to purchase condoms, Riley.” I come to a stop light where we’re the only one there, but I still stop. Then I look at her, my stomach getting woozy at the sight of her clear blue eyes pinned on me.

I remember those blue eyes from the farmers market. How lit up with happiness they were with all those high school girls around her. I still remember the smile on her face when she was talking to Jo Jo, a cloud of dust around her feet, the warm sun leaving streaks of orange against her golden hair.

She was so happy talking to Jo Jo.

Hell, the reason I’m even here is because of Jo Jo, in some sick way. I never would’ve stomped over to her place to confront her if she didn’t have a bond with Jo Jo so deep that she took her to Ink Time.

I’m sure Riley could get in trouble for that, and if it were another student, I have no doubt their parents would report her.

She risked her job to make my daughter happy.

If one of us needs Riley more, it’s Jo Jo.

The light turns green, but my foot stays on the brake. She takes my hat off finally, and sets it on the seat between us. I love the way she looks in it, and I’d love to see her in that and nothing else. I’d love to tie her to my bed and watch her writhe as I drag my floggers along her virile, young skin, her tiny nipples growing hard, my name on her perfect plush lips.

In another life.

“Riley, I got carried away back there and I’m… I’m really sorry,” I start, the sentiment so awful and rotten that my eyes fall to her bare knees when I speak. “For Jo Jo’s sake, I think… well, she looks up to you, Riley. She sure as hell don’t look up to me, so that means something to me, her loving you so much.” Finally I grow a pair and meet her eyes.

They’re wet, almost spilling over, and wide, set on mine. Her mouth is parted but she remains silent, listening as she slowly wraps her arms around herself in a self-soothing hug.

“I just want to preserve the happiness she gets from you because some days, I really think you’re the only person that can make her smile, Riley.”

She looks ahead, and uses the sleeve of my shirt to swipe a tear from her cheek.

My mind is racing.

I know what I’m saying is true and right, and that me and Riley should not see one another. We shouldn’t. And I know she gets it, somewhere inside, she gets what I’m saying because she cares about Jo Jo, too.

The idea that Riley Rivers wants me so bad that the idea of not having me anymore makes her cry?

“This street,” she says quietly, tapping the window. “This is my street.”

“I remember,” I tell her, because how could I ever forget a single detail about her? Behind my chest, my heart beats heavy and hard. I turn toward her street and end up at the end of her driveway, both of us staring at her house.

“It was a one time thing,” she says as I turn the heater down. “Got it.” She grips the handle and pushes down, throwing her weight into the old door to open it more easily. On her feet outside, she smiles, readying herself to slam the door closed.

I know I shouldn’t, I know we ought to stop before anything happens, but I can’t do it.

“No,” I say, causing her eyes to snap back to mine. “Not a one time thing.” It should be. But I can’t say no, especially when her relieved and hope-filled eyes fixate on mine. “Something we gotta keep private, though.”

She smiles, bright and wide, and my chest constricts. Along my thigh, my cock gets fat and happy at the sight of her glowing face. She looks good swimming in my shirt. And she looked goddamn gorgeous in my hat.

But my spit in her mouth and my cum on her tits? Fuck. I’ll never forget that.

“Yeah?” she asks, her tone bubbling with hope and desire. I feel the same, but I only nod, and place my hat on my head. “312-8599.”

“I’ll call you,” I tell her, the words sounding foreign. I haven’t called a woman in years. Yet, I can’t wait to hear her voice fill the line later when I’m alone in my garage, all my toys on display.

She smiles, and goes inside her house. Before I pull out of her driveway, I program her number into my phone, saving her contact as ‘Health Teacher’ in the event Jo Jo ever got hold of my phone. Getting my phone would require layers of interest, both in me and what I'm doing, so it’s safe to say she won’t get this far. Still, I have to play it safe.

I fire off a text.

Lock the door and if your ex shows up, call the police. Or me.




She texts back right away, and I envision her pressed up to the back of the door, nipples poking through my shirt as she smirks, practically melting for me.

I feel that same way about her, even if I don’t wear it as visibly as she does.

Riley




Door is locked. He won’t be back, but thanks for that.




I shove my phone away, and focus on driving home safely. Or as safe as I can with the memory of this evening replaying in my mind.
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When I’m inside, shrugging out of my muddy boots, hanging my hat on the wall, Jo Jo appears, in sweatpants and a hoodie, her feet bare, a mug in her hands.

“Where were you?” she asks.

I move to the sink and fill a glass of water, drinking it all in one go, eager to ease the sting of desire from my body. I can’t get Riley off my mind.

“Went for a drive,” I tell her, because that is the truth. I realize it’s stupid to be so focused on making sure I tell her the truth right now when, if I keep seeing Riley, being honest with Jo Jo will be damn near impossible.

“I’m sorry,” she says, the two words tumbling out like she’s ripping off a bandaid. I remember that feeling, how much it pains you to apologize to your dad.

I grip the edge of the sink after placing my water glass in the basin. In the window above the kitchen sink, I catch her reflection. She’s watching me, waiting to see how I respond.

With a deep breath, I turn and face her, nodding my head. “Thank you. And I’m sorry I lost my temper.” I don’t make a move to get closer to her, but I do move toward the fridge, pulling out last night’s spaghetti and red sauce. I begin reheating the noodles, and when I see her still standing there, hold out an empty plate. She wrinkles her nose.

“I’m not hungry but… I–”

She falters, as if the courage has drained, or maybe just the desire to talk to me waned. Either way, she barely glances up at me when she says, “Just, I’m sorry about the piercing.” She stuffs a bag of Doritos under her arm, grabs a Coke from the fridge and treads down the hall, the slam of her door the new equivalent of “goodnight Dad, see you tomorrow morning.”

I eat dinner alone, and don’t text Riley again.

It’s too soon.

After the dishes are done I find myself in the garage, at my work bench, a bag full of finished goods ready for Hudson. I glance at my watch and find it’s only ten after eleven. Loose strips of leather are cut, and I have a blueprint in mind.

While crafting the perfect flogger, I think about Riley and how she fell to her knees for me. I smooth my fingers down each tailpiece, the leather supple beneath my touch.

She’s gorgeous, and she’d look sexy as hell with these marks along her thighs and belly.


CHAPTER
NINETEEN
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Like hell I’m going to avoid the break room. It’s for everyone, and if Cadence fucking Caine thinks she’s gonna dump a crusty Yoplait on my head to keep me out forever, she’s got another thing coming.

I also kind of jog across campus to get to the break room first so she can be the one who gets there second.

I’ve started to sit near her, too. I could be the bigger person and invite her to sit with me, Coach Dean, Lori the chemistry teacher, Lena the language arts teacher and Denae.

I could, but in the words of my fearless leader and personal friend, fuck her.

Leah isn’t wrong.

If someone wants to extend an olive branch and try to show a grown ass adult all the ways in which they are terrible, let them. But that person is not me.

“Hey there, Miss Riley,” Lori says, coming into the breakroom in her bright orange skirt.

“Hi Miss Lori,” I greet from my position in front of the communal microwave.

With her nylon lunch bag in her clutches, she moves between the tables to her usual spot and takes a seat. Her blouse, covered in illustrations of beakers and microscopes, is so Miss Frizzle, and I love it. After my freezer meal is done reheating, I sit next to her at our table.

“I love your top,” I say, using the tines of my black, plastic fork to point toward her top. She pinches the fabric, lifting it away from herself.

“It’s so soft. I know it doesn’t look soft, but it’s very soft,” she beams before getting to work mixing up her mixed greens and salmon salad.

Coach McAllister comes in, and Jake’s words about how Coach agrees with and enjoyed the article I wrote flow through my mind. I pat the seat next to me and smile, which earns me a look of confusion. Slowly, Coach comes my way, taking a seat with his white and red Igloo lunch box.

“Hi,” I greet as he slides into his seat. “Thank you, by the way, for understanding the purpose of my newspaper article.”

Coach Dean freezes, his plastic container of rice and curry in one hand, his thermos of sweet tea in the other. “Okay,” he says, drawing the word out. “Wait–what?”

Lena, who slipped into the break room when I was fawning over Lori’s top, takes a seat at our table just as Cadence enters. Only, I don’t even get to enjoy the moment because Lena pokes me in the arm, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“Hey, Miss Riley, I just wanted to tell you that… I thought that article you wrote was brave.”

Printing state-mandated high school education in a newspaper is not brave, but I’ll take any compliment I can get these days. Apparently. “Thanks,” I reply, but her eyes shine as she scoots her chair nearer to me.

“Two years ago we had a… scare,” she says, choosing that last word carefully. “My daughter was a junior and–anyway. Learning that the pull-out method doesn’t work is important. And I hear you’ve been fielding some hate for that article so I just wanted to say… I think the article was important, and you were right to publish it.”

“Thank you,” I say again, this time pointing my little black plastic fork at Dean. “You two,” I wave my fork between them. “Great minds.”

In my pocket, my phone vibrates and while everyone is quiet from eating, I take it out, my heart racing. My parents don’t text. I blocked Michael’s phone number ever since he showed up at my house like a creep.

It’s gotta be…

Jake




Hey. It’s Jake.




I can’t help but laugh out loud at his text. Dean eyes me while Lori and Lena listen to something Denae is saying, talking with her hands. Without prying eyes, I feel comfortable writing back.

You text me already, I know it’s you. You don’t have to announce it’s you.




I didn’t assume you programmed me in.




Had to make sure I didn’t hit ignore. I never respond to strange numbers.




Smart




Yes I am, thank you very much




Is that why you texted? To tell me how smart I am




I texted to see if I could give you a call tonight




I’m sorry, the way to plan a phone call with me is to put in the request by horse carrier




I snicker at teasing him about texting to ask me if he can call. Though as his dots appear and disappear, I start to think maybe he didn’t get my joke.

I was just teasing you Jake. You don’t have to ask ahead if you can call me. Just… call me.




A moment later, my phone vibrates violently in my hand. Jake calling….

“Hello?” I answer, whispering, my hand cupped over the receiver like that’s gonna do anything but make me sound worse. I get up, and slip into the hall for privacy.

“You said call,” he deadpans.

“I meant like, when you wanna talk at night, you can just call,” I whisper as a flock of students drifts by.

“Does 8 work tonight?” he asks, his voice rough but soft, like he’s working to keep his natural volume down.

I can’t help but smile. “Eight sounds good.”

It takes every ounce of grown up Riley in me not to text Leah and tell her that Jake and I have a phone date for later.
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“C’mon, you guys know this routine. You’ve worked on it for weeks. And I gotta say, without baskets or any lifts, it’s not that complicated. Timing on steps should be figured out by now,” I tell the girls, who are all doubled over, gripping their knees and gasping for breath post-halftime practice.

One of the cheerleaders whispers to another, and both of them laugh. I’m not sure why my first instinct is to find Jo Jo among the faces, and I know I should probably stop doing that. If the other girls think I play favorites⁠—

“Your mom’s looking at you, Jolene,” a voice squeaks from the masses, causing the rest of the girls to erupt in private snickers, cupping hands to ears, whispering and watching.

Well, I guess I had that fear about twenty seconds too late.

Jo Jo’s eyes lift to mine, panicked and confused, then fall to her feet. I have half a mind to announce to these hellions that Jo Jo’s mom has passed away, and making a joke about her mom is not cool. But that isn’t going to make anything better for Jo Jo now, so instead, I bring my whistle to my lips and blow.

“You guys wanna spend practice tearing each other down and being assholes? Cool. Do that. Do that and run. Because you guys know this routine, yet you’re out here half-assing it and teasing a teammate instead of working hard. That tells me you guys want to run. So run. Run until practice is over.” I fold my arms over my chest, my face expressionless. “Suicides. Now.”

Cadence eyes me from her spot in the corner of the gym, a smug look on her stupid, pretty face. “I can tell you were their coach last year,” I shout to her in a moment of heated anger. Teenagers are kind of assholes no matter what, but having a coach in that mindset could not have helped.

“It’s not my fault they don’t know your shitty routine,” she hisses, freshmen heads volleying between us, on top of the unfolding drama.

Her comment makes me smile. “This is your routine from your first year. In my first year here I wasn’t given the authority from Layla to choreograph.”

A resounding “ohh” echoes through the girls, one saying, “Burn on Miss Caine.” Splitting my attention between Cadence and my girls, I take a few steps to get closer to her, so my next words are private. Just for us.

“You can dump yogurt on my head and be a cuntbag all you want, but the truth is, you’re a bully who never grew out of being a bully and honestly, I’m embarrassed for you. I feel bad for the freshman squad every year, that they sign up to cheer and get you, a petty, small-minded, bully. Have you ever stopped to think that you didn’t get promoted because you’re an actual turd?”

She snorts, stepping back, her expression wavering between amused and offended, and I think she could be in disbelief. The thing is, people like Cadence rarely get called on their bullshit. But they need to. And fuck her anyway. “Maybe I didn’t get the job because you’re friends with Leah Mitchell,” she says, raising her hand to her mouth, jutting her tongue between her pointer and middle finger.

“Mature,” I reply, smiling so the girls think we’ve worked it out. I place a hand on Cadence’s shoulder and am surprised when it doesn’t immediately catch fire. “If Leah hired me because we’re friends, I’d probably have been assigned to a better free period, I’d be able to choreograph all the levels of halftime dance, and I’d probably be able to get you fired. But unfortunately, you’re off-base over on jealousy island.” I look back to my girls, who are on their fifth set of suicides, called out by the team captain. “Gotta go. Because we’re gonna do our halftime dance and nail it, despite the bad choreography.”

I walk away without looking back, and my team nails their next dry run of the halftime show. And at the end of practice, when I’m walking out to my car, one of the freshman cheerleaders catches up with me.

“I’m really excited to be on your team next year. You’re like, such a good coach. I love that you don’t let Miss Caine be all, like, mean to you and stuff.”

I wrinkle my nose. “If you let someone be mean to you, they’ll learn they can.” I can be proud that I embody that sentiment, even when it feels like it’s to my own detriment.

She waves me off, getting into a small SUV with oxidizing paint, a tired woman behind the wheel. Just as I’m about to toss my duffle in my backseat, Jo Jo approaches me.

“Hey, Miss Riley,” she offers, slightly out of breath from her efforts to catch me before I go.

“Hey, Jo Jo,” I greet, slamming my backseat door closed. “Good job today at practice. I’m sorry that comment was made.”

She waves it off, like she didn’t internalize it. Then again, hard physical effort after stress and trauma does help the brain let go a little. I know after everything with Michael went down, I took a ten mile run, and my brain really did stop its incessant circling. I hope this is the case for her, and she’s not just hiding her pain from that comment.

“I’m fine. I just wanted to say thanks for moving me up. I mean, I know I’ve been on JV for a while now but… I don’t know if I ever said thank you for it.” She smiles, ear to ear, and while I feel kind of shitty about my run in with Cadence, her happiness is mildly contagious.

I smile, too. Then my eyes dart around the remaining vehicles in the parking lot, searching for that faded black truck. But nothing. “You got a ride, right?”

She tips her head toward the old Mustang behind us. “Rawley Colt said he’d drive me.”

Jake flashes through my mind, and I can’t help but want to please him, even in this situation. “Your dad knows a boy is picking you up and driving you home?”

She chews her lip, color flooding her cheeks.

“Jo Jo,” I warn as she steps closer to me, almost bouncing as she says, “I know, I know.”

“What if he asks me?” I ask but as soon as the five words leave my mouth, I realize they make no sense. Not to Jo Jo, at least. Quickly and as best as I can, I cover my tracks. “He confronted me about the piercing. Told me if I was gonna take you anywhere again, I needed his permission. We exchanged numbers,” I admit, the back of my neck hot with this unfamiliar territory of telling the truth in pieces.

“Lene!” a voice shouts.

“I’ll tell him,” she says, as a teenage boy with brown hair pops his head out of his rolled down window. Jo Jo walks backward, giving me a nervous smile. “Have a good night, Miss Riley,” she says, before slipping into his car.

I don’t want to think about if she’s going to tell him or not, but unfortunately, I have zero opportunity to overthink and ruminate, because my phone rings.

After putting my seatbelt on and surveying the caller ID, I answer.

“Hello… mom, and dad,” I say, not even trying to muster phony enthusiasm.

“Riley,” my father says, his tone shrill and icy. I throw the car into reverse and find my way out of the parking lot, heading home. “Where are you?”

The green digital light on my dashboard flashes 5:02 pm. “Leaving practice, you know, I’m coaching cheerleading after school, remember?”

Remembering requires giving a shit in the first place, and if I’ve learned a single thing about my parents in the last six months, it's that they don’t really care. They obsess over people thinking they care, with the illusion that care is given, but actually giving a good god damn? No.

Not my parents.

“That’s right. Well, your mother and I wanted to talk to you about what happened this weekend.”

Michael flashes through my mind, rose petals covering my porch. After Jake left, I scooped them up and put them in my compost bin so I would not have to see a single trace of his unannounced and uninvited visit.

“What happened this weekend?” I press, gaslighting them by playing dumb. I know gaslighting is wrong, but after Cadence and her bullshit, I’m finding myself a touch grouchy.

Dad sighs and mom gets on the line. “Riley, Michael told us he came to see you...” She pauses before adding, “...with three dozen red roses.”

I say nothing as I flick on my blinker, my house already in sight. I love living so close to the school, and on beautiful fall evenings like this, I wonder why I ever bother driving. I should walk.

“Okay,” I deadpan.

“Ry, you two have been pals your entire lives. You’re really gonna call things off because of an argument? Brian and Linda are beside themselves. They want a reconciliation, and so do we,” mom says, her tone rigid, as if they’ve finally come to a conclusion and I must accept it.

I don’t.

“Well,” I sigh, pulling into my driveway. “Want in one hand and shit in the other, see which one fills up first.” I park my car and hold the phone to my ear with my shoulder as I get out and grab my duffle bag and purse.

“Riley! That’s a terrible thing to say,” my mom scolds.

Dad sighs as I slip the key into the lock, wiggling the handle until my front door pops open. I set my things down, shutting the door with my foot before twisting the deadbolt. “Guys, I just walked in. I’m hungry. I need a shower. I just—I don’t want to do this tonight.”

“Do what?” mom barks, her tone brimming with righteous indignation.

“This!” I shout, spinning; my voice echoing around my tiny home. “Fighting about this! This shouldn’t be a fight! I’m your daughter. Your only child. A child who was always honest and hardworking, who grew into an honest and hardworking adult. Who has never betrayed your trust, or let you down, or anything! So no, I don’t want to sit through the speech about how I need to change my tune about Michael. Newsflash, it’s never going to fucking happen, okay? In fact, the only thing that should change is you two. You two desperately need to open your eyes and change before I stop taking your calls.”

I’m panting, sweat sliding between my shoulder blades, my mind reeling. I never raise my voice to my parents, or at least, I never used to. Except raising my volume seems to be the only way they listen, but even now, I have no idea.

A beat passes before my dad adds, “Michael loves you, Riley.”

“Oh my god,” I breathe, shaking my head as tears well in my eyes. “Oh my god,” I repeat. “Do you guys hear yourselves?” I hang up, without goodbye, without warning. They call me back again, but I silence the call, and then my phone and my house are both silent.
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A hot shower and homemade soup lost its appeal after the conversation with my parents. In fact, all food lost its appeal and all of the energy in my body is gone, sucked into the emotional void of having a late-in-life unsupportive parental unit. Emotional stress is exhausting, and after pulling myself out of the bathtub, I wrap up in my bathrobe and sink into bed. My phone and TV remote are right next to me, but I lie there, staring out into the dark backyard, my tiny orange tree the focus of the oncoming moonlight.

How can something seem so simple to one person and yet it becomes a complicated, layered issue to my parents? There should be no complications. Growing up, there are a few universal truths, regardless of where you were raised or what your childhood was like. You have to pay taxes, death is inevitable, Coke is superior to Pepsi, and men who hurt women are bad.

Yet that last fact has somehow turned into an arguable point, a perspective or opinion versus an undeniable truth.

This isn’t like arguing over politics. This isn’t some far fetched problem we’re debating in theory.

This is my life, and what has happened to me, and they have become people I don’t even recognize. And for what? For social standing? Appearances?

Whenever I think too much about my parents and everything that’s gone down, I become physically restless. I can’t stay in one spot because the wrongness of it all wracks my joints, pulses through my muscles, streams through my veins.

Rolling onto my side, I pull my eyes closed and exhale, willing sleep to find me and take me, because staying awake only to think about all of this stuff is worse than that dream where you walk into your college final late, and naked.

From behind me, a soft vibration is partially absorbed by my comforter. Reaching back, I grab my phone and bring it to my face, blinking a few times to see the name on the screen.

Jake.

I forgot we planned a call tonight. He pre-planned the call, actually. Hours ago I was so excited for this call. I hate that my parents, whom I moved away from intentionally, are invading my new life so much.

“Hey,” I answer, my voice soft as I roll onto my back, blinking up at my popcorn ceiling.

“Hey,” he greets, his voice low and deep, igniting a tightness in my core. “How are you?”

I consider my options before answering. Do I tell Jake that I feel like absolute shit and tell him why? Or do I preserve this hot little bubble of carnal passion he and I seem to exist in when we’re around one another? Bringing real Riley into the bubble will surely pop it, and if Jake Turner is my only source of happiness and pleasure, I don’t want to ruin that.

I let out a sigh. “I’m okay. Long day. How are you?”

The line is quiet for a few beats, then a few more. “Jake?” I question softly after I don’t hear him breathing. Did he hang up? Is he on mute accidentally? I glance at my phone to make sure I didn’t hang up, but the call is still active.

“You’re upset,” he says finally, decidedly. “What’s wrong?”

My eyes burn with new, unshed tears. “How can you know that?” I ask, my voice a shaky whisper.

“I don’t know. I really don’t know, but… you are upset. Something’s wrong. I feel it,” he comments, gravely and deep.

I turn onto my side and focus on the orange tree in the yard, putting my phone on the bed next to me with Jake on speakerphone. He knows something is wrong, and while it should feel presumptuous and strange to have him assert it, it doesn’t. In the way I want to feel like his to use inexplicably and totally, it seems he equally understands me in return. It’s certainly uncommon for two people who’ve only met a few months ago, but it’s real.

“Just… had a bad phone call with my parents,” I tell him, feeling very much my age afterward. “Sounds pretty dumb to you, right? I mean, I’m a grown adult with my own job and home.”

“So what?” he says. “Just because you’re an adult doesn’t mean you don’t have feelings.” Bumps lift on my arms from the delicacy with which he delivers such simple words. “Talk to me about it.”

A small wind makes the orange tree rustle in the darkness, and I keep my eyes on it to prevent tears from slipping. “You really wanna talk about my parents?” I feel so embarrassed that our first phone call is helping me through a semi-meltdown.

“I want to talk to you, Riley. And tonight you’re upset because of your parents, so it seems right that we talk about that. But if you aren’t comfortable, I understand.”

I have no right to be comfortable with him, but I am. Comfortable enough to let him touch me, see me naked, beg him to enter my body—talking comes just as easily as giving myself over to him, so I embrace it.

“I just feel bad, like we should be talking about... I don’t know,” I say, sitting up in bed, still looking out the window.

“Our favorite colors and favorite foods?” he laughs.

I laugh a little too. “I mean, yeah, I guess so. Not… major trauma.”

Our laughter fades into silence. “Talk to me,” he finally says, those three words wrapping me like a hug I’ve been dying to feel for months.

He already knows about Michael. He already knows Michael wants me back, and that it’s complicated. What’s a little more Riley Rivers drama at this point?

“I had a bad phone call with my parents tonight,” I start, quickly adding, “regarding my ex-boyfriend, Michael.”

“Roses douche,” he states.

“Yes, roses douche.”

“What did he do to lose you?” he asks, and the way he worded that question causes my heart to thump heavily, making me woozy for a moment. He didn’t ask what happened between us, or why we broke up. He asked what Michael did to lose me, as if I’m a prized possession that no man would want to lose. I know I’m not, but I adore the way he speaks to me.

“He… Honestly, tonight wasn’t about Michael. And it’s never really even been about him. It’s more about choosing appearances over me.” I take a breath, and launch into it as Jake waits silently on the line. “I’ve been a good daughter, Jake. I’ve done all the things that parents want from their children, year after year. The only time I’ve ever asked for them to truly stand up for me and have my back, they asked me to reconsider my feelings, they asked me to rethink things that I was upset about and even challenged the validity of them.” I let out a heavy sigh that has been wrapped around my heart way too long. “Believing and supporting me throws a wrench in the way their life looks to all their country club friends, and appearances, I have just learned, are more important to them than reality.”

There’s some rustling on the line, and I envision Jake in that huge bed in his room, covers up to his waist, broad, muscled chest bare in the faint moonlight. My groin aches, empty and starved, just imagining him looking all sexy in bed while counseling me.

“I’m sorry,” he says, “that’s really shitty. At the end of life, people never say they wish they cared more about what people thought of them. They always say they wish they’d lived more for themselves, and worried less about what people thought. They’re making a mistake with you, Riley, and I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

The oranges on the tree grow blurry from his soft, kind words. “You’re a good parent,” I whisper.

He laughs softly and I can’t help but envision him stroking his hand through his dark hair, bicep muscle flexed. “It doesn’t feel that way,” he admits.

“It’s the age,” I tell him, glad to steer away from my woes for a moment. “Trust me, I’ve been teaching high schoolers for a few years now. They’re all kind of assholes to their parents.”

He sighs. “Still not used to it. Even when Jo Jo was in 8th grade, she was still such a sweetheart. It’s like they walk through those doors into the high school and a flip is switched, I swear.”

“I’m sorry. I mean, I know what being on the other side of that wrath is like, just from my students, and I’m sorry.” I chew the inside of my cheek a moment, nervous to press but also aware of the bonding that could come from him asking, so I press. “Did you ever ask Jo Jo about why she wanted to cheer this year?”

“Ah,” Jake says, “I haven’t. Not yet.”

“You should,” I tell him.

“I will,” he confirms, then, his voice softer, he says, “I’m sorry about your bummer night, Riley."

Inside my stomach, nerves and twinges of new desire flutter. “This phone call made it better.”

“Good,” he says, his rough voice melting over my body, making my nipples hard.

We talk for a few more minutes. I ask him about Turner Saddlery, then his booth at the market, and find out that his parents are alive but live thousands of miles away, and he’s an only child. He tells me that he grew up in Bluebell, and never plans to leave, and when I tell him I’m from Willowdale, he asks me if I know a cop friend of his named Christian, and after we run the roster of mutuals, I yawn and he tells me he doesn’t want me tired. We end the call with a simple and soft “goodnight” that feels like a French kiss and long hug.

When I close my eyes to fall asleep, my parents are the last thing on my mind.


CHAPTER
TWENTY
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I still cannot believe that Rawley Colt likes me.

Rawley Colt, the cutest junior at Bluebell High. Likes me. Jolene Turner, the awkward cowgirl turned cheerleader. I hardly have boobs yet and he likes me!

Rolling over in bed, I snatch my phone from my nightstand and open it, surprised to see a text message from Peyton.

Ever since I became a cheerleader, Peyton and her sister Cassidy haven’t wanted much to do with me. I put myself in their shoes and try to imagine if I was still horseback riding and hanging out at home on Friday nights, and they were the ones who suddenly wanted to be beneath the lights, holding pom poms, screaming for boys who ignored them, giving up all the things they used to love.

I’d be the same way. I’d feel lost and hurt, and in recent weeks, I’ve been trying to explain myself to them. I’ve apologized, and I’m trying as hard as I can to make things right with us. I never meant to ditch them, but when they started to ignore me, I turned to cheer because I was hurt.

I never thought Alexa and Jasmine would be friends to me the way Peyton and Cassidy were. But not being alone is important, and they were there.

Peyton




Cassidy and I are going for donuts this morning. We can pick you up if you want to join?




Quickly, I jump out of bed and grab my jeans, jumping into them before I text her back.

Sounds good, I’ll be ready in ten!




Last night, over the phone, I told Peyton and Cassidy about the photo I found of my mom. I told them that in the last few years, I’ve missed her more than ever, and as much as my dad is around and in my business, I’ve longed for my mom. Even though I don’t remember her much, I’ve dreamed of having her here, helping me figure out how to wear my hair, how to talk to boys, how to make new friends, being able to talk to her about getting my period–all of it. They stayed quiet and listened, and I poured it all out to them. They didn’t say much after, but we exchanged apologies. A text about getting donuts gives me hope that I didn’t ruin things too badly, and that we can still be friends.

Excitedly, I tug on my Bluebell Bruisers hoodie, and step into my boots. I can’t wait to hear what I’ve missed in their lives, and equally I can’t wait to share what they’ve missed, starting with Rawley Colt.

In the kitchen, my dad is leaning against the counter, his favorite mug in his hand, steam rising from the surface.

“Morning, Jo Jo,” he greets.

“Lene,” I correct, annoyed that he knows I want to go by Lene but refuses to do it. I tug open the fridge and dig around for a yogurt and some other snacks to take to get me through the school day and long practice after.

“I was hoping to talk to you for a minute,” he says when I close the fridge, watching me as I shove an apple and string cheese into the front of my backpack.

“Peyton and Cassidy are on their way. We’re getting breakfast before school,” I tell him, the subtext being, I don’t want to talk to you right now.

I glance up just in time to see his face fall. The knot of discomfort in my gut grows a little. I love my dad. I do. And most of the time, I hate myself for being so mean to him. But sometimes, he’s just so nice, always doing the right thing, but never doing the thing I need most–never bringing up my mom. Ever. Never dating. He’s keeping us trapped in a life where we feel that thing we don’t have, and it makes me so irrationally angry with him. I study his defeated expression. I don’t want my dad to be sad. But I don’t know how to talk to him about any of this, either.

“Alright,” he says, “have a good day. Glad you’re hanging out with the Brownstock girls again.”

“We’re not hanging out again dad, okay? It’s breakfast,” I snap, immediately wishing I would’ve just said, ‘yeah, me too. Let’s talk tonight.’ But for some reason, it’s so hard.

He says goodbye as I’m at the front door, and I ignore him as the door swings shut and Peyton pulls up.
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Peyton picks the sprinkles off her donut, dropping them onto the square of wax paper it was served on. “Really?”

I nod. “We went for a drive after practice the other day, and we’ve talked on the phone three times, totalling almost one full hour.”

“Whoa,” Cassidy sighs. “He’s so cute. Did you know he’s in a band?”

I lick my lips, leaning forward, a bite of maple bar almost to my mouth. “Yes! He read me the lyrics for their new song. It’s so good,” I gush, before finishing my sweet, washing it down with a carton of 2% milk.

Peyton crumples the wax paper her cruller was sitting on, and faces me. “We should get pizza tonight, rent some movies. Our parents just got a little outdoor fire pit and my dad got this bottle of wine my mom is like, bonkers for. They’ll be out there all night so we’ll have the TV to ourselves.” It sounds divine.

I feel like the wax paper, crumpled and sad. I want to sleepover, to recapture my most important friendships. But I already committed to the JV cheer slumber party tonight, and I’m still trying to fit in with the girls on my squad.

“That sounds like so much fun. Maybe tomorrow? I have plans tonight.” I wish I didn’t, I don’t say, because that wouldn’t be right to my squad, either.

Peyton toes my calf with the tip of her boot. “Rawley Colt plans?” She makes her eyebrows dance, wiggling her tongue, while her sister simulates a kitten’s wild purr.

“No,” I reply awkwardly. My hesitance warms my skin. “There’s a JV team slumber party tonight. I’m still trying to fit in because I’m the only freshman on the team so I kinda feel like I have to go. And I already told them I would,” I admit, adding truthfully, “I’d rather hang out with you guys.”

Peyton refuses to look at me. Cassidy takes pity, maybe, giving a small smile. “We understand.”

The drive to school is quiet, and even though I know they’re disappointed, I feel like we made up some ground over donuts. I need more mornings like this.
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“You should never have thought Alexa Jordan would be your friend,” Miley says, pinching a piece of S’mores popcorn from the bowl. “She’s been a bitch since 5th grade.”

Amber laughs, twisting the plastic lid back onto her bottle of water. “You can’t be a bitch in 5th grade.”

“She was,” Miley deadpans, reaching for her soda.

“Jasmine is Alexa’s little yes-man,” Kelly joins the conversation, sitting cross-legged, scooting up to us. “So you can assume that even if Jasmine does like you and wants to be your friend, she can’t unless Alexa deems it okay.”

I replay moments in my mind with Jasmine and Alexa, and that’s definitely the energy I got. “She was never really mean,” I say, not in the habit of speaking badly about anyone.

“We heard they were making fun of you because you haven’t got your period yet,” Kelly adds, her eyes darting to Miley’s, then Ambers. “That’s actually a good thing. If things with Rawley Colt get serious, you guys can have sex without a condom and you don’t have to worry about getting pregnant.”

“Ohh,” Miley teases. “Someone paid attention in Miss Rivers’ class this year.”

I chew the inside of my cheek nervously before saying, “Well, I wouldn’t have sex with him anyway.” Their eyes magnetize to me, expressions of confusion and disgust twisting their features. “I mean, without a condom,” I lie, because admitting I’m not ready for sex doesn’t seem like something they need to know.

Miranda, who has been quiet the last few minutes, texting on her phone, gets to her feet. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she says, slipping out. Kelly and Amber grin, knocking fists, like they’re privy to whatever secret thing Miranda is doing. And even though I’m here in my pajamas as part of the sleepover, they don’t tell me why they’re bumping knuckles, or where Miranda went, and what’s so funny. And I worry that I’ll never be in, and I’ll always be on the outside wishing, hoping and waiting.

I think about Peyton and Cassidy on their parents' huge sectional couch, the fireplace roaring, some old Adam Sandler movie on the big screen, and I long for it. I long to be with the people that let me be me.

“Yeah,” Kelly agrees, and I relax a little when they do. “Who knows where he’s been. You don’t want any diseases.”

That has me thinking about Rawley Colt, and if he’s a virgin or not. But I don’t get to think about it too long. Because Miranda returns, holding something under her shirt. Locking her bedroom door, she pulls out a glass bottle.

“Let’s get this sleepover started,” she says, dancing her eyebrows.

“Whiskey!” Kelly points. “I thought you were getting vodka.”

Miranda twists off the cap and takes a long pull, gagging after, her eyes watering. “This is all I could get,” she chokes out, still recovering from her ambitious pull.

I’ve never drunk whiskey. I’ve tasted my dad’s beer once, and I hated it. Everyone says hard alcohol tastes way worse than beer, and I really don’t want to drink it. But Kelly holds it out to me after taking a drink. “You’re so cool for a freshman,” she says, offering me the bottle.

With great reluctance, I take it, and when I take a sip, they quietly cheer me on, and it finally feels like I belong, even if just a little. Even if I don’t like it.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE
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School was long today, and because it felt so tedious, I cut practice short. The girls whispered and giggled about a sleepover, so I’d like to think I’m giving them more time for fun. Cadence makes a comment about dedication or something else equally ridiculous, but I’m getting good at ignoring her.

While pushing my shopping cart around the EAT O RAMA, my phone rings. I almost don’t reach for it, my anxiety rearing its head at just the sound of the digital ring. I don’t want to talk to my parents. I don’t want to silence a call from them, or find out that Michael has a new number or has found a way around being blocked.

No. Thank. You.

But I can’t shut the world out to avoid pain.

And I definitely don’t want to miss a call from Jake.

I reach in my purse with one hand while tugging down a bag of corn chips from the shelf. Bringing it to my ear without checking the caller ID, I answer. “Hello?”

“Sorry about lunch,” Leah says of our cancelled lunch date today. “I had a meeting with Dr. Lawrence, the superintendent.”

“No big deal,” I assure her, then ask, “How was it?” Plucking a box of Wheat Chex from the shelf, I drop it in the cart, directly over the bag of jumbo marshmallows.

“Your name came up,” she says, all casual as if that isn’t a huge deal to a third-year teacher for the superintendent of the district to even know I exist, much less to mention me by name.

“Oh no,” I worry, white-knuckling the bumper on my shopping cart as my knees grow weak. “He read the article?” I pose it as a question, knowing full well that it’s a statement. The superintendent doesn’t give a shit about JV cheerleading, and I’m new. This is definitely about the article.

“He did, he absolutely did,” she says, tone flat and unwavering. Each second that ticks on that she keeps my fate suspended has my heart rate ticking higher and higher.

“Leah!” I shout. “What?”

I can almost hear her smirk, I swear. “You just earned yourself a spot at the next staff development day. Dr. Lawrence wants you to instruct the other district health teachers on how to teach the curriculum.”

I scoop my jaw from the floor. “Did you tell him that the reason I wrote that article in the first place was to speak to the copious amounts of hate mail?” Those emails still haunt me, and not because they were so mean but because of how dumb people are. Of course teenagers know about sex. We may as well teach them how to do it safely.

“I did. And I’m telling you, he enjoyed that.” She takes a pause and I use that time to internally freak a little. “Oh god, everyone already semi-hates me. Doing this will only make it worse.”

“So?” she laughs. “Hate is the lovechild of bitterness and jealousy. Let them hate you. You’re thriving.”

Thriving.

I didn’t come here to thrive, I came here to escape all of the bullshit back in Willowdale. But my JV girls know their routine well. The last few practices have gone so well. The students actually really like me, and I think it’s because I don’t pretend that sex is weird or evil. And based on what Lena said to me in the break room last week, I’m starting to wonder if some of the parents are actually grateful. No one wants to talk about genitals and orgasms with their kids, but if I do it and do it well, everyone wins.

That’s what Leah is telling me.

I’m winning right now.

And yet, things with my family have never, ever, not once in my life for even a split second been this bad.

“You’re doing great, Riley.” Her tone is soft enough to make my eyes warm.

“Thanks.” My phone beeps, and I check the screen to see Jake is calling. I reach for the bottle of Taco Bell hot sauce and place it in my cart. “Leah, I gotta go. Thanks for the good news.”

“Of course. Now go get that cowboy di–”

I end the call before our class lapses… a little more.

“Hey,” I answer, a warm ember of eagerness catching, spreading through my jaw and cheeks. I can’t stop my grin. I love Jake’s voice.

“Hey there,” he greets, heat flaring in my core at the roughness of his timbre. I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that this man, according to Jo Jo, doesn’t date. How? “What are you doing?”

Veering around an end cap featuring Otter Pops and fruit juice, I steer myself toward the booze aisle. “At the EAT O RAMA, grocery shopping. What are you doing?”

He doesn’t bother answering the question. “Jo Jo is at a sleepover tonight.”

“Home alone, huh?” I tease, snatching a bottle of Merlot from the wine shelf.

“No,” he says, “because you’re coming over.”

I stop with thirteen dollars of wine in my hand. “You’re inviting me over?” I don’t know why, but I thought he would slowly start calling more and then invite me over. I hadn’t expected it to happen so soon, then again, he did titty fuck me on the side of the road like an animal last week.

His rough laughter fills the line, and the need between my thighs flares. “Miss Rivers, I have a fourteen year old daughter that does not drive, and she’s gone for the night. I’d love to pretend I don’t have to leap to take advantage of tonight, but I do.” He lowers his voice. “I also smoked a brisket all day, and just took roasted red potatoes from the oven, and home grown green beans are on the stove, sauteing in butter.”

My stomach rumbles, and I don’t know if it’s for the food or the man that cooked it. “When were you thinking?”

“Let’s see,” he says. “The sooner you get here, the more time we have,” he says, quietly and almost insecurely adding, “together.”

I steer toward check out, forgoing the last five items on the list. Who needs tampons and deodorant anyway?

“Let me just drop off my groceries and I’ll head over,” I reply, really tempering my tone so as to not sound like being invited over to his house is the best thing that has happened to me in my entire life. That would be desperate. And yet, I become a trail of smoke getting out of the EAT O RAMA.

We end the call and I bag my own groceries, realizing that I am—all internal joking aside—desperate to see Jake. Not just see him but be around him again. My soul comes alive around Jake in ways it never has before and sure, I want to fuck him in all positions and forms possible for a woman to have a man, but its not just sex. There’s a pull between us, a chemistry, an attraction, something. I know it.

At home, I chuck all the bags straight into the fridge, not bothering to unpack the items that are perfectly fine sitting on cupboard shelves. Thank goodness I showered after work, shaving my legs and washing my hair. I was going to make s’mores tonight and binge watch 80s movies, starting with Steel Magnolias—my absolute favorite. I’m even in my most comfy albeit scrubby outfit already, in preparation for all the vegging and comfort tonight was supposed to hold. But now I’m going to Jake’s, so my absolute favorite pair of leggings with a hole in the inner thigh and my old Willowdale High School hoodie will absolutely not cut it.

I consider showing up in my winter coat with nothing underneath, or go Fatal Attraction and wear a dress and nothing else. But I can’t shake the look in Jake’s eyes when he saw my panties in the truck that day, and robbing us both of that moment feels unfair. Panties are a must. More for those strong hands to tear off me.

Ultimately, I decide on a pair of jeans and an off the shoulder blouse. Yes, off the shoulder means I have to wear my dreaded strapless bra which I am totally convinced was designed by a man or the devil, but it’s definitely worth it to complete the casual I definitely didn’t think about what I was going to wear too hard vibe. Wearing my hair down, freshly washed and straightened, I slip into my boots, spritz on some perfume and eagerly head toward the Turner house.

Excitement has me sinking my boot against the gas pedal, thinking of all the things that are going to happen tonight. I get to see more of that gorgeous home, a home that, by the way, looks like it would be owned by a TV producer, being shown off on an episode of Architectural Digest. Not to mention, I get to see more of the home he shares with Jo Jo.

Jo Jo.

Fuck.

It wasn’t easy looking her in the eyes and giving her advice about her crush last week after I’d been on my knees on the side of the road, begging for her dad to use my face like a pussy. I was and still am ashamed of keeping Jake and I private when our dynamic so far has been pure and honest. She’s trusted me, opened up to me about her mom, the reasons the other girls have teased her, and how she feels about all the changes in her life right now. In every conversation, her expression read that what she was sharing was important, and the way she held her gaze said that I was the only one fortunate enough to hear it. That was pretty much confirmed with Jake on the drive home that late afternoon.

I don’t want to hurt her by seeing Jake behind her back.

This really came out of nowhere, I mean, it’s not like she knew that I’d met him and didn’t know it was him and had been pining over him as a fantasy for months. There’s so much that Jo Jo, at her age, just can’t understand about what Jake and I are doing… or, about what’s happening between us.

Still, I don’t like keeping it from her and I don’t want to hurt her. Those two things remain as true and as potent as ever.

But I can’t say no to or deny Jake and what I feel for him.

I choose not to think about Jo Jo anymore about halfway through the drive, because as much as I adore her and really care about her, I like myself, too. And after all the heartache with my parents and Michael, I deserve happiness. You know what else I deserve?

The good dick.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO
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My phone rings, and I wonder if it’s Jake calling to see where I am, so I slip my hand in my purse and search for it. Pushing aside my extra pair of panties and travel toothbrush–because I don’t know what to expect for tonight–I snatch it and bring it to my ear.

“I’m like, three minutes away,” I say as I turn the steering wheel onto his street.

“Riley, it’s Michael.”

My heart drops.

“Who did you think it was? That guy that showed up at your house?” he asks.

I refuse to acknowledge Jake. “I blocked you, how are you calling me?” I question, as irritated tears sting at the back of my eyes. I pull over, Jake’s house visible from my position along the shoulder. I’m excited to see Jake, to feel his hands on my body, to be in the company of someone who really wants to be in my presence too. I don’t want a single moment of my time with Jake to be tainted by fucking Michael.

“This is my work phone number, you know that,” he says, exasperated. “Who did you think it was?”

I lick my lips, anger simmering in my blood.

I shouldn’t. It’s stupid and it’s immature, but I do. I snap back.

“The guy whose house I’m driving to, that’s who.” I finally let out a breath, and decide right then and there that I will not let Michael ‘it was just the booze, I swear that’s not who I am’ Rhodes ruin my night.

No fucking way.

“Stop calling me. I am going to get a restraining order if you call me one more time. Got it? We’re done. You put your fucking hands on me, and we’re done. And you can brainwash my parents all you want. I will never be persuaded, blackmailed or guilted into being with you ever again. This is your last warning.”

He starts to talk but I end the call, block the number, and shove my phone in my bag. I refuse to swipe the angry tears that roll down my cheeks and make my face all red for Jake’s place. No. No. This is not how this night is gonna go.

Back on track, I take a few deep breaths as I steer my car up Jake’s long driveway. The other night when I dropped off Jo Jo, it was dusk, about the same time as it is now, but tonight his house seems to be glowing. The lights tracing the pathway to his front door are glowing, illuminating the thatches of carefully planted, colorful flowers beneath them. The grass is lush and green, trimmed and edged, and the trees around the yard are mature, offering beauty and texture to the yard. The craftsman style home is so large, and when I finally make it up to the porch, I start to wonder if Jake built this home himself. I could see it. Those strong hands, solid thighs, his eye for detail evident in his creations.

I’ve seen the work at his booth at the farmers market. Ornate, elaborate, almost exhaustive detail goes into everything he makes with his hands, that much is clear. And all of Bluebell uses Turner saddles, too.

Standing in front of the large walnut door, I lift my hand to make use of the fancy camera doorbell, but I don’t need to. The door swings open, and Jake appears, possessing the entire door frame with his strong, mountainous shoulders exposed from beneath a white tank top. His jeans are clean–and it’s clear to me now, he just got out of the shower, feet bare and drops of water dripping from the ends of his shaggy dark hair.

I think about the way he looked in the open door of his truck, water dripping from his hat and hair, and the memory of us echoes, leaving my body humming, my core alive.

“Hey, perfect timing. I just got out of the shower,” he greets, his smile soft and subtle, offsetting the depth of his voice.

A foot of space between us, impending night licking at the back of my arms, the scent of his cologne and dinner cooking, all of it creates a forcefield that engulfs me, taking my willpower away from me and placing me at his feet.

I’ve never felt this strong of an urge to submit to a man, but it’s not even that I don’t want power, or a voice. I simply want to please him, give to him, make him feel good because I trust that in return, a man like Jake will always take care of me, support me, both my heart and mind. I feel that, and when I look into his eyes, I see it. I don’t know how to describe it, and it’s such a powerful base feeling that heat springs to my eyes.

His hand slips off the door frame, falling to his side as he takes a small step toward me. He reaches for my hip, and the weight of his heavy hand makes my heart flutter so quickly, I can’t breathe for a moment.

“Riley, what’s wrong?”

I lick my lips and speak past the sudden dryness in my throat, finding words that rattle my heart and make my toes curl in my boots.

“Please,” I start, so many pleas preloaded on my tongue that I almost don’t know where to start. “I need you.” His hand moves from my hip to my ribcage, and my eyes snap shut in reaction. I take a breath, and open them again, his smoldering gaze lingering on me. “Please, sir, I need you.”

His other hand slides around my ribs, and in one short tug I’m in his arms, pressed to his chest, his soft lips grazing my ear. “I got you, I got you, Riley.”

The door closes behind us, and before I can drop my purse, I’m over his shoulder, watching the shapely globes of his ass work as he navigates the halls of his home. In a matter of steps, another door opens and closes. He lowers me to the ground, the temperature slightly cooler, the faint smell of motor oil and leather hanging in the air. We’re in his garage, with his large truck shiny and clean in the center, standing tall on a lifted chassis, the upgraded wheels telling a story of dominance and exploration. Looking around, like the yard and the truck, everything else from floors to corners to the shelving units are neat and clean. It’s sexy that he takes care of his things; then again, with the way my heart is beating and my pussy is pulsing, I don’t know if there’s anything about Jake Turner that I don’t or won’t like.

He is what I want. He is what I need. I’m very quickly falling for a man I hardly know, but my instincts are drowning all doubt, nudging me on, telling me that I belong to him. That I am his.

He waffles his fingers through mine, sending a burst of desire down my spine, pooling in my core. A hand hold is so intimate and he does it so easily, seemingly without thought, and I wonder, does Jake feel drawn to me, too?

He brings me to his work bench, various leather working tools suspended and organized in a custom racking system. I point to it.

“I like how you have your tools stored along the wall that way, not in a tool box,” I comment, reaching out to trace the curve of his glass burnisher. I saw him using it at a farmers market once, explaining to a group of kids what it does.

He nods. “Some tools get hot when I’m working, since a lot of finish work requires or makes heat, so I don’t like to put them in a box together. I did that when I started, and some of my spare leather and other stuff got slightly discolored as the tools cooled.” Reaching out, I lose focus of the tools when his arm flexes, picking one off the rack. He takes my wrist, outstretching my arm as he presses the wheeled end to my flesh, slowly working it upward, following a light blue vein. Along my skin he leaves a temporary ornate pattern that disappears in a matter of seconds. “I use this on heated leather. It’s my wheel beveler. I swap the wheel depending on what look I’m going for. It’s the only tool I use that creates a pattern. The rest of the details I do by hand.”

Replacing the tool, he lifts a key off the single shelf, which had been nestled perfectly behind the bottles of leather cleaner. No peppering me with questions after my emotional moment on the porch–I give out a little whoosh of relief at that, and some of the tightness in my belly eases. He gave me just what I needed–a happy distraction.

“Hidden key,” I smirk, explicit images fill my mind, and my pulse spikes. There is fuzzy warmth blooming in my cunt. “I’m excited.”

The edge of his mouth curves into a slight smile, then he turns to the metal cabinet on the wall, unlocking it with his secret key. Sliding the door to the left, he exposes a pegboard full of custom whips and crops, and I even see a handful of modified quirts and… “Is that a gag?” I ask, nodding toward the black leather strap, on it a black hexagonal piece of leather, the edges burned and trimmed, stitched neatly. It looks like the perfect size to cover a mouth.

“You made all of these,” I note aloud, awkwardly, because obviously he did. But I’m in awe of how beautiful each of these pieces are, and find myself pressed against the cabinet, running my fingers down a particularly gorgeous flogger. I trail my fingertips over the downy leather, my skin igniting beneath my clothes as I envision the harsh snap of tails against my bare flesh. My cheeks heat.

Jake places his hand on my lower back from behind me, turning me to face him. “I’ve never played with these.” His eyes, chestnut and onyx in this light, move over me. “I’ve never played at all.”

“No?” I ask, practically breathless from how fast my heart is beating. My nipples are so hard, if they brushed against his chest at this exact moment, I might combust.

He moves his head to tell me no. “But something tells me that you want to play with me.”

I nod. The intense set of his eyes wears hot against my skin, making me achy and emotional as he reaches for, then holds, the hem of my blouses. Bobbing my head helplessly, I wonder if I’ll ever say no to this man for anything. The cavity in my soul seems to disappear when I’m at his feet, dedicating myself to him. He’s so worth it, and I love earning him this way. In our special way, a way that we know spans beyond sex, digging far into our psyches, tapping into our trust. I would give myself to him and receive his dominance, trusting him to know my limits, and keep me safe.

Jake lifts my shirt over my head, placing it on his work bench. He bends at the waist, bringing his face near my bare belly, his eyes following his hand as he smooths it across the terrain of my core.

“Perfect canvas,” he rasps, his touch and his words bringing an eruption of goosebumps to the surface of my skin.

I nod, ignoring the burning sensation behind my eyes.

My belly buzzes in electrifying waves of pleasure, just from the weight of his hand on me. Jake hooks his other hand on my pants and rises, dragging me into his chest. “I can’t wait, but first, we are going to eat.”

“I love brisket,” I admit, lying down against his chest, in his arms. “But I don’t feel like eating. Not right now.”

His eyes sweep me, taking a layer of my shield with them as he inspects me. After a moment, his gaze idles on mine, and I let him look at me in that soul exposing way he’s doing. I feel naked, I feel seen, I feel like he knows that I want to serve him, that I’m nothing but his pliable, willing slut.

I can’t believe I’m admitting it, but that’s exactly how I feel. My heart races. He brings a hand to my face, and softly tucks hair behind my ear, his fingers chasing the strands to the end. He gives them a tug before letting go, his gaze drifting to my mouth for a boiling, scorching moment in time. My skin is slick from the heat of it all. He is unwavering, and gorgeous, and more muscle than I can comprehend.

“We’re going to eat, and you’ll be patient.”

His domineering words feather over me, a command and a warning, tickling my skin. His voice rumbles so quietly that I nearly combust. “Do you like wine?” He brings his other hand to my face, tucking my hair back there, too.

I nod. I don’t even know if I’m breathing. My panties are sticky against my skin. “Yes.”

“Okay,” he says, snagging my shirt on his work bench. I expose my palm, waiting for my shirt to be returned, but he tucks it into his back pocket, letting it hang. “I think I’ll hang onto it.” He sizes up my almost nude torso, and I really wish I wasn’t wearing my ugly, granny strapless bra. Jake groans, tracing the sweetheart neckline of the satin undergarment with his eyes, as if the bra is the sexiest thing he’s seen.

“Our first date, topless dinner,” I smile. His fingertips dust mine, then our knuckles slide past and our palms are kissing and – “oh,” I say softly, temporarily warped by the fiery explosion of sensations between my legs, tearing through my sternum, flooding my chest. He squeezes our joined hand, and warmth blooms in my limbs, exploding in wild curls in my belly. Everything between my hip bones aches endlessly, and when I spread my thighs, I actively ache for him.

The edges of his lips quirk before he guides us out of the meticulous garage back into the house.

“I didn’t plan that, but you look so good with your shirt off,” he says, holding the door for me to step past him. His garage is just off his kitchen, and with a flip of a switch, lighting lining the underside of the cabinets turns on, illuminating the space.

The counters are made of white marble, broad fissures of gold and black running haphazardly throughout. His cupboards are trimmed in thick slats of crown molding along all sides, painted a matte, rich black, with a large range hood and pot filler adding luxury to the already luxurious design. Jake moves, standing in front of the large, white porcelain apron sink, turning on the water.

“Thank you,” I flush, graciously accepting his compliment, but I can’t stop looking around the place, and it also serves to cool me down. I was losing my mind for him out there a little. Ready to pour myself at his feet. “Jake, your house is beautiful.” I take in the way the fridge is covered in a mock cabinet, and the custom shelves housing cookbooks and a small flower pot in the island centering the space.

He doesn’t reply, so I glance up at him, watching me. My cheeks flare with heat from knowing this. “What?”

“Nothing,” he says, drying his hands on a dish rag before pulling two large, white plates from the cabinet. He plates food for us as I tiptoe through the adjoining living space, complete with a stone hearth, fur rugs over hardwood floors, overstuffed leather couches and gobs of pillows and blankets, gold accents contrasting the dark finished wood entertainment center. The house is just gorgeous.

“I love your house. I think it’s the prettiest house I’ve ever seen,” I tell him, eyeing an adorable photo of him and Jo Jo on a horse together. She looks young, maybe five, and I find myself smiling at the photo. “That’s a good photo of you guys,” I say, pointing to it when he glances up at me over a pan of roasted potatoes.

“She always loved riding,” he comments, a trace of sadness in his tone. “And thank you. I built it.”

Back at the table, he pulls my chair out and places a plate of food in front of me. “You built it?” I gawk, holding up the empty wine glass he set out as he lowers the bottle, filling it. He fills his glass next, and I like that he does a small amount in each, like he isn’t dependent upon the booze to loosen up. Michael needed booze, and blamed it.

He brings his plate back to the table, and sits down, draping a napkin over his lap. “I did. I bought the land and knew I wanted to build it myself. At that time, it was about keeping costs low. Turner Saddlery still hadn’t gotten its legs fully, and I was trying to establish trust and build rapport with Bluebell. Building it myself meant a lot of work, but getting what I couldn’t afford to get had I hired a crew.”

I nod, stabbing the tines of my fork into a tender piece of meat, the crisp bark exterior burned to perfection. It melts in my mouth, and he watches me, from my lips to my jaw, to the slide of food going down my throat. “How is it?”

I bring the wine glass to my lips. “Delicious.”

He takes a bite too, nodding in approval.

“So you’re from Bluebell, but it took time for people to trust your saddlery. That’s interesting to me,” I admit, because small towns' loyalty always works so strangely.

“Well, riding and barrel racing are big here, and you can’t do either of those things without the right gear. Small towns aren’t big on going to shows and buying from large vendors. I knew I had an in by only selling local, and being from Bluebell. But that wasn’t enough. I had to prove to them I could do anything they wanted, all while remembering why they wanted it and why it was important.” He stabs another bite of meat, this time adding potato, and green beans, too. “You have to be able to tell David Morgan that the saddle for his granddaughter, Morgan May, who likes riding her Appaloosa, Rocky Road, is better suited to her Tenneesee Walking Horse, Shamrock.” He chews, and I take another bite. The way our eyes come together in silence without tension or feeling like the room is bloated with unspoken things feels so good. It feels like I could exist with this man in the quiet hours of morning, before the sun is all the way up and the coffee is still dripping slowly into the pot. I could exist with him in the bleachers, my arm linked with his as we cheer on Jo Jo, strutting across the stage with her diploma in hand.

It rattles me a little how easily I see myself fitting into his life, their lives. “Geeze,” I breathe, my palms clammy. Heat curls in my chest, spreading to my arms, burning the tips of my fingers—knowing that Jake is reliable for everyone in his life–he earned them. “They made you earn them.”

He nods. “They did, but that’s how it should be.” He sips his wine, which urges me to do the same. “Things worth having should be earned.” His eyes slowly traverse the terrain of my almost nude body, and it makes my lips lift on the ends. “Take off your bra.” Jake’s voice rumbles and I swear the floor rocks beneath me.

I’m a little shocked, only because I wasn’t expecting that. But I reach behind and unclasp myself, setting the strapless bra on the table.

“Yes, sir.” My nipples hard as his eyes sink to my chest, studying every inch of my bare breasts.

He drops his head to the side with a contemplative hum, his swollen shoulders lifting as he steeples his hands beneath his chin. Heat spreads over the surface of my skin, and I can’t escape the burning feeling I get when he looks at me that way. “Why were you upset on the porch?”

I forget I’m topless as embarrassment blooms in my cheeks. “I’m pretty embarrassed that I showed up begging for you like that.” I stare at my plate, avoiding his eyes.

“What happened?” he asks softly before he drops his voice to nothing more than a husky whisper, adding, “Don’t be embarrassed. You begging for me makes me feel… needed. Desired.” His sigh is so weighty as he rakes a hand up the back of his head, ruffling his fingers through his shiny, wild hair. “Jesus. I can’t believe I admitted that.”

“Why?” I ask. “Everyone wants to feel needed and desired.”

His eyes lift from his wine glass, settling on mine with a dark intensity that sets my insides on fire. “I bet you feel needed and desired all the time. A million students around you, cheerleaders.” He studies me, drumming lean, strong fingers against the table as I sip my wine, pulse leaping. “Men. You’re so goddamn gorgeous, I bet you have a slew of men begging for you.”

His words nearly steal my breath. I replace the wine glass on the table, empty. The Merlot buzzes in my veins, making me just fuzzy enough to be carelessly bold. “I’ve never felt desired or needed until you followed me down Mills Road in your truck and insisted on giving me a ride.” I leave out the part where we went for each other's bodies like feral teenagers.

“Why were you upset when you got here?” he asks again. He takes another bite and so do I, and it gives me a few seconds to think about my answer. Bringing up your ex on a date is the best way not to get a second date, but because Jake already knows of Michael, it seems pointless and even damaging to avoid the truth.

“Michael called me when I was driving over and it just upset me because I blocked him, and he wormed around the block.” Without additional context, I sound dramatic.

Jake's eyes narrow, and frustration bunches his forehead. “What did he want?”

I take my last bite of food, and realize that this is the first time other than with Leah that I’ve ever felt safe and comfortable talking about Michael. It’s not like I want to talk about Michael, but Jake’s presence diffuses the chaos inside me, making me feel like if I could talk about him, I’d be safe to do so. Maybe even understood. I wonder if this is what healthy relationships are, being with someone who genuinely makes you feel safe.

“Honestly? I don’t know. I’ve made it clear to him and my parents that we’re done.”

Jake collects our plates, and I watch him working in the kitchen, rinsing dishes and loading them. “What makes your parents so tied to this guy?”

I sigh. “Well, my parents and his parents are friends. His parents are kind of, I don’t know, small town somebodies back in Willowdale. The town hall is in their name due to their donation, and everyone knows them.”

Jake blinks.

“My parents really care about what people think about them and they really, really want to stay in the good graces of Michael’s parents.” I cup my hand to my mouth. “I’m sorry I said his name at all, much less more than once. This is a date,” I shake my head, angry with myself for being this girl. The one who talks about her ex on a date. “I’m sorry.”

“I asked,” Jake says, “because I want to know. So please, finish explaining.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, a little surprised to discover that Jake is interested. “Well, Michael and I were friends our entire lives. We started dating in high school and my parents were like, ecstatic. They started planning these family picnics between the Rivers and the Rhodes, and, I don’t know. At the time I thought they were just super supportive of my first relationship. But now I know it’s because they wanted to get close to the Rhodes, for social reasons.”

“For shallow reasons,” Jake amends.

I finger-gun him. “Bingo. Because the Rhodes, the more I got to know them, were actually shitheads of the worst kind. Rude to wait staff, talked over people, always played the devil’s advocate in any meaningful conversations, never picked up the tab at group dinners, and in general, were just complete turds.”

“Turds?”

I shrug. “I’m around high schoolers all day. I cannot bring myself to use slang or curse words if not absolutely necessary.” I wave him off. “Anyway, I broke up with Michael.” As much as I feel comfortable sharing with Jake, there are some memories that can stay folded up and hidden away. Some things that I’d love to never relive, admit or discuss. I don’t want it or him to color the way Jake sees me, and I don’t want it to alter the tone of the night. Dark details can do that, and I just want to get to know Jake a little bit better and maybe (but definitely) put my spare panties to use. “They didn’t like it, even though I had a really good reason.” I ignore the rush of heat in my cheeks at the mention of the reason. “They decided to make me feel like my reason was foolish because their surname means something in Willowdale.”

“They didn’t support you,” he summarizes.

“Correct. They did not.”

He moves, standing over me to extend a hand. He pulls me to my feet, running the calloused, work-worn surface of his palms along my bare stomach. “I’m sorry that happened.”

I shake my head, no longer wanting this discussion to color our small window of time together. “I’m sorry I showed up here like that. That wasn’t fair to you.” I lick my lips, wetting them, inviting him for a kiss. Desire flares between my legs as he takes my bait, leaning down, pressing his mouth to mine. My heart catches fire. A feeling more intense than anything I’ve experienced explodes inside me, sending a surge of heat through my limbs and down my spine. His lips are soft, but his kiss is powerful, his tongue guiding mine.

When our lips manage to part, there are a jumble of things I want him to know, dancing like hot coals on my tongue. “Something about you, Jake. I don’t know. I feel… outside of myself or something when I’m with you, but also, I feel like I’m more of myself than I even recognize.”

His dark eyes search mine. “I know.” He strokes a thumb down my side, electrifying my skin.

“I want to feel your toys,” I whisper, my mind circling on the sinful cabinet in his garage. The cabinet represents everything he’s wanted, his most hidden urges and carnal desires–and he’s only ever shared it with me. And now there’s a growing ache inside me, one that can only be eased by giving myself over to him. “I want to know what it’s like to hurt for someone, in a good way. I want to show you how strong I can be for you, and I want to know that if I end up weaker than I think, that you’ll be there.”

I can’t believe I’m the one speaking these things, begging for him to whip my flesh and mar it until he’s satiated, to bend me to his kinky will and contort me until we’ve reached bliss together, in our own, twisted way.

“What else do you want?” he asks, his voice dark and silky, like solace in the shadows.

I remember the side of the road. What it felt like to be at his feet, on my knees, waiting to have him in any way that he let me. The feeling of surrender, his thing to be used, to be the solution to his problems. “I want to be bound, on my knees, for you. I want you to show me pain and introduce me to your pleasure. I want the memory of you and your toys on my flesh.” He brings our mouths together, and this time, his groin sinks against mine, his cock coaxing me. “I want to be yours to use.”

He smooths his palm down my arm, studying my eyes. His scent overwhelms me, his touch dizzies me, and the understanding that echoes in his gaze has me falling for him. “Why? Why do you want that?”

I shake my head. “I can’t explain it.”

“Neither can I,” he says. “I’ve been making those toys out there for years. Dreamed of using them for years, too. But the dream wasn’t constant, wasn’t something I could really see becoming reality. Not until I found you and your splinter at the Gray barn that day.”

He remembers that day, too. Hair rises up along the back of my neck, and I grip him a little tighter, his biceps hard beneath my palms. “Red if I need you to stop, yellow if I need a break?”

Jake stares at me for a quiet moment, an invisible force between our bodies drawing us nearer. “Okay.”

Heat fills my face as I reach my only point of hesitation. “I’m not sure you’ll… fit.”

The serious edge on his features wanes, leaving a subtle smirk behind. “Miss Riley” he croons unintentionally, making my core pulse, my pussy ache. “I’ll fit, alright. And when you’re so full of my cock that you can hardly breathe and you can feel me in your stomach, that’s when I’ll sink the rest of the way inside. You’ll find out that not only do I fit, but I’m a perfect fit for you.” He licks at my lips before kissing me again, his mouth working along my jaw and down my throat, covering my pulse. “I’ll make you see stars.” He doesn’t say it’s a promise, but still, it sounds like one. “I’ll make it fit.”

I nod. “Please, sir, I want that. I want you. Now,” I murmur, turning my head as he fills his palms with me, making my belly hum. His lips explore the valley between them before tracing the wide curve of my areola with a rough fingertip. He flicks gently at my hardened, hungry nipple. “I loved seeing my come on you. You looked goddamn gorgeous.”

I reach for my pants but he stops me. “So eager,” he says, ghosting the words over my shoulder as he walks around to stand behind me. “I like it— how much you want me. I can feel it radiating off you,” he says, tugging my hair to the side, exposing the back of my neck. Desire stalks up my arms, centering my chest, making my heartbeat grow tacky. My vision grows dark around the edges as he weaves his hand through my hair, tugging my head back by my scalp. He sinks his teeth into the top of my shoulder, and my pussy aches at the feel of his bite, the first mark he’s leaving on me tonight. “I can smell how much you want me.”

My mouth is dry but I manage to lick my lips, and reach behind me, searching for him. With a fistful of his shirt in my hand, I tug, and his lips land on the back of my ear. “Okay, okay,” he groans, gently but purposefully grazing his cock against my ass. “But not here. I’m not doing this in my kitchen.”

He spins me to face him, traces of a smirk on his lips. “You know where my bedroom is. Go there, get naked, and wait for me.”

I don’t need to hear it twice. I make my way back to the front door, and from there, toe down the hall to the large, closed door at the end. My pulse skips with each step I take, and I know when I take my clothes off, my panties will be a sticky, wet mess. I cannot believe just a few months ago I didn’t even know this man and tonight, I gave myself safe words because I am desperate to be pushed, to be tested, to be his pleasure, his cure.

Maybe Jake is my reward for enduring a man like Michael. Maybe I’m Jake’s reward for raising his daughter alone. Maybe fate is real, and this is what it looks like. I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening between us, and I try my very best not to apply logic or run it through the filter of society’s norms.

I like and want Jake, and those two things are quickly merging to create a feeling far more powerful. Far more permanent.

And he hasn’t even been inside me yet.

In his room, I find the bed made, same as the night I was here before. The closet door is cracked, the light on, letting faint yellow spill across the dark wood floor. It smells like him in here, musky cologne, fresh linens, no frills bar soap, mouthwash, and maybe even a candle. The bathroom door is also cracked, a small light glowing inside. I push into the space, finding a small plug-in light near the sink and a candle on the center of the counter top, unlit. The wick is trimmed neatly, and that comes as no surprise that Jake even takes proper care of his candles. I can’t help myself. I pick it up and bring it to my nose, inhaling the rich amber scent. Knowing he’s going to be in here in a minute, I forgo nosing around and slip out of my jeans and panties, carefully hanging them over a bar in the bathroom, on top of plush bath towels. When I’m completely bare, I slip out into his room, gasping at the sight of him.

He stands with his back to me, broad and muscled, and completely naked. His ass and thighs are a shade lighter than the rest of him, but my attention shifts to the sight between his legs. Swollen, full, his balls hang idly, and with them, his cock, a little hard but a lot huge. My stomach clenches in anticipation, and I continue taking in his physique, his gorgeous body composed of lean, taut muscle. The ends of his hair curl slightly, and when he realizes I’m in the room, Jake turns.

We stand a few feet apart, both of us completely naked.

Hanging from his hand is a leather flogger. He lifts it up, using his other hand to tug at some of the tails. “The first few of these I made, I had to test on myself. I used deerskin, because it’s really soft. And I thought I’d want the tails soft, and that if I struck with power, those tails, as soft as they were, might sting.” He lowers the flogger, his eyes rolling closed as he moves it over his cock. As long as the tails are, his crown hangs past the them, pink and shiny. My insides clench and a tingle spreads through my groin.

“Fuck, it feels so good,” he says, gently moving it over his cock, which grows the more he does it, gaining thickness and lift. “But I found out that deerskin is best served for teasing, and not for impact.” He snaps his wrist, quickly hitting his cock with the flogger’s unforgiving tails. Before my eyes, his abs tighten and he sucks in a breath. “Cowhide provides more snap, more thud, gives a better shock.”

“Is… is that cowhide or deerskin?” I ask of the toy he’s smoothing over his cock.

“Cowhide.”

He lowers his hands, the flogger falling lifeless against his thigh. My eyes veer to his erection, prominent and mouth watering, with grooves giving way to buoyant veins, rippling up his shaft. He just hit himself with the flogger that stings–the stingiest of all. His eyes glitter with mischief and desire, and without his command, I lower to the floor, onto my knees, and bring my wrists together behind my back. He wants this, I know he wants this. There are few things in this life I can be very certain of—cheerleading is way harder than people give us credit for, taxes are cruel and Jake wants this.

“I want to feel it, too,” I moan, inflating my chest with a deep breath. “Please, sir, I want to feel it.”

Because the way his face filled with something serene and euphoric after the sting of that whip wore off.

I want that euphoric feeling. And I want him to deliver it.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE
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He walks around me, opening a drawer. I can’t see, and there aren’t any mirrors in this room, so I keep my gaze pinned to the floor. And I wait.

After some rustling, Jake is behind me, his breath feathering over my shoulders as he slips something soft between my wrists. “How does it feel?” he questions, tying off a knot. I attempt movement, but with each tug on the binding, my shoulders burn and my chest aches. I feel like I’ve been throwing basket stunts for weeks, and fatigue echoes in my lungs the way it does after a long run. It hurts. Despite the softness of the leather he chose, my muscles scream. But I love feeling pain for him. What I feel at this moment is clarity.

I am in Bluebell for this man’s pleasure, and I love what a slut that makes me. How powerless.

How free.

“It’s tight,” I admit, but before he can loosen it, I whisper, “but it feels good.”

He partially circles me, and it forces me to come face-to-face with his cock. He strokes it once, and shakes out a drop of precome, which splatters against my chest with a tiny thud. “Mm,” he groans, smoothing his fingers through the traces, rubbing himself into my skin. “You were made to submit,” he hums softly, his voice offering no threat. Just a simple statement. His palm slides over my eyes, rendering me blind for a moment. Hot flesh skims my lips, making my cunt weep down my thighs. Teasing his cock against my lips, eyes still covered, he adds, “You were made to use.” His voice plummets into something deep, dark and desperate. “You’re mine to use.”

“Please.” The single word is a powerful beg, and I want it so intensely I’m shaking with desire. I feel like I've been edging myself since he sucked that splinter from my palm. My brain is full of sand and my limbs weigh a million pounds. All I can feel, all I can focus on is my need. The burning, thrashing, starved, monstrous need between my thighs, screaming for Jake.

But he stops.

“Riley,” he says, the seriousness in his voice sudden. “We went over red and yellow.” He crouches before me, his smoldering eyes searching for mine. “But if you’re unable to speak,” he says, teasing out the statement, encouraging us both to imagine for a moment. My stomach clenches. “Blink in rapid succession.”

He resumes and I finally take a breath.

I’m new to this, and so is he, and yet we operate seamlessly as I bob my head, promising to him that I will always let him know just how I'm feeling. Once he’s satisfied, he leans down, pressing his lips to mine.

And then we become something else.

Not Jake and Riley, but dominant and submissive, giver and receiver, ruler and subject, all of these roles more natural to us than anything to come before. The exchange of safe words feels necessary, but from here on, our bodies move together, and he guides with confidence and power.

I grew up knowing I wanted to teach. Knowing I wanted to coach.

But, being the one who can take his punishment, and who earns his praise–that feels all encompassing—far more important than anything else.

He rears back, twisting the leather shaft in his hand a few times before getting the grip just right. “Count,” he demands right before he strikes, sending the loose tails of the flogger soaring. Each end collides with my flesh at once, snapping at the moment of impact.

My spine holds straight but my shoulders jerk, and a tiny cry escapes as I count. “One.”

His rough praise tends to my stinging flesh. “God, I wish you could have seen yourself, Riley. You looked absolutely perfect taking that strike.” He shakes his head, and my world changes. “You look perfect now.”

He continues, pacing in a circle around me, dragging the stiff leather ends against the soles of my feet. Without warning, he whips me again, and I curl my toes in reaction, throwing my head back as I hiss, “Two.”

“What’s your favorite number, Riley?” Jake asks, moving around me in a dizzying circle. Each time his erection brushes me, I grow more disoriented, my head swimmy like staying under water a few seconds too long. My pussy clenches in overwhelming hunger, like those first few times you get turned on but don’t know exactly what it is. Electric. Puts your world on its axis kind of pleasure.

I used to say fourteen because it was the age I was when Michael and I finally became a couple. He was my first boyfriend, and it meant so much to me. But I was twenty-four when I left him, and came here, and coming here is now the best thing I’ve done. “Twenty-four,” I squeak out.

He stops his pacing, and with the hand not ominously gripping his flogger, he pumps himself. I can’t look anywhere but at his strong hand stroking himself. Emptiness echoes between my hips, and beneath my tongue, saliva floods. My body knows that, destined for me, this cock is my savior, my everything, and I want it. I want him. Now.

“Please, sir,” I beg, watching with rapt focus as an opaque bead forms on the dark slit. He steps up to me, releasing his cock which stands strong and steady on its own. Plunging his fingers into my hair, Jake yanks my face forward, sending the wide tip of his crown into my mouth, thrusting toward the back of my throat.

I cough. I gag. I choke. But it only lasts a few seconds before he’s stepping back, giving me a chance to breathe. My own spit slips down my chin, rolling under my throat and down my neck. Our eyes come together, and I don’t know what he’s asking, but my answer is yes. I nod, I nod and whisper, “More, sir.”

He rears back, the wild tails of the flogger spreading like fire against my throat, wet with spit from being allowed to suck his meaty cock.

“Three,” I moan, the number sounding akin to foreplay as my head sinks forward, seeking relief from the sting.

“Tell me, Miss Riley, did you think about me after we met?” he asks, grabbing me by the hair again, jerking my mouth to the tip of his cock. I stick out my tongue but he jerks back, not allowing me the sweet taste of him. “Answer,” he commands.

“Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, I thought about you, yes.” The words rush out of me as a tremble starts in my core, my belly shaking, my thighs spasming, desperately anticipating his next move. My heart is racing, but not like how it does when I take a run or workout with the cheerleaders.

This is something else.

Adrenaline. Desire. Release.

He plunges his cock onto my tongue, surging deeper into my throat as he curves his muscled body over me, striking again, the loose tails of his toy hot and painful against my lower back. Reactively, my spine arches as I cry, “Four! Four!” the moment he empties my mouth. The weight I carried to his front door just over an hour ago is gone, completely evaporated.

I tip my head back, tears stinging my eyes, but my vision is still clear. He stands over me, stroking himself, and I open my mouth to catch the precum that threads between his cock and my tongue.

“You sure twenty-four is your favorite number?” he teases, rearing back to whip me again, this time across my breasts.

I suck in a breath, pointed, as my body grows rigid, attempting to stay strong as pain radiates through my chest. My nipples hurt and my skin burns, but everything is warm and fuzzy between my legs, hungry for more, starved for Jake.

“Count,” he reminds me, tone firm but not loud. Jake is powerful without volume, commanding without touch, in control with just a look.

“F-five,” I stammer, a little more pain setting in along my chest and lower back, my mind grows clearer, the clouds of depression and confusion opening wide, giving way to clarity.

“You’re not ready for twenty-four, Riley. But you’re handling the whip so well, you look so peaceful right now.” He lets the ends of the flogger tease me, dragging them lightly down my spine before coming to stand in front of me. Gathering my hair in his fist, he gently tugs my head back. Using his free hand, he guides his cock to my mouth. He doesn’t have to tell me to open.

My jaw parts and I open wide, arousal warming my center as his veiny length slides heavily onto my tongue. He holds himself there, my body quivering and throbbing relentlessly for him as he pinches my chin. “You ready to open up for me?”

I nod, still suckling his tip the way he wants.

“It’s gonna hurt,” he warns, lending me another inch.

Again, I nod on his cock.

He pushes my head back, the butt of his palm pressing hard into the crown of my skull, causing pain to radiate through my temples. A rush of heated delirium comes along with the pain, and I love it. “Ready?”

I nod a third time, and he reaches back, freeing the binding on my wrists with just a few strong tugs. He slips his hands under my arms, and lifts me over his shoulder without a grunt before carrying then positioning me on the bed.

I notice two of his floggers, the handles stitched with gold thread, the leather embossed with paisley patterns all over. I reach for the more ornate of the two, sliding the supple fabric between my fingers. Jake climbs onto the bed between my legs as I study the beautiful craftsmanship. “You’re so talented. I love the pattern, it’s beautiful,” I say with awe, lifting my tone as I twist the toy, analyzing his handiwork from all angles.

He lifts it from my hand, then hovers over me, his body weight suspended by one elbow sunken into the mattress, near my shoulder. His free hand slips between our bodies, and my clit blooms in anticipation, but Jake ignores it. Hardness kisses, then nudges, past my wet lips, and our gazes intertwine as he cautiously pushes the shaft of the flogger inside me, making my walls spasm and my toes curl.

“Gotta warm this tight pussy up a little,” he drawls, his nostrils flare, broad chest sinking against mine with every weighted inhale. “Stretch you,” he adds, gently charging the handle in and out of me. His thumb comes to my clit on the fifth or six pass, and I let out an absolutely feral moan.

“Yes,” I beg, lifting my head off the bed to look between us. His cock is ready, and from this angle, it seems even bigger than before. Like standing at the bottom of the Washington Monument and looking up.

He gives me more of the handle, and before long, he can’t wait. He slides it out of me with a rush, hollowing me. With the bottle of lube in his hand, he flips the top open with a click, and my pulse jumps.

“I’m gonna put some on me, and I’m gonna put some inside you, too. Are you ready, Riley?” He asks, as I watch him twist his hand while he pumps, leaving his veiny shaft glistening.

“I’m ready,” I promise.

He takes my hands, pressing them against my lower stomach. “Hold them there.”

Carefully, he rolls me onto my shoulders, easily draping my calves against his collarbone and chest. Jake's cock aligns perfectly with my pussy, and he’s so big and so hard that he doesn’t need to feed it to me or move himself through my slit to find my opening.

He grips my ankles and captures my eyes with his; dark chocolate espresso irises ablaze with intense foreboding. “Red if you can’t, yellow if you need to slow down,” he reiterates.

I nod, for what feels like the hundredth time in the span of just a few minutes.

The first few inches are a heady mixture of pain and pleasure, the pressure that the intrusion of him puts on my clit feels so good. Intensifying the already immensely swollen feeling, Jake places his thumb on my clit, moving it back and forth, his eyes trained on mine.

He’s watching for the first sign of discomfort so great that I need a break, trying hungrily to please us both while testing me and making sure not to drive me to a pain so great we have to quit. Hovering over me, he tilts his hips, giving me what feels like another few inches. The pleasure wanes, and the pain of being stretched so wide amplifies.

The muscles in my legs flex of their own accord as my spine goes rigid, and I suck in a sharp breath, exhaling to find a sliver of peace through the pain.

“You’re doing good,” he offers, his rough voice urging me forward, making me stronger, because all I want to do is please him and show him how well I can take what he has to give.

I make a mistake just then. His coaxing, his praise, it gives me too much confidence and I push up to my elbows to survey the joining of our bodies, and the journey to fucking him.

Burning, stretched, and trying to maintain calm, I look down to find–

“Oh my god,” I cry, the words bursting from my chest. “That’s not even a quarter of it!” I blink down at the massive cock plunging into me, speechless from how much there is left.

“You can do it,” he nudges me on, the commanding timbre of his voice and powerful delivery of those four words has me nodding my head, agreeing. Then again, when wouldn’t I obey and believe?

“Okay,” I breathe, my entire body wracked with gentle trembles, ones that come with intense pain and sharp pleasure.

His gaze is confident. “Come on, let me inside.” He pinches one of my nipples. “What do you say, Riley?”

Somehow, I know just what he wants to hear. “A little more, please, sir.”

He groans, reaching down to give his balls a squeeze. They’re so full, and I have half a mind to point them out, to beg for him to empty them inside me, but just as my lips parts, he thrusts.

“Oh god!” I wail, my spine curving off the mattress as I gasp to take what feels like another three inches at least. I look down, finding him halfway inside. My eyes burn but he repositions my hands on my stomach.

“Feel me,” he whispers, then, gripping my ankles, strides his body toward mine, so slowly that I almost don’t realize it until the burn sets in. My taint, my clit, even my lips–everything down there burns, but I don’t say yellow, I won’t say red.

I want to be his perfect fit.

“More,” I urge, my eyes rolling closed as I press my palms into my body, just in time to feel him slide deeper inside me. I’ve never had anyone or anything this deep, and heat blooms behind my eyes, a knot of unexpected emotion clogging my throat. He moves again, giving me more, but this time, the blinding pain subsides, leaving a clenching hunger aching for resolution. I press my hands down again, and he groans, our eyes coming together over the sweaty terrain of our naked, starved bodies.

“I feel your hands. Do you feel me?” he asks quietly, adding, “I told you we’d make it fit.” He glances down, surveying the scene before his eyes come to mine again. “Another inch and we’re there.”

I nod, my senses growing fuzzy, thoughts wobbly, focus hazy. “I f-feel you,” I moan, because it’s true. There isn’t a single place in my body, not a single cell not overtaken by his presence. I feel smothered and full, and I never want it to end.

Jake Turner is fully seated inside me, and my body is still treacherously needy for him. I press my hands to my belly, and feel him moving inside me. “Please,” I beg him. “I wanna see you feel good. I wanna see you unravel and unspool inside me.”

His expansive shoulders glisten with sweat as he nods, moving his thumb in tight circles. Slowly, he begins retracting himself from my body, only to push back inside. He does this a few times as I moan and try desperately to hold onto reality, the coil of gluttonous need in my belly cinching tighter with each pressing stroke.

“When you’re used to me, Riley, I’ll make you ride me, and you’ll come so hard and so loud, I’ll have no choice but to gag you.” He gains momentum, stroking faster, rubbing more, fucking harder. “My black leather gag strapped to your face, my cock swelling your belly, promises to please me radiating from those gorgeous eyes– I can’t fucking wait, Riley.”

I nod, almost unable to make words at this point. His promises, his vision for our future, his massive cock nudging my g-spot, all the focus on my blooming clit– “Jake, I’m gonna come soon, I’m so close,” I manage.

He stills his hips, one hand sliding free from its grip on my ankle for a moment. He produces the flogger, and dusts it over my bare breasts as he continues to fuck me.

The tease of the ends of the leather against my hard nipples sets my skin on fire, making my clit throb that much more. It’s teasing, it’s ticklish, it’s his flogger– “Jake,” I warn, his name more of a plea than anything else.

The coil explodes, and my orgasm tears through me, making my pussy clench and my stomach knot. My mouth falls open but I can’t speak; I can only rock and moan, writhing down on the best dick I’ve ever had. He whips my bare breasts, but I can’t even scream, euphoria and bliss clog my throat. He continues fucking, alternating between hard thrusts and shallow pumps, still rubbing slippery circles on my clit. My legs threaten to curl, but another hot sting of leather against sweaty flesh has them jumping against his body, weakening from the bliss, adjusting to the pain.

“Look up at me. Open those pretty eyes right now, Riley,” Jake groans, each word raspy and raw as he nears the brink. My eyes climb the rugged terrain of his fit body, starting at his hefty balls. When I reach his gaze, it’s dark, and he’s on the edge. “I’m gonna come,” he says, his face softening as the world around us falls away and he loses himself in the moment. Inside me, he throbs, his aching cock pulsing as he fires off. Warmth bleeds through my hips, and I keep my hands firm on my belly, feeling his cock nudge in and out of me. His face evolves from soft to tight as he finishes off, his orgasm long and hot, the most erotic thing I’ve seen.

Breathing heavily, he opens his eyes, stuffing his hand through his sweat-laden locks. The peace and content that swarms his features after his orgasm is contagious. A smile sweeps his lips, and mine too.

“How do you feel?” he asks, still thick and weighty inside me. Basking in the glow of what we just did together, I don’t even want to move. Hell, I barely want to answer. What if this is some fated, beautiful spell I’m under and answering will break it?

His hands swim down my legs, coming to grip my hips gently. He guides me up the bed at the same time he pulls out, and when he’s finally not filling me, a burning sensation spreads through my groin.

Jake presses a hand towel there, immediately easing the sting.

“I’m okay,” I breathe, my voice coming out faint, almost small. That’s not how I feel, though. I feel incredible, the way a hit of drugs must feel, the way breaking the tape at the final race must feel. I feel like I’ve won, that submitting to Jake proved to us both that I am strong and capable. But his glassy eyes have me wondering if I ever had to prove that to anyone but myself.

“Okay?” he repeats.

I shake my head as he massages my lower abdomen, which feels heavenly after so much internal stretching. “More than that, I just… I don’t know. I don’t want to sound like too much.”

His hands halt movement, and his gaze narrows. “Too much?”

I move to sit up on the bed, to have a conversation with him where I can do more than stare with drool on my chin and hearts in my damn eyes. But he doesn’t allow me. Faster than I can move, Jake snakes an arm beneath me, moving me up to rest against the headboard as he crawls after me, eventually coming to sit by my side. Hip to hip, our heads turned to face each other, Jake’s gaze anchors me as he fits our hands together, grabbing me tightly. “Talk to me.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR
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Her hand fits against mine with ease, like it belongs there. But that’s how it all feels with Riley. I got no business saying that, seeing as how this is our first date and we haven’t known each other that long. If I don’t say it, it doesn’t change that it’s true. But her eyes are heavy with unspoken cares and concerns, all of which I want to hear and help solve. I wanted to before we had sex, but I want to even more now.

I questioned if she’d bail when I showed her my cabinet full of things I’ve made. I even started to concoct some version of the truth to use on Jo Jo if this all trickled out. Small towns are like that.

But Riley Rivers is a natural submissive to my born dominance. She’s comfortable being that way, and embracing that lifestyle. I hear it in her words and I feel it in her body, the way she melts for me, waits for me, desires me.

It’s the exact thing I wanted to feel, wondered if it was real, and longed for while making these toys. So many long lost and ignored urges pent up inside after what feels like a lifetime of solitude. Being a single father who does not date isn’t for the faint of heart. Loneliness penetrates even the biggest of muscles.

I had to simmer and stew over all the desires that pooled in my veins, knowing I wouldn’t be able to explore or exercise any of it for years. I always said I’d never date when Jo Jo was a kid. I didn’t want the instability for her. And eventually that stuck.

My urges, my desires, and my deepest needs as a man who enjoys pain and power exchange—they grew. They took form inside me, and I think they drove me to Riley in some way. I almost have to believe that because the idea of meeting a gorgeous woman who loves my daughter and wants to give herself over to me–that sounds too good to be anything but divine. Fate. God at work.

After a few minutes of silence, where I stroke my fingers along her palm and give her time to think, she sighs.

“Thank you for, you know, just letting me think for a second.”

“I’ve got nowhere to be,” I tell her, and then when I think of actually having to be somewhere else, my body tenses. How can her being here feel so natural so soon? Not even her being here but her and I.

“That was incredible. That was, I don’t know,” she admits, twisting to look up at me again. “It felt like…” She presses her hands to her lower belly, shaking her head slowly, as if she still can’t explain it, but my gut burns because I know exactly what she’s feeling. I feel it, too. “Doing and behaving exactly how I feel. Literally not allowing myself to think what if, or, I don’t know, put up any barriers between exactly what I want and getting it.” Her eyes swim, searching mine before she adds, “I wanted you to inflict pain. To use me. To make me feel pain and pleasure all at once. I wanted that in a way that I didn’t even realize existed until I met you—and it’s easy. So, when you asked me if I was okay, I didn’t wanna say oh, hey, that was actually what I’ve been unknowingly searching for my whole life because that’s… not what men want to hear on the first date.”

At those words, and at the adorable way she nervously bumbles through them, I laugh. “No, it’s probably not.” My laughter subsides. “But I like hearing it, even now, just retrospectively.”

Her smile slips into something more serious, and I take a moment to appreciate her effortless beauty.

“You’re the first person I used those with or… did that with,” I admit.

She lifts a hand, stroking her fingers along my scalp. A tingle runs down my spine, giving way to tightness in my groin. “You told me that, remember?”

My eyes fall to her lips, but I refrain from kissing her so that we can talk. “Yeah,” I remember, “I did. All I mean to say is, you’re the first woman—first since Janie. Period.”

She stills her hand, and her eyes intensely hold mine. “What? Seriously? No one-night stands in ten years? No sex for ten years?”

I shake my head, confirming my ten years of celibacy.

Her eyes open wide. “No way.”

I shake my head. “I wouldn’t lie about that.” I shrug. “I didn’t want to welcome instability into Jo Jo’s life, so I never dated. I never wanted to sleep with someone just for one night, so I didn’t sleep with anyone. Until you.”

“You’re the hottest and most fuckable cowboy in Bluebell,” she says, breaking into soft laughter halfway through.

I roll my eyes. “Stop.”

She laughs a little harder, her cheeks growing pink. She’s gorgeous when she’s stuffed full of me, but when she’s laughing at me, too? There isn’t a single way Riley Rivers isn’t gorgeous. “No, I’m serious. It’s a thing. And I didn’t make it up. Sadly.”

My eyes drop to her lips, tracing the arch of her cupid’s bow as I remember how those lips looked wrapped around my dick. “Kinda wish you did. Then I’d know how you felt about me for sure.”

She smiles and my cock grows heavy and happy beneath the sheet. “I’m naked in your bed on our first date, and I already told you all about my ex boyfriend. I think it’s pretty clear,” she says, drawing it out, “I hate your guts.”

I nod. “Clearly.”

She sits up, letting the sheet fall away, casually exposing her naked breasts. She doesn’t seem to register or care that she’s nude as she claps her hands together, eyes growing wide. “Oh my gosh, you know what sounds so good? Ice cream.”

I yank the sheet back hastily, exposing us both from the waist down. She shakes her head, letting out a heavy sigh. “God your dick is big.”

I toss her my robe. “I have chocolate brownie and raspberry cheesecake ice cream.” I take a spare robe from my closet and slip into it, and she follows me down the hall. I like the soft patter of our bare feet, sluggish along the hardwood after intense love-making.

I mean, fucking.

“Do you know it’s big? Like, I don’t know how guys are growing up or how men are in general, because why would I, but like, you do know it’s really big, right?” she says, sliding onto a barstool in my kitchen as I flip on another set of lights.

I scratch the back of my head after yanking open the fridge. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

She slaps her palms against the marble, a strand of her flaxen hair breaking loose from behind her ear. Her blue eyes are wide. “You’re fine talking about sex toys and submission but your big dick is off limits?”

I close the freezer door, bringing both gallon cartons with me. “It just feels strange to talk about. I don’t know. Do you go around talking about how perfect your breasts are?” I glance at them then back up at her. She smirks.

“I mean, haven’t other dudes seen you changing and been like, whoa, Jake has a third leg.” She shrugs. “I don’t know, but you get it.”

I level a serious glance her way. “I’m only ever saying this to you, and only this once.” Her smile grows. “And only because you—damn, I wanna give you whatever you ask for, you know that?”

She blushes. “Tell me.”

“I am aware that I am well-endowed. Janie was never with anyone but me, but in high school when I played football, well, the locker room made me aware.” Heat creeps up my spine.

Riley just shakes her head. “So well-endowed.”

I tip my head to the side, more than ready to move on. “Which ice cream?”

She eyes the labels. “Chocolate brownie.”

I nod. “Good choice. That one’s mine. The other is Jo Jo’s.”

After filling two bowls, I take a seat next to her at the island, despite the fact that I never sit here otherwise. Jo Jo does, to do her homework or eat a bowl of cereal, but I never do. “Don’t freak out,” she starts, spooning a bite of chocolate brownie ice cream carefully.

“What?” I don’t take as much care, and have two spoonfuls down before she takes her first.

Around an open mouth she says, “We just had unprotected sex.”

Unprotected sex.

Jesus Christ. That’s the thing she teaches her students not to do. That’s the thing you’re trained your entire life not to do until you’re married. I shake my head, getting to my feet to collect her face in my hands. “Fuck, I cannot believe I… It’s just… it’s been so long,” I stammer, realizing I was so focused on the way she so naturally endured the toys, how she wanted to be with me in the intense way I wanted to be with her— “I forgot all about that. I know that sounds absolutely ridiculous–” I drop my forehead to my hand, but she peels it away.

“It’s okay. I was tested six months ago when Michael and I broke up, and I’m on birth control.” She smiles. “The shot.”

I still can’t believe I did that. She’s– hell, I don't know how old she is but she’s young. Too young to deal with an accidental pregnancy at the hands of a lonely, sex-starved saddler. “I’m so sorry, Riley,” I admit, hoping she knows it’s true.

She pats my chair, and I sit back down next to her. “I didn’t remember either,” she admits. “It’s like, I’ve never had sex before where I didn’t think about it. Ever. But tonight, it didn’t cross my mind. Not until I sat down at the bar here and I felt you leak out, down my thigh.”

I grip the edge of the counter and squeeze my eyes shut. “That is…” I let out a breath. “Wow.”

“It’s okay,” she promises. “I’ve been on the shot for the last six years. Never had a scare. We’re all good.” She continues eating her ice cream, but all I can focus on is the fact she just told me that my cum is dripping down her leg. That I filled her so full that I’m literally leaking from her, while she wears my robe and sits at my bar.

“What you just said is extremely hot and… I’m not used to hearing that stuff. It’s been so long.”

She nods, and I take a bite as she studies me. “Did you ever want to date? Obviously you’re a human so you had urges to have sex that you didn’t act on but was there ever anyone you wanted to date?”

I don’t have to think about this question at all. “No,” I answer easily.

“Never a dance instructor or school teacher or anything?” she prods, licking a string of creamy ice cream from the back of her spoon. My dick perks up.

“So the guy with the roses,” I start, and even though she was upset about her ex-boyfriend when she arrived, her energy has shifted. When I mention him, her face doesn’t flinch. “He’s insistent on not letting you go, huh?”

She nods. “It’s never going to happen. And when I say never, I don’t mean, never until he does x, y, and z to please me. I mean never. I mean I’d rather be single and have no kids and die alone than spend a single moment with Michael Rhodes.”

“Damn,” I say, slipping off the barstool to move around the kitchen, fixing us drinks. My eyes, though, never leave hers. “What happened?”

She takes her final spoonful as I hold up a bottle of wine. She nods and I pop the cork, filling two glasses. It’s different from what we had at dinner, and I don’t know if it’s good or not because I drink beer. I bought the wine for this date.

“Well, I told you how he and I grew up together, right?” she says, swirling the Merlot around her glass by the stem.

I nod, taking a sip.

“My parents always really wanted me to be with Michael, so when we got together when we were just kids, I thought that I wanted that, because they made it seem like Michael was the only guy I should want. But even from the start, I just, I don’t know. The spark wasn’t there, but the comfort was. And when you’re young, being comfortable and trusting someone is a huge part of it, you know?”

I nod. “It’s a lot of it. You can’t go on dates, you don’t have your own money. Dating in the beginning is really about friendship.”

“Right,” she nods, sipping her wine again. Her blonde hair spills over her shoulders, and the fluorescent lights paired with the white terry robe, she’s glowing at my bar, and even if she weren’t talking, I couldn’t tear my eyes away if I wanted to. “Anyway, fast forward to us being together for like… eight years.” She sets her wine glass down and gets lost in the marble pattern on the floor for a moment and when her eyes come back to mine, they’re disoriented slightly. Kind of dazed. Rueful. “I can’t believe I’m twenty-four and eight of those twenty-four years were spent thinking about Michael.”

“Twenty-four,” I repeat, letting out a low whistle. “I’ve got some years on you, Riley Rivers.”

She dances her brows. “I know and I like it, sir,” she purrs, smirking over the edge of her wine glass. I love that a moment ago she was contemplative and now she’s flirting with me. I can only hope I’m able to bring her happiness that way always. I love her flirtatious little grin, and her coy wink.

“Well, so, you two were together eight years,” I start, continuing her story because I wanna know how this moron fumbled Riley so greatly that she would rather be alone than be with him. She mentioned an STD test, so I’m starting to wonder if he cheated. “Tell me what happened, if you want to.”

Her eyes hold mine a moment longer than usual, seriousness widening her pupils. “Okay,” she finally says, tracing the rim of her wineglass with the tip of her finger. “Well, I started to feel smothered in Willowdale. My parents and his parents were hanging out all the time, and I could never just go to my parents’ house and complain about my boyfriend never doing the dishes or like, using my car and not filling it back up with gas. It sounds dumb, but sometimes I just wanted to see my parents without his parents around. And he was always working. He works in marketing and pawned me off on our parents all the time when he skipped dinners for work obligations,” she says, tossing quotes around the word as if it was alleged.

“There was always some big account, something great coming next and then we’d finally spend more time together.” She chews at the inside of her cheek a minute before her eyes come to mine. “I used to think he took me for granted, because of all the years we had together as friends and family friends before we were a couple. But now, looking back, I don’t think it was that.”

“No?” I ask, envisioning the prick from her doorstep the other day.

She shakes her head. “No. I think he was just a dirtbag, plain and simple, and I think his parents know he’s a dirtbag. If they could match him with a good human like myself then he would look better. After we broke up, they gaslighted my parents into believing that he’s not the problem but that I’m actually the problem.” She takes a minute to sip her wine. “According to all of them, the reason he and I broke up wasn’t what he did but the way I interpreted it. And if I could just get my shit together and get on the same page as everyone, then Michael and I could be together again and everyone would be fine. They’re just waiting on stupid old Riley.”

I shake my head. “Fuck.”

She nods, her eyebrows raised. “You’re telling me.”

A moment of silence passes between us as we finish our wine. I get us glasses of water next, because we’ve both had a lot of wine in the last few hours without water. She sips hers after giving me a grateful smile.

“What did he do?”I finally ask, because the question has been burning my tongue for too long. “I respect that you may not be ready or you may not want to tell me.”

She sighs. “Well… like I was saying, I felt very limited in Willowdale. Stuck. And I felt… largely unsupported. I wanted to coach at Bluebell High. I became friends with Leah Mitchell after a district event a couple years ago, and we clicked professionally. She called me one day and told me a coaching position opened up, and told me that they needed a health teacher unafraid to teach the curriculum. It felt like the stars were aligning. I’d wanted to branch out and get some space and here was this job in Bluebell, falling right into my lap.”

“Did you and Michael live together?” I ask, trying to sort out how messy this breakup was.

She shakes her head. “No. And I thought we could stay together and I’d come home on weekends. I don’t know. I realize now that if you’re madly in love, weekends aren’t enough.” Her eyes lift from the counter and come to mine. “Weekends were more than enough with Michael, and I hate myself for knowing that and staying anyway. Almost like I deserved what happened."

“I don’t even know what happened, but I know you didn’t deserve it,” I tell her, tamping down the anger that threatens to erupt in my tone. I don’t like her taking blame for something that I’m sure isn’t hers to own. Her parents and her ex sound like complete fucking assholes.

“I told him about the job in Bluebell, and my idea to go long distance. He freaked out. He said I was trying to get away from him and then he said I could go if he came with me and I told him that I didn’t need his permission to go and that he wasn’t entitled to come. And that’s… that’s when it just… the situation kind of imploded.” She sips her water, but I think it’s more to buy time than to quench thirst, since she nibbles the inside of her cheek again, taking a long pause. I don’t push. I sit, and I wait.

“He put his hands on my shoulders and told me to stop being stupid and ruining everything, and then it happened really fast. He just, hit me across the face, here,” she says, pointing a delicate finger to the edge of her eye, then moving it to point beneath her eye. “I faltered backward a few steps. I grabbed the counter behind me and I looked at him and I was waiting for him to have this moment, you know? This, holy shit I just hit her in the heat of the moment and I’m so sorry epiphany. But after a second, he stepped up into my face, and grabbed my throat and said, ‘I dare you to leave.’”

I am going to kill this motherfucker.

“What happened after that?” I ask, still struggling to maintain an even tone as I clench my hands into fists beneath the counter.

She sits up a bit straighter. “I left. I waited for him to go to work and I packed up my clothes and jewelry, and I got in my car and left. I stayed with Leah for the first two weeks in Bluebell before I got my house. Got my furniture off Facebook marketplace–” she smacks me in the arm. “I got a couch from Coach McAllister, actually!” Her face droops. “Sometimes I think he tries to be unfriendly to me.”

Not ready to drop the topic of her ex but wanting to set her straight about Dean, I say, “Yeah, he does that on purpose. Since you’re both single, if he’s polite to you, everyone will accuse him of wanting to date you.” I shrug. “Small towns.”

She laughs. “Oh believe me, I get it. Willowdale wasn’t much bigger than Bluebell.”

I drop my hand to her knee and give it a squeeze. “I’m really sorry that Michael treated you that way—that’s about him, not you. You know that,” I tell her, adding, “but Riley, I’m sorry.”

She smiles, her eyes growing misty with emotion she ignores. “Thank you, Jake. I think—and this is the part that is hard for most people to identify with—I think what hurts most isn’t what Michael did or who he turned out to be. Truth is, I wasn’t in love with him, I was just doing what I thought I had to do. What hurts most is my parents. The way they put their stupid fucking country club and friendship with the snottiest people ever before me. Their only child.” She looks at me with wistful eyes. “You didn’t date or have sex for ten years to be a good dad to Jo Jo. Mine couldn’t even take my side.” She blinks, setting free a stream of tears down her velvety cheeks that she chooses to ignore. “When I told them what Michael did, my dad asked if I was sure. Like I could misunderstand getting hit and choked. And my mother, a self-proclaimed feminist, said, love has rough patches. As if physical violence is nothing more but a tiny rough patch.”

My hand moves up her leg, rubbing her thigh gently. “I’m so sorry, Riley.” Her watery gaze puts a tightness in my chest. I waffle my hand through hers, forgoing the leg rub. I bring our joined hands to my lap, stroking my thumb over her fingers as I say, “I see a therapist twice a month. Dr. Tanner. I’ve been with him since Janie passed. At first it was to cope with grief and to learn techniques to help Jo Jo through her grief. Then it evolved into just… therapy.”

She smiles. “Maybe I should get his number.” We laugh lightly but she squeezes my hand, whispering, “Thank you for sharing.”

Her eyes still on mine, using her free hand, she opens her robe, exposing her bare torso to me. Her breasts make my mouth water, but when her fingers trace the pink grooves left behind from my flogger, my cock grows hard.

“I liked the pain, and the way pleasure felt through the lens of pain. And now, touching these makes me feel good, because it reminds me of you.” She slips off the barstool and tugs on our joined hands, urging me to stand. “I don’t want to sleep. I want more of you, sir. Please.”

Every time she calls me sir, I find myself a little more smitten with Riley. “God that turns me on so much.”

“Me too,” she says, rocking to her toes to press her soft lips to mine. “And this time, I was thinking about that gag. And that other thing. The long one that looks like a crop but has leather at the end.”

I know exactly what she’s talking about. My modified quirt. Unlike the ones I make for riders to use on their horse, this one features not two but a singular rawhide tail, a bit thicker than normal. It motivates with a sharp sting, and she wants to try it.

“That’s a quirt. Modified.” I lift my eyebrows. “It stings.”

She bites her bottom lip, and my groin tugs with desire. “I want it to sting.”

I love her vigor, and the idea that she wants to explore these things with me, that she trusts me enough to do so is erotic and flattering. “I think maybe we'll save that for a couple hours from now.” I reach out, smoothing my fingertips over the pink marks on her belly. “Let’s give your skin a break. I got something else in mind.”
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“It’s gonna be a long time before you’re ready to take me like this,” I tell her, getting comfortable at the head of my bed. I nod toward my armoire, where I’ve placed the rest of the pieces we’re going to use together tonight and tomorrow morning. Jo Jo isn’t slated to be home until lunch time, and I’m gonna make the most of it. “Grab the black velvet bag,” I tell her, reaching for the lube on the bedside table. She lets the white robe pool at her feet before she saunters over.

I got what I needed from my cabinet in the garage and brought it upstairs, putting it out in the armoire before grabbing us water. In the interim, Riley adorably asked if she could peek around the house a little, telling me she was in awe of the place the first time she saw it.

After rejoining me, she made me promise for a tour after I’ve fucked her brains out so she can “really focus,” her words, not mine.

“This?” she asks, slipping her wrist through the stitched strip of leather looped to make a handle.

I nod. She carries it to me, then sits on the bed, playing with the ends of her honey hair as she stares at the bag, waiting for me to open it. “I made this a while ago, honestly never thought I’d use it.” I slide the leather thigh saddle from the bag and place it over the meatiest part of my leg, fastening it with the nylon black straps I’ve sewn in the back. Her eyes track the bottle of lube as I bring it over my leg, squeezing. The liquid runs down the silicone arches sewed into the leather, and when it’s glistening and ready, I smile.

“C’mon and have a ride,” I coax, reaching for her hip. She easily positions herself over my thigh, her knees pinched around each side of the saddle as she lowers herself onto it.

She rolls her hips, placing her hands on my shoulders as she tips her head back, the ends of her hair dragging over my knee. Her spine goes concave as her eyes fall shut, nails carving marks in my flesh as she rides.

“That’s right, Riley, ride my thigh, make yourself come for me. I wanna see it, I wanna feel you,” I tell her. Her head rolls, blonde hair going everywhere before she snaps back, exposing her face and throat. Her cheeks are pink and her eyes are dark when she moans, “god, yes, Jake.”

It’s then I realize, I want her to call me sir. Maybe not all the time, but tonight, I crave it. “Sir,” I correct. “Yes, Sir.”

Her eyes pop open, tits swaying as she rocks over my thigh, grinding down on the silicone pieces I stitched in just for the clit. Her clit. I didn’t know it was for Riley specifically when I fashioned it, but now that she’s riding my thigh and moaning my name, I know it was designed only for her—it feels too right for it not to be for her.

“God… Yes, Sir,” she repeats, her tone frayed and raspy as her orgasm creeps in.

I tug my fingers through her hair, and force her head back. She moans, rolling her hips over my leg, the sound of her arousal making my cock stick up straight from between my legs. She eyes my cock as she rides, reaching for it.

I snatch the quirt from the bed and swat her hand, then drag the single tail up my shaft, teasing her. “Fuck,” I groan, seeing her lust for my cock. Again, I move the rough end of the leather over my erection teasingly, making my balls thrum. “My cock feels so good.”

“You’re so mean,” she pants, releasing my shoulders to tangle her hands in her hair, lifting it off her back. Up and down, she fucks my thigh as her tits bounce and her lips part, naughty words and promises filling the room.

“God, I want that inside me.”

“Your cock is so perfect, sir.”

“Stroke for me, sir, I’m a slut for it.”

Though I’ve teased myself for hours with some of my whips, and edged even longer the few times Jo Jo has been out of town, I’ve never come with such little touch. Yet, as Riley unravels on my thigh, coming in short, deep thrusts, I can’t hold back. The urge hits and it’s way too strong to deny.

I put each end of the quirt in her trembling hands as she comes, and move the handle to my cock, dragging it down, aiming the tip right at her tits. She takes over, using the handle of the quirt to stroke down my cock just once before I groan so loud, I think the walls shake.

“Fuck, Riley, Jesus Christ,” I ground out as my second orgasm in less than an hour hits me, pummeling through my cock like lava. She watches the slit as it opens, spraying my thick, white cum on her in rapid pulses. When I’m panting and spent, she drops the quirt and uses her hands to pump me yet, repurposing my cum as lube.

“Looks like you liked the thigh saddle as much as I did,” she says, swiping her finger through my cum, layered over her core like sunscreen. “I didn’t know that toy was a thing but god, that was hot. And you not letting me touch you just drove me wild.”

“Me too,” I admit, adding, “but watching you—damn, you’re so sexy—watching you writhe as you come, it was impossible for me to last.”

She and I get out of bed, sharing a towel as we clean up. After rifling through my drawers, I pick out a TURNER SADDLERY t-shirt and a pair of sweats that won’t even close to fit, but it’s all I have. I pass them to her and my chest tightens when she brings them to her nose, first smelling them as her eyes close. “God, Jake, you smell incredible. I think I’m gonna get all hot and bothered if I wear these.”

I tug down the sheets and comforter, exposing the insides of my bed. “Get hot and bothered in the morning. Right now, you need rest.”

She yawns, tugging the oversized shirt down over her head. “Thanks for inviting me over tonight. It’s been the most interesting first date ever. I mean, it’s not every first date that you get flogged and fucked, right?”

I smack her ass as she crawls over me. “Don’t forget the brisket.”

She snuggles next to me, her breath flanking my neck and chest. With a sigh, she grows sleepy, whispering, “and the brisket. So much good tonight. So much good.” And in less than a minute, we’re both asleep.


CHAPTER
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Sleeping through the night with Jake would be the most comfortable, deep sleep I’ve ever gotten in my life. Better than sleeping at home with my parents in the safety of my childhood home, better than sleeping next to Michael, better than everything else, really.

But there wasn’t much sleep.

Waking up with a huge hard cock pointed at your spine isn’t exactly a lullaby. After taking a proud four inches in my mouth in the middle of the night and swallowing his cum, Jake made me come with his fingers, then made me come again with his mouth. We finally dozed off only to wake not more than two hours later, another erection begging me to play.

And now we’re here.

Eight in the morning.

Completely naked.

And I’m tied up on the floor, just like last night, only this time, both my wrists and ankles are bound.

What I haven’t said is that I was eager to do so much with him all in the span of fifteen glorious hours because I was afraid one night would all we’d have. Maybe on the drive over I worried about that.

But the chemistry we have, the way our bodies anticipate each other and work together—I know there will be more dates, more us, more this. It will be hard keeping it secret until we’re ready to share with Jo Jo, and I still feel an immense amount of guilt for not being transparent from the start, but I no longer worry I’ll have to memorize every moment of this night and morning to look back on forever. Jake Turner and I are going to make lots of memories together, I can feel it.

“I thought we’d sleep, but someone couldn’t keep their greedy hands to themselves,” he growls, the sudden snap of the quirt against my bare ass making my eyes roll into my head. How did I not know I loved pain and submission so much before? Maybe because Michael’s idea of dominance was just shouting. Not even in a sexual way, either. After a deep breath through my nose, my mouth bound by his leather gag, I bring my head up, my eyes meeting his. Mine are watery from the sting of the leather, but I keep mine trained on him, because all I want to do is meet his next command head on.

“Palms open,” he commands again, stalking around me, his foot falls rattling through my bones, strong and powerful. At some point he slipped into boxers, which, quite frankly, only made me want him even more. The heavy burden of his fully erect cock testing the weak cotton of those boxers in the form of the most impressive bulge ever? It’s no wonder I’m squirmy right now. I open my palms and keep my eyes on the bulge. “Does my hot little slut want a swat? Hmm? Does she need to remember that if she wants me, she waits patiently and she doesn’t assault me instead?”

I melt at his words, imagining a future where I wake up to him on my side, and legs spread, forcing that weapon of mass insemination inside of me as he cups his palm over my mouth, forcing me to come in silence. I nod, but I nod too late, and Jake whips my palm. Out of reaction, I close my hands, wincing and groaning into his leather gag, my eyes squeezing shut as I try to compartmentalize the pain.

“Ah, ah, ah. Open,” he says, trailing the quirt over my knuckles until I show him my palm.

“Mmm!” I scream into the gag, but it’s muffled so perfectly that it’s reduced to a faint moan.

He bends in front of me, tossing the quirt back onto his mattress. “You want some more? You want the handle of my flogger again?”

I nod and he grins.

“I bet you do, you slut.” he grabs me by the face, squishing my cheeks with his thumb and forefingers. “My perfect, beautiful slut,” he whispers, rasp and smoke, making my empty core tremble.

He snatches the flogger off the bed, and our eyes lock for a heated moment before he rears back, sending hundreds of leather tails along my chest and nipples. My head falls back as a cry, more roar than scream, floods the gag—my nipples burn. I want his mouth so fucking bad I’m starting to come undone. His lips chasing every painful swat, and the smooth cup of his hand exploring my marred skin—I need him so bad. I’m not done with this twisted, exquisite pain either, and neither is he.

Coming behind me, he unfastens the gag, bringing it in front of my eyes.

He collects the saliva from the mouth piece, reaching into his black boxers to stroke himself with my spit. “Oh my god,” I breathe out, my entire body trembling from how insanely turned on I am. His strong hand moving along the bulge in his boxers is dizzying, and between my legs, my body spills pleasure, readying for him, growing slippery and achingly wet.

“I’m gonna use this,” he says, holding up the handle on the flogger—it’s ornate carving clear in the daylight spilling past his curtains—“to make you come. But, before I do, I want you to beg for it.” He bends at the waist, the bulge peeking through the fabric opening. I get a quick sight of his blushed cockhead and nod, eager to please.

“Yes, sir,” I pant, my shoulders and arms burning from being tied behind me so long.

The sight of his arm reared has my entire body tightening, anticipating the hit, my cunt hungrily clenching. Fire rains down on my back as he strikes me, and I rear up onto my knees and calves, moaning out in pain.

“Oh my god!” I wail, as Jake drags the ends over my lips, fitting them into my mouth.

“You wanna come, little slut? Let me hear it.”

With the leather crowding my tongue, I moan, “Please, sir, make me come.”

He cups his hand to his ear, listening intently. “I didn’t hear that. Tell me again.”

“Please, sir,” I moan loudly, a heated ache flooding my lower half. My legs are numb and my arms will join soon, but my pussy is alive and well, dying for release from all this teasing and pain. “I want to come. Please sir, make me come.”

There’s movement around me, or far off, I’m not sure. Closing my eyes, my body pulsing, my mind spinning, I think I’ve reached a stage of being slightly disoriented by the pain and pleasure. Because when I open my eyes, Jake is there, the tail of his flogger in his palm, the handle in his other hand. I’m hearing things. Maybe that’s my pulse that’s echoing in my head?

He snaps me out of my fog. “Say it again.”

“Please,” I breathe, my brain thudding. Jake’s eyes move from me, behind me, but I snap my eyes shut and finish my command. “Please sir, make me come.”

“Miss Rivers?” a familiar voice peppers into my consciousness. I open my eyes again, and realize that Jake is looking toward his bedroom door. He reaches for a blanket, and panic ensues.

Draping the blanket over my shoulders, hiding my body from Jo Jo, Jake crouches in front of me, releasing my feet and hand ties in a matter of seconds.

“Jo Jo, I thought you weren’t coming home until noon,” he breathes, panic only slightly rattling his tone. He lifts me to my feet, knowing full well that after being suspended that way for the last forty minutes that I won’t be able to walk well until I stretch. He helps me sit, wrapped in his comforter, on the side of the bed.

While he scoops up toys and lube, and throws on a robe, that’s when I work up the courage to look at her.

“Jo Jo,” I start, but I’m unable to finish the sentence. I don’t know what to say. This moment was my greatest fear in seeing Jake—Jo Jo somehow finding out and being devastated. But then again, Jo Jo wants her dad to be happy. She told me as much… before she found out her dad is a dom who makes sex toys, but that can all be sorted through in calm conversation. Who knows, maybe I’m not giving Jo Jo enough credit. Maybe after the shock wears off, maybe all of this will be a funny story down the road, but a blessing in a really kinky disguise.

“How the fuck could you?” she hisses, her eyes alight with malice, her chest jutting out as she leans into the room, permeating the space with potent anger.

“Jolene, you will not use that language in this house,” Jake scolds her, coming to stand between us in his room, robe cinched tight around his waist.

Jo Jo looks between us, but focuses her attention on me. Nervousness swarms in my gut with her heated dark eyes lingering on me. “I told you about my mom! I told you about Rawley! I told you… everything! I told you everything, Miss Rivers! And you’ve been sleeping with my dad? What, are you like, reporting back to him everything I tell you?”

“I’m so sorry, Jo Jo,” I start, but she cuts into me immediately.

“Lene. I told you both I don’t want to be called Jo Jo anymore.” Her nostrils flare, and I realize then she looks a little… pale. Darkness pools beneath her eyes in small crescents, and her dark hair sticks to her cheeks. “I thought you were like, different from all the other adults. I thought we had a connection, that you trusted me and I trusted you. You made me think I could trust you, Miss Rivers!” She stomps away, and before Jake and I can exchange a look, she comes back.

“Don’t say another unkind word to her, Jolene. Think about your words now, because they have an impact. I understand you’re hurt, and this isn’t or… I don’t know,” he huffs, smoothing a hand up the back of his head. “This wasn’t the way for you to find out but… let’s just calm down here.”

Jolene ignores him, and his face falls as she bypasses him, headed straight for me—for the jugular. “Did you even care about me or did you just use me to get to Bluebell’s hottest cowboy?” her gaze narrows on me with doubt.

“Jo—Lene, you know that’s not who I am.” I roll my lips together, hesitant to lay down this truth in the event it makes it worse. “I met him months before school started. I didn’t know he was your dad until that night I brought you home. But I met him before, I wanted to… what I have with your dad is completely separate from the relationship I have with you. I care about you, Jolene,” I say, using the very last of my breath before tears cloud my eyes.

Jake, who has intently been eyeing his daughter this whole time, steps toward her and sniffs. “Are you drunk?”

Jo Jo laughs maniacally, like her coming home hungover means nothing because of what she walked in on. “Yes. I got drunk last night with my cheerleading team, you know, the one Miss Rivers coaches.” She looks at me again, so much pain in her eyes, masked by anger. I hate that I put it there. I loved being her safe space. I love this girl. I don’t want to cause this. I hate this so much. “How many other dads are you sleeping with, hmm Miss Rivers?”

“That’s enough!” Jake insists, his tone powerful. She looks between us.

“Fuck you both!” And with that, she flees, slamming her bedroom door before twisting the lock.

Silence consumes us. Jake gathers the toys and puts them in the armoire. I slip into the bathroom, snatching my clothes off the towel rack, ignoring the beautiful pink marks on my body as I redress. Stepping outside of his bathroom back into his room, I’m already thinking of ways we can talk to her.

Except Jake is dressed too, and his eyes don’t meet mine.

“Jake,” I start, but he looks up and says, “Riley,” letting my name hang between us.

“We can talk to her,” I argue softly.

He strokes his hand through his hair, his broad chest testing the buttons on his plaid shirt as he sighs. “I think you should go. I think I need to talk to her alone.”

It’s his daughter. We’re not a couple. I have no claim to stay here. I only know my heart wants to be here. My heart wants to make it right with Jo Jo, and then make it right between Jo Jo and Jake.

But Jake doesn’t want that.

And neither does Jo Jo.

“Okay,” I say, smiling, nodding, doing whatever passive thing I can do to get past him, through the door, down the hall and onto the porch.

He doesn’t call after me. He doesn’t show up on his steps when I’m in my car. I don’t see him standing in the street from my rearview mirror as I drive away.

I drive home, climb into bed, and spend my entire Sunday crying.
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“How come you didn’t text me back?” Peyton whines.

I lift my tank, exposing my belly button ring. “Lost my laptop and cell because of this.”

Peyton touches it and her sister winces. “Did it hurt?”

I lower my top. “It hurt more getting my devices taken away, actually,” I admit, taking a bite of my turkey sandwich. My lunches have been so good all week, and when I pointed that out to Peyton, she said, ‘they always are, Jo.’

Dad and I haven’t talked more than a few words all week. After I walked in on him and Miss Rivers doing god only knows what, he came into my room and simply said, “She’s gone, and the only way she comes back is if you’re okay with it. So if and when you’re ready to talk, let me know.”

He’s been sulky and mopey all week, and in the worst way, too. When I’m around, he whistles and listens to the news really loudly on his phone, as if everything were normal. But when I’m floating down the hall and he thinks I’m already in my room, his shoulders slouch. He grips the edge of the counter and stares off into space. And at night, he doesn’t even go into the garage and leatherwork like usual.

I don’t know how long he and Miss Riley were going behind my back. It couldn’t have been that long. I mean, she even said she didn’t know he was my dad until that night she gave me a ride. That was only a few weeks ago.

Whatever.

I take another bite of my sandwich and listen to Peyton talk about the pop quiz in her science class this morning. Before school started, I hung with the cheerleaders near the rally court and drank my coffee. I've started to spend lunch time with Peyton and Cassidy again, and I’m finding the mix of both of my groups of friends really good. Aside from my favorite teacher, coach and confidant screwing my dad behind my back, the rest of life is… finally looking up.
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Miss Riley has been purposefully distant all week. Whatever part of me that wanted her to beg for forgiveness and try to kiss my ass went out the window when I saw her Monday morning.

She looked like absolute shit. Her eyes were so puffy and swollen, I knew she’d been crying all night. Her clothes were wrinkled, her hair was wrapped into a messy bun, and when Miss Caine made a shitty comment about her appearance, Miss Rivers didn’t even seem to hear it.

Today at cheer, she hasn’t even given us direct instruction. She actually asked Miss Caine to have us run through the dance until practice’s end, and went outside. I didn’t want to be concerned, I wanted to just say fuck her, but deep down, I miss talking to her. And whether it has anything to do with my dad or not, I don’t want her to feel sad. I’m just… hurt.

“Psst,” Alexa calls from the spot where the freshman girls are huddled.

“What?” Kelly calls back.

“Did you see the guy Miss Riley was talking to this morning at her car?” Alexa asks. She wrinkles her nose. “That’s so not who I pictured her with.”

The girls know my dad. So there is no way that my dad showed up at Bluebell High this morning trying to win her back. They’d just say they saw my dad. But they aren’t saying that, so it’s not him. It’s someone else and something else is clearly going on.

I hope she’s okay, but the pain of her lie lingers, and I can’t bring myself to ask her when she finally rejoins us in the gym ten minutes before the end of practice. She watches us run through the dance one more time, making minimal corrections. When practice is over, I spot her in the parking lot, talking to some man. Grabbing a ride with Carrie, I slip into the passenger seat of her mom’s minivan, and roll the window down as we pass by.

“We’re not playing games anymore,” the man says to her, lowering his voice as we slowly drive past. He lifts a hand in a passive wave, smiling a phony smile. I look at Miss Riley, but she doesn’t look at me. Her eyes stay pinned to the ground.

I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s not my problem.

The drive home is smooth, and jealousy twists my insides as I listen to Carrie’s mom tell her about the amazing shopping trip she has planned for them this weekend. I miss my mom, yeah, but right now, I miss Miss Riley.

After thanking them and waving them off, I drop my bag on the floor and kick off my shoes inside the house, heading straight for the kitchen. On the table is a cut up pizza, the kind you make at home from your freezer. Dad comes in from the garage, a six pack of beer pinched in his fingers.

“Didn’t feel like cooking, I hope freezer pizza is okay,” he says, lifting a beer from the pack before stuffing the rest into the fridge. He grabs three slices, stacking them on each other, and sets them on a plate. Even though his tone is light, bags hang beneath his eyes.

“It’s fine.” I grab a slice and take a bite.

“How was practice?” he asks.

I forgo the information about Miss Riley and the man shouting at her by the car. If Miss Riley was in trouble, she’d ask for help. If something was up, she’d have called out or looked around in the parking lot.

“Fine,” I tell him, then I head down the hall to eat my pizza alone.
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“Where do you want it?” I ask, lifting my side of the six foot folding table. Hudson tips his head in the direction of the barn and starts heading that way.

“I figure the girls will make the most money if everyone stops by on their way in, so the market entrance it is,” he says, guiding us until we reach the flat spot of ground near the barn. We set the table down, and I go back for the box of linens and table decorations.

Ms. Leah Mitchell, the school principal, called Hudson last week asking if the girls could have a booth at the market to fundraise money for the entire football and cheer program. He of course said yes, and because he knows Jo Jo cheers, asked me if I’d like to help set up.

Setting up this table is about as close to knowing about Jolene’s cheerleading as I’m gonna get. I don’t mind helping though. Lord knows it beats sitting at home, wondering what Riley is thinking about all of this.

I haven’t texted or even tried to call her—and I haven’t heard anything from her, either. I’m paralyzed with indecision.

That morning that Jolene walked in on us was mortifying, but I got over the discomfort of her seeing the adult male side of me pretty quickly when I realized just how severely our actions impacted her most important relationship. The one she had with Miss Rivers.

I told her I wouldn’t see Miss Riley until she was ready to talk, but she hasn’t initiated anything since then. I don’t know what to do. Dr. Tanner took me yesterday in what I explained was an emergency appointment. He said I ought to have Riley over and the three of us should sit down and talk about what she saw, how Miss Riley and I feel for one another, and what the future holds. He said that speaking to Jo Jo as an adult is a large part of getting a good response out of her. Respect and communication is what she’s needing the most now, he’d said.

Still, I feel stuck.

I want Riley Rivers, and I want to be able to have that sit down and let it all out. The only thing is, Jo Jo walked in on us before we had any conversations about us. Riley and I have been circling each other for weeks, and what happened that night, I feel in my soul, was bound to happen between us. But I haven’t talked to her. So how can I tell that to Jo Jo when I don’t even know how or what Riley is feeling right now?

“Got a lot on your mind?” Hudson asks, taking the edge of the table cloth as we spread it out over the off-white colored plastic table.

I wave him off just as his wife saunters up, two glasses of colorful juice in her hands, slices of lemon garnishing each. Hudson stands, slipping his hat off as he presses a kiss to her cheek. “Hey, darlin’,” he greets as Dolly sets the glasses down on the table.

She loops her arms around his neck, and he scoops her up, careful not to jostle her pregnant belly. They kiss on the mouth, and it’s one of those loud wet ones that really belongs behind closed doors. I clear my throat as I root around in the box, pulling out weights for the table.

“Sorry,” Hudson says, putting her on her feet. “Did you make us some lemonade?”

She nods, and Hudson takes the glasses, passing me one. I don’t much like lemonade, but we’ve been out here working for an hour or so, and I could use a drink. I bring the glass to my lips before– thwack. Dolly slaps the glass out of my hand, sending sticky lemonade and chunks of ice scattering across the clean table cloth.

My mouth falls open and my brows droop. “I…”

Hudson faces Dolly, wincing. He looks at the mess but then his face registers something private between them. “Did you give Jake the blue lemonade by accident?”

She nods. “I got them switched.” Her eyes dart to mine for a second before veering back to her husband’s. “I’ll get him another.” With that, she disappears inside their house, leaving me standing there, blinking at Hudson, confused as all hell.

“What was that all about?” I ask, grabbing a rag from the box to clean up the mess.

Hudson puts his hat back on with a chuckle. “Well, it’s Friday night. The kids are at my sister’s house for the weekend, and when the kids are away, Dolly likes to slip me a Viagra and see if we can ride till dawn.” He levels his gaze on me. “Her words, not mine.”

I blink a few times. “Well.”

“So tell me what’s the matter. You’ve been off all morning.”

I sigh, scratching at the center of my chest where faint pain lingers. “I don’t know how to transition from your thing to mine because… blue lemonade?” I question.

“It actually dissolves clear but yeah, we call it blue because of the Viagra.” He gets a few vases out, and moves them around on the table. “What’s your thing?”

I launch into it without preamble, because it feels like the best way. “I’ve been sleeping with Miss Riley… you know, the JV cheerleading coach. Jo Jo’s coach.”

“Oh wow,” Hudson says. “You catch feelings?”

I look him in the eye. “I got something with her I have never had with anyone else.” May sound dramatic, but damn if it isn’t the truth.

“Damn, Jake,” Hudson says, clapping my back as he moves around the table, still pulling items from the box.

“Well,” I hedge, “Jo Jo walked in on us two weeks ago. She freaked out. I think… it made her feel like what she and Miss Riley had was… gone. It made her feel like we deceived her. I think she thought I was choosing Miss Riley over her but I would never do that and… I don’t know,” I admit with a heavy-hearted sigh. “It’s all fucked up.”

“What did you do?” Hudson asks, plunging long-stemmed faux florals into vases, arranging them as we talk. “You know, when Jo Jo walked in.”

“I had to make sure Jo Jo knew she came before anything or anyone else, so I asked Miss Riley to leave. I guess I broke it off with her.”

Hudson nods. “So that’s why you look like shit.”

I nod. “Oh, and by the way, I brought your items.” I lift my brows. “They’re in a bag in my pickup.”

“Oh perfect timing,” he beams.

“Yes, just in time for your blue weekend,” I deadpan.

Hudson ignores my grouchy snark. “Look, Jake, Jo Jo knows you choose her. Okay? Look, you’ve been single since Janie. Refused to date, you haven’t even slept around a lick. Everything you do is for Jo Jo and so she can have the best, most stable life after enduring so much trauma losing her mama so young. Instead of not chasing the first spark of true happiness you’ve felt in years, why don’t you just sit down with Jo Jo and talk to her about it?”

Thank the Lord for passionate as hell Dolly Gray. She reappears, this time with a new glass of lemonade—hopefully viagra free. “I’m sorry, Jake,” she says sweetly. “Here, enjoy this lemonade. And I brought you a sandwich for your drive home.” She raises her arm to show me a tiny Hudson Farms bag, with a sandwich and chips poking out.

“Thanks, Dolly,” I tell her, taking the drink and the bag.

Hudson and I finish the table in just a few minutes, with Hudson’s sister-in-law Juniper stopping by to make sure flowers are where they need to be, and that everything is laid out to her liking.

I get in my truck, sip my lemonade, and stew on Hudson’s words.

Am I fucking things up with Riley by trying too hard to make it all perfect for Jo Jo? Is Jo Jo old enough to sit down and talk to like adults? Is it too soon for me to be seeing someone with Jo Jo still in the house? Am I overthinking everything and in the process, ruining things with both of the women I care about?

I don’t know. But a growing part of me thinks Hudson isn’t wrong.

I don’t get more than a mile down the road, headed home to think about this more, this time over a beer, when my phone rings.

“Dad?” Jo Jo’s panicked voice echoes through the line before I even say hello.

“Jo Jo, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Are you hurt? Where are you?” A litany of questions spews from my mouth as my heart kicks into overdrive. I have no clue where she is, but I hit the gas anyway, speeding up the road.

I hit the speakerphone button and slide my phone into the hands free dock that Jo Jo lovingly calls “grandpa GPS.” On the other end, she’s out of breath, waffling between trying to catch her breath, and crying. “Jo Jo!” I shout. I pull up her location, and see she’s… “you’re at school,” I read off the screen.

Finally, she speaks. “We stayed late–it was a short practice but some of us girls s-stayed late,” she starts, calming her breathing in order to get the words out. “Miss Leah left,” she says of the principal. “Varsity went home, too. It’s just… us JV girls.”

“What’s the matter? Jesus, Jo Jo,” I swear, veering off the private road leading to the market, hitting the main highway. I head toward the school, barreling down the country road at eighty miles per hour.

“Miss Riley!” she cries. “Dad! There’s some man in Miss Riley’s office and he won’t let her out. She’s crying, Dad. She told us to get help, then he closed the door.”

“Jo Jo, listen to me, okay? You listen to every damn word I say right now. You take those girls out of the gym, away from that office, and you go around to the back of the field house.” The field house is steel and fiberglass, and therefore, bullet proof. I don’t know what’s going on in that office, and if it’s her ex-boyfriend, Michael. If it is, I can’t bet the lives of these girls that he came unarmed. “You take all the girls back there, you hear me? It’s the only building on campus that’s bulletproof.”

Jo Jo gasps, and it evolves quickly into a panicked cry. “I was so mean to her, I was so mean to her for weeks, and now, what if–”

“She’s gonna be alright, okay? I’m headed that way now. I’m just playing it safe with the field house so don’t worry. Just take the girls back there and when you end the call with me, call Bluebell police. Okay? Tell them you’re a cheerleader at Bluebell High and your coach needs help and is being held against her will by Michael Rhodes.”

Jo Jo’s voice is wobbly. “Is… that her evil ex-boyfriend?”

“Just get back there and make the call, Jolene, okay?” I press my boot to the pedal so hard my truck sputters, but the high school is already in sight.

“Okay,” she breathes, but she doesn’t hang up.

My heart is racing, and my mind is everywhere. I know now with all certainty that the three of us, we gotta work this thing out. The idea of losing Riley has me sick, and my daughter is an absolute mess. I did it all wrong, but I will make it right. All of it. “I love you, Jolene.”

“Love you, too, Dad,” she says, and then the call disconnects. I pray for the girls to stay safe, for my daughter to be their shepherd to safety, and that nothing happens to Miss Riley.

Hang on, baby, I’m almost there. I’m sorry, and I’m almost there.
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The keys dangle from the ignition and my pickup door stands wide open in front of the Bluebell High gym. I focus on the location of the office, tucked into the back corner of the gym, a two-way glass window with flyers and banners taped all over it.

My jog becomes a full on run when a loud thud from inside the office rattles the window’s exterior.

There’s no lock on the door, not in this portion of the school. When it was built years ago, the idea of needing to barricade inside of a locked classroom to avoid a gunman was unfathomable. Only recently did the town vote to retrofit the high school classroom doors with locks and deadbolts. They haven’t finished yet, and as much as I want that safety precaution in place for my child at this school, right now I’m damn glad it ain’t locked.

I’d kick it in, but it would take time. Time I don’t wanna gamble.

As I get nearer, a blonde woman wearing a Bruisers polo and white cargo pants steps out from behind the bleachers, a phone pressed to her ear.

“I’m.. I don’t know what’s going on but… I called Ms. Mitchell and told her to come.” She licks her lips nervously. “I didn’t want to leave her but… I can’t get inside. Jolene called the police department, and took the girls behind the fieldhouse.”

Pride warms me for a moment, that Jo Jo, in all her defiance and attitude, listened to me. She got her team to safety, and called the police. “Does he have a weapon?”

She looks at the office window, then back to me. “I hope not, but I just... I can’t tell you. I didn’t see him go in, only saw him pop his head out and heard yelling.”

“Alright. Well you go on, and let me handle this. Thank you for standing by.”

The woman looks at the office window again, then makes for the door, beelining until she’s out front. I turn toward the office and take a deep breath.

At the door, I cup my hand up to my ear, listening. I don’t know if the window is covered, and if they know I’m here or not. I don’t know anything other than Riley is in danger, and I cannot under any circumstance let anything happen to her.

One swift push of my shoulder and hip into the door, and it pops open, bumping the wall behind it, sending a few framed photos clashing to the floor. In the back of the office, pressed against the wall by his arm at her throat, stands Riley, tears streaking her cheeks.

Michael turns, seeing me, and stands in front of Riley, his back to her face. He’s shielding her from me, but he’s the one that she needs to be shielded from. She brings her hands to her throat, feeling over the place where his arm pinched her airway as she coughs and cries.

“Ry, are you okay?” I ask while my eyes never leave his.

She nods, but I need to hear her voice.

“I need to hear your voice, Riley. I need to hear that he didn’t hurt you. But if he did, tell me now, tell me right this second what he did to you so I can tear him apart, limb from limb, right here, right now.” My pulse throbs in my neck and in my ears, and my stomach twists with nervous anticipation. I want to look at her, but I can’t take my eyes off Michael. Not now.

“I’m okay,” she whispers.

He laughs, sardonic and humorless. “Oh, isn't this perfect? You leave me for this guy? Some old cowboy? Jesus, Riley. This is what I’m saying. On your own, you make awful fucking choices. This is why you need to stop putting us all in pain. Stop being selfish and come back.”

Yeah, that’s just more than I wanna hear from this fuckface.

I rear back and deck him straight across the cheek. His eyes go wide, rolling back into his head. Michael stumbles a few times and faceplants on the filthy office floor. I walk around him and pull Riley into my arms, one slipping beneath her to carry her over him. I don’t put her down once we’re on the other side of that office door. I don’t even want to let go of her now.

“You’re okay,” I tell her as she clings to my shirt, burying her face, her breathing frantic. “C’mon now, take a deep breath in and exhale real slow,” I tell her, pressing my lips to her temple, then cheek, and along her jaw. I push her hair off of her face, exposing her tearful red eyes. With a trembling bottom lip, she finally speaks.

“He was mad about me seeing you,” she whispers, “he was just… mad.”

“He’s a fucking idiot,” I tell her, “and no longer anyone you need to worry about.”

Just then, the gym doors open, and the reflection of the setting sun against the glass casts a glare into our eyes. A moment later, through the sunlight, a police officer appears, one hand on his holster, the other on his radio. He eyes us closely.

“10-52 dispatch,” he says into the radio, releasing the button with a click. My eyes veer to his nametag. D. FOSTER. He nods toward the office. “The woman out front said he’s in the office.”

I nod and hold up my reddening, swollen fist. “He’s out. But yeah, he’s in there.”

Foster nods, his gaze sliding to Riley. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

Riley wiggles out of my grip, sliding down to her feet, smoothing her hands over her clothes. She wipes a few tears away and lifts her chin. “Yes, I’m okay. His name is Michael Rhodes. He is my ex-boyfriend. He is kind of stalking me at this point. He held his arm to my throat and touched me over my clothing, and I want to press all the charges there are to press, and I want a restraining order.”

Foster nods. “I got ya. Well, I have an ambulance coming and you look fine to me but to play it safe, you should probably get yourself checked out.” He pulls his cuffs from the back of his belt and readies them. “My partner is outside. He’ll take your statement, sir.” He treads toward the office but stops, looking back at me to say, “Your daughter did great calling in. Gave names, first and last, exact location, she did real good.”

I waffle my hand through Riley’s, and use my other hand to push silky strands of hair off her face. “I was so fucking scared something was gonna happen to you… I was scared I’d lose every last hope of a family that includes you.”

She licks her lips. “Yeah? You wanna fix it?”

I roll my eyes playfully. “Of course I wanna fix it. I’m an idiot who thought I couldn’t have a kid and have love.” The word slips, but I don’t try to reel it back. Instead, I let it float between us, because I know that’s where I’m headed. “Right now, I’m taking you back to our house because this asshole knows where you live, and I’m not letting you go back there, not until we know he’s locked up and not out on bond.”

She doesn’t argue and in fact, seems relieved to have someone make that choice for her. “Thank you, sir,” she whispers, the vulnerability in her tone causing me to cradle her tear-stained face in my hands and bring our mouths together. She tastes like her panicked tears from moments ago, but sweet, too, the way she did at my house just a few weeks back. “I’ve missed you,” I admit.

“I’ve missed you, too. And I’m not trying to kill the moment but… I’ve really missed Jo Jo, also.”

I love how she loves my girl. “I believe she’s missed you, too.”

At that moment, Jo Jo, leading the pack of other cheerleaders, appears in the gym doors.

“Miss Riley!”

“She’s okay!”

“Oh my God, Miss Riley’s okay!”

Bombarded with hugs and well wishes, Jo Jo comes to stand in front of me. “You did good getting those girls out of here and calling the police. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks,” she says, tangling her hands in the hem of her t-shirt nervously.

“That man knows where she lives because it’s her ex-boyfriend. I don’t want anything happening to Miss Rivers so I invited her to stay with us. She can stay in the guest room.”

I watch Jo Jo’s face to see hurt or irritation, even just a flash, but it doesn't come. Instead, she seems relieved, her shoulders relaxing as she quietly hides a sigh. “Good. That’s good.”

“You think the three of us could have a talk tonight? It’s okay if you’re not ready to say anything, but either way, I have things to say to both of you.”

Jo Jo and I stand there as the paramedics convince Riley to get a check up in the truck outside, and the girls go with her for moral support. Officer Foster drags a now-conscious Michael from the office in cuffs—Jo Jo and I ignore him as he passes by.

“I’d… like to talk, too.”

I put my arm around her shoulder, savoring the way she lets me keep it there as we leave the gym and head toward the ambulance.
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As soon as we’re back home, I offer Riley some sweats and another Turner Saddlery t-shirt. Her clothes have mascara and him all over them, and I can tell she wants out of them. Jo Jo guides her into her bathroom, offering her an array of face washes and hair clips so she can wash her makeup off, take a breath and feel a little better. With those two safe and occupied for a few moments, I use the time to ice my fist.

I know Jo Jo is still feeling hurt and betrayed, and I’m so proud of her for being there for Riley today, despite how she feels. These last few months, our relationship has been so strained, and everyone was quick to blame the teen years. But my thoughtful, sweet girl is still herself in times like these—I can see that now, and it tells me all I need to know: it’s more than teenage angst. It’s a rift between us. One I plan to repair today. No more living the way we’ve been.

I need my girl back.

Hudson’s advice washes through me. The best way to connect with Jolene is talk to her like a young adult, instead of hiding things from her like she’s a child who is incapable of understanding. There’s a lot she can’t understand about the way Riley and I are together, but the foundations of it all– companionship and love– she’s well within her limits of understanding… as long as we give her the chance.

While Jo Jo and Riley are in Jo Jo’s room, I fill a pot with water and place it on the stove, starting the burner. Digging out a box of pasta and a container of my homemade sauce from the freezer, I turn on the oven for garlic bread. A few minutes later, noodles are cooking, bread is heating, and sauce is simmering, just as Riley comes out with Jo Jo, the two of them whispering as they move down the hall together. Jo Jo seems to be raising Riley’s spirits after everything that happened this afternoon, and it makes my chest twist with emotion.

Jo Jo pulls a chair back for Riley, then for herself, and the three of us sit. I pour them each a glass of water, and face my daughter. Her dark hair is straight, down around her shoulders, framing her face so beautifully. She has my eyes, but the shape reminds me of Janie. So much of her does. I smile. “Jolene, I’m sorry that I didn’t talk to you about things growing between myself and Miss Riley.” I make sure not to look around the room, down at my water glass, or anywhere but her eyes, just the way Dr. Tanner instructed. “The truth is, I wasn’t sure what was really happening with us, because adult relationships are layered and complex. One date doesn’t equate to a wedding ring, and I told myself all my life I would never introduce you to a woman that wasn’t meant to be my next wife.” I glance over at Riley, finding her gaze fixed on me. Beneath the table she bumps her knee into mine, and that tiny gesture of support makes my chest burn with passion for her. I level my gaze back on my daughter, who is quiet and listening–two things I haven’t witnessed from her in the past year.

“But the truth is, Jo Jo, you’re old enough now to understand that relationships between two adults are complicated. And instead of trying to hide things with Miss Riley, I should’ve just told you. I just didn’t know how to broach the topic when I believed you pretty much hated my guts.”

“I don’t hate you, dad,” Jo Jo sighs, her voice quiet as she plays with the cuffs of her sweatshirt sleeves.

“I know you don’t actually hate me, Jo, but let’s put it on the line right now, okay? Conversations with you haven't exactly been approachable or easy. And I should have just told you and dealt with your reaction, because that’s what a good parent does. I failed you, and Riley, too, by not telling you right away that I liked her.”

Jo Jo, still looking at her hands as she fidgets, says, “I’m sorry I’ve been so mean to you, dad. You don’t deserve it.”

Riley pushes back from the table as quietly as she can, tiptoeing toward the hall. “Going to give you guys a minute,” she says. As much as I want us to work it all out together, I realize Jo Jo and I have things to tackle– just me and her—father and daughter. I want her to understand that I’ll always be here for her, no matter what.

“Jolene, Miss Riley is the first woman since your mom that I’ve cared about. And because I knew she meant so much to you, it scared me,” I admit, scratching the back of my neck. “I didn’t want to mess it up with Miss Riley, and have your relationship change.”

“I don’t think that would have happened,” Jo Jo says, adding, “She tried being friendly with me this week, even though I could tell she felt like total shit. It was me, I was the one who was a jerk to her.”

“Were you a jerk to her because you don’t want the two of us together or were you a jerk because you were hurt to find out the way you did?” My cheeks flame at the memory of my daughter walking in on me about to whip Miss Riley.

She tucks hair behind her ears. “I’ve always wished you would get remarried. I want you to have that. I want it, too. A step mom. And Dad, I love Miss Riley.” She finally meets my gaze, and my heart nearly bursts at the clarity shining in her eyes. “I was hurt that it was a secret behind my back, when I had told Miss Riley everything.”

I reach for her hand, and she lets me take it. “I’m sorry about that, Jo Jo. I am. And I can promise you that Miss Riley has never shared any of your secrets with me. Not a single one of them. She’s loyal to you, Jolene.”

She nods, looking at our joined hands. “You know the reason why I wanted to do cheerleading in the first place?”

Something ignites in the back of my brain, alerting me to a handful of memories. Miss Riley encouraged me to ask Jo Jo why she wanted to cheer a few times, and with everything going on, I failed to ask. Something in my gut tightens, and a knot of emotion swells in my throat. “No,” I tell her, “but Riley told me I ought to ask you. Multiple times, in fact. And I wish now that I had.”

A tear slips through Jo Jo’s lashes, but she uses the heel of her sweatshirt-covered palm to wipe it away. “I found a picture of mom. It fell out of one of your old yearbooks. I was looking for my grade school yearbook in the hutch, and I found your yearbook. Anyway, I found a photo of her from when she went to Bluebell High.” Her eyes glisten as they idle with mine. “She was in a cheerleading uniform.”

My chest tightens and the air in my lungs rushes out, leaving me slightly lightheaded. “She was a cheerleader,” I confirm, “for two years, yes.”

“You never told me that,” Jo Jo says. Tracing the wood grain of the table top with one of her painted white fingernails, she says, “you never talk about her at all.”

My heart plummets and my ears ring. “After she passed, I thought the less I talked about her, the quicker you’d move past the sad stage. Dr. Tanner recommended giving you a small period of time to grieve but to reintroduce mom and her memory into conversation.” I shake my head, my eyes growing hot. “It was too hard for me. I kept telling myself, tomorrow I’ll feel better. Tomorrow I’ll be less sad. Tomorrow I’ll talk about Janie. But every tomorrow never felt right, and my heart hurt for so long that by the time I felt ready, I don’t know, it just seemed like you’d be better off.”

“I understand why you didn’t talk about her much. I just… I went through these spells of really missing her, and I struggled to remember details about her. That’s when I started getting out old photo albums.” Her lips lift on one side, a peace offering.

“I’m sorry, Jo Jo. I never meant to make you feel like we couldn’t talk about her, and I certainly never wanted her erased from your mind or heart.”

She squeezes my hand. “Mom is always going to be in my heart. I was just… missing that mother-daughter connection.”

I nod, understanding her much better. “Are you okay, Jo Jo? I mean, I get now why you wanted to do cheerleading, but I just want to make sure that you’re okay.”

“I’m okay. I made up with Peyton and Cassidy,” she tells me before chewing nervously on her fingernail. “Dad, do you love Miss Riley?”

Would it be crazy to admit to myself and to my daughter that I do love Riley? The last few weeks have been crazy, but after years of stagnant life, maybe crazy is just what I need. I nod my head.

Her face remains impassive for a few seconds, and I question if I jumped the gun, owned up to everything I’ve been thinking and feeling too fast, too soon for Jo Jo to comprehend that life is going to change if I’m in love. Matter of fact, it was only two weeks ago when she discovered that Riley and I even knew each other, much less that we‘re together. I scratch my head as my pulse gallops and sweat starts to bead along my forehead.

She smiles.

A smile like I haven’t seen for ages. Toothy and wide, she grins, her eyes lifting, cheeks filling will color. I can’t help but drape a hand over my chest to ease the maddening thumping at her reaction. “Oh Jo Jo, I’m so glad you’re not upset about it.”

She squeals quietly, almost as if she doesn’t want Riley to be privy to her excitement or our moment. “I’m so excited, dad. I love Miss Riley. You know I love Miss Riley. And I always wanted you to meet someone.”

“You mentioned that… and I’m sorry I didn’t. I just… I didn’t want anything else to become unstable for you after mom passed.” There are so many choices I made after Janie passed away that were, in hindsight, temporary solutions to the all-consuming grief and pain that come with such a big loss. I wasn’t ever able to reconcile moving on with healing, and something in my brain got so focused on moving on, for what I thought was Jo Jo’s sake, that I realize now… I made mistakes. “Would you ever want to revisit Dr. Tanner? I still see him, you know.”

“I just wanna talk about mom a little more, look at pictures with you, hear stories about her. I want you and Miss Riley to be happy, but there’s room for both, right? Mom’s memory and new memories with Miss Riley?” she asks, blinking at me with soulful eyes.

“Of course there is room for both. We will do that, Jolene, I promise,” I tell her, realizing that talking about Janie more will be hard, but she and I will do it together. Jo Jo squeezes my hand but stands, tugging on me to do the same. I get to my feet and I swear to God, when she wraps her arms around me and presses her cheek to my chest, I want to cry.

“I love you, Dad,” she says, and I have to man-sniffle to keep the tears at bay. We pull apart and sit back down just as the oven dings. I get to work straining the cooked noodles, and Jo Jo leaps up to help slice the garlic bread. It’s crazy how a handful of minutes of meaningful conversation can totally change the outlook of our relationship, but what’s crazier is thinking I was doing the meaningful communication before. I wasn’t, but now that I know better, I’ll do better.

“Maybe mom wanted me to find that photo of her. Maybe mom brought you two together,” Jo Jo says after a few quiet minutes of us working together in the kitchen—another thing we haven’t done in ages.

I arch a brow, swiping a saucy hand along the dish towel on the counter. “You believe in that kind of thing? Fate and stuff like that?”

She stops placing pieces of cut up garlic bread in the bread basket, and looks contemplative for a few seconds. “I think I do. I mean, how strange is it that of all the places that Miss Riley could go, she came here, to Bluebell? Like, she came from a small town, and moved to an even smaller town.” She sprinkles parmesan over a few slices, because that’s the way I like it. “I doubt many people do that.” I consider what she’s saying when she chimes in again. “And I’ve opened that yearbook so many times, too. I never thought to look you guys up in the index. And when I turned to Erickson, to look up mom, that’s where the picture was stashed.”

I throw her a look over my shoulder as I toss the pasta in sauce. “I don’t know about fate. But I do know that she and I have something that I really didn’t think I’d find.” I think of the whips in the garage, the floggers that she begged for me to use on her after I once believed no one would ever even see them. “Jo Jo, I need to talk to you about something else.”

Her face pales. “Yes, I drank at the sleepover. I got drunk and felt horrible and absolutely hated it. I’m sorry. It was so not worth it.”

I scratch the back of my neck but none of the lingering discomfort is alleviated. How I wish I was going to lecture on teenage drinking. That would be far easier than what I need to talk about.

“I appreciate you telling me, Jo Jo. And alcohol and drinking is a discussion we will need to have. I’m not gonna punish you this time, because of everything that was going on—that and because we haven’t defined any rules around partying yet.”

Her shoulders visibly relax, and the weight I had no idea she was carrying seems to lift right off her. “Thank you, Dad.” She pauses. “Did you wanna talk about that now?”

After setting the food out on the table, I peer down the hall and see that my bedroom door is still shut. I wouldn't be surprised if Riley got into bed and dozed off—on the drive home, I could see just how much the situation with Michael and things between the three of us for the last two weeks have taken a toll on her.

Despite the lump of awkwardness lodged in my abdomen, I take a seat and so does Jo Jo.

“I wanted to talk about what you walked in on, you know, between me and Miss Riley.”

She turns the color of a tomato ripe on the vine in the summer sun, but based on the immediate sweat haloing my neck and sliding down my spine, I’d say I probably look like a cherry if she looks like a tomato.

“Listen, when you get older–much older, like years and years older,” I tell her, trying my very hardest to maintain eye contact and not stare at the table instead. “You might discover that you like certain things.” Dead God, if anyone is ever going to rob my house or hold me at gunpoint, send them now.

“Dad, please, use food or something as a metaphor because I cannot talk about your kinky sex life otherwise,” Jo Jo says, sinking down in her chair as she shields her face with her sweatshirt covered hands.

Food. Why did I not think of that? “Oh thank God,” I breathe, and just as the tension is broken by her comment, the bedroom drawer cracks open.

Jo Jo’s eyes dart to mine, giving me a questioning look. It’s just a simple thing, the two of us looking at one another, wondering if Riley is ready to come sit with us. But it’s a ten second private moment between us that we didn’t share yesterday, or the day before that, or the weeks and months before this. My heart swells.

Riley appears at the end of the hall. “Smells good out here,” she says softly, heavy bags still pooling beneath her eyes.

Jo Jo uses her foot to push a chair out. “Come sit. We were just about to explore what kinky shit I walked in on you two doing the other night,” Jo Jo deadpans.

Whether it’s true or not—“Jo Jo, language.” I face Riley. She’s already ten shades of pink, and turns on her bare foot, making a show of disappearing back down the hall, which causes all of us to erupt in laughter.

“C’mon, baby,” I coax playfully, following after to grab her hand. I’ve never called her that before. It slipped out in a moment of happy comfort. Her eyes hold mine. In the hall, with just a few feet of privacy from Jo Jo, I smile at her. “How are you feeling?” I stroke my palm down her arm, and she melts against me.

“Better. A lot better.” She sinks her fingers into my back, beneath my shirt, bringing my body awake in places it’s been dormant for the last two weeks.

“You hungry? Jo Jo and I made some food. And, in case you didn’t catch on, we’ve talked about everything except what happened the other morning.” I kiss the top of her head. “Perfect timing.”

She winces but turns her expression very quickly into a smile. “I may talk to teenagers about this all day, but I can’t make any promises I’ll be helpful.”

I shrug. “You can’t do any worse than me. Hell, Jo’s already told me to use food as a metaphor, so,” I say, smirking. Together we walk to the table where Jolene has fixed plates for all three of us. Mine is made the way I like it, and it warms my heart, as corny as that sounds, that she remembers.

“Miss Riley, do you want cheese?” Jo Jo says, holding the green bottle of parmesan over her plate. Riley nods, and Jo Jo sprinkles.

“You can just call me Riley, Lene,” Riley offers, sticking the tines of her fork in a heap of spaghetti and twirling.

Jolene smiles. “And I think you and dad can just call me Jo Jo.”

“Oh thank goodness,” Riley sighs. “You are Jo Jo forever and always.”

“Ditto,” I add to Jolene, who immediately wags a finger between us.

“Ganging up on me already,” she teases.

“Old dogs struggle learning new tricks,” I tell her, loading up a bite of pasta.

“That may work as an excuse for you, but Riley isn’t old like you.” Jolene snatches a piece of garlic bread, dunking it in her pasta. My eyes veer to Riley’s for a moment, and I catch her already shooting me a look.

She is much younger than me. And I realize that even though we fell into this out of nowhere, we do have a lot of talks about our future in store. Riley is young enough that she may want to be a mother, or start her own business, or whatever. And she deserves to have everything she wants.

“Hello?” Jo Jo taunts, moving her fork in front of my face. “You spaced out.”

“Ah,” I clear my throat. “Back to before. What you walked in on.”

The three of us go red, and after a minute long debate over who is the most embarrassed, and the laughter dies, I rip off the Band-Aid.

“As you get older, and you have more and more experiences, you’ll learn what you like. I mean, the first time you had chocolate, you didn’t like white chocolate, or peppermint chocolate. You had dark chocolate and you swore up and down that it was the only kind of chocolate you liked. Remember that?” I take a sip of my water and Riley smirks. “You don’t know what you like if you never try it. And sometimes you end up liking and needing things that not everyone else likes or needs, or even understands. Remember how Grandpa Charlie loved sauerkraut? We don’t like it,” I say, turning to Riley. “Do you?”

She wrinkles her nose. “No. It stinks.”

“Exactly. But lots of people like it, and we think it’s stinky. And I love peanut butter, but Jo Jo, you don’t enjoy more than a spoonful of it. My point is, everybody likes different things, and sex is no different. The only thing is, it’s more personal. People talk less openly about what kind of sex they like, because sex and your sexual relationship with someone is really personal, and private to just the two of you.”

Riley reaches for a piece of garlic bread. “Everyone likes something different, and being with someone who likes what you like and wants what you want, in and out of the bedroom, is really important.”

“What you walked in on was just two adults who like the same thing,” I add, before sitting back and watching my girl process. She spins pasta on her fork but doesn’t take a bite. “If there’s anything you want to talk about or if you have any questions–”

She shakes her head, stuffing pasta in her mouth, talking around the food as she says, “Nope, I got it. Just… get a lock.”

I dip my head. “Noted.”

Her eyes pan to Riley, and something passes between them. A moment, but maybe something more. A silent understanding and a mutual desire to live a happy life with a family, no matter what that looks like. “You’re staying here, right?” Worry overtakes her features for a moment as she casts her dark eyes on me. “Dad, she’s not going home right? He knows where she lives. I heard him say that.” She looks my way, panicked. “You said that. You said he knows.”

Riley and I haven’t had much time alone to talk about everything that happened that night, where we’re headed and what’s in store for us. But I told her in the gym and on the ride home that she’d be staying with us until a restraining order is in tact. Truth be told, I hope she never leaves, but that’s not a decision for today.

Riley shakes her head. “No, I’m not going home, Jo Jo. Your dad said I could stay in the guest room here.”

Jo Jo stops mid spaghetti twirl. “Guest room?” She arches a brow, then proceeds to make a face like she’s in the presence of smelly idiots. “You’re not gonna stay in dad’s room with him?”

“Jo Jo, you’re kind of putting us on the spot. We haven’t really had time to talk all this through yet. Best thing for Riley right now is to feel safe and comfortable. The guest room is pressure free. She’s got her own bathroom,” I argue, knowing full well that I’d like Riley to sleep in my bed every night if she wanted to. But she needs time. The three of us, in truth, need a little time.

“But… you two are gonna start dating, though, right?” she asks.

“Oh yes,” Riley answers right away at the same time I say, “damn straight.”
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Dinner was perfect. I wasn’t very hungry after everything that had happened, but once I sat down at a table with two people who care so deeply about each other and me, my appetite came back full force.

After a deep talk with Jo Jo, Jake and I explained to her that I’d be staying with them for the time being, and that he and I would also be dating. Such an unusual situation, to move in while you’re still dating, to be madly in love without admitting it, to feel so connected to someone you’ve known for such a short period of time.

I did everything in order with Michael, and it was a fucking nightmare.

What I have with Jake is slightly messy, and definitely doesn’t conform to any norms, but it’s better than any other relationship I’ve ever had.

Already.

Imagining us a year down the road, two years down the road, five? My heart threatens to burst at the thought.

Jo Jo’s phone was ringing off the proverbial hook after dinner. The girls were concerned about me, and a few parents even called Jake to thank him and Jo Jo both for handling today so well. Some of the girls that teased and picked on her for not having her period yet have even apologized. A few haven’t, and it remains to be seen if they'll come around. I’m proud of the girls who have made amends, but who I’m most proud of is Jo Jo. She didn’t leap into their arms after their apologies—Instead, she was kind and thanked them, but now she’s asking if she can sleep over at Peyton and Cassidy’s house.

Jake called Mr. Brownstock, and after they got off the phone, he told Jo Jo she could go, and to pack her bag.

I’m sitting on the foot of her bed, watching her select things to stuff in her duffle bag while we chat.

“You forgive them?” I ask, nodding to her phone where it rings again, but she doesn’t answer.

Jo Jo shrugs. “The ones that mean it.”

I nod. “Trust me when I say that one day they’ll look back on making fun of someone for not getting their period yet and literally want to shrivel up and disappear.”

Jo Jo nods. “I know. And I know it’s not anything I can worry about. It’ll happen when it happens. I just… wish everyone didn’t know.”

“I know,” I tell her, empathizing. “Everyone at Bluebell High knows about my personal life now, and that I was in a relationship with someone abusive.” I let out a long, concerned sigh. “I came to Bluebell to leave it all behind, and he kind of followed me here and ruined things, didn’t he?”

Jo Jo studies me for a moment, and in that moment I question if she’s out of her depth. If my attempt at rebonding with her after our fallout is reaching too high for a fourteen-year-old girl. She tosses a satin pajama set into her bag, followed by a pair of socks.

“Maybe not. I mean, I told my dad about the photo of my mom finally,” she hedges, grabbing her makeup bag off her desk, zipping it before she tosses it in. “What if she wanted me to find that picture of her and join cheer? And joining cheer caused a lot of grief between me and dad, but it ultimately led to tonight, and we talked through a lot of things.” She adds a tiny stuffed bear to her bag before zipping it closed, taking a seat next to me, the mattress dipping from our joint weight. “What if mom wanted me to find the photo so that it would lead me to you, so that we could be close when you met my dad? All I ever wanted was my dad to meet someone and be happy, and for us to talk about my mom so that I don’t forget her. And now, all of that has happened.”

I nod my head. “That’s such a beautiful way to look at everything that’s happened, Jolene. I never considered fate an option, but who knows, right? The universe works in mysterious ways.” I bump my leg into hers. “Hey, you really do wanna sleep over at the Brownstocks tonight, right?”

Her eyebrows fall into a thin line. “Yeah. I told you, we’re good now. I apologized to them about ditching them. We made up.”

I nod. “Okay, just making sure you truly want to go and you’re not doing it just to give your dad and I time alone.” That sounded bad, so I quickly amend it. “You know, to talk.”

She wrinkles her nose. “Okay, I hadn’t even thought about the fact I’d be leaving you alone but thanks for that mental image,” she teases.
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Jake and I drive Jo Jo to the Brownstocks, and I sit in the truck while he goes to the door to usher her inside.

Sighing, exhausted but also feeling lighter than ever, I rest my head against the cool glass of the passenger window, and watch the lilies sway with the lazy breeze. My eyes close, and a sense of peace washes over me.

Then my phone rings.

I consider not answering it, but I think of Jo Jo. If something happened to Jo Jo, even if she ended up being okay, I would want to know. She’s not my child, but still, I’d want to know. So when I see my father’s name on my phone screen, I answer because it’s the right thing to do, and I’ve always done the right thing.

“Hello,” I answer softly, my head immediately starting to ache. I glance over at the front door where Jake, all six foot four inches of him, stands with Mr. Brownstock, intensely chatting. But, like he senses I’m watching, he glances back, and shoots me a wink that I feel between my legs.

“Oh my god, Riley, I’ve been trying to call you for the last few hours. Are you okay?” he asks.

“I haven’t had my phone on me until now,” I admit, because getting my cell phone out was not something I made a priority once I got home with Jake and Jo Jo. I called Leah from Jake’s land line when I was giving Jo Jo and Jake privacy, but I had no other phone calls to make. Everyone that mattered was there, and my only other friend had already been contacted.

“We heard about Michael. Brian called me after he got a call from Michael, down at the Bluebell police station. He was looking for bail.”

The line goes quiet. I don’t try to explain that innocent men aren’t typically arrested in a small town for taking a hostage and assaulting them. I no longer see a point in trying to convince my parents of reality. “Okay,” I say, because what else is there to say?

“Brian said his son charged down to your school, held you against your will in your office and demanded you two get back together,” my father says, my mom murmuring lines to him in the background. “Yeah, and mom tells me that Michael admitted he put his hands on you. That he choked you and held his forearm to your throat.”

He had to admit it because there were witnesses, and there are marks left on my body. “It would be true if he admitted or not, just like last time,” I say, no emotion in my tone whatsoever.

I want to put all this Michael shit behind me, and that’s what I wanted months ago when I came here. Tonight, in all his idiocy, Michael finally helped me get what I want. “I’m getting a restraining order,” I add, filling the awkward silence.

This exchange is not awkward for me. I’m not the one who didn’t have the back of the person that has loved me my entire life. That’s on them.

My mom gets on the line. “Are you okay? Where are you? Do you need us to come down?”

I can’t help but think that good parents would’ve shown up without a call, and been there to support and protect me. “No, I don’t. I’m... staying with a friend. I’m fine.”

“We’re sorry, Ry Ry, that we didn’t believe you before,” my mom ambles, her voice wobbly with emotion she doesn’t deserve to have.

“You’re crying?” I gasp just as Jake approaches the driver’s side door, his brow pinched in curiosity. He gets inside the truck but doesn’t make a move to drive. He looks at me, waiting patiently for me to wrap up my call.

This man has given me more grace in a handful of months than my own fucking parents in as many years.

“You have no reason to be crying. I should be crying. I should be crying and sobbing that my own parents believed and chose a fucking piece of shit over their only child, their loyal daughter. I’ve been there for you guys through everything! I’ve done everything you wanted me to do and the only thing I ever asked you both to do was believe me. And you couldn’t do it.”

“We believe you, Riley, that’s why we’re calling. To apologize and tell you, we believe you,” dad chimes in, sounding exhausted with the entire thing, as if he has any right.

“That’s great. But unfortunately, that came about six months too late. Listen, I gotta go. I’ll call you guys… sometime. I don’t know.”

“Riley–” mom makes a weak attempt but I end the call.

“Parents?” Jake asks.

I nod. “You got a good relationship with yours?”

He shakes his head. “No, maybe that’s why they live on the East coast. We were never close. They were functional parents, got me through school and kept me fed. But they weren’t really emotionally attached to much, including me. They didn’t fly out when Janie passed. They haven’t seen Jo Jo since she was three.”

I shake my head. “That really sucks, I’m sorry.”

He shrugs. “I used to be hung up on it. In fact, I went through a solid year where I was so angry at them for not being there for me and Jo Jo when Janie passed. I obsessed over how selfish they were and how much I hated them almost every waking moment.”

My nostrils flare as heat stings my eyes, an emotional cramp forming in my gut. “How’d you get past it?”

“Dr. Tanner,” Jake says, unashamed of the fact that he’s in therapy. Getting help when you need it just may be sexier than muscles and a big dick. Fortunately for me, Jake’s got all three. “I eventually worked myself through the stages of grief in terms of my relationship with them. Letting go of expectation and emotion really set me free.”

A tear slips through my lashes, and Jake’s eyes tenderly trace it until it rolls beneath my chin. He takes my hands in his, pulling me across the bench seat to his lap.

“It hurts that they aren’t who you thought, but it will hurt for a lot longer if you keep hoping they’ll be someone else.” He smooths his hands up and down my legs and forearms, pressing my head to the crook of his neck. “C’mon, let’s get back home and unwind.”
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Jake dishes up ice cream as I sit by the fire, warming my toes and face. He comes to sit down next to me, passing me a bowl of raspberry cheesecake. I take a bite.

“You know, I’m usually a chocolate girlie but this is pretty good.”

Jake nods, licking ice cream from the corner of his mouth. He’s wearing sweats now, black and loose, and a gray t-shirt that isn’t meant to be tight but his muscles allow nothing less. He strokes a hand through his dark hair. The fire flickers gently against his swollen profile. My stomach squeezes and my body grows warm, though not from the fire. Butterflies take off in my chest, and I have the sudden urge to fall to my feet for him, this man who saved me today, who loves his daughter with his entire being, who faithfully supports his community, and who takes care of those around him. I want to strip to nothing, bow my head and be his, absorbing his angst and pain, turning them into his most heightened orgasm, his deepest desires.

Before I do that, I need resolution from what happened between us recently.

“Jake,” I start, “I just want you to know, I understand why you asked me to leave that night. I understood it completely. It devastated me, and the next two weeks without you, without hearing from you, that’s when I realized…” I trail off, not intentionally teasing out my thoughts but feeling suddenly insecure to put words to what I've been feeling.

He sets his bowl of ice cream down, giving me all of his focus. I love the way he does that, to both me and Jo Jo. He’s so good at making the people he loves feel cared for and special, and I never realized that was something I was starved of until now. “What?”

“I realized that I’m falling in love with you. And so while I understood needing time to work things out with Jo Jo, every day that passed that I didn’t hear from you, I started to think maybe it was all in my head. Maybe you didn’t feel the same way.”

Jake bobs his head, threading our fingers together to bring our joined hands to his lips, dusting kisses along the curve of my knuckles. “I never wanted to break it off with you, Riley, I swear to you. But I didn’t know what to do. I’d spent my whole life being single thinking that I was protecting Jo Jo from instability, but I came to find out I’ve done a few things wrong.” His eyes hold mine, the emerald near his irises glittering against the fire. “One of those things was letting you leave that night. The three of us should’ve sat down then and talked it all out. But… I handled it all wrong, and I’m so sorry.” He pulls me into him, and I wind up draped across his lap, my arms around his neck.

He kisses me, our tongues rolling together in sizzling silence, his erection pressing into the underside of my calves. “I’m sorry for the way that all went down, Riley, I truly am. And I want you to know that I want you to be my girlfriend, to live here in the guest room until you’re ready to come to my room. And if at any point it all feels too fast–”

I press my lips to his. “I want to be your girlfriend, too.” I kiss him again. “And everything between us has happened crazy fast, but… in other ways, the timing has been just right.”

“You know, I kind of agree with you,” he says with a wink.

I pinch his sweats and give them a tug. “Are you wearing lingerie since Jo Jo is out tonight?”

He tosses his head back in laughter. “Sweats do it for you, huh?’

“You do it for me,” I admit, “but you in sweats is just a hot little bonus.” I tap my chin. “Well, nothing is little, so I guess it’s a huge bonus.”

He tugs on a loose strand of my hair. “That bonus is enjoying you being on my lap, blondie.”

I waggle my eyebrows. “I feel it.” I kiss him again, this time collecting his face in my palms, keeping our faces together in between kisses. “Thank you for today. Thank you for showing up for me. You and Jo Jo showed up for me so big today, and no one ever has before. Not for me, not like that.”

He takes over, his mouth carving kisses down my neck and along my collarbone. “I will show up for you every day, Riley,” he promises, his hands finding their way under my t-shirt. “You look real hot in my clothes, you know that,” he adds, tugging the shirt off, tossing it onto the floor. He lays me down in front of the fire, kissing my bare chest and bare belly, and as good as it feels, we’re missing something. I sift my fingers through his hair and tug to get his attention, to temporarily stop him.

“Get your toys,” I urge, my request rattling in my chest, a little nervous to be so brazen.

Hovering over me, his eyes search mine. “It’s been a day, I don’t know if–”

“I do,” I say. “I want it, Jake. I want you. I want you to drive me into that place of pain and pleasure, because it makes me feel so good. You make me feel so good. So please, sir,” I beg, my eyes going dark as the flame between my legs licks higher and higher with each passing second. “Please, whip me, gag me, and fuck me. I need it, sir.”


CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE
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His large hands slide over the bare globes of my ass before pulling me apart. “Sweet little untouched hole,” he rasps, bringing his mouth to my ass. His tongue traces me before he bites into my cheek, making me hiss.

Flipping me onto my back, I blink up at him, arousal pouring from me at the sight of his hungry, wild eyes. He pushes my legs apart, and with his eyes on mine, dips down, cupping his mouth over my pussy.

Oh god, I cry out in my mind. Yes, right there, I silently plead.

The gag is on my mouth again, and as much as I want him to hear just how good he’s making me feel, I realize not letting me speak, offering him control over me in that way– I’m showing him with my body how much I care about him, how close we are, how much I trust him. In so many ways, that’s better than any moan for a man like Jake.

“I’m gonna take this pussy bare, you perfect little slut,” he growls out, his cockhead pressing against my apex, threatening to slip inside. “And you’re not gonna come until I tell you to, you got that?”

I nod my head frantically, writhing against him as much as my wrist and ankle restraints will allow. He raises up his newest flogger, each of the tails comprising three strands of cowhide, braided together to create a coarse whip. Twenty-five tails, twenty-five tiny little whips within the flogger. He’s proud of this design, and I’m equally proud to test it.

He drags the tails down my chest, around my nipple, and brings them to my clit. “You get a light one here if you come without permission,” he warns me, teasing my bundle of fiery nerves. I nod, and while I have no clue how I’ll ask for permission while gagged, I don’t care. Either way, I win this man, his whips, and his big dick.

With a quick movement, I’m back on my hands and knees, leather keeping my wrists and ankles just a foot apart. He moves his dick up my wet slit, pushing inside a little. I grunt, and I doubt there will ever be a time that I can take him easily. There will always be a minute or two of accommodation, burn and stretch, acceptance. But I like it. It reminds me that the right relationships have the right kind of pain.

He strikes me on my left ass cheek, and I surge forward in response. His hand tugs me back by the shoulder, which sends me deeper on his dick. “That’s right, get down on it, spread yourself open for me,” he commands, his breathing growing more and more labored. I bite at the gag as he sinks inside me deeper, teasing my asshole with the handle of the flogger.

“How about I fuck your pretty cunt and my toy fucks your virgin hole? Would you like that? What am I saying,” he says rhetorically, a sardonic chuckle in his tone. “Of course you’ll like that. You’d like anything I gave to you, isn’t that right, my willing little submissive?”

I nod so much I think my neck is starting to get sore. “Yes,” I gargle from behind the gag. He snaps the flogger against my cheek with just enough force to make me gasp as the tails sting my lips. “When I wanna hear you, you’ll know.”

The cap of the lube has my body quivering. The hard press of the handle against my tight hole makes me jump, but Jake’s hand comes to my hip, holding me steady. “Easy, easy,” he growls, tugging me back as my body, in reaction, bucks forward again. With the flogger handle in my ass, the pain of the intrusion nearly blinding, and Jake’s cock buried so deep that if I press my fingers to my belly, I can feel him there, I almost can’t handle it. The pain. The pleasure. The fullness. My body breaks out into a sweat as I groan into the smooth leather gag, saliva dripping down my chin.

“You feel that? That’s what ownership feels like, baby.” He smacks my ass again, this time using a lunge whip. I saw this one in the cabinet and asked for it tonight. He snaps his wrist, and the long, singular tail of the whip crests along my back, leaving fiery, aching skin in its wake. A moment later, thick fingers tangle with the buckle at the base of my skull, and then the gag falls to the bed. Another harsh bite of his lunge whip between my shoulder blades has me dropping my head between my shoulders, letting loose a feral cry.

“Oh fuck!” I scream. When I reopen my eyes, I see Jake’s heavy balls swinging from beneath him as he fucks me hard and deep, still using the whip handle in my ass.

The sight of his huge balls and strong thighs is dizzying, and my clit throbs. “Can I please come, sir?” I ask, and it’s not anything we’ve done before, but tonight he told me I need to ask before I come, and it turned me on so much I’ve been fighting an orgasm for the last twenty minutes.

Another harsh snap of his whip, this time along the back of my arm. “Tell me who makes you come,” he orders.

“You, sir,” I breathe. “Please,” I beg, practically bearing down on his cock and the toy. The sting that accompanies fullness hasn’t completely dissipated. “I need to come, sir, please.”

“Alright, let me feel you,” he groans as his cock swells and throbs inside me.

He leaves the toy in as both hands come to my hips, tugging me back in quick bursts, making me fuck both him and it. “Oh my god, Jake, Jake, Jake, please, sir, yes,” I rattle off, my eyes rolled to high heaven as I come, undone for him in wild, unabashed waves. He holds himself there, deep and hot as I ride out my orgasm. When I’m done, he empties me entirely.

On my back again, Jake’s eyes fall to my cheeks, still flushed from what we did. He looks to my eyes next, finding them darkened with a quiet ache. Because even immediately after, I still lust for him everywhere. Only he does that to me. He smiles. “Now I’ve got you right where I want you.”

On my back, staring up at him, my vision grows swimmy. His chest booms with muscle, his jaw coated in a thin layer of scruff, his dark hair a tousled mess, I can’t help but be greedy and beg for more. “Another, more, please, sir,” I murmur, not even knowing if I’m asking for more pain, more orgasms, or more everything.

He releases the ties around my ankles and wrists, then rolls me back onto my shoulders, draping my legs against his chest. Reaching between us, Jake grabs his cock and sets it on my pussy, moving his hips so that his slick, hot cock slides between my lips, against my clit. It’s such a tease, and so erotic. The desire and restraint in his eyes sets me on edge.

“Please, I need to feel you, I need to feel your cum,” I beg, sliding my hands over my bare belly. Jake grits his teeth, taking my breasts in his hands, squeezing them with a groan. His hips rove and roam, my clit is so engorged and I am so wet that I know I won’t be able to hold back much longer. Another thrust between my legs, the friction of our naked, wet bodies together proving to be too much, and I unspool beneath him, unraveling at every end.

I shake and writhe, crying out his name, praising him, reaching for him. He hovers over me, his face focused and intense, holding his dick around the purple rimmed crown, watching me break for him.

When I’m done, he flips me back over, this time facing him on all fours.

“Are you finished? Or can you come again? You wanna come some more, baby?” He threads his fingers through the back of my hair, an intense tingle rippling through my scalp as he jerks me back. My mouth parts from the sudden position change, and he takes that opportunity to fill my mouth with his spit, warm and thick. His finger slides onto my tongue as he forces me to swallow, which isn’t necessary. Very soon this man will figure out that there isn’t a single command I won’t obey, a single thing of mine that he can’t have. Everything I have is his to use.

I’m his to use.

His cock follows, spearing into my throat. Each slap of his balls against his body and each wobbly groan that comes off his lips only takes me that much higher, makes me feel that much more desired. With one hand in my hair, he uses the other to lightly grab my neck.

“Keep that throat open, baby, come on,” he grits out a moment before he grunts, and his stomach tightens, then heat splashes against the back of my throat so many times I lose count. I swallow, and his rough coaxing fills me full of pride. “There you go, baby, just like that, drink up.”

Drink up.

The two words sizzle through my veins, leaving me hot and achy, and I find myself reaching down, slipping my fingers where it’s still sticky and warm. “Keep my cock in your throat while you come again,” he orders, running his palm over my cheek to feel himself in my mouth. His hand is heavy and powerful, and when he tugs the base, making sure to get every last drop out, I combust.

He holds my head down on his cock when he sees me pull my thighs together, my orgasm taking control as I wobble and moan, rubbing frantically. Suckling his cock, gagging and choking in bursts as he pushes me deep on it, I stay like that until my orgasm has subsided. He steps back until his limp cock falls out of my mouth with a slap against his thigh.

Extending his hand to me, he helps me slowly and carefully to my feet, off the bed, and wraps a towel around me. “How do you feel?” he asks, studying my eyes closely, as if looking to see whether I am high or drunk. But I like it. I like how closely he analyzes me, the way I can tell he is storing away mental notes, so he can know me the best. It’s the kind of care and attention I’ve always longed for, and he gives it so freely, without strings.

I nod my head. “I’m so good,” I breathe, almost teary from the intensity of the moment. He nods his head too, seeing the emotion I’m keeping at arm’s length.

“Alright, let's look at those welts and get you cleaned up, how’s that sound?” he asks, kissing my forehead and stroking long fingers through my hair.

I nod my head, afraid that if I speak I might cry.

Jake tips his head to the side, the curled ends of his wavy hair touching the top of his shoulder. He’s so sexy it nearly steals my breath, and another wave of emotion hits.

Aware, alert, and always in tune with me, Jake lifts me up and walks me to the bathroom, setting me on the counter. His hands rest on my knees as we open my legs together, making room for him to stand between them.

“Wanna talk to me about how you’re feeling?” he suggests gently, stroking my cheek with the back of his pointer finger.

My bottom lip wobbles. “Stupidly emotional.”

He nods. “About what happened with Michael or what we just did?” he asks, slow and patient, and with Jake, I know there is no wrong answer. That I’m safe with him and the truth between, that there is nothing we can’t overcome or work through together.

I meet his dark eyes, and if I didn’t have a weight of words on my tongue ready to spring free, I could get lost in them and all the beautiful promises they make. I shake my head. “No, not about him, not at all.” He waits for me to speak, staying quiet and patient. “About you, and what we have.”

I motion toward the bedroom with my head, then meet his eyes again. “Just the way you understand me and care for me, and test me. How you don’t treat me like I’m delicate. How easily we work together.” I lick my lips, my pulse racing. “How much I care about you.”

He wraps me up, his arms around my torso, pressing more kisses to the top of my head. “You know what, I feel the same way about you. I look at you and wonder if I’m dreaming. Beautiful, smart, driven, so young with so much road stretched ahead,” he says, pulling back to make meaningful eye contact. “And you chose me.”

“It feels a lot like we chose each other,” I sniffle. “And Jo Jo, she thinks it’s fate. Divine intervention from Janie,” I say, saying his wife’s name aloud for the first time. It feels sacred, and I don’t know that I have the right. I start to apologize but he stops me with a soft kiss, tangling his knuckles in the side of my hair to tip my head back gently.

“Whatever it is, I feel it, too,” he says, sealing his words with another kiss, this one deep and wet, our tongues sliding together. “You could also be feeling a little sub drop, baby,” he says, using that affectionate term again.

My brows furrow. “I’ve never heard of that.”

He takes a step back from me, the slight distance imparting subtextual importance on what’s to come. “When I realized… what I like,” he starts, reaching out to trace a pink mark left behind from one of his braided tails. “I started to read about it online. I tried to read about the type of care to give to a future partner, if they happen to share the same interests as me.”

I reach out and tug his soft but still very fucking impressive cock. “Oh yeah?”

He nods, and I love that he doesn’t even flinch at the casual way I touch and explore his body. “Yeah. I mean, I never thought I would and truthfully, reading about it was just… an escape. Somewhere for my brain to go in lieu of a relationship. But I did learn a lot. And after a partially challenging scene,” he says, alluding to what we do in the bedroom–the filthy mouth on him, all his leather toys, the flogging, the whipping, the pain and pleasure. “Sometimes the submissive may feel a rush of emotions, with a wide range of where your mind can go. As your dom, I’m here to walk you through that, tell you that I appreciate you so much, and thank you so much for sharing your body with me, for handing me such unbridled trust.” He dusts kisses on both of my palms. “And if there’s anything you need or want to talk about, we can.”

I shake my head. “I feel better just having this talk.” I glance down at one of the marks left behind on my forearm. “These do kind of sting.” He steps to the shower and turns it on, leaving the large glass door wide open. Steam slowly fills in around us.

“I’m gonna get you cleaned up and put some arnica on those, and we’ll get you some tylenol and water, okay?”

I nod. My heart hums just listening to all the ways he’s already figured out how to take care of me. “That sounds… really good.”

We get into the shower together, and everything is absolutely perfect. Three words move through my mind, but I save them, because so much has already happened tonight. They can wait for another day.


CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO
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Three Months Later

“Last game!” Jo Jo chants, bouncing on the balls of her feet at the kitchen bar.

“Hold still, I still have one more star,” Jasmine says, holding a gold makeup pencil to Jo Jo’s cheek.

“You excited?” my daughter asks me, finally settling so her friend can finish their face flare. It’s homecoming, and it’s the last home game, which means the team goes all out. Gold jerseys for the football players, face paint and glitter hair for all the cheerleaders (I know this because I found two bath towels coated in glitter ten minutes ago and about lost my mind), and the coaches even wear cheer uniforms.

I am looking forward to homecoming.

I nod. “Of course. I love watching you cheer,” I say, taking a sip of coffee.

“How can you drink coffee this late?” Jasmine asks me, stepping back to survey her work on my daughter’s cheek. “Doesn’t it keep you up?”

I smile. “I’m a night owl anyway.” And I’ve got unspeakable plans on the books for my cheerleading coach tonight.

“Does Miss Rivers want me to do her face, too?” Jasmine asks, recapping her pen as Jo Jo turns to check out the work.

“Oh, Jas, it looks so good!” Jo Jo beams, spinning to show me.

“Looks good,” I tell her. “You want me to check if Miss Rivers wants some… stars on her cheeks too?” I ask the girls, who have moved on to hair bows bigger than their damn heads.

“Ooh, yes, go ask, please Dad!” Jo Jo says, her mouth open in deep concentration as she tries to clip the bow to her ponytail.

I set my coffee on the table and head down the hall, gently knocking on Riley’s closed door. We don’t sleep in the same bed every night, not yet. Both of us want to, and when Jo Jo sleeps somewhere for the night, Riley stays in my room. We’re taking our time for Jo Jo’s sake. Even though she claims to be fine with it, still, it’s a lot of change. We just want to make sure that even though we did things a little out of order, that on the points that matter, we don’t push.

“Come in,” Riley says quietly, and I push open the door to find her facing a floor length mirror dressed in a cheerleading uniform, a blue ribbon hanging from her ponytail. She turns to face me, and with my boot, I kick the door shut. She saunters over, making my dick hurt when she plucks my hat from my head and sets it on hers.

“How do you like me in my uniform, cowboy?” she asks, stretching out the last word like a piece of gum between her teeth.

I steal her hand and press it to my groin. “You tell me, darlin’.”

I love the way her cheeks fill with pink, like she’s surprised to find out how hard she makes me. The last three months with Riley have been the best months of our lives. Jo Jo is so much happier, now that we're communicating. Not through Riley, either, although I love watching their relationship grow and evolve, too. Cheer still hasn’t been easy for Jo Jo, and after she went to the dance with Rawley Colt, apparently another cheerleader’s lifelong crush, more lines on the team were drawn.

I’ve been so proud bearing witness to how she’s handled it all, and I know a lot of that has to do with Riley’s influence.

“You shuttin’ the door is gonna garner some interest,” Riley teases, her scent wrapping me as I tug her arms up, placing them around my neck. There’s no music, but I hook my hands together on her ass and we start swaying together, slowly.

“Just want a few quiet minutes with you since I’m not gonna get to see you again for hours.” I slide my hand over the hump of her ass, and grab her beneath her skirt. She giggles, but it’s breathy and low, like she wants me as bad as I want her right now.

She sways us to the closed door, and twists the deadbolt. Before I know what’s what, my belt is open, my pants are around my thighs and Riley is on her knees, tongue out.

“How fast can you be, sir?” She juts out her tongue again before adding, “and you can’t mess up my makeup.”

I place my hand on her head and use the other to stroke myself, and Riley uses her tongue to keep me from leaking as I do.

“Fuck, baby, you’re so hot,” I whisper, pumping myself faster and faster.

She kisses the head then drags her tongue from my balls all the way to my cockhead, making me shiver. “When I’m out there with the girls, and you’re up in those bleachers feeling all cold and lonely,” she draws out, knocking my hand away to stroke me herself. “You can take solace knowing that I have a belly full of your cum.”

“Oh Jesus,” I swear, still keeping my voice quiet as she uses one hand to stroke me onto her open tongue, and the other to lift up her skirt.

“I hadn’t gotten around to putting my panties on yet,” she says, and I look down to see her stroking her hand through the soft blonde curls on her pussy, teasing me.

She twists her hand, and I come shamefully fast and hard, hardly able to stand as I unload onto her tongue. When I finish, she swallows, and I yank her to her feet, gently pushing her over the footboard of the bed. Lifting her skirt, I lean over her body, pressing my lips to her ear.

“Don’t you dare let anyone see this pussy, you hear me? This greedy little pussy is mine,” I growl, talking dirty and possessive, the way I know she loves. I rear back and spank her ass cheek, watching her bite into her fist to stifle the pained cry it brings. I take my hand away and kiss the place I spanked her.

She turns to face me, snatching her panties and bloomers off the bed. Her room is always neat and nice, and smells like shampoo and her. I love her here, but more than that, I love the example she sets for Jo Jo, who now also keeps her room clean.

“I wanted that swat, sir,” she says, sticking out her tongue. “So thank you.”

Jo Jo knocks on the door, and I pull my pants up and buckle my belt. “Hey, hello? It’s time to go.”

“We’re coming, I was telling Riley how much I’m gonna miss her while she’s out there,” I say, because that is a version of the truth.

Jo Jo makes a vomit noise. “Okay lovebirds. We gotta go, so maybe just text her that from the bleachers.”

Jasmine drives herself, because she’s stopping to pick up a few other girls who need a ride, but Jo Jo rides with us. When I let the two of them out at the field so I can go park, I idle there a moment, watching them walk up to the gates together. Jo Jo says something, and the both of them erupt in laughter. They have inside jokes, they have secrets, they have their own tiffs and moments of warmth.

They have their own relationship, and it’s working, as they disappear behind the fence, I realize, pretty soon I need to talk to Jo Jo about Miss Rivers becoming Mrs. Turner.


CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE
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Jo Jo plops a strawberry into her mouth and talks with her mouthful. “You could just cancel. I support you cancelling,” she says.

Sighing, I smooth my hands over the duvet again and reach for the bowl of fruit on the bed tray. Jake served me breakfast in bed this morning, but Jo Jo and I had a sleepover last night so we’re both enjoying breakfast in bed.

“I can’t cancel. I promised I’d go at least once and they’re coming here so I have to reward their efforts with at least one session.” Jo Jo fills my mug with coffee from the French press, and snags another berry. “Thanks for hanging out with me last night. I had fun. It took my mind off of things.” I smile.

Today is my first therapy appointment with my parents. I’ve been a nervous wreck since we planned this a month ago. That was the first time I decided to answer their calls, and on that call I said if they wanted to have any sort of relationship with me, it had to be meaningful, and if it were to be meaningful, we needed therapy. I don’t want to rehash things and talk about all the pain they’ve caused. I think I’d rather get a pap smear in front of a priest. I’m doing it because I said I would.

Jo Jo told me she wanted to have a slumber party to take my mind off of it. Jake had plans for me, too, but I couldn’t say no to girl time with my girl. When I told him that Jo Jo wanted to do a girls night, he told me he could wait—that Jo Jo and I bonding is as important to him as the two of us.

We wore face masks, watched The Wedding Planner, baked cookies and painted each other's toenails, all before falling asleep under the soft glow of Friday Night Lights reruns.

It was a good night.

Different from the nights I would have with Jake, but good in so many other ways.

My phone rings, and I snatch it off the nightstand to answer. Jo Jo grabs her phone and scrolls while I talk.

“You ready for it?” Leah asks, yawning into the phone.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. How are you?” I ask her. In the last month, Leah has begun seeing someone but she won’t tell me who. I try not to press too much, but I’m absolutely dying to know.

“Exhausted. One of my smoke alarms went off at two in the morning, and I couldn’t figure out which one so I ended up beating all of them with a broom handle.” She yawns again. “Handyman is here now, repairing them.”

“Oh,” I draw out, coy as ever. “So your boyfriend wasn’t there to help?”

“No sleepovers yet. I’m old. Sleepovers mean forever in my book, you know that,” she says before launching into a speech of advice on how to handle my parents today. I listen, but in the back of my mind, I circle on her words. Sleepovers mean forever.

I’ve been living with Jo Jo and Jake for the last three months. I never spent another night in my home in Bluebell after Michael attacked me at the school that day. In fact, I rented it out to someone else already.

I live here, there’s no doubt. But this guest room isn’t where I should be living. It’s not where my heart is. And now that Jo Jo and I have had our sleepover, it feels like the right time to make the move to Jake’s room. We wanted time for Jo Jo to grow comfortable with the idea.

“Sounds good, Leah,” I tell her, because the advice, despite the fact I was only halfway listening, was good—of what I heard, of course. “I’ll call you after to let you know how it went.”

“Good luck!” she offers before hanging up.

Jo Jo sets her phone down. “It’s so weird that you’re like, friends with the principal.”

“Why? She’s just a person like me and you. She wants friends, she wants to laugh, she likes talking on the phone.” I sip my coffee and moan at the perfection of the roast and the impending relief from the brew. “God this is good.”

“I know she’s a person,” Jo Jo smirks. “It’s just… she’s like, the principal.” She glances down at her phone then back up to me. “Does she like that job?”

I volley my head, considering the question. “She likes it. Any job has its downsides, but overall she likes it. Why?”

Her cheeks flush as she picks lint off the comforter. “I don’t know. I think it seems like it could be a cool job.”

“Yeah?” I ask, surprise in my tone, but excitement too. Jake was worried that Jo Jo wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with her life, and not in the sense that he wanted her to have a plan but moreso, wanted her to find her passion. “You know, if you wanted to, I could probably arrange a little meeting. You could ask Ms. Mitchell all the questions you’d like.”

She lifts a shoulder and drops it. “Yeah, maybe.”

There’s a knock on the door and Jake is in the doorway, making me feel things I ought not feel with Jo Jo next to me. With his hat, flannel and dirty jeans on, boots too, he grips the doorframe, grinning at us. He even tips that hat, exposing his tousled dark hair. My eyes move to the triangle of tanned skin peeking out from his royal and black tartan flannel. I think of two nights ago, when he gave me twenty lashes with his belt—which I crawled to him and begged for, by the way.

“Morning again ladies,” he says. “Hate to break up the fun but if you’re both trying to get showered before we go, there’s not much time.”

They’re dropping me off at therapy and heading to the farmer’s market to work the Turner Saddlery booth together. Jo Jo’s been working the booth with both of us for the last few weeks. It’s been so nice.

And today is extra special because Jake has been working on a custom saddle for Jo Jo since the start of the school year. He gets her a graduation gift after every grade, and when he explained the tradition to me then showed me the saddle, I cried. I cried for the beauty of the saddle and the breathtaking craftsmanship, I cried for what it symbolized between father and daughter, but mostly, I cried because it’s going to be such a special moment for them, it makes my chest explode just thinking about it.

I stick out my bottom lip in a pout. “I’m gonna miss you guys.”

He saunters in, smelling too damn good for ten after seven on a Saturday morning. And looking too damn good, too. He kisses Jo Jo’s head, then mine. “We’ll have dinner out back tonight together then we’ll tell you all about the market and you can tell us what you want about therapy.” He tugs the covers back after lifting the near-empty breakfast tray off the bed. “Now get up and get going. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not late.”
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“Hi,” I say quietly, leaning over the desk. “I’m Riley Rivers, I’m here for the 8:30 appointment.”

The woman behind the desk smiles. “Lovely. I’ll get you checked in and you can just have a seat in the waiting area. Your other party members haven’t arrived yet.” She sticks her hand out, motioning to the waiting room where a woman sits, her face covered by the magazine she’s reading.

“Thanks,” I say, quietly slipping into a seat.

A woman exiting the restroom turns my way and holy shit.

“Cadence?”

After that day in the gym, Cadence stopped with her dirty looks and shitty comments. I figured she only stopped because it would look bad to pick on the new lady whose ex-boyfriend held her captive in an office for an hour. Truthfully, she stopped and that’s where my thoughts about Cadence ended.

She smiles awkwardly, looking around the empty office once before coming to sit one seat away from me.

“Hi.” She looks me up and down as if hunting for an obvious symptom. “You… see Dr. Tanner, too?”

“Yeah,” I reply, bobbing my head. “I’m a serial killer and I’m really hoping to stop.”

Cadence smiles. “Oh yeah? I’m here to try and stop smoking.”

I blink. “You don’t smoke.”

Cadence smirks. “And something tells me you’re not a serial killer.”

I let out a sigh. “I’m meeting my parents. We’re doing some family therapy in an attempt to communicate better. And, if that goes well, maybe we will tackle some of our other issues.”

She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, and I notice she’s in a sweat suit, and not a cute Juicy Couture one but like, an actual cuffed ankle sweat suit. “Don’t,” she says on an exhale. “I look like shit.”

I shake my head. “You really don’t. I’ve just never seen you so casual.”

“It’s the weekend,” she says, “I couldn’t stand the idea of pouring myself into a skirt and heels on a Saturday morning.”

I waggle my brows. “Why do you think I like wearing polos and jeans? Heels are overrated.” I lean in. “But your calves are phenomenal, so maybe it is worth it?”

She laughs, but it’s mostly awkward, as with most things Cadence Caine. Finally she turns to me, gripping the armrest of the vinyl covered chair, her eyes penitent.

“I’m sorry for how I treated you. For whatever it’s worth, you’re right. I’m not a good coach and you definitely deserved the JV job.”

I don’t try to talk her down because, as uncomfortable as it is to sit with the truth, it’s far worse to sit with a lie. “Thanks,” I say, acknowledging her apology. I don’t have much else to say, but she apologized, and I value her for that.

“I was outside the office that day,” she blurts out. “I heard and– anyway, I waited outside the office until Jolene Turner’s dad came.” Her cheeks flame as she looks down at her fingernails a moment then back up to me. “I was with a guy like that once. I’m glad you’re with Jo Jo’s dad. You two seem really happy.”

“I didn’t know that,” I tell her, skipping over everything about Jake. An apology doesn’t mean she needs details of my life, but I had no idea Cadence waited until help came.

She nods. “I just… I couldn’t leave, not with you in there crying. I was so scared for you, Riley,” she admits, her eyes growing wet. She adjusts her necklace, then smooths her hands down her ponytail. I get the impression she’s not used to being this way—vulnerable and honest, but her face is soft and her body is relaxed—it looks much better on her than bitchy does.

“That means a lot. Thanks. I mean, I didn’t know but, thank you.” The door opens, breaking our moment, but starting a whole new moment. One I’ve been dreading.

I get to my feet. “Hi mom, hi dad.”
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“Jake’s pulling up, so I gotta go. How come you’re not at the market?” I ask Leah, who I promised a post-therapy summary. I get to my feet from the curb behind the office, where I’d been waiting alone. My parents offered to give me a ride out to the market, but I’m not looking to merge worlds. Not today. Not anytime soon, if ever.

“I’m… having lunch with someone today,” she draws out. “A new someone.”

“Leah Mitchell! You didn’t tell me you have a date!” I blurt out, just as Jake’s truck comes into view. “And you never told me you dumped the last guy!”

“Story for another day about him. But this time, when there’s something good to tell, I’ll tell you. Anyway, I’m proud of you for going today. You didn’t have to, but you went. You are perpetually the bigger person.”

I tip my chin up triumphantly. “I really am.”

“I’ll see you on Monday.”

“See ya,” I say, ending the call just as Jake idles at the curb, the large rim of his hat shading a portion of his face as he rolls down the window and winks. My insides turn into a flurried mess.

He jumps out, coming around the front of the truck to catch me in his arms, holding me tight. “I missed you,” he whispers, his words hot against my ear, dripping down the collar of my shirt. Holding the door open, Jake helps me in, then joins me, slipping behind the steering wheel a moment later.

“You look gorgeous,” he says, reaching for my hand to hold. I don’t know if it’s his extra years on me or if it’s just who Jake is, but I love that he opened with a compliment instead of peppering me with questions. Almost like he knew what I’d need to hear first—love, not inquisition.

“Thank you. How’d it go with the saddle? How’s the booth today?” I ask, enjoying the beautiful day as I roll down the window and let my arm swim through the wind as we drive.

“She loved it. Wants to start riding–all three of us, as soon as the season is over.” He leans over and kisses me just then, before retreating back to his side, like he had to seal the good news with a small celebration. I love that I am his celebration. “The rest? Great. Jo Jo stayed back to watch over things while I came and got you. We’re about to pack up pretty soon but I thought you’d like to come for the last hour. Maybe grab some things for tonight.” He splits his focus between the road and me. "Dorothea's got some whiskey-flavored fudge and Hudson has his root beer milk again.”

I waggle my brows. “Oh, I like that.” I squeeze his hand, garnering an extra glance my way. “Jake, I feel ready to move into your room. I was hoping tonight we could talk to Jo Jo, and see if she’s ready.”

Hat tipped slightly forward, dark eyes glued to the horizon, steering wheel in his grip, Jake groans, and I feel it between my legs. “Goddamn, am I happy to hear you say that,” he says, then tugs at the crotch of his fitted, filthy jeans, the ones that make me wet just seeing him in them. “Made me a little hard.” He winks.

I slide across the empty seat between us and place my hand on his crotch. “Nothing about this is little.”

He laughs, and drapes his arm around my shoulders. “Just the idea of waking up every day with you in my arms. Hell, not to mention holding you while we fall asleep.” He shakes his head, and with my free hand I reach up and tug at the loose curls near his neck.

“You’re a kinky romantic,” I tease him, leaning in to press a kiss to the pulse in his throat.

“What are you doing to me, baby? I’m trying to drive us back to the market. I can’t get out the truck like this,” he says as I trace his erection through his jeans using just the tip of my fingers.

I find his zipper and tug it down, then reach in to find my favorite thing. Protruding through his open pants, I tug Jake’s cock toward me, wrapping my lips around the head. The truck jumps a little as Jake navigates down a back country road, and the scent of lavender and fresh pine moves through the cab. The temperature outside is perfect, the slow rumble of the truck beneath my body as I lean over my man’s lap and suck him feels good. He tangles his fingers in the top of my head, raspy praises falling from his lips, lifted by the wind.

“Fuck, your mouth is so sweet, baby.”

One hand on the wheel, he reaches down my pants and grabs the top part of my ass just as his cum splashes against the back of my throat. I can’t take his entire cock down my throat the way I want to, and just the idea of it—being able to handle him, to give him that pleasure–-it gets me hot. But he’s hung and for now, my hands work on the length I can’t suck. I keep pumping as he throbs on my tongue, giving me everything he couldn’t give me this morning, or last night.

I swallow him down, because I always swallow when he comes in my mouth. I slide back to my spot in the truck, and he zips up.

“Are you good to go back now?” I tease, dragging the tip of my tongue over my top lip, trying to seduce him even more.

He takes his hat off, shoving it on the dash, fishing a hand through his wavy hair. The same hair I held last week when he snuck into my room and ate me out before sunrise. “Well damn, baby, that was something else .”

I reach for his hand again, just as he turns down the long road leading to Hudson’s. “Therapy was okay. I’m glad I went. But I don’t know if it’s going to lead to reconciliation, and I don’t feel like chasing that right now.”

Jake kisses my hand. “I appreciate your sharing.”

We ride the last few minutes in peaceful silence, and spend another hour at the market with Jo Jo. While we’re cleaning up the table, Jake asks her if she’d be okay with me officially moving into his room, and her response?

“It’s about time.”


CHAPTER
THIRTY-FOUR
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The first time Jake took me to Turner Saddlery months ago, I fell in love. Seeing all the beautiful things he created, and all the people filtering in and out who love him and his work was absolutely incredible. The detail he puts into everything–I don’t understand how he does it. He’s a perfectionist, sure, but the eye he has for detail is absolutely insane.

Every time I have visited since then, I always climb onto the saddle rack and pretend I’m riding, just to give him and Jo Jo a laugh.

This morning, however, I learned that Jake brought a saddle rack home from the shop, when I awoke to him standing naked and hard next to the rack, a saddle with a dildo in the center fitted to the top, crop in hand. “C’mon, cowgirl,” he said, holding out his hat to me.

And atop this saddle is where I’ve been for the last hour, being his plaything, willingly and gladly.

With his hat on my head, I squeeze my knees around the saddle, gripping the horn as Jake runs the edge of his crop along the underside of my throat. “Open that throat for me, cowgirl,” he chides, his voice a sexy growl when he’s this turned on. He doesn’t even have to guide his cock into my mouth–he’s so hard and so ready, I lean over, open my mouth and with a thrust of his hips, he’s on my tongue.

“Ride, Riley. Ride that saddle and make yourself come like the desperate little slut you are,” Jake rasps, as he pulls back before each strike, caning my ass, one cheek after the next.

I gasp on his cock, my hands sweaty around the horn. He pushes his cock a little deeper, and I gag, and Jake runs the end of his crop through the mess on my chin. “Look at you, dripping for my dick,” he groans, caning me again and again, along my back and thighs.

The sting is intense, but it fades in a few seconds, leaving behind an all-consuming burn, and eruption of heightened senses underneath my skin. My body trembles on the saddle, the one Jake tells me that he made just for me and my pussy.

“That saddle is getting your greedy little cunt warmed up for me,” he says, finally hollowing my mouth. Reaching out, he wraps his hand around my throat, right beneath my chin, and guides me back to a sitting position. “Open your mouth,” he commands, voice dark, promising sin and indulgence.

I open my mouth in time to catch his thick, warm spit, and before I can swallow, the sting of the crop radiates through my left nipple, then right, as he punishes me for not begging the moment my mouth was free.

“I wanna hear you, my perfect little slut. I wanna hear you beg for my crop while you’re riding the cock I gave you, in the saddle I made.” His chest expands, his nipples hard, sweat carving a tiny trail between his swollen pecs. Everything about Jake Turner, from the touches of gray in his chest hair, to the thick veins on the tops of his hands–he is my personal God, and there is nothing I wouldn’t give to him.

“Please, sir,” I beg, an ethereal fog drifting through my brain. “Take me off this saddle and fuck me, please, I need you sir, you and only you.” Rolling my hips, I ride and ride and ride as Jake walks slow circles around the rack, making use of his crop on the bare bottoms of my feet, along my hips, on my nipples, and once against my clit. By the time he stops in front of me, his cock a steel beam of temptation jutting out from his powerful thighs, I’m going to absolutely combust.

“Please, please, please, sir, I need to come. Let me come. Can I come, sir?” I moan, gripping the horn with one hand, raising up the other to adjust his hat on my head. Sweat slides down my spine, and I feel slippery in the ornate saddle, my perspiration and arousal staining the leather. I can’t take my eyes off of him, and the longer I look at the pinkened head of his cock and the thread of precome stringing from him to the floor, the more I realize I’m going to come whether or not he gives me permission.

“Sir, I’m gonna come, I can’t stop, I can’t,” I shake my head, words getting harder and hard to grab onto. My mouth is dry and my stomach is clenched, exhaustion and desire electrifying my body. The coil of desire that Jake has been tightening inside me every moment since we met unspools, and I toss my head back as my pussy clenches all around the rubber cock.

“Fuck, fuck, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, sir,” I moan, writhing and bucking on the saddle as I come in intense, shameless waves. He comes to the side of the saddle, reaches down, and rubs my clit with his thumb as he sinks his teeth into my bare shoulder.

The pain of his bite and the intense pleasure of his hand make a heady cocktail that leaves me a moaning, whimpering mess.

He lets me come hard, and after, he sees I’m through, he lifts me gently off the saddle and sets me on the bed. He drapes a sheet over the saddle, unlocking the wheels on the rack and rolling it into his walk-in closet before closing the door.

“We can be kinky with Jo Jo in the house,” he’d told me a few months ago after a particularly heavy impact session that left the bed scattered in a ton of leather toys. “We just have to be good at cleaning up, and my closet needs a lock.”

Every time we make a mess during a scene, Jake cleans it up. I offer to help but, in his words, “a dominant makes your life easy and gives you intense pleasure.” I don’t know how much of that is truly the role of a dominant or if that’s just my own dominant man, but either way, I know I’m lucky.

He comes to the edge of the bed, stepping between my legs to spread them. He strokes himself over me, before bending to steal the hat from the bed where I put it when he set me down. He places it on his head, and my chest squeezes at the sight. My sexy, dominant cowboy daddy.

Another pump of his cock, a wink, then I’m rolled back onto my shoulders with the first six inches inside me. A groan erupts from his chest, rattling the walls, leaving me a puddle of liquid desire. Watching him lose control and come will almost always make me come again.

With one hand gripping my ankle, he uses the other to grab his balls, groaning as his hips pump. “Gonna give my beautiful little slut every drop I got,” he warns, his simmering gaze coming to meet mine. “You want it all, don’t you slut? You want all the cum in these big balls.”

I reach down and start rubbing myself like crazy, the burn of his cock already quickly turning into pleasure as he nears the edge.

“I’m gonna come, Riley,” he says, using my name as he draws closer. “You ready, baby?”

I nod my head, breathless as I stare up at him. Just as my cunt begins to spasm around the length he’s given me, he throws his head back and roars.

“Oh fuck!” he shouts, and I join him, moaning his name, moaning all the things I feel when he comes inside me.

“Oh my god, you feel so good! Oh my god, that’s so good, so hot, so much cum. Thank you, sir, thank you. Oh yes! Yes,” I praise, and before I know it, he slides out of me and collapses over me, his mammoth frame pressing into mine. His hot breath flanks my ear.

“God, I will not be able to stop seeing you on that saddle until I die.” He lifts his head and presses his mouth to mine, our tongues finding each other immediately.

Jake rolls us over, and pulls me into his chest, stroking his fingers through my hairline. His lips press to my forehead, and while he kisses me, I enjoy the heavy thump of his heart.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he says, his voice rough and raw.

“I’m glad, too,” I tell him, then roll in his arms to find his lips. He groans as we kiss, but he rears back a moment later.

“Jo Jo is gonna be back from her workout in a few minutes. What do you say we head to the kitchen and I make you girls some breakfast?” He finds my breast with his hand, and rolls my nipple between two fingers.

“Sounds like the perfect morning.”

While making pancakes, Jake tells Jo Jo all about the way Janie made pancakes, and how she’d always add a secret ingredient, then make Jake guess what it was. He tells her how she was a great baker, but after having a baby, she got even better. “She always set you right here on the counter,” he says to her, “and you were her number one taste-tester.”

I love hearing about Janie, and the life Jake and Jo Jo had years ago. It makes me feel closer to them, and the more he shares about Janie, I can see the more Jo Jo feels connected to her mom. I feel honored to be a part of their journey of healing. Truthfully, I’m honored to be a part of their family. They’re both beautiful human beings who I love so much.
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“Just whips and crops today,” Jake says to a man wearing chaps and a black felt hat. “Saddles are being cleaned this week.”

I turn to Jo Jo, leaving Jake and the man to talk about a custom order. “You don’t wanna go meet up with the girls? They’re here. I just saw Miranda and Carrie over there.”

Jo Jo, her hair in a braid down her back, dressed in jeans and hoodie, her boots on her feet just like me, presses her lips together in a flat line.

“Okay, so that’s a no. But why?” I reach for my iced coffee, one I got from the cart new to the market this week.

“Well, you know how the freshman girls were teasing me about not getting my period,” she says, whispering to keep this between me and her.

I nod. “Super dumb but yes, of course I remember.”

“Alexa and Carrie are friends. Alexa told Carrie, then Carrie and Kelly, and last week in the rally court, between fourth and fifth period, they started talking shit to me.”

I cannot fathom making fun of someone for something they have no control over, and because of this, my brows shoot up and a small laugh falls from my lips. “What? That’s ridiculous. What were they saying?”

“Just… stuff. Stuff about how Rawley’s gonna dump me when he finds out I'm still a baby.” She shrugs like it doesn't hurt her, but I see the lingering pain in her eyes.

“Okay first of all, high school boys don’t know about periods. I mean, yes, some of them know they exist, but to think Rawley would dump you over your period is really dumb. Like, really, really dumb. Okay? Trust me.” I lean in and drop my voice to a conspiratorial whisper because our girl talk doesn’t need to involve Jake. “Most of them don’t even know exactly what the female anatomy is about. So, don’t believe them.”

My words take a moment to sink in, but I can tell that they do because she nods, her eyes a little more carefree than they were a minute ago.

The old man saunters off after placing an order, and Jake turns to us. “Jo, you got some friends waitin’,” he says, nodding his head to the area adjacent to our booth.

Alexa, Carrie, Kelly and Jasmine stand huddled, and Jasmine waves Jo Jo over.

“Speak of the devils,” she groans.

She gets to her feet and walks over, folding her arms over her chest. “Hey Jas,” she greets, and I roll my stool a little closer to Jake just to eavesdrop.

“Alexa, Carrie and Kelly have something they want to say to you,” Jasmine says, her tone firm. I love Jasmine’s transformation this season. She went from minion to a baddie with a mind of her own, and I’m proud of her.

Alexa clears her throat. “I’m really sorry for making fun of you. I was just jealous that Rawley asked you to the dance.”

Carrie nods her head. “I like you. I don’t know why I joined in. I’m really sorry, Jo Jo,” she says, pressing her body to Jolene’s, forcing a hug. But Jo Jo eventually returns it, and just as Kelly begins to apologize, Jake grips my knee and brings his lips to my ear.

“What do you say we give her a minute and we go revisit that place behind the barn, where we first met?” he asks, the low, smoky tone of his voice making my nipples hard and my welts flare.

We tell Jo Jo we’ll be back, and I look over my shoulder at them as Jake guides us off. She’s laughing, and so are the other girls, and just knowing it’s all coming together for her nearly makes me cry.

“I’m so happy they worked it out,” I tell Jake, who tugs our joined hands as we reach the barn. We move to the backside and he presses me against the sun-heated wood, pinning my wrists above my head with just one hand. He tips his hat back, exposing the most handsome face I’ve ever seen. With his free hand, he commands my focus, grabbing my jaw. “Thank you,” he says, his voice raspy and raw, emotion and desire tangling inside him, I can feel it.

I always feel how Jake is feeling.

“What for?” I ask, breathless in our heated moment of privacy.

I almost think for a second he’s gonna do something crazy and shove his hand down the front of my jeans and finger me, or spit in my mouth then use my face to get off. I never know with this wild-hearted man of mine. Instead, his eyes search mine as he says, “For giving us a life back.”

I can hardly hear my own words when I respond. “You two did the same for me.”

With my wrist still pinned and my face still in his grip, he kisses me. He pulls back a bit, then presses our foreheads together.

“I love you, Riley.”

Tears sting my eyes. “I love you, too, Jake.”

He lets my hands free, and kisses the inside of my palm, the same place he sucked the splinter out all those months ago. We link our hands together and walk back to the booth, where Jo Jo and her friends have started taking everything down as the market comes to an end.

The girls come back to our place that night and have a huge sleepover. Jake makes them mini pizzas and rents them movies, and the two of us hole up in our room, enjoying our privacy.

As we're dozing off, he tells me he loves me again, and I can’t help but say it back, along with my favorite word.

“I love you, too… sir.”


EPILOGUE
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Five Years Later

“Alright girls. Listen up. As I’m really no longer able to be out here with you girls in the way I like, I have a mid-season replacement. She’s a college student, working on her degree at Bluebell State, with plans to teach and coach here. I expect you girls to show her the respect you show me, and work as hard for her as you do for me,” Riley says, her hands poised on her lower back. “Girls, this is Jolene Turner, my step-daughter and former Bluebell High cheerleader.”

“Hi,” I wave at the girls, thinking how young they look even though I’m only five years older than them. “You guys can call me Jo Jo.”

A wave of voices reply, “Hi, Jo Jo.”

Riley gets practice going, and once the girls are well into working on their routine, Leah Mitchell appears in the gym door. She clicks her way across the shiny floors until she stands before us in her bright crimson suit and loud, fuschia beaded necklace.

“Jo Jo, there you are. Once you’re done with practice, stop by the office and grab your intake forms, okay?” Leah says, smiling.

I nod. “I will. And thank you again for giving me an internship with you my freshman year. I realize freshman year it’s really unheard of but–”

“You can handle it. And four years with me is better than two. You’re gonna learn a lot. I just hope you don’t change your mind about this,” Leah says.

I’m student teaching, and I’m also junior coaching while working on my undergraduate degree, and if that weren’t cool enough, last week I told Ms. Mitchell that one day I hoped to be the principal. Obviously you need years of being a teacher before you can move up to a job like that, but the next day, Leah laid out an internship for me. She told me I could work with her for as many or as few hours as I wanted to every week until I graduate, giving me an edge over other teachers down the road when it’s time for me to apply.

I jumped at the opportunity, and as I stand here, blowing a whistle at the girls, the principal by my side, I know I have my stepmom to thank. She’s always gone to bat for me, always wanted more for me, the best for me. I love her so much and can’t wait to meet my baby brother.

[image: ]


After a full day of classes, coaching cheer and a short meeting with Leah, I’m exhausted. When I open the front door, the smell of homemade lasagna fills the space, and I drop my bag at my feet, floating in after the scent.

“Oh my god, Dad, that smells so good,” I moan, turning the corner to find my dad crouched by the kitchen table, Riley in a chair next to him. He looks over his shoulder at me, a bubbling hot meal sitting untouched on the table. His eyes are wide.

“Riley’s water just broke.” He shoves a hand through his hair. “Jolene–the baby’s coming.”

I nod my head, and my fatigue disappears as I grab control of the situation. “Okay, how far apart are the contractions?

“Two-” Riley groans, and dad strokes her knee consolingly when he finishes her sentence. “Two minutes apart.”

I try not to let my eyes go wide. “You just left the gym like an hour ago! When–”

“Broke on the way home, contractions just keep ramping up,” Dad explains to me.

I take a steadying breath and survey the scene. Riley is bearing down, pale and sweaty. Dad gets to his feet, and talks quietly. “Bags are packed. You grab them while I get her in the car. You drive with us and sit up front, in case.”

I nod. “Sounds good.” Dad and Riley talk in hushed tones, soft kisses passing between them before he carries her to the truck, and I follow with their bags. We ride to the hospital together, and as we pull up, Riley asks me if I can call her parents.

They continued therapy for over three years, followed by two solid years of a healthy relationship behind them now. I like her parents, but my loyalty will always be with Riley. “Sure, I’ll call them.”

I do call them, and then Dad and I sit around Riley’s bed, waiting for our family to grow.

Rawley comes in with drinks and food around hour eight, and Leah and Denae show up shortly after. I poke my head out to give them an update and see the chairs filled with the people that love us.

Hudson and Dolly, Ms. Mitchell, Dean McAllister, Denae, Cadence Caine, Trace, Ivy–everyone.

An hour later, Riley gives birth to a boy, who they name Mason Turner. We pass him around,showering him in kisses, overwhelmed with so much joy and happiness.

The End


AFTERWORD



Want to read Hudson and Dolly’s story? Read All My Love now in Kindle Unlimited, or keep scrolling for the first chapter at the end of this book!

Curious about that tattooing duo Trace and Ivy? Read their story, Yours Truly, book two in the Twisted Sisters series now in Kindle Unlimited.

Want more dominant men by Daisy? Get your jealous, possessive alpha fix with Big Daddy, now in Kindle Unlimited!!
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ALL MY LOVE CHAPTER 1
[image: ]


OLDER AND THREE TIMES MY SIZE.

Dahlia

Age 15. Five Years Ago.

“You can’t just sit in bed and stare at a photo all day!” My sister’s slender fingers curl into the magazine, crumpling it as she swipes it away. She jerks back, holding it out of reach as I scramble off the bed to my feet, jumping for it.

“Give it back!” I demand, my volume spiking, pulse hammering, my entire body brimming with panicked, frantic energy. “I need it!” I shout, leaping for the magazine again as Juniper rocks to her toes, making it harder to reach.

“Dolly,” she says calmly, always a wall of calm against my chaos. “Take the paint set you got for Christmas, go out front, and paint something.”

“No!” I scream as my other sister Ivy appears in my bedroom doorway, her jet-black box-dyed hair in two twisted knots atop her head. Eyes lined in black, she blinks at me, arms folded over her torn-up Blondie t-shirt.

“Dahlia, there’s only a few days left of break. I’m all for your quirkiness, seriously, I am. But,” she says, coming into my room finally, flopping down on the edge of my bed. Juniper is still holding my People magazine out of reach, so I sit next to Ivy, glaring up at my oldest sister.

Ivy rests her hand on my thigh, smiling at me, her black lipstick cracking. “You need some fresh air. Everyone does.”

I look up at the nearly destroyed magazine in Juni’s grip. “Henry Cavill will still be there,” Ivy offers, smiling softly as I slowly nod. It’s two against one, and in our house, we respect the numbers. It’s how we’ve managed to live parent-free for eight years. That, and of course, our incredibly deep bond with one another.

“Fine,” I huff, getting to my feet and grabbing the stupid paint set and canvas from my desk. “I don’t even like painting,” I groan, slipping into my cardigan, forgoing shoes. I’ve always loved the way the grass feels on the soles of my feet, the way mud curls between my toes. “I hate art,” I add without care that I sound bratty.

So what if I want to stare at the photo of the love of my life in my bedroom all day, every day and envision our lives together? Is there something wrong with knowing what you want? I don’t think so. In fact, I think it’s smart.

I think knowing exactly what I want from life and who I want to share that life with, at my age, is brilliant. I don’t have to waste time searching, all I need is an executable plan.

Juni and Ivy have come to understand the depths of my love. I know they think I won’t ever find a way to meet Henry Cavill, much less make him see that we’re meant to be.

And as the youngest, I think it’s normal to be underestimated.

“What about the old oak? Between our place and the one next door,” Juni suggests, trailing after me down the hall, toward the front, still holding my magazine.

“Bob Ross that shit right now, Dol,” Ivy adds, passing me one of her favorite sketching pencils. She’s an aspiring artist, but I know for a fact this is her favorite piece of graphite. They nudge me out, and though I don’t admit it, the gentle sting of crisp air against my bare calves and feet does feel good. The screen door closes behind me, and as I head toward the oak tree, my anger seems to lift, little by little.

Maybe I’ll like painting. I mean, maybe not, but I’m out here and I know Juni and Ivy won’t let me back in until this canvas is covered. Smirking, I place the canvas against an upturned watering pot, and take a seat cross-legged in front of it. They recommended the oak as a subject, but as I survey the palette of color options, I know I have everything I need to paint him.

I begin mixing cadmium red with yellow ochre and some titanium white, recalling a photo of Henry at Cannes, standing against a vibrant blue sea backdrop, his skin sun-kissed perfection. Adding a touch of burnt umber, my smile shifts from smirk to grin as the shade progresses nicely.

Tipping my head back, I close my eyes, inhaling the scent of lavender and fresh grass, pretending he’s here, standing over me, just returned from his trip. “It’s going to be great,” invisible Henry assures me, his voice smooth and sexy, as always. I open my eyes, surveying the paint shade. After deciding it’s perfect, I bring Ivy’s sketch pencil to the canvas. The first line is drawn when the screen door opens in the near distance. I glance back.

With her hands cupped to her mouth, Juniper shouts, “And don’t paint Henry Cavill!” She lowers her hands, head tipped empathetically to the side as she smiles at me from afar, adding less loudly, “No Henry Cavill for the next hour.”

Turning back to my singular line, I consider how I can turn what was supposed to be Henry Cavill’s square jaw into a trunk. Juni and Ivy support my passionate personality—not because they’re my sisters and they have to but because we’re equally passionate. In our own ways. I’ve come to learn that real love is both tough and tender, and they’ve taught me that.

After adding some more umber, I mix the paint and lift one hand to shield my eyes from the sun that pours through the oak. It’s our favorite tree on the ranch. I climbed it when I was young, my bare feet scraped on the rough bark, leaving cuts and aches. But as I sat atop that tree with my copy of The Lightning Thief and dreamt of adventuring the world with my love, Percy Jackson, I didn’t have a care in the world.

I grew out of Percy but never grew out of loving the tree. Same with my sisters. The funny part is that it’s technically not on our property, instead belonging to the ranchette next door. No one has lived next door for so long, we consider the tree ours.

I get to work on the trunk, stopping a few times to mix underlight and highlight tones for detailing. Pushing a strand of hair off my face with the back of my wrist, I glance up, past my canvas.

There’s a truck in the distance, one tearing down the private dirt road. I blink curiously, since there are just two homes spread across this large piece of land and like I said, one’s been vacant since forever. The truck grows louder as it nears, and I almost drop my brush when it takes the fork in the road toward our house.

What the?

Juni and Ivy come outside—that’s how rare it is that someone drives down our road. Ivy’s got black boots on, her legs covered in black fishnet stockings, her long t-shirt a dress of sorts. Juni is in overalls, barefoot like me, her long golden hair down, stick straight as always. Her green eyes grow dark when she’s protective, and as the truck comes straight toward our property, she narrows her darkening gaze as she moves past the oak tree to stand in protection of everyone and thing behind her.

The truck parks at the empty house next door. I glance over at Ivy. “I didn’t know it was for sale,” I say quietly, my heart racing.

Neighbors?

We’ve never had neighbors. Like my dad always said, the Ellington sisters need their space. I didn’t know what that meant back then but as I’ve grown, I’ve come to understand that three extremely passionate women can be… frightening, if you’re not prepared.

I was even a little nervous two years back when Juni showed up with a man in the back of our truck, tied up, a kitchen apron rolled up and shoved into his mouth. She explained that he cut her off then flipped her the bird in town after church. I understood why she’d brought him back; he needed to apologize kindly and learn his lesson. If you don’t touch fire, you don’t learn, Juni is always humming. The next day she told us as soon as she sat him down and talked some sense into him, he apologized. He even walked back three miles into town to get home, because he wanted to clear his head for his newly learned perspective, she said.

“Someone had to own it. It didn’t just belong to Earth, Dolly. Of course it was eventually going to be sold,” Ivy says, stepping closer to me as the driver’s door on the truck opens. Parked with his bumper toward the house, I can’t see anything but rich sienna cowboy boots hit the ground as the door slams closed, rattling the trunk.

The paint brush topples from my hand, skidding down my white linen dress. My favorite dress forever stained by a Cannes-Henry umber and ochre. Yet I’m on my feet and slowly drifting toward the man who is coming around the front of the truck.

His hair is longish on top, wavy like maybe his dad had curly hair or something or maybe he runs his fingers through it a ton. He’s massive. He’s got to be over six feet something, and his shoulders are hulking. Wearing a black t-shirt, his chest muscles ripple through the loved fabric. And Christ almighty, he is wearing the hell out of those blue jeans. Worn and dirty around the thighs and knees, the jeans tell the story of a very hard-working man. And his body confirms this. My eyes finally make it to his face.

“Oh my god…” I breathe quietly, Ivy now at my side.

Because I’m not looking at her, I only feel Ivy’s sharp eyes against my profile.

And I’m not looking at him. I’m staring at him.

Discreetly, I inhale through my nose, trying desperately to steal his scent. Does he smell like he’s been working all day? Or like aftershave and beer? Bedsheets and whispered desires? I don’t know.

But I am going to find out.

I need to know his smell. I need to memorize his taste. I want to see him stripped bare of clothes and carve it into my brain forever. I want to hear his private noises and have them to replay in my mind forever. I want to drape myself at his feet to absorb whatever he has to give. I hope it’s everything.

“It’s been less than thirty seconds, bitch,” Ivy hisses, her sarcastic tone fused with fear. “Do not look at that man like that. He’s massive. He’s, like, three times your size. And… he’s, like… old, anyway.”

Just then, Juni turns around. “Ivy, Dahlia, come meet our new neighbor, Hudson Gray.”

“Our neighbor,” Ivy says without moving her lips, keeping her voice private. We loop arms and walk toward him, and I ignore her warning.

I don’t care if he’s older, if he’s our neighbor, or that he’s three times my size..

I don’t care that I’ve only known of his existence for thirty fucking seconds or not. It irritates me that she would mention that because love and passion care nothing about trivial things like time.

Everyone knows, time is just a construct.

I mentally push Ivy aside as electricity scorches through my veins, searing my soul, awakening every limp and lifeless synapse, nerve ending, and pleasure receptor in my brain and body. I’m warm and wet beneath my cotton panties, and I know without a doubt, without a question at all…

I am in love with this man.

And he is mine.

“Hi, Ivy,” he greets, slipping his hand into hers after Juni nods her way. Jealousy spikes inside me when they touch, my cheeks simmering and my ears burning. After too long, his hand finally slides into mine. Our gazes collide in silence, and he graces me with his focus.

My stomach flips and my lips tingle. A vision flashes before me, one of me reaching up to press my mouth to his then licking along his lips after taking a leisurely, hot kiss. God, I want to suck on his bottom lip and trace his teeth with my tongue. I want his spit in my mouth, sliding down my throat..

“Hi, Dahlia.” He smiles, and I am a new woman. I have a new, overwhelming ache coming from deep inside me. Deeper than with Henry. This thing I feel, it’s bone-deep. Like he is the missing piece of my soul, returning to make me complete.

“That’s a pretty name,” he says, smiling at me as the sun breaks free from the oak overhead, illuminating him. My handsome Hudson.

“Everyone calls me Dolly,” I tell him as he takes his hand away. His eyes fall to the smear of paint on my white dress. He twists to see where I abandoned my canvas and supplies.

“I love paintings,” he comments, smiling down at me. God, this man is a tower. A towering wall of a man. “You’re the artist?”

I nod reluctantly.

“That’s incredible. I love that,” he says.

Smiling, I reply, “Thanks.”

He returns his focus to Juni, where they exchange phone numbers as neighbors apparently do. Another wave—his monstrous hand hovering in the air making me ache for a spanking. Then he’s gone, and Juni and Ivy are blinking at me, sharing a knowing look.

I turn to them, and hide nothing. “I have to have him.”

That night, I take down all of my Henry Cavill posters and magazine pages. I print out a photo of a big, black truck, just like Hudson Gray’s, and pin it on the wall next to my pillow.

My future husband’s truck.
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To RileyRivers@BluebellHigh.edu

Subject 1do not consent!

Miss Rivers:

I do not want my child exposed to birth control forms of any kind! |
do not give my consent to you to fill my baby’s brain with ideas that
they should be having sex! No, no, no! I will be seeing Ms. Mitchell
immediately, if not sooner!

Sincerely,

Angela McGunther
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To RileyRivers@BluebellHigh.edu

Subject You Should Be FIRED!

Miss Rivers,

You are sick! How dare you show my son a condom! | did not want
him knowing about these matters until he was eighteen!

I’ll have your job!

-Lila Fields






