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        Anna

        My bully, my tormentor

        The only man ever to both torture me

        and make my body hot with his lips.

        We've come face to face after ten years apart.

        He wants forgiveness... but how badly?

        How far will he go for absolution?

        How far will he go for me?

      

        

      
        Maverick

        For ten years I've punished myself for what I did

        I've worked hard to become a new man

        To move on from the ugly person I once was

        I know she'll never want me how I want her

        But I can't move on until she forgives me.

        I live for her forgiveness.

        When she asks me what I'll do for it?

        I tell her the absolute truth.

        I'll Do Anything.

      

      

      

      I’ll Do Anything is a dark, slow-burn standalone with bully, enemies to lovers, and soft femdom tropes.

      Trigger warnings: bullying (high school), and self-harm.

      Note: Femdom is when a woman controls a man sexually so if you’re not interested in that, turn back now.

      This is a full-length (137k) with an HEA for ADULTS only.
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      Anna

      10 Years Ago

      “You better read it.”

      He never touches me but his tight jaw and angry words hit hard enough. I nod, looking down at my shoes.

      “Don’t nod your fucking head at me,” he snarls, stepping in closer, so close that I can barely breathe. The warmth coursing through me threatens to strangle all the air from my lungs.

      He is using the wintergreen mouthwash again. He has two, wintergreen and cinnamon. Things I’ve grown to know.

      A customer had rolled her window down to speak with me. She popped a stick of cinnamon gum into her mouth as she did. The scent burned my senses and made me want to wretch. I was on the way to the bathroom to be sick when he appeared.

      When my eyes don’t follow my back, that’s when he finds me.

      Unsuspecting and weak.

      The faces around us don’t linger on our interaction. Maybe my body language and expression aren’t panicked enough to alert anyone. Maybe I’m not really afraid… that thought is one I have and am confused by often.

      “I let it slide when you didn’t answer me about being away from your station.” He closes the remaining distance between us. “Answer me now, or you know what I’ll do,” he finishes.

      “I’m going to the bathroom.”

      He presses a letter into my palm and pushes my hand up, trapping it against my chest. “You know what? That can wait,” he smirks, taking a step back. From my peripheral, I can see the darkness of his shape in front of me, sizing me up. “Read it now.”

      “I can’t. I have to use the restroom. I have to get back to work.”

      His jaw works silently as my blues find his greens through the unrelenting mist. How can a guy so bad also be so beautiful?

      On the outside, at least.

      “Read it now,” he commands, stepping in to me, caging me against the employee lockers.

      I lift my chin only slightly, but enough for my face to be lost in the shadow of him. To his darkness.

      My hands tremble and the paper shakes as I unfold it once, then twice.

      “Out loud you little fucking bitch,” he whispers to my ear so lightly that his tone seems to sit on top of my skin, burning me before it slowly seeps into me, hurting me. His poisonous words infect me, infiltrating my brain and my heart.

      My mouth is sandy and hot when I start to read.

      “You are nothing. And yet you walk around like you’re everything. I want to wrap my fingers around your throat and feel your heart panic under my grasp. Make you feel something, you fucking zombie. Everyone hates you; you are nothing.”

      A single tear rolls down my cheek and as fast as I can, I wipe it away. I learned long ago that the tears make it worse.

      But there are some days that I can’t fight it anymore.

      Slowly I refold the letter and tuck it into my pocket.

      He never asks me why I keep the letters he writes me. A normal person probably wouldn’t. Maybe it’s part of the reason he hates me, because I do things normal people wouldn’t do.

      My naturally blonde hair has been box dyed to jet black, mood rings and stamped metal cover my fingers and instead of wearing shorts that my ass looks like its trying to swallow, I wear pants.

      When people my age are passing around a bottle of Goldschlagger in an orchard while listening to “hits” on FM, I’m at my favorite coffee house with my laptop and headphones. Reading, studying—whatever I’m doing, I’m always alone.

      And he reminds me of those facts whenever he can.
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        * * *

      

      “How was work?” my dad asks, standing at the kitchen sink, a wrench in one hand, a confused dip in his brows.

      I don’t tell my parents about what work is really like. As bad as it is, I know that my dad storming down to the car wash could make it a lot worse. I can just hear their torturing taunts.

      Tattle to Daddy like the pathetic piece of shit that you are.

      “Good,” I say, kicking off my soaked sneakers by the back door. After I peel off my socks and drop them in the washer, I float through the kitchen, grabbing an apple and a can of Diet Coke from the fridge. Bracing myself in the opening, my body droops inward to the fridge, loving the way the cold air feels against my sun-stained, warm skin.

      “Good, good,” dad says, returning to his “home repair” which will undoubtedly end in more things being broken than fixed. A real life Tim Taylor, and I love him even more for it.

      “Where’s mom?” I ask, melting into a chair at the kitchen table after receiving the ‘you’re letting all the cold air out’ talk from Dad.

      I know I should go change out of these sweaty, damp clothes but I’m exhausted. Washing cars in the hot sun is tiring, yeah, but that’s not what fatigues me.

      My body being in a suspended state of apprehension and anxiety for eight hours is what makes it hard to converse and care at the end of each day.

      Feeling tense hour after hour, looking around me every few minutes, holding my breath when one of them circles around me—it’s so fucking exhausting.

      They’re predators, through and through, watching me, waiting for me to drop my guard, waiting for me to exhale so they can swoop in, find me vulnerable and verbally strip me of any sense of worth.

      They do it well.

      Today, for example, I got comfortable resetting the conveyor cleaning heads inside the car wash tunnel. I’d been getting the tunnel ready for the next day of work and got lost working, and forgetting to look over my back was all it took.

      “Out back, in the garden.”

      “I don’t know why I asked,” I reply. Peeling myself from the chair, padding through the kitchen, I rise to my toes, pressing a kiss to my dad’s cheek before heading out back.

      Knees in the toasty soil, I find my mom working over her tomato plants like she’s harvesting for the apocalypse. Though I spend time with her in her garden nearly every day, still, each time I come out here the fruits of her labor seem more and more abundant.

      “Wow,” I say, taking a spot on my knees next to her. Her distinct scent drifts through me as she drapes her arms over a five-gallon bucket full of homegrown vegetables. Sunscreen and Earth, I inhale her, exhaling my day.

      “This thing is like on steroids.” I finger a fuzzy leaf and she smiles.

      “See, vegetables can be plump and juicy without chemicals,” she says, gloved hands brushing against my arm as she rests on her haunches.

      “No debate here,” I say, biting into one of the pieces of fruit after polishing against my chest.

      “Don’t you like them cold?” she asks, tipping the brim of her sunhat up to expose her blue eyes.

      I shake my head. “You know it doesn’t matter to me.”

      After a few minutes of helping her with the last of the vegetables, we meet my dad inside at the dinner table, where the kitchen table proudly displays his latest concoction.

      My parents are couple goals, setting the bar to a completely unachievable high.

      They met in college and three short months later, they were married.

      Together, they opened an organic cafe in town where they grow or locally source all ingredients. They even roast their own coffee beans.

      Concerned more with responsibly grown vegetables and weaving their beliefs for the world into the fabric of our small town, they aren’t what I’d call business minded. They want to do everything for everyone–their community, their customers, their vendors, the planet. It is why I love them.

      They discuss the business at the table, where they usually do. Most days, I listen. Study, absorb, learn. I don’t know what I want to do with my life yet but I do know that I can learn a lot from my parents, from what they’ve done and not done.

      Tonight, my mind drifts back to him.

      The man who prods and pokes me, inside and out.

      I don’t know why he hates me… I should hate him.

      But I don’t.

      I eat dinner quietly, forcing my mind to abandon my bully and the confusion inside me when I’m around him. The mix of things I feel that I probably shouldn’t.

      I swallow it down and focus on the two people who love me. The only people who I really have.

      Thank God for my parents.
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      Mav

      I tip back my helmet, sucking down a gulp of non-regurgitated air. My favorite part of finishing a weld is this part. My small garage isn’t exactly a summer breeze. In fact, it smells of simmering metallic oxide, burnt coffee and my own sweaty sack. My chest expands as I fill my lungs with the dense air.

      Oxide and balls or not, it’s better than my own hot exhale over and over, hour after hour.

      Stepping back, I survey the piece I’ve just finished. A custom cast-iron gate to enclose the open-air patio at a local eatery. A place where a plate of lettuce is sixteen dollars and your steak sits on top of a smear of something that looks a lot like plain mashed potatoes but costs you forty-two bucks.

      Tilting and tossing my head, I run my fingers along the warm iron, feeling the knots of connection, checking for smoothness. After a few minutes of eyeing and touching the piece, I reach to lift it from the ground. When I do, the result of lifting and moving heavy metal all day every day surfaces in my shoulders in a burning wave of fatigue. A massage after work would be a dream but I’ll settle for a hot shower and a cold beer, too.

      After positioning the gate against the wall of the workspace, I set it down and shuck off my gloves.

      Reaching for my canteen, I take a long slug of cold water. Taking a breath, I’m about to go for another replenishing drink when Dawson Hayes, the only other tenant in the four-building industrial park, saunters in, ducking under the rolled-up metal door.

      Oftentimes, he checks my mail as well as his. He’s got a spare key for my box; one I gave him a year ago when I was going to be gone for a week making a delivery. He kept it, I forgot, and now every so often he checks my mail and brings it to me.

      It’s usually just on the days he wants to complain about his wife, tell me about some cool new thing he’s discovered and planning to hock on eBay, or gossip about anything going on in our small town.

      I wonder what brings him in today. Mail is tucked under one of his arms and his other hand worries at his mouth, smoothing down his beard several times.

      “What’s up, Daws?” I extend a hand to him and he shakes it, the way we always greet one another.

      He pulls the mail from his armpit and on the top is a crumpled envelope. Eyeing it, I see it’s addressed to him and has been haphazardly opened on one end. Who opens an envelope like that? Extending it out to me, he shakes his head wordlessly. Taking the mail, he says “read it”, so I do.
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      I don’t make it to the end of the letter. Hell, I barely make it through the first paragraph. They’re merely typed words but I feel them in my gut like a fucking bowling ball.

      “What happened to the Sandersons?” I ask Daws, who is nervously touching things on my work bench.

      “Don’t,” I say with force, wanting to avoid an injury. “It’s hot, I just got done,” I tilt my head towards the gate I just finished and Daws recesses back from the welding gun, which definitely still bears heat.

      He bypasses the scolding and shakes his head, his silver hair looking a lot whiter these days. “Don’t know.”

      I chew the inside of my mouth, the need to have a cigarette surging through me everywhere, making my fingers and lips nearly throb. It’s my third month without them and it hasn’t gotten any easier. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a cinnamon disc and pop into my mouth.

      I roll the disc on my tongue, the heat making me sniff my nose just once. “Well, fuck.”

      Daws reaches out and I give him back possession of the bad news. Regardless if I’ve opened my letter or not, the news inside of it possesses me now, too.

      Daws replaces the letter inside the envelope as I pull my phone from my back pocket, not surprised to see I have two missed calls from my buddy Orion. Unlocking my phone, I scroll through my contacts until I find the one I need.

      Putting the phone to my ear, I cup my hand over the speaker. “Calling Mr. Sanderson,” I relay to Daws, who nods quietly.

      “Mr. Wilde, hello,” Mr. Sanderson’s wet gravelly voice booms through the phone.

      The first time I heard his voice, I thought it sounded painful to speak. Years of smoking, anger getting away from him, untreated ailments—it was broken and rough. The more I got to know him, the more the voice became comforting. Because Mr. Sanderson is a very cool and kind old guy.

      The first month I rented the unit, I was shy of rent by four hundred bucks and Mr. Sanderson cupped the back of my neck and put a finger in my chest. “One day you help someone who needs help, and that’s how you repay this debt.” I’ll never forget that.

      Without his kindness, Wilde Welding would never have even had the chance to take a first breath.

      “Hey Mr. Sanderson, how are ya?” I ask, ducking under the roll-up door to immediately raise my hand up, shielding my eyes from the unforgiving sun. I hear Daws behind me, taking a seat in the plastic chair he keeps between our units. It used to be my smoke break chair but now the sight of the white plastic makes my mouth dry and bitter.

      “Oh, you know, we’re getting around pretty good. Taking the motorhome up to the foothill this weekend. The Mrs. wants to see the water.” He coughs, that loose bark that makes my own chest ache just hearing it, then clears his throat. “What can I do for you there, Mav?”

      “Well,” I start, recalling the first few lines on the page. “Just standing here talking to Daws, wondering if everything’s okay. We got the letter saying the building is changing owners.”

      “Oh, Mav, son,” he stifles a small cough and settles into a chair, his stand-to-sit exhale giving him away. “I wanted to talk to you about that but oh, time just got away from me I guess.”

      Though Mr. Sanderson is in his early eighties, the man has his wits about him. Still doing business effectively is impressive in its own right but socially he’s still sharp, too. His age shows now though, as the sincerity of his tone forces me to realize he did forget to tell me.

      The idea that he’s reaching an age of decline throws a knot in my gut. Stopping my instinctual phone-call pacing, I give my back to the sun and scratch at the side of my jaw.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask because despite what I’ve just said about his aging, I’m still surprised he wants to give up the building.

      He chuckles. “I’m not unloading that place because we’re in any trouble.”

      Tilting the phone down, I mouth to Daws that the Sanderson’s are okay. He nods and gives a thumbs up.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Sir,” I admit, feeling relief that they’re okay. I’d been renting this space for a short year but gotten to know the Sanderson’s well. It felt like they were my grandparents and though he’d no longer be my landlord, I would stay in touch.

      “My granddaughter, she’s moving back to Oakcreek. She needed to purchase some properties here for tax purposes and well, I told her I’d sell her a few of mine.”

      Fucking rich people. Their problems were so out-of-touch with every day folks. I have so much money that I need to spend it before taxes take it.

      “What’s she going to do with the place?”

      “Firetruck repair shop,” he says quickly, which makes the boulder in my stomach grow heavier.

      This isn’t going to be debatable. The nameless granddaughter has plans for this place and honestly? I could see this building being a great place for a vehicle service station.

      But it’s also a great place for me.

      My tools are loud and it gets hot. I can’t have people around complaining or dangerously touching shit that they shouldn’t. We’re in the boonies out on Hightech Parkway, not even a tumbleweed rolling through to disturb me. I can’t find a better place and I definitely can’t afford a place more expensive than this.

      “That would work here nice,” I admit, knowing that he has very little control over what happens now.

      “I should’ve told you, son,” he says, and I can’t deny a strap of pride in my chest when a man like Mr. Sanderson calls me son. A respectable, smart business man with a long-standing happy marriage and a family. I’ve never met his family but I know he has one. He’s mentioned his grandkids, though grown, many times.

      “It’s okay, I understand.” I don’t know what else to say. “I’ll see you soon, Mr. Sanderson, alright?”

      “Alright then. Bye bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I shrug my shoulders when I turn to Daws, who’s hands are in his pockets as he rocks casually on his feet, standing next to the chair now. His wheel and deal on eBay can be run out of a fucking house garage. He just wants to be away from his wife. Of course, he’s not totally fucked the way I am.

      “I’ll help you scope out a new place,” he offers, as if he’s reading the things going through my mind right from the look on my face. I’ve never had a good poker face.

      “It’s alright, Daws,” I say, slapping his shoulder and giving it a squeeze as I walk him back to his unit. “I’ll figure it out. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I’m taking that gate over to Café Paradise and then I have a pickup to do in Lakeside.”

      He nods, we shake again, and I duck under my door then listen as each rung clicks into place as it slides heavily to the ground. I’m left in the dark space, dust and heat making the air hard to breath. I need it to be hard to breath. I need to focus on breathing or else I might lose my fucking mind.

      Things are just getting lucrative. My hard work and years of eating ramen and using bricks as weights, it’s finally fucking paying off.

      And now this.

      Without thinking, I slam my knuckles against the grooves of the hot metal in anger and reel back, angrier than before. Heat and agony surges through the bones in my hand as I cup my fist to my chest and hold it with my other hand.

      “Fuck!” I scream into the unbearable air, the word echoing around me like a salty fucking reminder of my current shitty situation.

      Cradling and coddling the hand I stupidly hurt myself, I pace the small space, feeling safe in the darkness. Safe to be ugly and angry. Safe to be scared and frustrated.

      Mr. Sanderson is a fucking nice guy. A guy like that doesn’t have a cold-hearted spawn.

      Maybe his granddaughter would at the very least just extend my lease a few more months? Hell, half a year would change things. I could at least build myself a garage on my property. It wouldn’t be legal for me to work out of there without permits, but I could at least house my gear and equipment there.

      “Fuck!” I say again, still pacing, though it’s stupid because it’s making me hotter than I already am, simmering under my long-sleeved Henley and black jeans.

      Forcing a breath, forcing myself to not go crazy, I go through the small pile of mail that Daws left on the work bench. Flicking on the clamp light over the desk, I tear open the envelope that matched his. I tear it open where it’s sealed, might I add, like a sane person.

      Scanning the letter my eyes fall to the bottom.

      A. Blake.

      Maybe I could convince A. Blake to just give me a little more time. I can’t compete with a fucking fire truck repair center but maybe, just maybe, I can get some more time.

      I’m at her mercy now.
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      Anna

      10 Years Ago

      The force pins me to the stucco wall, my palms out defensively.

      “Stop, please.” My voice is loud and strangled, a tone I’m familiar with by now.

      Over the sharp squeal of metal on metal, I hear their laughter.

      “Stop,” I say it again, but now it’s nothing more than an exhale of a plea. Weak and tired, my words match my body language.

      Sliding down, the peaks of the wall grate against my back until my butt meets the concrete.

      Curling my knees to my chest, my chin drifts to the top of my shoulder and I squeeze my eyes shut, hard. “Please,” I say with the same weak whisper, but this time it sounds louder because he’s actually stopped.

      For now.

      “You’re so fucking pathetic, quit acting like it hurts you and get the fuck up. It’s just water.”

      The metal nozzle of the hose slamming against the concrete sends a frenzied jolt of panic up my spine and I push myself to my feet.

      The world around me sheathed in a fine mist, I blink my eyes a few times to try and see through it.

      She comes into focus first, arms crossed over her large chest. I don’t look at her face. I know she’s smiling sickly because torturing me seems to feed the evil inside of her. Then he appears through the gray, hands down by his sides.

      He paces to take a spot next to her, as he usually does. Through the heated haze, I see his look idling on me. His eyes are pinched only slightly, trying to bring me into focus in the most discreet way possible.

      “Clean the rest of the bins out and lock up.” He throws the words out into the space between us. They’re heavy and they sink but they don’t knock me down the way her words do. She is displeased with how undirected and soft his orders are—though they’re neither. He’s making me finish the closing work by myself.

      Still, she needs him to be as evil as she is. Taking a few steps forward so that we’re facing one another, she shoves my shoulder.

      “Don’t fucking look at him like that.” Her breath is bitter on my nose. “He hates you more than I do.”

      The calm-almost- still whisper she uses to deliver those words sends another jolt up my spine. I straighten and drop my eyes to my feet. Cowering back, wanting it all to end, I give them one single nod.

      The next time I look up, they’re gone.
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Present Day

      I fold my arms across my chest and lean back against the lumbar support in my office chair. That’s right. I have that office chair that costs a thousand-and-change because it’s ridiculously comfortable and I can afford it. Most people have zero knowledge of office furniture and its cost but when they lay their eyes on this tall-backed, leather and wood monstrosity, they know it’s expensive.

      I don’t flaunt my wealth but I am proud of it and I don’t hide it.

      I didn’t grow up poor but I certainly didn’t ride to school in the backseat of a Mercedes driven by an au pair.

      Growing up, I was that forgettable girl right in the middle. Medium wealthy. Kinda smart. Sorta pretty. One foot in happiness, the other behind in darkness. Always just middle of the road.

      Not anymore.

      “Honestly,” I say, outstretching an arm to the man who sits on the other side of my desk. My palm silences him and I place my arm back to its position on my chest. “I’ll stop you there.”

      I glance down at the paper and find his name, though it takes me a moment and he sighs with disgust when he realizes what I’m doing.

      “Jesus Christ,” he mutters while shaking his head. “You don’t even know who I am!”

      “Mr. Belluci, I have a lot of clients, okay?” I say, irritated. It’s not like this man is sending me Christmas cards and giving me Sally’s soccer photo every year. But I’m a woman, see, so he’s angered by the fact I don’t intimately know the details of his being. That I’m not soft to those facts of his life he thinks I should know. He wouldn’t expect a man to remember his name and he wouldn’t care if a man didn’t know his name. Just because I’m a woman, he’s now annoyed.

      “Listen, I understand it’s been hard.”

      “You don’t understand,” he starts, leaning forward as if he’s going to do the bitch and bolt.

      I’ve been the recipient of the bitch and bolt many times. It comes with the territory. It’s not my fault they can’t pay their rent but somehow, I always receive their rage.

      Could I float him for a year or even two? Yeah, I could. But he could never pay me back. And if I did that for people, slowly, I’d be broke.

      This isn’t a charity.

      So no, I won’t float him.

      I won’t give him a few weeks. He hasn’t paid in ninety days, which is outlined in our lease to be the exact amount of time required for non-payment to result in eviction.

      I cut off his rant because today I just don’t want to fucking hear it. Not a single word of it. I already have a new renter lined up for the industrial space that NEON SIGNS N STUFF has been occupying. A renter who has paid first and last month for a two-year lease, and has shown financials that he can support the monthly payment. It’s done.

      “I understand that you haven’t paid when you signed a document that literally said I WILL PAY.” I uncross my arms and find my nails digging into the soft leather arm rests as I try to funnel this rage into a calmer energy.

      But why should I? He was about to tear into me for his own fucking shortcomings. I’m not a fucking punching bag for the sad, unsuccessful men in the world.

      “You think if you owned the building and I was running a business in your building and didn’t pay for three months that you’d extend me more grace? Grace beyond what I’ve given you?”

      His lips turn into a thin, wavering line, rage fill his eyes as he shakes his head slowly. “You’re a bitch, you know that?”

      Rising, I outstretch my arm to the door that is some paces behind him.

      “Maybe so but I’ve always paid my rent. NEON SIGNS N STUFF has until the end of the weekend, and if you’re not out, expect a visit from the Sheriff. Bye bye.”

      He’s a trail of Brut aftershave and fresh New Balance rage when he storms out and I fall back into my chair, shaking my head. The nerve on him.

      Getting back to work, I sort through my calendar, clicking “complete” on my meeting with Mr. Belluci.

      As I’m about to call my assistant Maci and tell her to order lunch, my office phone rings. Most people call me on my cell phone. I mean, it’s 2021. My properties are listed with my cell-phone number attached. When my office line rings, I almost always know whose calling.

      “Hi grandpa,” I say warmly into the receiver as I answer.

      “Hi there, Anna, sweetheart,” he rumbles, his voice sounding a bit more fatigued than normal.

      “How are you? I called Grandma two days ago but she didn’t answer her cell phone.” I sit up in my chair, elbows finding the edge of my desk. “You guys didn’t take that paper down from the cabinet, did you? I laminated it. Keep it up.”

      “It’s up, it’s up,” he says with some resignation in his tone.

      After buying them smartphones and having them set up with the absolute maximum visibility and largest fonts, I also printed out a document telling them how to send a text, make a phone call, charge it and turn it off and on. Laminated, too, because the first one I made was coated in bacon grease in two days.

      “Well, I worry when she doesn’t answer. And the only reason I didn’t send Dave over there was because he called me and said he saw you yesterday.”

      Grandpa scoffs, the way he always does when someone reports his whereabouts and health to me.

      “Oh, hell, I don’t need Dave reporting to you about me.” He is independent and he is the smartest, sweetest, best man I’ve ever met. But still, he gets prickly about our slowly evolving role reversal as he gets up in age.

      “He wasn’t reporting to me, Grandpa. He was at the Café and saw you on the patio, he called me to talk and mentioned he saw you,” I say with a gentle laugh. “Harmless.”

      A beat passes but I know what’s coming. “He still calls you every week, huh?” he asks, amusement rattling that tone of his. Making his frustration completely fade.

      “Yes,” I sigh, not wanting to have to do the whole “we’re just friends” speech to my grandpa again. Yes, Officer Ingram is a wonderful man. But just because he’s a great guy doesn’t mean I have to marry him. There has to be more there, and there isn’t, because we’re just friends. “Dave is my friend so yes, we still speak.”

      “He kept his word to you, Anna. The only other people to do that has been me and your grandma.”

      I swallow. “I know.” Wanting to change the subject, I remember that he called me. “What do I owe the pleasure of this light ribbing today, Grandpa?”

      A moment passes, and I think he’s perhaps scrambling to remember what he called for, so I chuckle. But then he clears his throat and lets another silence settle between us. My limbs tingle and my heart flips a little inside me, a slight sheen of panic coating me everywhere.

      “Grandpa,” I say, with no direction or purpose.

      “Anna, Grandma’s not been so well.”

      Fuck. Settling back into the chair, I press my palm to my chest, feeling the wild breaths move in and out of me on their own.

      “Take a breath, sweetheart,” Grandpa says, and it makes me choke on a sob. I shouldn’t be so emotional about something so logical. They’re in their eighties, this day has been on the horizon for quite some time. Still, the idea that the not so far future holds days where they aren’t around? It hits me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, pressing the back of my wrist to my lips and nose, stifling a cry.

      “It’s the dementia,” he says, his voice as quiet as he can make it. “It’s got almost all of her now. Seemed to happen overnight. I think the last time you talked to her was her last day as, you know,” he takes a breath, “herself.”

      “Oh no,” I cry, my head dropping forward, chin hitting my chest. I tilt the phone so that the receiver isn’t next to my mouth as I cry loudly and freely.

      “We knew this was the path, Anna,” Grandpa reminds me, the strength of his tone making me hate how strong he has to be. But he’s right. I couldn’t handle him breaking.

      “I know,” I say, wiping the tears from my cheeks with my fingertips.

      My office is paint blue. Light blue. Sistine Blue, according to the hardware store paint-mixing man.

      The windows behind me are floor to ceiling with the faintest turquoise tint. With the sun shining through, the whole room looks like the inside of a sapphire. It makes my head dizzy so I pinch my eyes closed and bite the corner of my mouth, forcing a slow inhale through my nose.

      Calm down. Be better for him.

      “The doctor thinks a year, maybe,” he says with hesitation in his tone, so I have to infer that the doctor probably made a year seem like the absolute best-case scenario.

      But in my life, the best-case scenario is never the one that plays out.

      It’s always what I want least. What hurts the most. The thing that drives pain into me as deeply as possible. That’s the scenario I know. So that’s the one I start to train my brain to be comfortable with.

      I need to get up to Oakcreek and spend time with her because time is one thing I know we don’t have much of.

      “I need you to take my buildings, Anna. I can’t manage them anymore and I don’t want the feeling of something hanging over my head. I want every moment of focus to be on her.”

      Grandpa is the man who got me into real estate. If it weren’t for him taking me under his wing all those years ago, I wouldn’t have everything I do now. I don’t even know if I’d be alive.

      “I’ll run them for you, of course. You keep them, though. I’ll just run them.”

      He shuts me down immediately and with a tone so serious I know not to argue.

      “No. I don’t need the money from the rent. You can buy them from me for market value or I can gift them to you. Either way, Anna, I need this. Okay? I need them to be yours.”

      I nod but he can’t see me. “Okay. How many do you still have?”

      I remember Grandpa owning a ton of different properties when I was growing up, the years I didn’t see him too much. Mom and Dad were always working at the Café and Grandpa was always so busy. I didn’t understand that until I started my own business and found myself eating leftover Chinese food out of a to-go container over the kitchen sink while speed reading the news as my bath ran. Now I get it.

      “Three. Two are on the East side of town, one is that same one on Hightech Parkway.”

      “Any tenants?” I ask, recalling the industrial building that was built in the middle of nowhere.

      “Two at Hightech,” he says, “the other two units I never rented.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I thumb through the stack of lease applicants for the building I own in Lakeside. Despite having moved across the country, after I’d reached financial success, I bought a few properties in the towns neighboring Oakcreek. I don’t know why I chose there, knowing I’d never go back, but I did.

      One of the applicants from Lakeside had wanted to repair and restore firetrucks. Grandpa’s building would be perfect for that. I could boot his tenants, move them in, make him some money and save it for something. He’d never ask me for money and if I knew him, he didn’t need it. But there could be something, someday, that he needed. I’d be there when that happened.

      I’d be there for him the way he was always there for me.

      “Can you get over here and see them next week?” he asks, breaking me from my thought. I pull the application for the Lakeside property out of the stack and run my thumb over the applicant’s name, hoping he’d be willing to rent in Oakcreek rather than Lakeside.

      “Yeah, and I think I have a great way to repurpose that spot on Hightech.”

      “Great,” he says, with no indication that he actually means it.

      I’m sure he sees this as metaphor of his transitioning life. Because I know that’s how I see it, despite the fact I’m trying to do everything in my power to not see it that way.
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      Mav

      “Where the fuck you been, man?” Orion slaps my back between my shoulder blades, the way he always greets me before pulling me into a big ass man-hug. I pat his back in return and we settle into the Adirondack chairs on his front porch.

      We stopped going to bars years ago. The chicks crawling the place looking to live out their fantasy of fucking a biker kind of ruined it. And beer is beer, no matter where you drink it.

      “In a hole of self-loathing,” I admit openly, tapping the side of my amber bottle against the porch banister, sending the cap to the concrete with a clink. I lift my beer to my lips and stop halfway. “I’m losing the shop. Sanderson sold it to his granddaughter and she’s repurposing it.”

      Orion pulls his long hair up into a man-bun, a style that works on him so well that I almost can’t believe he wasn’t born with a baby man-bun.

      “Well, fuck,” he says before taking a quick swig of his beer.

      We sit in the chairs, dirty boots stacked on the banister, work-laden hands hugging our bottles.  Watching the sun dip into the mountain edges, leaving an auburn glow in its wake, we drink.

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling at a frayed edge of the bottle label. “Fuck is right.”

      I can hear Orion scratch at the stubble lining his jaw over the sound of my swig of beer. “The club doesn’t have anything in the way of warehouses or shops right now,” he adds, reaching down into the cooler between the chairs.

      Orion—or, Ry, as everyone calls him—is part of a motorcycle club here in Oakcreek. He and his two brothers are members, at the top of the food chain in the club only coming in under his uncle. The club owned lots of properties, many of which were used for things that weren’t openly discussed. Equally, they did plenty for our community too.

      They weren’t completely good guys but they weren’t always bad guys, either.

      “I know.” I reach for a new beer, too. “I called that Lucy chick, you know, the one Thorn used to see sometimes.”

      Ry’s brows pinch together as his lips turn down, in thought. His older brother Hawthorne went through girls like every day was his last God damn day on Earth. I can see the catalog of women run behind his eyes as he tries to place her.

      “I don’t know if they were serious, but she’s the realtor with brown hair,” I push my vertical palm on my shoulder, signaling the length of Lucy’s hair.

      He volleys his head; he doesn’t remember but that fact doesn’t seem to be important.

      “Anyway, I Googled her and asked her if she could check for buildings for lease in Oakcreek.” Leaning forward, my back aches from keeping my body weight pressed on the iron gate for half a day as I did finish work on it. I pop the cap off another beer, the lid falling to the group almost exactly where the first one is.

      “Nothing.” I hold the beer to my chest and restack my feet, looking at the skyline just in time to see the sun’s final descent into the faraway painting of the horizon.

      “Fuck, man,” Ry says again and he leans his inked arm over the white chair, skin a stark contrast to the light paint. I tap the neck of my bottle against his.

      “Here’s to being fucked,” I cheer, and he nods in agreement before taking a long, beer-finishing drink. His belch rattles his chest so he bumps a closed fist to it, clearing his throat.

      “A firetruck repair and service station,” I say finally, only after the warmth of the setting sun was no longer heating my skin. The pinkening sky brought a gentle breeze and it felt good against the exposed parts of my tired body.

      Ry leans his head back against the chair and rolls it to face mine. One eye squeezed shut in relaxation, one open with the brow raised, he asks, “is that’s what’s going on Hightech?”

      I nod and finish my beer, lowering the bottle to the concrete, next to the cooler.

      He nods, taking in the information, his eyes on the beautifully unfolding sunset. Then he turns back to me and lifts his brow again.

      “You gonna fuck Lucy?”

      I snort. “No, man.” I shake my head, laughing again.

      There’s a silence and just as I’m about to stand up and call it a night, Ry drops a single sentence that sends me back a few paces.

      “Maybe you should.”

      There it is. The truth.

      The guys have been wanting me to go out and get it in with a random chick, just to get back in the swing of things.

      The guys think I’m not over my ex-girlfriend, who broke up with me over six months ago. And honestly, it was just easier to let them think that I wasn’t over her than to tell them the real problem.

      I couldn’t tell anyone the real problem consuming my insides every second of every day.

      I couldn’t. They’d see me as weak. They’d judge me. They wouldn’t understand. And anyway, I couldn’t do anything about it. May as well keep it to myself.

      “Naa, man, she isn’t my type.” I don’t even know what my type is anymore because I’ve stopped looking. I’ve stopped thinking about other women.

      Only her.

      “Not your type, huh?” Ry leans down and sets his empty next to mine before rising. The porch is small and we’re anything but, hovering around six foot three each. We duck just slightly as we take the steps to the lawn, out to where my truck rests along the curb.

      “She likes to have fun and if she isn’t trying to get wifed up, why not?” Ry questions, pulling me into another very tight but very manly hug. I slap his back and open the pickup door.

      “How do you know she likes to have fun?” I ask with a smirk.

      “I remember Thorn saying that,” he clarifies, palms out in a mock defense.

      “Right, well, you call her if you want some fun. I’m fine, man. I don’t need a girl.”

      He walks back a few paces before stopping and shaking his head.

      “Everybody needs a girl.”

      I give him a wave over the dashboard as I back out and head down the street to my house. He’s right. Everybody needs a girl. Except, I don’t deserve a girl the way he’s describing.

      I don’t deserve anything at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Still haven’t given in, huh?” Daws asks as I approach him from across the parking lot, my eyes trained on his cigarette. We only had one plastic chair out there, but we shared the smoke break all the same.

      I shake my head. “I figure if I’m going to quit, I may as well do it right.”

      He exhales a puff of unfiltered tobacco away from me, trying to be sensitive to my cravings. I didn’t have to tell Daws that I’d been thinking about the crimson embers of a lit cigarette like it were the love of my fucking life.

      He’d tried to quit a few times in the past, so he understood.

      Picking at a piece of loose tobacco on his lip, he drops the remainder of the cigarette to the ground, pressing the heel of his boot down over top.

      “Smart kid,” he says, rising with a groan. Always calling me a kid. Granted, Daws could have been my dad, I didn’t think of him of a role model of any sorts.

      He couldn’t stand his wife, avoided his kids, smoked like a fucking chimney, hid a flask of gin in his back pocket and I’m pretty sure he’s the kind of guy who has started a sentence with “it wasn’t my fault, officer.”

      Harmless in the big picture, but no fucking mentor.

      Not the way Mr. Sanderson is.

      “Think Sanderson was lying?” he asks as I pull the key from the lock keeping the door closed. “You know, about being okay?”

      “No,” I shake my head with a scoff. “He said he’s fine. They’re fine.” I hear the defensiveness in my tone as I say it aloud. “I mean, why would he lie?”

      Daws shoves the unfiltered cigarettes into his shirt pocket, which bears a permanent rectangle imprint on it from the familiar box. He shrugs. “I don’t know. I don’t know why he’d sell it. Doesn’t make sense.”

      It doesn’t make a ton of sense if he doesn’t need to be liquid for some reason. He didn’t seem to sound stressed but then again, maybe he was trying to protect me? Not worry me? I’d love to think he cares about me that much. I care about him that much but he’s got a real family to focus on. Not some struggling fuck-up trying to get on the right side of things.

      “I don’t know,” I say after too much silence. He’s got me seriously wondering. “Have a good one, Daws,” I add, ducking under my half-opened door, losing my vision to the sudden darkness of my workspace.
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        * * *

      

      After a few hours of working on some rustic vases meant for the outdoor patio of the same café I’d just made the gate for, I finally stood.

      My back throbbed with fatigue of maintaining the same position for over two hours with only one other break to stand straight. Inside of me, my spine popped and clicked as I set the gun on the work space and forced my shoulders back. Neck to tailbone, all of me stung and winced as my body adjusted to this new position.

      I’m only thirty-fucking-one and it takes me a full minute to acclimate to standing up. Tipping my helmet up, I take a deep breath in, needing to suck in the smell of oxidized metal to ground myself.

      It can get dizzying to work in extreme heat without fresh air for long periods of time. Every now and then, it gets to me. My phone ringing on the shelf causes me to quickly slough off my work gloves and lean over the desk.

      “Hello?” I didn’t get a chance to check the caller ID in my rush not to miss the call. But the breathing on the other side tells me it is Mr. Sanderson.

      “Maverick, hello son.”

      “Hi Sir, is everything okay? You guys coming through with the RV this week?”

      “Oh, yeah, yeah. Oh, I guess that makes you lucky. You’ll be seeing me twice this week.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, wondering what else would have him coming all the way out here. His home is well on the other side of town.

      “My granddaughter, the one who bought the building, she wants to do the walk-through with me and I’d like to do it sooner than later. Before we leave this weekend.” Before I have a chance to pull apart the seriousness I hear in his tone, he asks if today is okay.

      Lifting my phone from my ear, I see it’s nearing lunch time. “After lunch?”

      “Sounds good, son. See you then.”

      “Alright, Mr. Sanderson, see you soon.”

      “Oh, and Maverick?”

      I swallow hard, because the weight in my gut that surfaces when bad news is coming? I feel it. “I’m sorry she’s not keeping individual tenants.”

      He hangs up before I can respond. But something tells me, he’s leaving things unsaid.
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      Anna

      It’s been years since I’ve here. Ten years, to be exact. The last time I was in Oakcreek I was broken, lost and promised myself I’d never come back.

      It was hard maintaining a close relationship with my grandparents at first but once we established a phone and FaceTime schedule, things got much better. They’ve been my rock for the last ten years. There was a big adjustment period when I flew across the country to attend college at the ripe-old age of eighteen.

      But I’m back for my grandparents, the only thing that could bring me back.

      I’m back for however long I need to be. And when my time here is done, I’m going straight back to the East Coast, where I’m a bad-ass business bitch who controls more property and earns more money than anyone at her self-made investment firm. Where I’m nothing but power suits and blocked-off calendars, respected as much as feared.

      Anna fucking Blake.

      I have to shelve that version of me for Grandpa.

      He needs his granddaughter, the little girl he’s guided and loved and shared his last ten years of life with. Though I wasn’t under his roof long, he still did help raise me. Advice, love, all the things you need in a parent. Grandpa was everything. Grandma, too.

      Grandpa’s truck pulls up outside the Ivy Inn, the old and beautifully restored motel located on the outskirts of Oakcreek. I couldn’t stay with Grandpa and Grandma at the house, there were too many memories and I wasn’t strong enough.

      Instead, I picked a place I knew wouldn’t be frequented by anyone from my past, since the Ivy Inn somehow gets away with charging an absurd four-hundred dollars a night.

      I lock the door behind me with an actual key because even though it’s 2021, Oakcreek can be a bit behind the times. I reach across the cab after sliding inside and give my grandpa a hug. I love the way his aftershave and denture toothpaste smells. It’s a scent that feels like a hug as much as his actual hug.

      “Good to see you, sweetheart,” he smiles, his eyes misty. It makes mine misty. We always get misty seeing one another and I think part of my attachment to him, outside of the obvious reasons, is that he’s one of the three people who see me as I truly am.

      “You, too Grandpa. Where’s Grandma?” I ask, noticing the empty cab behind us.

      “The center. Three months ago, we started gradually spending time there. First just card games and things like that.” He smiles but his eyes stay sad.

      “I’m glad we did that now. Because her change, I’m telling you,” he says, shaking his head, mouth open, words now failing him. He swallows and a moment passes. “Overnight. It happened overnight. At least I know if she’s in there somewhere, she will know that place.”

      “She’s in there,” I rest my hand on his knee and shake his leg. “She’s in there. She knows you love her. She knows that is the safest place for her.”

      “It is. And that’s what keeps my heart together. Knowing that if she had an accident at home or took off at home, I couldn’t care for her.” He exhales as he makes no attempt to brush away the tear that slips past. “I’m getting old, Anna.”

      I feign shock to lighten the perpetually darkening mood. The mood that comes with losing someone painfully and slowly, right before your eyes.

      “You don’t look a day over eighty-one,” I tease.

      He smiles and I memorize the way the sun filters in behind him, his white hair nearly glowing from the angle. His face is weathered and tired, his eyes less bright.

      “Anna, there’s one other thing.”

      “Oh, all the transfers went through. Everything is done. I have the paperwork in my room at the Ivy,” I throw a thumb back towards the first level floor where I stayed last night.

      He shakes his head. “Not that. It’s about the tenants on Hightech.”

      Shit. I don’t know their names. I should know their names because of all the properties Grandpa owns, Hightech was the only one that had tenants. The rest were vacant already, making deciding what to do with them a lot easier.

      Still, I’d had my assistant Maci send the letters notifying them of change of ownership with a warning to vacate. I didn’t even check their names myself.

      “I don’t recall off the top of my head.”

      “Listen, I didn’t tell them what’s going on with Grandma.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Yeah. Why would you? That’s personal. They’re business.”

      Grandpa chuckles and shakes his head while smoothing his shaky hand over the wisps of white clinging to his scalp. “Maybe in the big city, Anna, but remember, this is Oakcreek.”

      “I remember,” I say, my tone dripping with disdain.

      “I’ve gotten pretty close to one of the tenants,” he says, looking out the windshield for a moment before turning the key to restart the engine. He’d turned it off while we were talking. “Your grandma loves him. He helps me out with things when I need help.” Grandpa eyes me across the cab. “Which isn’t very often.”

      I laugh. “Sounds like a good guy.”

      He nods with ease. “He’s a very good man. But I don’t want him worrying about this or us.”

      My brow pinches but grandpa is driving so he doesn’t see my confusion. “If he’s your close friend, don’t you want him to know what’s going on in your life?”

      I don’t know why I’m pressing this. I have no dog in the fight for some anonymous tenant knowing the inner-workings of my grandma’s steady decline. I think I just don’t want Grandpa having any regrets.

      “Just—please keep it between us.”

      I shrug. “Grandpa, I love you, but I don’t think I’m going to engage with your tenants so much that I feel compelled to share highly personal information relevant only to our family.”

      “You may not engage with them much, but you will meet them today.”

      My shoulders slope. I’m going to have to strap Anna fucking Blake back on over my relaxed self, just as I was finally getting comfortable shedding her. I’m not in the mood to meet them but this is what he wants to do. Show me the property today, before he takes Grandma away this weekend. He’s planning on staying there with her for a while. He’s paid a nurse to come, too.

      He needs me right now and these are the things he needs me to do. I sit up taller in the seat, but I’m still scolded.

      “Don’t be that way,” he says having cast a few sideways glances through the cab at me.

      “I don’t feel like being professional-social. That’s all. I get so spoiled just being able to relax with you.”

      He laughs and looks at me, then laughs again. “Anna, you can be you anytime. You choose to be who you are in the city.”

      “Not true,” I say, knowing that grandpa doesn’t fully understand why I have to be Anna fucking Blake.

      When I visit, I still work, so he’s heard many times the way I interact with clients. Though I blamed it on a patriarchal-based work environment, I knew that was only part of it. After all, as soon as I moved, I’d taken on this persona. Long before real estate investment and managing.

      He just shakes his head. “We’ll be there in five minutes. There’s a clipboard in the back. It’s what I usually use for inspections.”

      I pull my iPad from my purse and give it a shake. “I’ve got mine on here, digital is easier.”

      “Of course, it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Grandpa’s tires kiss the curb as we park behind Hightech Parkway’s industrial building. Across the street facing the front of the building is a run-down Fleet fuel station, with a small, boarded up mini-mart. It looks like the scene for a video game shoot out.

      I reach out to guide grandpa’s elbow as we step up onto the small curb attached to the sidewalk. He jerks his arm away with a guffaw that makes me smile.

      Making it to the front of the building, there are four identical units, like storage units on steroids. Simple. Most businesses can’t be run out of places like these, except for mechanical shops or, honestly, basically anywhere men work. Because men don’t seem to give a shit about working in a hot box of testicle sweat.

      The far unit has its door rolled all the way up, a large oscillating fan at a forty-five-degree angle outside the entrance. The sun pours into the unit, illuminating the first few feet of floor space inside. Bare. Stamped concrete.

      “What’s that one?” I point, thumbing through documents on the tablet, looking for the two business names.

      “A welding business,” grandpa says. I nod, still determined to find that folder on this damn thing where I put those documents. I will need them beyond today.

      “The one next to it is an eBay store.”

      I look up from my tablet and stop, giving grandpa a tilt of my head. “What might that be?”

      Grandpa chuckles. “Surprised I know eBay or surprised people still use it?”

      I double back on the head recess. “Wow, Grandpa. To both of those things.”

      He laughs and shakes his head, his white hair lifting up with the warm summer breeze. “He goes to antique shops and garage sales and finds stuff, then stores and organizes it here.” Grandpa motions ahead to the unit. “Then he sells it on eBay. It’s like a big garage for him.”

      A man’s dream. A big garage full of crap.

      “Okay,” I say, wanting to add that I’m glad I’d already decided to turn this place into a firetruck repair center. Way better for the town, way better period.

      “He’s an interesting guy,” Grandpa adds, and I take note of that, because that’s Grandpa-speak for “I don’t think I trust him but I can’t tell you why.”

      I turn back to the tablet and keep looking for the lease agreements Grandpa had sent me. Keeping an eye out for the word ‘ebay’ or ‘welding’, I thumb quickly until I see it.

      Two words. Less than a second for me to read them.

      In this moment, I know my life is about to change forever. Again.

      Darkness halos around my brain as the whirr of traffic and cottony noises of the breeze drift into the background, far away from my thoughts. My eyes lock to those two words.

      I read them once. Twice. I think I fucking read them a thousand times.

      Wilde Welding.

      There’s only one Wilde family in town. And Maverick Wilde was an only child, and his dad is dead.

      My heart feels like it’s made of bricks and when it thuds quickly against my ribs, I feel its weight; heavy and daunting. A lone bead of perspiration rolls down the hollow of my spine. The pain in my heart is a staccato beating in my veins as my pulse pounds in my ears.

      My bully, my tormentor, the only man to ever make my body hot with his lips.

      Then—

      “Maverick, there you are, son. This is my granddaughter. Anna Blake. Anna, this is Maverick Wilde, the welder.”

      I try to swallow but every drop of moisture in my body has evaporated.

      My mouth is sticky and dry. Pressing the iPad to my chest I raise an arm up over my eyes, the sun piercing us from this angle. The three of us do this side-step walk in unison, guiding ourselves into a place adjacent to the building with a small amount of shade cover.

      “Anna, this is Maverick Wilde.” Grandpa repeats himself once I lower my arm and after a few blinks, my eyes adjust.

      The last time I saw him was ten years ago.
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        * * *

      

      It was the week of my high school graduation. Three days before the ceremony, to be exact. Finals were long since over, classes were basically just signing yearbooks and watching the clock, and I still hadn’t told a single soul, except grandpa and grandma, that I was going to be going to New York for college.

      It was a good thing. One of my only good things outside of my house and I wanted it to stay good. Stay private.

      But I was so happy to finally be leaving Oakcreek, the town that housed some of the cruelest, smallest people in the world. They had to be some of the worst because they nearly ruined me.

      I couldn’t contain my happiness this day. I only had one more day of work. Why didn’t I just quit if they tortured me so much? Because, honestly, I thought if I quit, they’d retaliate even more. Maverick was out of high school by two years but his girlfriend?

      My age. In my grade.

      If I didn’t show up, I didn’t want to find out what would happen. I just wanted the last year of having to co-exist with small, ignorant, selfish, spoiled assholes like Maverick and his girlfriend to be over.

      I was smiling extra as I handed a customer her dash wipe. I guess it was my smile or the fact that my normal fear wasn’t there. Maybe as much as they could smell fear like true predators, equally, they could smell when I wasn’t scared. And that angered them too.

      Petty people get angry often, if you haven’t noticed.

      On this particular day, he’d let his girlfriend Dani go early, which he did sometimes. Those were the times I looked forward to because when she wasn’t around, he didn’t turn the hose on me. He didn’t slam his shoulder against mine. He didn’t hide my keys.

      He didn’t do anything.

      And in that doing nothing, it was a gift to me. A cruel, sick, sad gift of not humiliating me.

      I knew it was for me when, one day, I overheard him lying to her about throwing my lunch away one day when she wasn’t there. He never did that to me, yet he told her he did. Right in front of me, and she laughed hysterically. But the joke was on her, though she never knew.

      Sometimes he’d buy my favorite sweet tea from the Café down the road and leave it in the break room fridge. He never said it was for me or from him, but it just was. And we both knew it.

      On this day, she was gone and it was just he and I closing up. I was high from knowing how soon I’d be gone. Floating with relief. And my guard was down. So far down that I didn’t have time to react to pull it back up, to sheath myself from him. Silly for me to ever think he was safe to be around.

      I should have known his gifts of respite from the cruelty weren’t for me. They were for him. So his guilt would be sated.

      A real fucking asshole, through and through.

      After the woman took the dash wipe, rolled up her window and went through the wash, we closed. And in my normal closing procedures, I moved the automatic washing heads in on the track. Turning around, he was standing there. The sun was already setting, darkness settling on one side of him. The other side a terrifying orange and black silhouette.

      He stepped close and reached out, framing my face with the edge of his hand.

      I thought I saw mercy in his eyes, a morsel of sincerity, a sliver of hope. But his thumb and forefinger tightened on my jaw, not enough to hurt but enough to command the nerve endings inside me. All of them.

      “Were you going to say goodbye?” he breathed out, voice sounding broken. He had been using the cinnamon mouthwash again. The hairs on my arms stood straight up and my bottom lip quivered to the vibration of his voice.

      “I know you’re leaving Anna.” He loosened his grip until his hand dropped away. His face stayed close to mine. “I know you’re leaving.”

      “You-you should be glad,” I spat out on a quick breath.

      It was only a tiny zinger considering all the shitty things Maverick and she-who-must-not-be-named had done to me, but it still felt good to finally let one free. After three years of torment. “Since you hate me so much.”

      Time seemed to slow, my breath moving like honey, his chest rising and falling with control. His tongue worked its way across his bottom lip. Jaw swinging from side to side, finally, he smirked.

      “I don’t hate you, Anna.”

      And then he surprised the actual fuck out of me.

      He leaned down, used one finger to push the hair off my neck, then pressed his lips to my skin, behind my ear. It was warm and gentle and as soon as I started to let my eyes close, he pulled away and stormed off.

      I didn’t finish my final shifts at the car wash and she-who-must-not-be-named didn’t bully me at school.

      Four days after I flew to New York. And I never saw him again.

      Until now.
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      Mav

      A. Blake. Holy fuck.

      A. Blake. Anna Blake.

      Wait, Blake? Not Harmon?

      Fuck, she’s married.

      She’s married.

      She’s here, in front of me, and she’s fucking married.

      And holy fuck, she’s Mr. Sanderson’s granddaughter.

      Oh fuck, she’s Mr. Sanderson’s granddaughter.

      I drape a hand across my chest and shake my head, I can’t stop myself. My brain is slow and fuzzy around the edges, my vision has gone tunnel, all I see is her.

      Anna.

      The ghost that haunts me. The girl I ruined. The girl I loved.

      Now a fucking gorgeous, successful, knockout with a wonderful fucking grandpa.

      Of course this is how she turned out. She’s… fuck.

      I drum my fingers over my chest as I suck in a breath, steadying myself. I can feel Mr. Sanderson’s eyes on me. I clear my throat and stick my hand out between us, accepting the introduction from her grandpa.

      The last time I saw her she was dying her hair black. Her bright blue eyes were hooded under dark eye make up and poorly pinned bangs. She was always hiding away. But I could see the beauty inside and out. And it fucking ruined me that I was the one making her hide away. Making her scared.

      Her hand is so fucking soft against mine, small and feminine as we shake in greeting.

      She shakes a reasonable amount of time and I study her bright blue eyes. They’re like sapphires, brilliant and breathtaking, with no harsh makeup clouding them. Her hair is back to its natural icy blonde color, shoulder length in something of a stylish looking haircut. Her lips are nude and her lashes are thick and dark. She’s wearing a pencil skirt that molds to the soft curves of her gentle hips and dips in on her narrow waist. It accentuates how fucking sexy she is, puts it on display.

      She’s got on a sleeveless collared blouse that is tucked into her high-waisted skirt, and her calves are tight balls of muscle dipping down into nude pumps. Fuck, she’s a God damn knockout.

      As she always was.

      Instantly I feel territorial. I don’t want any other man staring at her.

      Anna is mine.

      Only, she isn’t. She hates me. She finds me despicable as she should. As I am.

      But still. Seeing her now after all this time, my heart beats for her. Every fiber of my existence awakens when I look at her, my heart thudding to the wild beat of my needs.

      I need her. I fucking need her.

      But I’ll never have her.

      There’s no way. Not after everything I’ve done.

      “Mr. Wilde, nice to meet you,” she says, pulling her hand from mine.

      Her softness is gone and I feel sad. I didn’t feel a wedding ring and when I glance at her hands, they’re bare.

      Her eyes move up to the building, where she lifts an arm over her head to peer back up at the sign. Sun drops over the slope of her throat and I swallow hard. My cock stirs so I look to Mr. Sanderson, hoping to be mentally calmed by just looking at him.

      It works, kind of. He’s already looking at me and it freaks me out.

      I could say, right now in this moment, hey listen, I bullied her when I was her boss at the car wash. I was a complete trash human and I hate myself every moment of every day because of it. It’s ruined me and I wish more than anything I could take it back. And then I’d say I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.

      That would be putting it all out there, full disclosure, complete and utter honesty.

      Because all of that is true.

      All of it.

      But her eyes. They didn’t move.

      She didn’t wince with painful recognition, they didn’t flash with anger, they didn’t do anything. They were even keel. She was even keel. Calm, methodical when speaking to me almost.

      And if she didn’t remember me, why in the fuck would I bring it up? Remind her of probably one of the lowest times in her existence? In front of a man she loves and respects?

      And yeah, I love him and respect him too but I’m not doing it to save face for myself. I don’t give a fuck. I love Mr. Sanderson, I do, but I would literally do fucking anything to have Anna’s forgiveness. I’m not a crazy fuck, I know she’ll never love me.

      But to accept my apology… that would be everything.

      Fuck.

      I’m going fucking crazy standing here, the insides of me screaming, pounding on the walls, clawing at the wallpaper, begging to be set free. The outside of me is calm, rocking on my feet, smiling and nodding while Mr. Sanderson talks about the building to his granddaughter.

      This is fate. This is fucking fate.

      I’ve wanted this so fucking long. I have prayed for this. Begged to find her again and be graced with the opportunity to humble myself to her and completely and utterly apologize. And now, out of nowhere, the opportunity isn’t a fantasy.

      It’s fucking real.

      It’s right here in front of me. My cock thickens at the idea of it. She’s so fucking beautiful. And those tits, Jesus. Fuller and in a better bra than they were ten years ago, even better than I remember. God damn.

      My heart is going absofuckinglutely insane. My ears are pounding with my pulse. My dick pulses with it.

      How do I do this?

      Can I do this?

      She throws a look to me over her shoulder as they move down to Daws’ unit, Mr. Sanderson allowing her a free moment as he works on unlocking the roll-up door.

      I hold her gaze but make no expression. I don’t know what the fuck to do but I don’t want to lose this opportunity. This is fate. It has to be.

      I don’t know anything about her anymore. She’s a stranger to me now. But I know with that one look, that one careless, emotionless gaze, I know I’m still tied to her. Enslaved to her heart for all I put her through.

      And even with all that hate she must feel for me, still, my body comes alive being near her. Just like it did back then.

      I still want her. And she wants me even less than before.
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10 Years Ago

      I stared at her elbow for ten minutes. I envisioned my arm reaching out, my hand taking her arm, getting her attention. “Hey,” I’d say in this fantasy, “I’m sorry. That was cruel and I’m fucking sorry.” Or I’d say something like that. Each time I’d say it, she’d reach out and take my hand. Her face would soften, her blue eyes growing gentle and tender. Her forgiveness was my salvation.

      But I can’t move my arm.

      I can’t do it.

      I stare at her elbow some more and I don’t reach out.

      The clock alerts us that it’s time to open the doors for business so she, Dani and I rise to our feet.

      My girlfriend Dani moves behind us, settling back into a chair as she slips her tennis shoes on. Moving towards the exit, Anna stills at the door with me right behind her so that I unintentionally bump into her, hard.

      She grips either side of the doorway and turns her head, just barely to her shoulder. She doesn’t say anything, but she licks her bottom lip twice. My cock gets hard. Then she walks out.

      Was she trying to feel me against her?

      That idea alone has me rock hard in my slacks. Looking at my watch I see there’s still a few minutes. I grab my girlfriend by the wrist, and drag her into the office. One wall has a small window of one-way glass, looking straight out into the booth where Anna sits, waiting for the first customer. We’ve been on the other side of that glass many times. It’s not completely one-way.

      I push my girlfriend’s shorts down and lift up her polo, bunching it just below her breasts. She gasps and moans, immediately into whatever we’re doing. Eighteen-year-old girls are so eager to be with a twenty-one-year-old guy that they’d do just about anything.

      “Yes, fuck me,” she squeaks out, one arm braced over her head as I pin her to the desk with my hips. My belt no longer a problem, I pull my throbbing cock from my slacks and press it to her slickness, rubbing it up and down. I look up through the foggy glass.

      Anna turns, her chin resting on her shoulder as her eyes narrow… seemingly on my cock.

      No, she can’t see that much detail through the hazy one-way glass.

      Can she?

      She licks her lips and her eyelids seem to grow heavy as her gaze becomes glazed and lazy. Eyes still fixed right on my dick.

      Pushing my hips forward, I tunnel into my girlfriend, who cries out with pleasure. I don’t ever know if it’s real with her because she loves to act. She loves to moan and coo, she’s an actress in bed, it gets her off in other ways. I deal with it. Because she sucks my dick and lets me finger her ass and because… Anna wouldn’t have me.

      That’s always been why.

      I grind my hips down against my girlfriend’s bare ass as I run one palm up and down her spine. She whimpers delightfully, wiggling her thick bottom against me. It feels good. It feels really fucking good to see Anna still peering through the glass.

      What, my sweet Anna, what can you see?

      I bring my palm down across my girlfriend’s backside and she jolts quickly, wincing with pain. Anna’s eyes go wide and her fingers curl in against her apron, which she’s clutching to her chest.

      Jesus, fuck. Can she see this? Can she see how I’m torturing this pussy for not being her? Can she see that?

      Fuck. Heat pools at the base of my spine and my mind starts to wander, the impending orgasm beginning to take over every piece of me.

      I grind deeper.

      Dani grips the edge of the desk tightly, thighs trembling as she tries to raise her ass further up towards me. Fuck she’s eager and horny. I do like that about her. I drown my sorrows in her pussy. It makes things that much worse but fuck, I can’t help it. I need to feel anything but the hateful eyes on me and the hollowness they bring.

      I pump into her a few more times before I grip her hips and jerk her back onto my cock, hard, forcing her to bounce as I step back from the desk just slightly. Fuck, I’m in her so deep right now.

      Anna chews at the corner of her mouth, head tilted down, lids hooded. She’s horny. Her lips swollen, cheeks pink. I bet those perfect fucking nipples of hers are hard. And then she moves her tongue over her bottom lip so slowly that I come.

      I still inside my girlfriend, my shots of come flooding into her hard and fast. My cock pulses and throbs, my body twitches behind her as I watch Anna’s head fall back and her mouth drop open.

      Jesus Christ, she can see us.
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      Anna

      Even then when he tortured me, a part of me – that I loathed – still wanted him.

      Sometimes it felt like there were two me’s inside of myself.

      The Anna that hated Maverick Wilde and his cruel, stupid girlfriend Dani.

      That was logical Anna.

      She went to school and avoided her bully, she showed up to work to avoid her bullies, kept her head down and just wanted it to be over. She was the one who hated those two. The two people who ruined years of her life, the people who changed the course of who she was, down to how she styled her hair. You’re supposed to hate your bully. Even if they drove you to become a successful, powerful creature, still, you hate your bully.

      Right?

      Because this other Anna inside of me.

      She remembers the small things Maverick did.

      His pathetic and completely shallow way of apologizing for his cruelties. Still, he showed remorse after every incident, in some form or another. He may not have said the words ever, not even one single time, but this Anna, the one who felt disgustingly and beautifully tethered to her torturer, she knew he was sorry. And she could still remember the soft kiss he placed behind her ear. How warm his skin felt near hers.

      Those two Anna’s were in a caged-off wrestling match inside of me as I shook hands with Maverick Wilde.

      The last time I saw him… he was twenty-one-years-old and I was eighteen, days away from leaving for college. Maverick was always tall with a strong build but at twenty-one he hadn’t learned yet how to nurture that body.

      Needing to look away, needing to process, needing to control my face, I block the sun out from my face and look up, surveying the building. Business as usual, I tell myself, as the moment sinks into the fabric of my soul.

      This is Maverick Wilde.

      Gone are the lanky limbs and ill-fitting polo shirts. Gone is the short and neat haircut and baby-faced jaw.

      Standing before me is six-feet-four-inches of muscle.

      A broad chest with visible pecs through a worn Henley, Maverick’s arms seemed to stick out from his body, bubbling with so much muscle that I have to swallow. His hair looks to be soaked with sweat, long enough to shove his fingers through and have it fall across his face in a dangerously addictive way. Jaw is coated with rough and unkempt stubble. His clothes are absolutely filthy, dark spots on his jeans, the fabric worn to a colorless threadbare state over his corded torso.

      He’s wearing steel-toe boots and his hands. They look worn, fingers thick and substantial. Maverick always had big, beautiful hands. The kind of hands that maybe you tremble just imagining them dragging down your bare belly. Looking at them now, darkened and worn with work and age, heat pools between my legs.

      My body grew about ten degrees warmer after studying his hands. His hands that oozed masculine alpha sex, the same hands that had once cradled my jaw while I stood motionless in the quiet mist of the closed car wash.

      The bottom dropped out from my stomach and my heart did a quick free-fall as I caught his eyes on me. Heat filled in under my blouse and worked its way up my collar, making me tug gently at the silk garment, willing air inside.

      I feel bad for my grandpa. I didn’t listen to a single word he spoke during the inspection and walk through. Though I replied diligently to each thing he said with the proper and business-like response, it was like I turned on my answering machine and was on autopilot. The entire time we walked the property, all I could think of was him.

      Maverick.

      After our initial introduction, Grandpa wanted to get straight into it so Maverick went back to work. We shared one final glance over my shoulder but for the rest of the inspection, I didn’t see him again.

      I should be happy I didn’t see him again.

      That I didn’t have to be face to face with him.

      But after Grandpa dropped me back off at the Inn, it was all I could do to not jump into my rental car and drive over there. I wanted to see him. It brought back so much pain seeing him but still, I wanted to fucking see him.

      He remembered me. He didn’t say anything but I could see it in his eyes.

      His wide green eyes. Moss in the sun, an emerald through a loop, palm leaves in the Caribbean. His eyes were the most beautiful of all greens, all in one. They’d always been that way. But today, in early summer afternoon, his eyes were so beautiful that I found myself hating that they belonged to him.

      Why couldn’t the monster at least look like one?

      He did, I suppose, more than he did before. Sinewy and tight with discipline under his clothes, Maverick now embodied a bully. Strong, a wall of a man, works with his hands, dirty and daring, he looks like a bully.

      But his presence made everything between my hips and thighs come alive. Stir with a flutter, a heat, an undeniable rush of awareness.

      My grandpa called him son. This is the man that he didn’t want to know about Grandma. Doesn’t want to hurt him.

      Grandpa can’t possibly be aware of Maverick’s past. I never told Grandpa and Grandma about the bullying. They had so much on their plate to deal with. And I hadn’t told mom and dad about it either, so it felt wrong to tell my Grandparents. I knew there would have to be so many things that Grandpa and Grandma knew about that mom and dad didn’t, but I didn’t want to start with this.

      I didn’t want it to start with bad stuff.

      The only person I ever told was my best friend, Dave.

      Who is now the Sheriff of this small town. Who checks on Grandpa and Grandma for me. Who has checked in on me every single week since . . .

      “Hey,” I say, breathlessly into the phone when Dave answers on the first ring. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed at the Inn, knee nervously bouncing, my thumbnail turned sideways between my teeth. “I got into town this morning. Do you want to meet for lunch?”

      “Hey to you, too. I thought you were going to tell me when your flight got in?”

      Dave’s voice is one of the only things that always makes me feel good. Dave knows the real me, too. He knows Anna fucking Blake and he knows Anna from back then. He has and will be my only real friend, forever. Sometimes you just know these things.

      “I’m telling you now,” I reply, jumping up so I can pace the length of the room. I’m a walker and talker, I can’t help it. Thank God my apartment in the city has hardwood floors.

      “Alright, damn woman, did you have your Americano this morning?” He’s not really joking.

      I shake my head. “No, black coffee from the Inn.”

      “Damn it Anna, why in the hell are you staying there? I told you I have an entire house here, plenty of room.”

      “I’m not a crash a friend’s place type of girl, Dave, you should know that by now,” I say, biting at my nail, though I know I shouldn’t.

      “Are you nervously pacing?” Dave chuckles the question.

      “Yes, I am. I need to see you, Dave.”

      I envision him sitting at his desk, taking his feet from the desktop where they were perched as he leans back into his chair. “Is it Evelyn?”

      I press my hand to my forehead.

      “No, I mean, yes, Evelyn is getting worse but no, this is, oh Dave,” I say, my body finding the groove on the bed where I sat before. I settle back into it, without knowing. My eyes are locked onto nothing. If someone told me all my dreams would come true if I could just describe the inside of that room at the Inn? I couldn’t do it. My mind is everywhere.

      “Okay,” Dave says, his voice lower and quieter. More private than normal. “What the fuck is up, Anna? You’re worrying me.”

      I don’t know why I laugh but I do. I know Dave loves me. When he says he cares, he does.

      The laugh just happens. It’s nerves, it’s anxiety, it’s white-hot anger.

      “What?” he practically whisper-yells into the phone.

      “I saw Maverick Wilde today. For the first time since I left town ten years ago.”

      “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
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      I’m surprised when Dave shows up in athletic shorts and a t-shirt, blonde hair messy and scruff on his face. Day-off Dave is here, not the Officer Ingram I’m accustomed to.

      “You’re not working?”

      He snorts as he steps up the curb where I’m standing in front of my room door. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his chest for a long, overdue and more than necessary hug.

      “If I was working, what kind of sheriff would I be if I just took off in the middle of the day to come see my girl?” He presses his lips to my cheek, then to my hairline and leaves a kiss on top of my head, too.

      Pulling back but keeping his hands on my hips, he takes me in. I love it when Dave takes me in. Not only is he real with me but he manages to lace that realness with something that always makes me feel good. No matter what.

      “You’ve lost weight,” he says, squeezing my waist where the pencil skirt hugs me.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “The side effect of being too fucking busy,” I say with a smile.

      “You need to take better care of yourself but your skin is flawless and this silk blouse is gorgeous.”

      A criticism laced with a compliment so I always feel good. Despite our constant contact, I’ve missed him in the flesh like this.

      I thumb the material at the neckline, to jog my memory on what I’m wearing. “Viscose,” I clarify, “wrinkles less than silk.”

      He nods and pushes a hand through his hair. “You growing that out?” I ask, rising to my toes to tug a strand of his sandy blonde hair.

      He shrugs. “I guess. I don’t know.” His eyes wander to the peripheral and I can see lines form across his forehead. Is he going through something too?

      I press my palm to his chest. “Hey, we’ll get to you. But first, we’re doing me,” I say, lifting my brows with my lips pressed in a thin line. “Maverick,” I whisper, and he nods, all knowing, all understanding, and hugs me again.
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      At lunch, I recount the last week to Dave. He knew that my grandparents weren’t exactly getting any younger and he did say when he saw Grandpa at the Café last week that he seemed tired. My grandpa, old guy or not, never acted tired, even if he was exhausted. For him to let his guard down was big.

      That’s probably where I got my emotional wall-building capabilities from. The last day I was in Oakcreek, I put up my wall and left. No one from Oakcreek would ever break me again.

      I’m impenetrable. It’s impossible.

      Or so I thought.

      Because here I am, at three o’clock mid-week in a bar with my best friend (booze felt necessary after our talk at lunch), drinking whiskey like its water and a heat wave is coming. Back in the town that calloused me, tore me down and kicked me while I was low. And I’d just been face to face with the man responsible for most of it.

      The wall I put up ten years ago is still there, but all these changes – Grandma’s decline, coming back here, taking over Grandpa’s properties, seeing Maverick – all these things happening feels like a powerful wind sent in my direction.

      The storm that is Oakcreek wants to take out my wall and finish me off.

      I sip the whiskey as I finish my story about seeing Maverick with that drunken metaphor. “But I won’t let Oakcreek finish me off.” Hiccup. “No way.”  I attempt to set the glass back down on the napkin but miss it entirely.

      Dave sets the glass on the napkin. He’s more sober than me but there’s no way he’s driving us back to his place. His place being the place I drunkenly agreed to stay. For tonight at least.

      After that, it’s back to the Inn because I don’t like crashing with others. I have a huge apartment in New York City where I gleefully, willingly and happily saunter around alone, doing whatever the fuck I want. It’s perfect. If memories come back like a weighted blanket and start to smother me, I’m free to cry on the kitchen floor like an insane person. If I feel supremely good and happy, I can walk around with my chin high like a smug bitch and not have to worry about judgement.

      I do well alone.

      But tonight, I’m fucking drunk.

      “I’m drunk,” Dave says, tilting his head sideways to find my eyes.

      My head is leaning forward and one eye is squeezed closed while the other remains open because, well, whiskey. “Too drunk to have this talk. But I do,” he points his finger at me until the tip of it taps my nose, “have things to say.”

      “I also as well have things to speak with my mouth to you,” I say. Hiccup. I lean towards him and he rolls his eyes that I’m making him lean into me to hear this. “It’s not safe to talk here.” Hiccup.

      Dave grabs us an Uber (I think but spend most of my time drunk-crying and saying made up words into his shoulder on the curb) and by the time I think we’re at his house, the gentle hum of the nearly silent electric car and the warming fuzz the whiskey has put me to sleep.
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      Anna

      Last night’s whiskey throbs at my temples as I open my eyes slowly, blinking until things come into focus. A ceiling fan, circling slowly, the blades thatched with fake bamboo. Turning my head, there’s a dresser with a bottle of cologne and a wallet and keys sitting on top. Nothing else. This is a man’s room. I rub the heel of my palm over my eyeball.

      Dave’s. I’m at Dave’s place.

      The night rushes back to me.

      Whiskey. Maverick. More whiskey.

      I reach over to the empty side of the bed and grab the gray sweatshirt Dave left for me. Sitting up slowly so that I don’t barf on myself like a college student, I thread my arms into Dave’s sheriff’s office hoodie and ease my way out of bed.

      The smell of cheap coffee fills the hallway, but it makes me think of Dave. I smile as I pad down the hall, following the scent of the one thing that will revitalize me. Pull me from my Maverick and whiskey-laden stupor.

      “Good morning sunshine,” Dave says dryly. He’s leaned against the kitchen sink, feet crossed at the ankle, long legs out in front of him.

      I squint my eyes at the green numbers on his oven. “It is morning.” No one said it was good.

      “How you feeling?” Dave asks, sipping his coffee.

      My body becomes liquid as I melt into the metal chair next to the fifties-style metal-rimmed avocado colored kitchen table.

      “Super shitty,” I say, pressing my cheek to the cold surface. “Coffee.” I reach my hand out and crab claw at the air until Dave slides a Sheriff’s Department mug against my palm.

      Taking a few sips, I blink myself awake against the steam and look up at Dave, who is still leaning against the counter, drinking his own coffee.

      “Okay,” I raise a hand up. “I can now speak.”

      “Had enough caffeine to be a person?” he cocks his head to the side, slight annoyance on his face. His blonde hair is even messier than it was yesterday, smashed on one side and sticking up on the other. Looks like he drank too much last night too.

      “No but I’ve had enough to talk.” I sip the coffee again and even though it tastes like re-brewed prison coffee, it’s still coffee. “I went full narcissist last night about Maverick and we didn’t get to do you.”

      He sets his coffee mug down the counter behind him and skates a hand up the back of his hair, then pulling at the ends of his hair with both hands. Loudly exhaling, he reluctantly takes a seat next to me at the table.

      “Hey, before I forget, I want to pay you for that Uber last night. It’s my fault we got drunk.”

      “Uh, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      I cup a hand to my mouth, playfully. “Oh my God, you couldn’t pay the driver so you killed him and now you need me to help you bury the body?”

      He smirks but his eyes stay tamped on mine. “Cute.” He says, threading his hands together in front of himself on the table.

      “Okay, what is it?” I roll my neck and sip my coffee, wondering what my face must look like if I went to bed with all my makeup on after crying most of it off in a drunken emotional vomit last night.

      “Danielle Crane,” he says, eyes still trained on mine.

      I haven’t heard her full name in so long that it takes me a moment to realize Danielle Crane is Dani.

      I swallow hard. “What about her?” I hate that my voice instinctually goes weak when I speak of them.

      He scratches at his chin and reclasps his hands. “She died. Three nights ago. She lost control of her car, she got pinned. The seatbelt got caught and—”

      I hold a hand up and silently shake my head. “I don’t need details.”

      His lips turn down as he nods. “The service is next week.”

      I shake my head slowly in confusion. “Okay?” I say with question in my tone. Why do I need to know?

      “I thought we could go. Get you some closure.”

      I snort. “She can’t give me closure if she’s dead. And if I croaked, she wouldn’t be at my funeral.”

      Dave shoves his hand through his hair and leans back in the chair, weaving his fingers together over his belly. I stare at him, and even though he’s handsome in a Ken doll type of way, he looks like shit. He stares at me. “You look like shit.”

      I nod, knowingly. “I feel like I look like shit,” I say with a small laugh.

      “Funerals aren’t for the dead. They’re for the living. And saying your peace to her before she’s in the earth, you can’t say you don’t know for sure that it won’t help.”

      “It won’t.”

      “Don’t be stubborn,” he says quietly. “What happens when Evelyn passes away, Anna? Have you thought of that? What will Lloyd do? He won’t move into a home simply because he’s alone. What will you do? Ask me to drive by his house every day?”

      I shake my head but it throbs when I do so I press my fingertips to my temples. This is too much for this early. This is too much, period.

      “Anna, you have to be able to be here. You cannot avoid Oakcreek forever. Pretty soon, you’ll have to come back. For Lloyd. Unless you plan on never visiting him after Evelyn’s gone? Leaving him in some home because you simply can’t face what’s here?”

      “I am here,” I try to control my voice so my head doesn’t explode. “I’m here, see me, here? Here I am. In Oakcreek.” I push away from the table to my feet and take my mug to the sink.

      “Anna, I know that. But you also know that isn’t what I mean.” His voice is that infuriating blend of condescending and right.

      I brace myself against the edge of the sink and stare down into the almond-colored porcelain.

      “You could get closure with Dani. Tell her all the things you never said. I’ll go with you.”

      Before I know it, Dave is standing behind me, his tall frame towering over me. He’s as tall as Maverick. His hand goes to my hip as he presses his lips to my cheek. Despite looking like he slept with a garbage disposal, he smells so good.

      “And the stuff with Maverick, see it as an opportunity to forgive him.”

      “Forgive him!” I scoff, wanting to shimmy from his grip but completely unable to because of how his hip is pressed to my back. He knows I want to worm away from facing all of this. And he doesn’t let me.

      “It’s been ten years,” he says softly. “Forgive him so you can move on and be here when you need to be here.”

      “Grandpa said she’s got a year,” I say quietly.

      His fingers curl into my hip more tightly. Another kiss on my temple. Filling my lungs with his scent of clean laundry, I turn against the counter so we’re facing one another. His hand is still on me, the other now on the counter behind me. He looks down at me, his eyes the color of milk chocolate.

      “Stay,” he says. “Stay until then.”

      I shake my head as a tear slips down my cheek. He takes his hand off me to tuck a piece of my short hair behind my ear. Then, he wipes my tear away and presses his lips to my forehead while bringing me against his chest in a warm, tight hug.

      We FaceTime often. We text daily. We talk on normal phone calls a few times a week too.

      But I haven’t been in his arms this way in so long.

      It feels good to be embraced by a person you love, who loves you in return, a person you don’t have to hide from, a person you can be your truest self around. It feels much better than a FaceTime, a text, a phone call.

      “I can’t. I own a company, Dave. I can’t just leave it.”

      He shakes his head before pressing his chin to the top of my head. “Yes, you can. Anna, this is a time you’ll never get back. You have the chance to be there this time.”

      This time.

      He means, unlike when my parents were killed. Senior year of high school, three months before graduation, my parents were driving to Lakeside to procure some sweet potatoes for their café when a semi-truck with a drunk driver behind the wheel took out their Prius, killing them instantly.

      I never had a chance to say goodbye. To hold their hands and kiss their foreheads, to tell them they could go, that I’d be okay.

      I never got that movie goodbye.

      Instead, I simply lost them and had to move in with my grandparents.

      At the time, Dave’s parents lived next door. My grandpa told his dad exactly what had happened to my parents and every single day for the rest of senior year, Dave drove me to and home from school. It was beyond kind considering he went to another high school, the private Catholic one in Lakeside.

      We didn’t talk much those first few weeks, but slowly, he began to ask me about movies and books, food I liked, normal, non-death related things. And it was so nice that immediately, he became my best, closest, and only friend.

      I’d told him about Maverick and Dani one night when we were sharing a bottle of Raspberry Smirnoff vodka in my grandpa’s hammock under the moon.

      He stayed quiet the whole time, not interrupting at all. When I’d gotten it all off my chest—from the times they hosed me to the times they let the air out of my tires—Dave reached over and held my hand.

      He didn’t say anything. And while he didn’t speak, still, I made him promise in a nod to not do anything to Maverick because I knew that would make it worse.

      He nodded and held my hand as we laid there in the fading moonlight, the hammock swaying gently.

      Back in his kitchen, he breaks the hug and tugs at a piece of my wild hair. “Remember when you thought this looked good black?” He smiles softly.

      I grimace. “All high schoolers go through their rebellious goth phase,” I say with a smile.

      “I didn’t,” he says, proudly and I roll my eyes with a laugh.

      “Yes, I know. Officer Ingram. Ken doll. Mr. Perfect.”

      My simple compliment does something and it pulls him from our intimate moment.

      “Well,” he pushes off the counter and shoves a hand through his hair, sidestepping me until his mug is off the counter and in the sink. “As close to perfect as they come, of course.”

      He winks at me as he works the tie on his athletic shorts. “Going for a run before I head in. I’d ask you if you’d like to join but you’re wearing no pants and,” he taps the side of his face, “all your makeup has migrated to the side of your face.”

      “Oh Jesus,” I say, pressing my fingertips to my eyes. “I need a shower, Advil, and a ride back to the Inn.”

      “And maybe some more coffee,” he says, grabbing his earbuds off a small dish on his counter top. Dave is so comforting because not only is he a phenomenal person but he’s clean, organized, everything has a place and it’s in it’s place. It’s comforting to be in the presence of someone who’s got his shit so figured out.

      People think I have my shit figured out. Tap the shoulder of anyone at Blake Investment Properties in New York and ask them to describe me with three words. Things you might hear: determined, disciplined, a mentor.

      Inside of me is a different story. Unsettled, confused, novice.

      But I held tight to my limitations, shoving them down so deep inside of me that even I had days where I believed I really was Anna fucking Blake, the power of BIP, the driving force in its success, with a head on my shoulders so full of the good shit that I was destined for the best, golden, most glisteningly gorgeous life ever.

      But being back in Oakcreek, as soon as I opened the rental car door and smelled the pastures, felt the California air filter through my hair, heard my grandpa’s voice—the Anna from ten years ago woke up. More awake and alert inside me than before. And I couldn’t deny that if I wanted to be Anna fucking Blake, I needed to heal the OG Anna Blake. I had to make her better.

      Maybe Dave was right.

      Maybe I needed to forgive Dani.

      Maybe I needed to forgive Maverick.

      But could I?

      He’d hurt me. Yeah, she hurt me too because she was a monster. And just because she’s dead it won’t stop me from saying that she was an absolutely atrocious human.

      But he wasn’t. Because he’d felt bad. He’d shown remorse. He’d always, despite the bullying, wanted me to be okay after. It was sick. On the level of a man beating his spouse to then shower her with it’ll never happen agains. What’s worse is that though he never said he was sorry, I believed that he was.

      Still, I needed the words. And more than the words, all these years later, I needed to feel his sorry. And I wanted to know why? Why did he hate me so much back then? Why did he want to hurt me so bad?

      Stepping into the guest shower, the hot water running over every tired, sore, hungover part of me, I began to wonder. Why did he kiss me that day before I left? It wasn’t on the lips but it was more intimate than a kiss on the lips. It was private and sensitive and I felt something I’ve never felt again since then.

      I’ve dated a stock broker. He was easy on the eyes, sharp dressed, but had a dull personality and jack-hammered me when we fucked.

      I’ve been in a two-year relationship with a congressman. He was a wonderful date, knew the best of the best, always wanted to travel and see things together. In the bedroom, he struggled to get hard and seemed to have little to no interest in remedying that issue.

      Hell, I’d even been with a professional athlete. A football player for some team I never watched or gave a moment of my attention to. Running my hands over his body felt amazing, but he came fast and never cared to get me off.

      There were more. But none of them gave me goosebumps, quickened my pulse, made my body tremble with need.

      None of them put a feeling so intense inside me that I could masturbate to the feeling.

      Just the memory of how warm Maverick’s lips felt and how slowly he pushed my hair back.

      Oh my God, still, years later, it gets me so hot that I become depressed.

      Because the only man to make me feel like a woman is my bully. And now he looks like a Greek God, to top it all off, and is back in my life.

      I let my fingers linger a little too long when I wash myself, resulting in using Dave’s detachable shower head for reasons unrelated to washing shampoo from my hair.

      When I get out of the shower and towel off, I see my phone has a text message from an unknown number. Swiping, I read the message.

      Hello Anna. This is Maverick Wilde. Would you be willing to meet me for an hour to talk?

      There was that feeling again, butterflies and excitement, heat and need.

      Why does he do that to me?

      And why do I want more?
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      Mav

      “Where you at? I got that scrap metal for you. I’m outside your place.” Ry’s voice is loud through the phone, the sound of cars whipping past him making him talk even louder. I pull my phone from my ear so he doesn’t blow my drum, and look down at my watch. Fuck. I forgot when I agreed to take the scrap metal that the guys got from a client (don’t ask) that they’d said Wednesday.

      Wednesday is my standing appointment with my shrink.

      Yep. I see a shrink.

      And I’ve been seeing him for five years. Not one session here and there, not seeing him when I’m down. No, I see him every single week for five years. Because what I did to Anna fucked me up so badly that I don’t know how to move on. Still.

      “Oh shit, I’m doing a delivery,” I lie, because whether Ry is my best friend or not, I’d prefer to keep my past locked up because I am hugely ashamed of what I did.

      I didn’t meet Orion and his brothers until I was twenty-three and working as an apprentice welder at a shop in town. Orion and his oldest brother Mars, short for Marshall, came in and needed some shit done. I can’t remember what now, it’s not like it was a fucking romantic meet-cute. But still, as soon as we shook hands, we’d become buddies.

      The most of what I’d told him was that I’d been a person who I wasn’t proud of and was trying to work my way out of it. He didn’t tell me I was crazy for dropping out of my last year of college to become a welder. He supported me. And the fact that all he did was support me solidified my allegiance to him as my best friend. The most important person in my life, really.

      But I wanted a girl. As much as I said I didn’t, I did.

      I wanted her to be the most important person in my life. Not my best friend biker who had life plans of his own. I didn’t want to be the friend living in the apartment above the garage while Ry and his future wife and kids lived a happy life in the main house, nurturing me and dragging me through their life with them.

      I wanted my own life.

      But that’s why I was in therapy. Not only did I hate myself and need forgiveness for what I’d done, but I also still love her.

      I know.

      Fucking sick and pathetic to torture someone because you can’t have them. Insane and ridiculous to be in love with a person I don’t know anymore. It was romantic idealization of her, my therapist had said, and even though that did make sense to me, I railed against that.

      I’d like to think I know myself enough to know that the knot in my gut and strain in my chest was more than pain for what I’d done.

      It was love, real love.

      “Let yourself in,” I added, “the key is—”

      Ry laughed loudly, a booming, carefree laugh. Simple and over nothing, but still, I’d always been jealous of how untethered he was. Nothing tying him to a darkness, keeping him from being carefree. That was just me.

      “I know where the key is dipshit, it’s the same place it’s been for eight years.”

      “Thank again, man.” While the way they procured the metal isn’t anything I have an interest in knowing about, I appreciate that Ry’s motorcycle club thinks of me when they obtain metal I can use.

      “No problem.” He yells something to the prospects he most likely drug with him to do the heavy-lifting. “Talk to you later man.”

      Slipping my phone into my back pocket, I make my way to the seventies style building in the heart of Oakcreek. I always park my truck in back, avoiding the talk of a small town. I avoid everything in town, truthfully. Aside from drop-off’s, I stay to myself. I know I’d never run into her. I know she didn’t come back, not until now, but still, everything in the town reminded me of then.

      Of her.

      Of what I did.

      Pulling the door open, a rush of air from the seventies seems to engulf me. The carpet, the chairs, the ficus plant in the corner—they are all originals from when the building was new. It is like walking into a time capsule.

      “Hi Mav,” the receptionist, Candy, greets me. We’ve grown to know one another really well. In fact, her son is thinking of becoming an apprentice at my shop after he gets out of high school. He is only a sophomore now so he has plenty of time to change his mind.

      “Hi Candy.”

      “He’s ready for you now. His 9am cancelled. Go on back,” she smiles sweetly, mauve lipstick smeared across her top teeth.

      Walking through the narrow hall, I wring my hands nervously as I think about this big news I’m about to share with Dr. Longo.

      Immersion therapy was something he believed firmly in. We’d discussed it many times, putting me front and center with the woman I hurt with no way to escape—say the words I need to say. That is, of course, should I ever find Anna. Because I had planned to find her. After I got better. Get right in my mind and find her. I planned to fly to New York and find her and apologize.

      As soon as I settle against the small green couch, I spill it. Because despite my casual nature since yesterday, on the inside I’m losing my mind with angst.

      “Anna’s in Oakcreek.”

      Dr. Longo, a man in his mid-fifties with salt and pepper colored short hair and a mustache that would make Yosemite Sam feel inadequate, leans back and rests his hands on the arms of his chair.

      “When did you learn this?”

      “Yesterday. The building I work in, you know, Mr. Sanderson’s building?”

      He nods, because he’s heard all about Mr. Sanderson.

      “He sold it to his granddaughter and they came by yesterday for a walk-through and she was, it was her.”

      I can still remember the moment I laid eyes on her.

      Every single muscle inside of me flexed, my heart pumped so fucking hard and Jesus my mind. It was everywhere. I think my eyes went fuzzy for a moment, too. She is a beautiful and successful woman; despite everything I’d ever said and done to her. It made me proud of her, that she overcame everything and still became a success.

      And it made me feel that much worse. Like I owed her that much more of an apology.

      “Are you being evicted?” he asks, his fingers strumming against the leather handrail.

      I nod. “Yeah but, come on, Doc. Anna is here.”

      He smiles softly, understanding that my focus would of course only be on Anna now.

      “We will get into that. First, let’s do our usual questions, okay?”

      My foot shakes with impatience as I nod. “Okay.”

      “Any cigarettes?” he asks, taking a pen from the mercury glass cup on his desk.

      I shake my head. “None.”

      “Any self-harm?” he asks, looking up from where he was jotting notes to meet my eyes.

      “No, they kind of go hand in hand,” I respond, watching his eyes drop to the sleeve of my Henley. Shoving it up to my elbow on one arm and then the other, I hold my forearms out to him. Leaning forward slightly, narrowing his eyes on my skin, he takes a moment to survey them before sitting back.

      “Okay,” he says finally, making another note.

      “Now can we talk about Anna?”

      He nods and laces his fingers together over his desk. “Yes.”

      “I want to apologize to her. Today. I’m dying here Doc. I’ve wanted to do this so long. I thought I’d have to wait even longer than this. I thought I’d have to fly to New York. But she’s here. This is fate. I have to do this now. I’m ready.” Those last two words sound more like a question than a powerful declaration.

      “You yourself said she’s here for the property purchase, Maverick. Let’s not use words like ‘fate’ when we talk about this situation. It gives it a magical and fantastical element that will only serve to heighten your emotions.”

      “You don’t believe in fate.” Again, another question disguised as a statement. I need him to green light me to approach her. I know already I am going to contact her; I can feel it slithering through my veins like a dark secret, but still it would be nice to have his blessing.

      He chuckles and tilts his head. “I don’t know about that. I do know that if we put a lot of weight on this, which bears a ton of weight already, and it doesn’t go the way you want, words like fate make it feel more catastrophic. I want you to be equipped to handle that.”

      I nod, smoothing my hand through my messy brown hair. “I get that.”

      He readies his pen against the notepad. “How did you feel when you saw her?”

      I lean back and find comfort in the couch as I think back to yesterday. For the millionth time.

      “Let me rephrase that. What did you feel when you saw her?”

      I scratch at the side of my jaw thoughtfully for a moment before I meet his eyes. “Everything.”

      “Everything,” he repeats. “Tell me what everything encompasses to you, Maverick.”

      I don’t feel prepared to answer a question like that, though I should’ve known he was going to ask it. That’s his job, after all. And he’d led me out of some troubling times with questions like these. Questions that made me pull apart my emotions, tear into my motives, solve myself.

      “Well,” I reply, putting one work boot on top of the other. “I felt all the guilt and pain of what I did. I felt angry at myself. I felt shitty. Bad. Like fucking trash for what I did. And then I felt shitty because all the love I felt back then,” I take a steadying breath for these powerful words. “It’s still there.”

      I study the top of my work boots as if they’re the God damn Mona Lisa. “I love her still, I know I do, and it’s worse now because not only does she hate me but she didn’t even seem to be phased by me.”

      “How did she behave when she saw you?” he asks as he writes.

      Aloof, uncaring, professional. But then that look. That one look of sexy indifference she gave me right before I went back into my shop.

      Shaking my head while raking my palm down my face, I tell him I don’t know. “I think she did remember me. There was this moment, this look. I don’t know. I think she doesn’t want to remember. But she does.”

      Dr. Longo writes furiously on his yellow notepad. I have no clue why the man doesn’t use the laptop next to him but then again, I am in a time capsule paying homage to the seventies so I guess I should just be happy he isn’t using a fucking typewriter.

      Finally, after what feels like too much silence, he speaks.

      “We can only make suggestions as to what she may be feeling, but remember, only Anna knows how she feels. So, let’s try to not act on what we think she may be feeling or thinking.”

      “So, you’re saying don’t apologize?”

      He shakes his head as if I’ve completely missed the point, and I think I have.

      “I think it’s best to dialogue with Anna before you hand her this substantial apology. Make sure she’s open to receiving it. You know, Maverick, even though you’re ready to apologize and put this behind you, she may not be ready. You can’t force it.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I say defensively. The truth is, though, that hadn’t occurred to me. Maybe she doesn’t even need an apology? Maybe it never even meant to her what it means and meant to me?

      But it had to. I pull at my hair with both hands, pressing my elbows to my knees.

      “What are you thinking about?” Dr. Longo asks, noticing my shift in energy. I came in excited, ready to make peace with what I’d done to the woman I did it to. But now, I’m unsure. Maybe Dr. Longo is right. Maybe she doesn’t need or want that.

      “I don’t know. It never occurred to me that she may not need an apology. And,” I say, quietly, now rubbing my eyes with the heels of my palms, anxiously. “Now I don’t even know if it’s fair of me to ask for a discussion.”

      “Asking for a discussion is reasonable. Cornering her and speaking at her is not reasonable.”

      “I wouldn’t do that, Doc, you know that,” I say with even more defensiveness in my tone.

      “I know,” he says. “For now, let’s see if she’s open for a discussion. Hold off on that big apology until she’s in the headspace to receive it. She is the victim here, Maverick.”

      “I know that, I fucking know that,” I say, pointing a finger into my chest, feeling heat behind my eyes. He raises his hands, palms parallel to the floor, then pushes them down.

      “Remember your energy level. Let’s stay relaxed, okay Maverick?”

      I know I’m being handled but with the trust we’ve built, I let Dr. Longo handle me. He’s the only one who can. He handles me, I think, better than I handle myself.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. Another thing I’ve learned in therapy.

      Apologizing is pretty simple. The more you do it, the easier it is.

      I was never a man who could apologize, all those years ago working as the manager of that stupid fucking car wash. The words were always there. Right fucking there, burning my tongue, souring my stomach every time I swallowed them back down.

      Working with Dr. Longo has made me into a person that can and does take responsibility for his actions and choices, apologizing with ease when need be. That’s why apologizing to Anna bears even more weight.

      The only apology that really matters is the hardest one to give.

      “So I just, what, make small talk to feel her out?” I ask, still with my elbows pressing into my knees, back straining as I lean forward. Not only am I perpetually sore from years of physical labor but now my body feels her being so close. It’s edgy and nervous, hot and cold, unable to keep still, unable to do anything without huge amounts of mental effort.

      All I can do is think about her.

      “That’s up to you. I can’t tell you how to do this, Maverick. All I can do is advise you on your verbiage and choices and help you do things with intention, not emotion. Don’t let emotion drive this, Maverick, let your brain drive this.”

      Let your brain drive this.

      I can do that.

      “She goes by Blake now. Anna Blake, not Anna Harmon. But she didn’t have a ring on her finger.”

      Dr. Longo says nothing to this, instead, guiding our conversation back to the building changing ownership and what that will do for Wilde Welding. I don’t have answers, and he knows I don’t, rather he’s gearing me up to accept the big change of potentially losing business until I can find a new shop. We talk through the emotions related to that.

      We wrap our session up after discussing what Daws had said to me about Mr. Sanderson possibly lying to me about his health. Or his wife’s health. Dr. Longo doesn’t add much, but I impart on him that I’m scared to lose Lloyd and Evelyn when Anna tells them who I am. Because how could she not tell them?

      I don’t want to lose them. But I know I don’t deserve them in the first place.

      As soon as I’m back in my truck, I call Mr. Sanderson and ask for Anna’s phone number, telling him I’d like to talk to her about the contract. He obliges, and I feel like shit for lying to him, but I couldn’t find a way to ask for it truthfully.

      I end the call with Lloyd and immediately text message Anna to meet.
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      Anna

      I didn’t get a chance to shove my phone into Dave’s face and freak out when he got back from his run because I was still in a catatonic trance thinking about Maverick.

      Back in the pencil skirt and blouse I wore the day before, I tie my wet hair into the tiniest little bun on top of my head as I sit at Dave’s kitchen table, waiting for him to finish his shower.

      Sitting there, rereading that text message like it is the most important words ever written, my skin grows warm. My pulse quickens.

      Reading them over and over again, sweating like they are fucking launch codes that could ruin the world.

      They’re just words.

      I think of Maverick, how he looked in the sun in front of his shop.

      He looked so grown up. I mean, that’s insane to say. Of course, he’s grown up. I’m an adult woman now, too.

      But he had filled out.

      That tall frame and solid core was now packed down with muscle and sweat and rugged sexuality. He looked like a man you’d see holding an axe with his shirt off in a lumberjack calendar.

      I crossed my legs under the table, flexing my thighs, sending pressure into my panties. I don’t know why I did it. It didn’t relieve my want. It only served to heighten it. I knew that it would heighten it too because this isn’t my first time being turned on and unable to act on it.

      I wanted the feeling to be heightened because Maverick makes me a mess. He makes me want him when I should hate him, he makes my body hum with need when it should be crying with agony.

      God what’s wrong with me?

      “What’s wrong with you?” Dave asks, brows pinched as he comes into the kitchen, his sand-colored uniform trousers on with a plain white t-shirt tucked into it. His hair is styled neatly, every strand tucked perfectly where it belongs and his jaw is clean shaven, exposing his unfair bone structure. God, Dave is handsome. I tease him about being a Ken doll but truthfully, he’s not far off. I suppose with the sheriff uniform he’s closer to G.I. Joe than Ken. Maybe a handsome marriage of the two? Still, I’ve never been sexually attracted to Dave. We know each other too well. We know everything about one another.

      We’re best friends.

      Yes, opposite sexes can be straight and best friends. It happens.

      “Maverick text me,” I say, still staring at my cell phone screen. I’ve tapped it every minute-and-a-half so that the screen wouldn’t time out and go dark. Somewhere inside me I worried that if the screen went dark, when I unlocked my phone, maybe the message wouldn’t be there. Maybe it was a figment of my imagination brought on by the rush of long-suppressed feelings for Maverick and Oakcreek.

      But as Dave’s blue eyes skate over the screen then dip back down to me, I know the text is real.

      “You should do it,” he says, pulling open the closet door off the kitchen. He rummages for a moment before pulling a dry-cleaning bag out, hooking the hanger over the top. I watch him unzip the bag and pull out the crisply pressed uniform top. He dips back into the closet and pulls out a black duffel bag, seemingly full as the straps strain away from the material when Dave carries it to the table.

      Setting it down with a thud, he unzips it and pulls out a black vest. Sinking it over his head and shoulders, he straps the vest on tightly around his ribs and threads his arms through the uniform shirt.

      We’re always so far apart. I’ve seen him in his uniform many times, of course, but rarely in the flesh. He looks amazing.

      “You must get a lot of bunnies chasing you and the badge,” I say, letting my phone finally go dark. Dave read the message so unless I conjured up him out of my imagination too, then the text is real.

      He laughs, his fingers working vertically until the shirt is buttoned. “Yeah,” he admits, strapping his watch to his wrist.

      “Anyone worthy of exploring a relationship with?” I ask, gnawing at the corner of my mouth.

      Dave doesn’t date much. And I never really understood why and now, being with him again, I really don’t understand.

      He’s a total catch.

      Owns his own home. Clean, organized. Has a career. The town adores him. Like, seriously, ADORES him. He is the sole judge of the annual pie baking contest, he is the only one that plays Santa for the kids in town every year and he is on the city council, too. Oakcreek loves him. Not as much as I do, though.

      He shakes his head and scrunches his nose for a second. “Nah.”

      It confuses me. Dave doesn’t want someone?

      I want someone. Well, I don’t want someone; I wanted The One. And I have been looking for him but haven’t found him.

      Of course, I am terrified that The One is actually Maverick, and that I’ll never be happy because obviously I can’t be with him. He was my bully after all. He hated me and even if he doesn’t hate me anymore, he lives so differently than me now and it has been so long. He is probably married or something. I think of the text. I’m sure he wants to talk to me about my grandpa. I’m sure he just wants to save face.

      “You don’t want a relationship?” I ask, trying to not be a selfish asshole thinking of only myself. Trying to stay focused on Dave.

      His lips turn down and his head ping-pongs from side to side for a minute as if he is thinking about it for the first time. “Coming from the woman who dumped an NFL player and a stock broker.”

      “Let’s not forget the artist, the congressman, the writer and the grocery store manager,” I correct playfully, until the weight of it all settles in my brain. I had been trying. I’d tried so fucking hard to feel something, anything for someone, anyone.

      But it always came back to him and that kiss on my neck.

      Simple.

      Nothing.

      I’m sure he didn’t even remember. Always, though, it came back to that soft kiss against my throat.

      None of the men I’d dated made me feel even a fraction of what I felt in those fleeting moments under the setting sun in mist of the car wash.

      “A grocery store manager?” his blonde brows furrow as he tucks his shirt into his slacks and slips his side-carry gun into the holster, securing it tightly.

      I shrug. “I fit him in between the writer and the artist.”

      He laughs, tossing his head back. “Too many pretentious guys, had to get back to the real world with a grocery store clerk? Can’t have the man you’re with overshadowing your ambitions, huh?”

      He winks but I wonder if that’s what he thinks of me.

      He reads the doubt on my face. Crouching in front of me, he smooths his palms over my knees. “Hey, I’m kidding. You know that, right?”

      I shake my head as if the comment hasn’t affected me, while we both know it has. “Of course.”

      “Okay, now get your whiskey-loving ass in the cruiser. I need to make a stop before work and you’re on the way.”
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        * * *

      

      On the drive back to the Inn, Dave told me he thinks meeting with Maverick is a smart idea, but that I should do it somewhere public, in case.

      “What does that mean? In case?” I questioned; eyes wide. Does he know something about Maverick that I don’t? “You’ve never really mentioned Maverick over the years. Do you ever interact with him in Oakcreek?”

      Out of the peripheral, I notice Dave’s spine straightens. I hear his hands grip the wheel more tightly. “No,” he shakes his head, I can sense his movement. I keep my eyes on the road, the whiskey sloshing in angry swells inside my belly. “I mean, I know who he associates with. But I don’t interact with him. He’s not like, a nefarious character breaking the law if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I feel relieved to hear that and also guilty for even thinking that maybe Maverick was a troubled person. Did I want him to be troubled for what he did to me?

      “I mean, a public place is good for you both to feel safe and stay calm.”

      “I know what you mean, but words like ‘safe’ and ‘calm’ make me freak out a little.” Probably because I feel the opposite of those things. I feel wild and reckless, ready to give up all my pain for two little words.

      I should make it harder on him than that. If he wants to apologize, I shouldn’t let him off with just two words. That’s too easy.

      Anna fucking Blake wasn’t easy to become but I did it. I convinced myself I was her day in and day out, it was hard. I rubbed people the wrong way. I lost some jobs in the beginning, too, but establishing myself as the strong woman I am today? It took fucking work. Work that I wouldn’t have had to do if he and Dani had not torn me down all those years ago.

      It’s only fair that if he wants to make his peace with me, no matter how much the memory of his lips makes me wet, he has to work for it.

      He laughs again as he pulls up in front of the Inn. “Let me know how it goes, okay? Call if you need anything.”

      “Will do.” Across the console, we hug.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back inside my room, I change into shorts and a tank top, what I’d originally packed as a pajama set. But now that I have no office to work from and nowhere to go, I may as well go into pajama-work mode.

      Booting up my laptop, I fire off responses to what feels like a million emails, do a quick zoom meeting with the prospective buyers on a parking garage I own right outside the city, check on a few of my people, and log off. When my stomach rumbles loudly, I realize I lost five hours to work without so much as a bite to eat.

      Closing my computer, I lie back on the bed, hunger and hangover making me feel tired and achy. I need food. It is past lunch but not quite dinner, and Oakcreek is the type of town that has restaurants only open for certain meals.

      Seriously.

      One restaurant strictly for breakfast, a few for just dinner. It is madness. In the city, everything is open all the fucking time and everything always sees human traffic.

      Sighing and closing my eyes, draping the back of my hand over my forehead, I contemplate what Dave said this morning.

      Maybe I do need to go to Dani’s funeral and forgive her and maybe I just need to simply accept whatever low-level apology Maverick feels like he has to give because he respects my grandpa. Maybe if I do that, I will feel freedom to be in Oakcreek without all the pain of the past, the way Dave described.

      And he is right about Lloyd and Evelyn. As soon as grandma passes, someone will need to be here for Lloyd. I think deep down I knew that all along but I tried to push it out of my mind and deny that fact as much as I could. I don’t want to lose them, my second parents, and I don’t want to come back to the place that reminded me of all of that loss. All of that pain.

      But life doesn’t care what you want.

      As a decent human, you do things you do not want to do because you have to. I didn’t want to have someone run Blake Investment Properties for me, nor did I want to run it from afar. I didn’t want to live in Oakcreek. But I loved my grandpa so much and I would do it for him.

      I’d be lying though if I said I wasn’t scared it would ruin me. I was terrified moving back would kill Anna fucking Blake. I was frightened old Anna would resurface, take over, smothering then drowning new Anna.

      Meeting with Maverick and accepting his apology, going to Dani’s funeral to get closure—Dave’s right. Of course, perfect Ken doll Dave is right. I smirk to myself, knowing he will love hearing how right he is when I tell him later.

      First thing is first, though.

      Taking my cell phone from the nightstand, I texted Maverick back.

      Me: I have time this evening around six. Does that work for you?

      I’d not responded to his text for several hours and part of me wonders if he will even respond to me today. But then, my phone flashes.

      Maverick: Six is great, where can I meet you?

      Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I try to think of a place where we could meet. I haven’t driven through downtown in so long, I’m not sure what is there anymore. Dave had mentioned Grandpa being at Café Paradise a few weeks back, so that is definitely still open. Not wanting to sound like a jackass by picking a place that has been closed for years, I casually offer up the only place I know to still be around.

      Me: Café Paradise. Patio.

      A moment passes. My stomach tightens and turns, hot and heavy. I chew my lip and stare at the screen until three dots appear. Exhaling with relief, his response makes me smile a tiny bit.

      Maverick: See you soon.

      I shouldn’t be smiling to see him. What is wrong with me? And I really shouldn’t be digging through my suitcase to find my only nice dress to wear. But here I am, ditching my pajama set for my navy-blue wrap dress, starting the Inn bathroom shower so I can shave my legs, and going through my toiletries to dig out my mascara and lipstick.

      I’m not trying to look hot. This isn’t a date.

      I only want to look nice.

      That’s all.
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      Mav

      In all the years we’ve been buddies, not once has Ry ever popped in on me at a time where I didn’t want to see him. And in the span of one week, he’d done it twice.

      “Open up, dick, I see your truck outside.” The palm of Ry’s closed fist clobbers my screen door.

      I’ve only just gotten out of the shower. There’s a towel tucked into itself at my waist and my wet hair drips onto my shoulders as I curse and groan my way to the door. Quickly, I grab a long-sleeved shirt from my draw to cover up my arms before I answer. The thing is, though I haven’t dressed or combed or shaved, I have already put on some cologne. And I fucking know Ry will never let me hear the end of it.

      “Quit fucking up my screen door,” I grumble as I pad towards the front, unlatching the lock until it is open. Ry sizes me up from head to toe, leans forward and sniffs at me. Yeah, he fucking sniffed me.

      “Dude,” he says, pushing past me with a six-pack hanging from his knuckles. “You smell like a high school dance.”

      Shutting the door, I meet him in the kitchen where he is already popping the lid off of one of the craft beers he’d brought with him. His man bun is looking wind-whipped, so I know he rode his bike here. His MC vest is on over a white Henley and his dark eyes look red, maybe even a little bloodshot.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I say, lifting a beer from the cardboard holder, snapping the lid off on the side of my counter. My dad always did that. One of the only things he ever taught me.

      “Why are you showering at,” Ry looks down at the leather-banded wrist watch on his arm. “Five o’clock.” He presses the bottle to his lips and drinks, but his eyes stay on mine, waiting for a response.

      I could tell him it’s none of his business. I could say I can shower whenever I want. I could say fuck off.

      But I don’t because I know eventually, he’ll get it out of me and I don’t particularly want him following me to the Café if I don’t tell him.

      “I’m meeting someone tonight.”

      He sets the bottle down just in time for the world’s smuggest, biggest, most shit-eating grin to spread over his face.

      “Mr. I Don’t Need a Girl is changing his mind, huh? Getting sick of your hand or are you realizing I fucking know what I’m talking about?” he chuckles, before taking another drink of his beer.

      Lifting my beer to my mouth but stopping right before I take a drink, I say “I’m meeting with someone I knew ten years ago.”

      I’ve already said, Ry doesn’t know much about my past and my struggles.

      Everyone has a past. Everyone has struggles. I’m not new or unique or special. Why tell everyone? Not even my best friend needs to know the ugliness that was once inside of me.

      He nods. “Not gonna tell me, huh? Must be some prime pussy.”

      I want to tell him to not fucking talk about Anna that way. To not refer to her as pussy, but I’ve never been defensive over a woman before. He’d immediately know something was up.

      With a swig of beer, I stifle a noise of annoyance that rumbles in my throat.

      “Think of it more like making amends, like in AA,” I say, knowing Ry is familiar with the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. Both of our fathers, who were now also both deceased, stumbled through those steps many times. Clearly, it never stuck.

      Knowing I’ve got no need to divulge my past, Ry’s grin fades to a smirk and he nods silently, taking another drink of his beer.

      After a moment passes wherein, I believe I’ve gotten off the hook, Ry clears his throat. Fuck, here we go.

      “Then why are you wearing perfume?”

      Sighing, I finish my beer and set it down in the cardboard recycling box tucked into the back of my small kitchen. “It’s perfume when it’s women, cologne when it’s men,” I correct him, to which his response is nothing more than a lazy shrug.

      “Same thing.” I guess he’s right. Smelly, expensive water is smelly, expensive water.

      I don’t answer his question and he narrows his eyes at me as he finishes his beer. My last girlfriend whose name honestly isn’t even important dumped me six months back but I was relieved when she did. Not only did I not love her but I didn’t really even like her. I was just hoping something would spark. Hoping to find something in someone else so that the ember for Anna would finally be extinguished. As you can see, hoping doesn’t do much.

      Since then, I’d dated exactly no one and everyone and their fucking mother seemed to have a problem with it. It made sense he was suspicious, I guess. Before he can interrogate me, I change the subject.

      “What’s up? Just come by for a beer or what?” I go for another bottle of beer but stop myself, not wanting to seem dazed or buzzed at all to Anna.

      Anna.

      I’m going to sit across a table from Anna.

      The thought of it drives me insane, my limbs feel tingly, my heart doing some Disney-princess-hands-together-over-my-chest type of shit. I shove a hand through my wet hair, trying to move, to shake off the hold just the thought of her has over me.

      “I was supposed to be running a load of copper wire to Soulsbyville with Mars and some of the other guys next week. But the trailer got held up in Nevada so instead of waiting, we’re heading out tomorrow. Making the drive there, having a prospect drive it back.”

      He leans across the counter, tapping his ring against his bottle, fingers peeling the label. “I need a favor.”

      “What?” I ask, knowing from experience to never blindly agree to do anything for Ry.

      He’s a good fucking dude but the man is mis-wired in his head, I swear to God. He doesn’t understand there are some favors you shouldn’t ask. Ever. Like when his dick piercing got stuck to his then-girl’s tongue ring. Guess who he called for a “small favor”? If you’re guessing me, you’d be very fucking right.

      “It’s nothing illegal,” he says in a chastising yet playful tone, “and doesn’t include my dick, don’t worry.”

      I adjust the towel, waiting.

      “My sister needs a ride to the doctor. The woman-parts doctor.”

      I wince.

      “You don’t have to go in with her or anything. Just drive her, wait in the truck, bring her home.”

      “When?” I ask, reaching for my phone on the counter so I can put it in my calendar. I don’t want to forget. With as engrossed I am in Anna; I could see myself forgetting Ry’s sister Delilah and… the entire world around me.

      “Wednesday at two.”

      “Alright,” I nod. I’d agree to anything to get him to leave right now. Even if it was unhooking his piercing from a woman’s tongue.

      I want a few moments to think before I leave to meet Anna. Which, I know, is absolutely ridiculous considering I’ve had ten fucking years to prepare for this. Shit, with Dr. Longo, we’d prepared for a version of this for a few years, too.

      I guess I never really thought it would happen.

      Fate. I don’t care what the Doc says. This is fate.

      “She still living above the deli with her boyfriend, whatever his name?”

      He pushes himself from the counter and shrugs his shoulders so that his vest closes across his chest a bit more. “Of course,” he growls, pushing the remaining beers towards me while nodding up to the fridge. I put them in and listen.

      “Of course. Because if we all tell her not to do, then she has to do it.”

      “So, tell her to move in with him even harder,” I smirk, but I see this isn’t a topic to kid about. Ry shakes his head at me.

      “It’s not even that he’s a bad kid. But it’s just that. He’s a fucking kid. And so is she. They just need to grow up some. Not fucking get so serious so quick.” He tugs at his bun then smooths his fingers over his fly-aways.

      “Dude, I’m going to sound like a fucking dinosaur saying this but I think you need to hear it.”

      Ry tilts his head, pursing his lips in a thin line, eyes unimpressed.

      I chuckle at his demeanor. “Remember being eighteen, when all you wanted to do was fuck chicks and discover all the shit you beat off to when you were thirteen?”

      His face looks like he just licked a lemon and smelled horse shit all at the same time. “Dude, that’s my fucking sister.”

      I can’t help but laugh again. “I know but she’s also just a person who’s growing up.”

      “Still, though. The last thing she needs is to end up with this kid relying on her for everything. She’s fucking smart, man. She wants to go to business school to learn how to better run the deli.”

      “She is smart.” Despite their chose professions of bikers that also work on bikes, Ry and all of his siblings are all very smart.

      “Yeah,” he says, pulling his keys from his pocket. “But I’m smarter. That’s why she’s going on birth control.”

      “Fuck, that’s why I’m taking her?” I don’t know why but knowing I’m taking an eighteen-year-old-girl to the doctor so she can go fuck her boyfriend? Feels wrong.

      “Hey, hey, I thought she’s just a person who’s growing up?” He smiles that shit-eating smile that he wears so well, throwing a punch across his body to my shoulder. “Thanks man.”

      After a handshake, he’s out the door. Moments later, his bike starts up and the sound of him riding fades into the distance.
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        * * *

      

      “Maverick Wilde in the flesh,” the owner of Café Paradise approaches me as soon as both of my feet are inside the air-conditioned restaurant. “Put her there,” he says, reaching out for a handshake.

      I shake his hand with a nod hello.

      “Never seen you here to eat,” he adds, with a lilt to his lips, as if to say, what’s up with that.

      “Meeting someone on the patio,” I tell him. “It’s open tonight, right?”

      The man, who goes by J.B., nods before leaning back and quietly giving directions to the young girl working the hostess station. “I’ll take you out there myself,” he says, smiling, taking a few menus from the metal stand near the door. The stand I made.

      I’d made a lot of things for Café Paradise because J.B. had wanted to give the place a whole new feel. Industrial, metal, Edison lights—an entire brewery type vibe, despite the fact that it was just a Café. It worked though and the place looked fucking great. And the work I did for J.B. gave me enough of a financial cushion to start working on some creative projects that I planned to sell.

      I followed him through the busy restaurant, side stepping between chair backs and excusing myself as people shimmied through tables with trays of food. The place smelled fucking incredible. My stomach rumbled and it was loud enough to make J.B. glance back at me and chuckle.

      “We’ll get that sorted out right away,” he says with a smile.

      Finally, we reach the outdoor patio. I haven’t actually been on the patio but I had been right outside of it when I installed the gate I’d just made a week ago. There are only five tables outside, each one far enough from the next to give some privacy. Two heat lamps are on either side of the patio, allowing guests to dine outdoors during the colder months. The tables are covered in crisp white linens, with small oak boxes centering each, where napkins, silverware and condiments are stored. On the side of the box is a burned-in logo for the restaurant, a palm tree with initials under. Simple but great.

      Settling into a chair that J.B. awkwardly pulls out for me, I run my fingers through my hair and look at my watch.

      “What time is the other person coming?” J.B. asks, moving chairs around the table to a more uniform setting.

      “Six,” I reply, knowing I am fifteen minutes early.

      “Great, can I grab you a beer while you’re waiting?”

      I shake my head, remembering I’d already had one with Ry at my place. I need to keep sane for this and yet, as I get comfortable in my seat, I can already feel my stomach rolling with nerves. Another beer could soothe those frayed edges in my heart but it can also make me less sharp. I can’t risk that.

      “No thanks man.” With a smile and a nod, he disappears into the restaurant and I’m left on the covered patio alone.

      I replay Dr. Longo’s words in my mind.

      It’s best to dialogue with Anna before you hand her this substantial apology. Make sure she’s open to receiving it. You know, Maverick, even though you’re ready to apologize and put this behind you, she may not be ready.

      On the drive here, I thought of things I could say to Anna. None of them felt right. It felt like an apology should come before any menial discussion of Oakcreek or anything else.

      But Dr. Longo was the expert, not me, and the last thing I want to do is fuck this up.

      Is there a worse omen than fucking up fate?

      I flip through the menu, looking at everything but reading nothing. I can’t focus. The more I try to not focus, the wilder my mind grows.

      What if she stands me up? Worse than that, what if she doesn’t stand me up but rather she comes and lashes out? I’d deserve it, definitely. What if—

      The back door opens and J.B. puts his back to it, smiling to whoever hovers just inside the doorway.

      I swallow hard. Every inch of my skin immediately grows damp with sweat. My heart races so quickly that when I stand up, my head grows faint for a moment.

      She’s here. She fucking came. A knot of emotion becomes lodged in my throat as I watch Anna step out onto the patio.

      The subtle curve of her hips and narrow waist are accentuated by the navy-blue wrap dress she’s wearing, which is tied into a perfect bow at her hip. Her icy blonde hair is in waves around her face, falling just shy of the tops of her shoulders. Her brilliant eyes are made more so by the complementary-colored dress, and her full lips are painted a modest nude color.

      Fuck. Fucking fuck. When she looks up at me through those thick, dark lashes, something happens.

      My cock thickens at the sight of her pure beauty, obviously, but not that. Something else happens.

      It’s right now that I know with all certainty that I will do whatever it takes.

      Whatever she needs me to do to feel closure from what I did all those years ago… I’ll do it.

      “Anna, hi, thank you so much for meeting me,” I say awkwardly and quickly, as J.B. pulls out her chair for her. There’s a tiny smile playing at his lips and I’m sure he thinks this is some cringey first date. Hell, I’d rather him think that than know the truth.

      This is the woman I bullied for three years all because she’d rejected me.

      I went and got a slutty girlfriend and together, we punished Anna. We did everything in our power to make her feel like she was nothing, because in reality, she was everything, and I knew it and couldn’t claim it as my own.

      “Maverick,” she says and God damn if her voice doesn’t threaten to give me away.  My skin crawls with goosebumps, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up straight, heat fills my limbs making me feel blistering and achy everywhere.

      I could listen to her read a fucking phonebook and get hard. Her voice was always so beautiful. There was never a piece of her that I didn’t find beautiful and as she settles back against the chair with a look of sexy indifference on her face, I know nothing’s changed.

      Because my heart burns, nearly catches fire inside of my chest at how much I feel for her.

      “How, uh, how have you been?” I ask, clearing my throat mid-way through the sentence.

      Hell, it’s a weak opener but we have to start somewhere.
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      Anna

      12 Years Ago

      “Don’t be afraid of the upperclassmen,” Mom said, pressing her palm over my cheek in the car. Jerking back, I wiped my face where she’d touched, as if I was erasing the embarrassing moment from time.

      “Mom,” I hissed across the cab. “We’re at school. Don’t do that!”

      Mom laughed and shook her head at me like I was being completely silly. “Okay, I won’t embarrass you. Just remember, you belong in those classes as much as they do, okay?”

      After a nod and a very quick peck on the cheek, I hopped out of mom’s car and headed towards the school.

      First day of sophomore year. The previous year I’d tested so high that this year my counselor thought it best for me to be in twelfth grade English as well as Calculus.

      I didn’t want to do it.

      I didn’t care that I’d be snagging college credits by taking the courses now. All I ever wanted to do was be invisible, melt into a throng of teenagers and get lost in the crowd of conformity. Jumping up two years in classes? Not the way to do it.

      Gripping the straps of my backpack tightly, I decided to keep my head down and avoid all social interaction. Not that I had a bunch of friends anyway because I didn’t. But still, even a nod or a smile—that would be too much. If I wanted to go unnoticed, I had to do absolutely nothing.

      I chose the seat furthest from the front of the class. After removing my notebook and pencil from my bag, I settled in by slipping it over the back of the chair. The teacher sat in the corner, engrossed in whatever was on the computer screen, not bothering to acknowledge the slow trickle of slumped over teenagers that filtered in.

      The class filled up quickly, and it gave me hope that maybe, just maybe it would be okay. No one would notice me as a sophomore and I could ride under that radar for the entire quarter.

      Barely looking up, just enough to see the clock on the wall, I was relieved to find only two minutes more until class would start. I’d almost made the first part. It felt so close. The nerves inside me even slowed their galloped pace.

      This may be okay after all.

      “Hey,” a gruff, hushed voice came from next to me. Following it back, I saw a tree of a guy. Seriously.

      His knees were smashed into the underside of his desk and as I watched him twirl a pencil, I noticed how big his hands were. He didn’t have the body of an adolescent teen, rather, a man. His eyes were big and green and his milk-chocolate hair was cut short. His face was boyish, despite his build, and when he smiled, I warmed.

      I smiled, but didn’t respond. I thought that was okay. A smile or wave, they’re interchangeable for words, aren’t they? They were to me.

      Then I felt the back of his pencil in my ribs. I jerked in my seat and pressed my hand to the sore spot where he poked me. Still, I stayed quiet.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, that velvety, gravelly, panty-warming voice almost causing me to melt. I had these feelings watching my mom’s old DVD of the movie Unfaithful, but never got them from a person in the flesh.

      “Anna,” I said, quietly, “Harmon.”

      He held out his hand, as if he wanted to shake mine, so I took it.

      “Mav Wilde.”

      He told me his name as his fingers slid around my hand, squeezing with just enough force to never let me forget this but not so much to hurt me. The perfect handshake. Warmth travelled up my arm and spread to my chest and cheeks.

      Knowing I was flush, feeling the fire under the surface of my skin, I turned back to face forward. The bell rang out, abruptly ending the roar of conversation that previously filled the room. Left now with just hushed whispers and backpack zippers, I looked around the person in front of me to see the teacher.

      But I could feel Mav’s eyes on me. And not in a ‘she’s so beautiful I can’t look away’ type of stare. Like I’d angered him somehow. I tried my best not to think of it as class proceeded, but every time I leaned down to get something from my bag, still, his eyes were on me.

      When the bell sounded to end the class, I was up with my bag on my back so quickly I even surprised myself. More surprising was the grip at the back of my elbow, a strong masculine hand tugging at me. I knew it was him because even though I’d just laid eyes on him for the first time forty-five minutes ago, I’d imagined those hands holding mine, touching me, moving over my sweaty skin.

      And that’s exactly how I thought they’d feel.

      I jerked my arm from his grasp and turned to face him. He looked even better up close, his shapely lips framing his white teeth, smooth complexion. His shirt was loose fitting and a size too big but still, I could see the thickness in his chest as he inhaled, rolling his teeth over his bottom lip.

      “Anna Harmon, why are you ignoring me?” His voice was borderline threatening, though it could be flirtatious and I just didn’t know. I swallowed, discovering a burning knot in my throat.

      “I’m not,” I managed to say, through the thickness. I licked my lips nervously and stepped back two paces, barely keeping my eyes on him.

      His eyes, though, they were trained on mine, his head lowered, hands in his pockets. He looked menacing. And yet, I wanted to know what it would be like to be under the covers with him, no clothes on, that broad chest pressed against me.

      A cocktail of emotions began to make me queasy and just as I turned and pushed through the door in the back of the class, he called my name again.

      But it was too late. I felt warm and strange and nervous. I was almost to the women’s restroom at the end of the hall when he was there again, behind me.

      My heart started racing. I could feel my pulse beat in my throat. I pressed my fingers to it, feeling like it was thudding so hard that he could see it. I wanted to hide it, and I wanted to hide from him, too.

      I just want to go unnoticed. But he is making me feel seen.

      “Anna Harmon, what’s wrong with you?” he asked, in a truly innocent tone. As if me rushing out in a red flurry was the strangest thing in the world. Had he never met a shy girl and seen her get embarrassed? Could he not tell when people got uncomfortable?

      Anna Harmon, what’s wrong with you?

      Rage flooded my veins, filling me with a new kind of heat. No longer the heat born from lust but this time, the heat came from a quick infusion of insulted anger.

      Nothing is wrong with me! Maybe I want to be left alone, not made to feel like a pariah for it!

      “You,” I said, with every ounce of courage I had inside me.

      Then I stormed into the bathroom and holed up in a stall for all of lunch. Adrenaline coursed through me as my eyes darted around the white bathroom stall. It was just one word, but it was brave for me, and it told him I was insulted without telling him off. I can’t believe I just said that.

      But as the high wore off, I realized… the heat was still there.

      As much as I was insulted that he’d asked what was wrong with me, insinuating I’m some weirdo just because I dye my hair and am smarter than him—if he even knew I was a lower classmen—a piece of me still wanted him. Insults and all.

      Thinking of his big green eyes pinning me from his desk, watching me write, tilting his head to the side as I drank my water, studying me study—I draped a hand across my collarbone.

      That night in bed, I thought of him when I touched myself.

      I used to only think of Diane Lane’s lover in Unfaithful, taking her recklessly in a bathroom stall, having her across the bed, in a stairwell—I channel that sex and passion into endless orgasms, dreaming of when I’d have the physical connection with someone.

      But after meeting Maverick Wilde, I knew I’d never think of the sex scenes in Unfaithful again.
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      Anna

      If you’re wondering if you can be mad at yourself, turned on, confused, and angry, all while also having middle-school crush butterflies in your stomach at the same time? Well, you can. Because I am all of the big emotions when I see Maverick standing over our table. One of those emotions being anger.

      I’m angry at him for how he treated me. He wasn’t ten, he was eighteen when we met in school and nineteen when we first started working at the car wash together. And when I moved, he was twenty-fucking-one. None of his actions could be blamed on not knowing better. Hell, everyone knows it’s shit to treat someone like shit. Even at ten years old, you know?

      But then, as I tried to steady my racing heart, I realized I was just as angry at myself. That I was just as much to blame for it as he was because, while I didn’t ask for him and his girlfriend to bully me, I’d never said a word, either.

      I could’ve told the other day manager at Mister Shiney’s Car Wash I could’ve told my parents a million times. There were teachers and hotline posters all over the school. I had chances.

      But I kept it to myself.

      Because truth be told, as much as it fucked with my ego and confidence, I liked when he looked at me. I tolerated the shameful and embarrassing times, accepted being the butt of their jokes for the stolen moments.

      The times when Dani wasn’t working and no one was around… Those were the times when Maverick’s shoulder softly grazed mine while we worked…. When his fingertips dragged over my hand as he gave me cash for the till… When I caught him watching me.

      Those moments of us—as pathetic as it now sounds as a grown woman—they drove me to stay quiet.

      As my anger subsides, I can feel the heat and need creep up my legs, crawling and slithering until it reaches the apex, settling comfortably between my thighs. I remind myself it’s not pathetic to be turned on by him because—to be fair—I found him attractive that first day I met him. Before he tore off his mask and showed me his real self. And today? I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t extremely attractive.

      James Dean hair, the body of a stereotypical soldier. Then again, he could’ve been an actual soldier. I don’t know what he did for the last ten years. He could’ve been in prison for all I know. I hate myself for thinking it, but the few times I allowed myself to Google him over the years, results came up pretty empty. The only person without a digital footprint is dead or in prison.

      Licking my lips, I smooth my hands nervously over my dress as a waitress comes and pours us each a glass of water. When I look up at him from my water, I see the strain behind his eyes. The tightness in his posture as if he’s holding his breath, and I’m the one who can give him permission to breathe. He’s fucking nervous and that is all I need to snap the fuck back to Anna fucking Blake. Because when I walked in here, I became old Anna, tongue-tied and weak-kneed. But handsome or not, he’s the one who should be nervous, not me.

      I straighten against my chair and leisurely sip the cool water. Smacking my lips on the last drink, I cross my legs, the slinky fabric of my dress slipping down, exposing some thigh. I look into his eyes and they don’t go there. They’re locked on mine, watching me intently, and I’m impressed. He has discipline. He’s here with a purpose.

      His purpose, whatever it is, suddenly irks me. How easy it must be to call me up, have me come meet him, hear whatever it is he needs to relieve himself of and then disappear back to the city.

      How does he deserve this? He never made it easy for me. They never made it easy for me.

      Anna fucking Blake doesn’t just accept words. She needs actionable change for true absolution.

      What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with you? I hear the words in my head as I take another slow and long drink of my water, Maverick’s body language still stuck in limbo. Nervous, eager… I also see remorse.

      I refuse to get lost in his eyes. I refuse to give him whatever he wants just for going Sarah-McLachlan-commercial on me. Fuck. That.

      “What would you like to speak with me about?” I find myself asking, my tone backed with the power only a confident woman can possess. You know the tone.

      He opens his mouth to speak but as he does, the man who showed me to the table is at the side, with a waitress, unloading a platter of appetizers.

      “On the house, for my man Maverick,” he says proudly, as if being Maverick’s friend is some accomplishment that deserves acknowledgement. I bite the inside of my cheek to stifle the scoff that is tearing its way up my throat.

      When J.B. and the waitress are gone, Maverick leans in over the table and pulls his palms down over his face sighing.

      “Anna, I don’t even know where to start. I wasn’t supposed to just apologize right away. I was supposed to see if you were open to it. I didn’t want to overwhelm you. But seeing you again…” he trails off and his eyes go to his hands which are now facedown on the table top. He looks at one and then the other, and I see his chest work quick, as if he’s working to steady his breathing.

      You are Anna fucking Blake, I remind myself as his presence begins to bleed into me. I can feel his raw sexuality, the man I wanted all those years ago, he’s still there. Bigger, stronger, older, more experienced.

      You. Are. Anna. Fucking. Blake.

      I think I’ll be saying that a lot to myself tonight.

      I don’t know why I put him out of his struggling misery, but for some reason, I do.

      “Lloyd doesn’t know, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I say casually, pulling a chunk of deep-fried cheese from the plate, dunking it in the creamy looking sauce on the dish. I take a bite, pulling it away from my mouth as the melted cheese strings down my chin. I pick it up and drape it over my tongue with my finger, licking my lips as I swallow.

      Maverick’s Adam’s apple bobs and his ears move.

      “What?” His brow pinches together and fuck me, he is so handsome.

      I study his face, giving nothing away, and realize he is more of James Dean than G.I. Joe. Because in his button up black shirt and his black jeans with boots, there is something edgy and biker about him, rather than the rugged working man I saw earlier.

      “No,” he shakes his head, having the audacity to look offended by me. I should be able to kick him in the nuts and have him THANK ME after everything he’s done. “I wasn’t worried about that. I mean, I love Mr. Sanderson but I would never ask you to not share yourself with people you care about to spare me.” He looks down at the empty plate in front of him. “I know I don’t deserve that.”

      You. Are. Anna. Fucking. Blake. I tell myself because already, I need the reminder.

      I take a crispy French fry off the plate and bite off the end. “If this is about Dani’s services next week—”

      “What?” There is confusion on his face this time, as if he doesn’t know or remember who Dani is.

      The person you harassed me with for three years. Your partner in crime. One of the two people that drove my choice to move across the country and be a badass rather than sleep around in college and party, enjoy the carefree years. The two of them hardened me, I grew up fast and realized the world sucks and is full of assholes. And now, he doesn’t fucking remember her?

      I grit my teeth and force myself to take a drink of water.

      “Danielle Crane.  Your girlfriend.”

      His head shakes a tiny bit and his brows stay pinched.

      “I heard she was in a fatal accident and the services are next week.”

      He drops his head for a moment and takes a breath before lifting to meet my eyes. “I didn’t know that.”

      Don’t feel bad for him. Do not feel bad for him.

      “You two weren’t close still?” I control my voice to make sure it doesn’t sound interested.

      He scoffs and finally reaches out to take his water. His forearm flexes and I watch as he brings the glass to his lips, pausing right before he takes a drink. “I broke it off with her the last day I saw you.”

      Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.

      My heart thuds in my eardrums.

      I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. I just watch him drink his water, and he watches me watching him. When he sets the glass back down, he reaches out and takes a rolled napkin from the box on the table and hands it to me. I take it, spreading the linen over my lap. He does the same and then returns his hands to the table, where he laces his fingers together on top of the menu.

      When his eyes soften on mine and I see his posture recess from the table, leaning back, and a small wave of guilt rolls through me. It’s not a tidal wave. The tiniest of swells but still, there’s guilt.

      No, just because he’s a God damn wet dream in the flesh doesn’t mean he gets to be absolved of his behavior this easily. A man that looks like him, he’s probably gotten away with murder his whole life by just softening those green eyes and letting all that muscle relax, acting defeated. That’s probably gotten him off the hook his whole life, and I will not let him off the hook for this.

      There was a time when all I needed was calm. After I lost my parents, I needed safety. I needed normalcy to move through the grief.

      He never relented. It was as if he wanted my pain to be worse. If that was his goal, he achieved it.

      Anna fucking Blake thrives inside of me now as I sit up straight in my chair, memories of Maverick putting crazy glue inside my work gloves, putting soap in my water bottle—all the things he did in those first weeks after I lost mom and dad, they come back to me. I hadn’t thought of so much of these things in such a long time.

      Oddly, those memories chose this exact moment to resurface. To remind me why Maverick is the enemy.

      Despite how tight my thighs are pulled together. Despite the throb in my panties. Despite the hard nubs that my nipples have transformed into while my eyes roam freely over the shirt that pulls tight over his masculine build. Despite how a part of me knows I’m as much at fault. Despite the fact that part of me doesn’t think his remorse is an act.

      He never made it easy on me.

      I will not make it easy on him.

      “Are you here to beg for a lease extension?” I ask, needing to put words between us. Needing something to cut through the dense and emotion-packed air that wafts between our bodies. The air is too thick and hot with him looking at me. I take another drink of my water and then scoop some of the fries onto my plate, adding a dollop of ketchup.

      Returning the bottle to the box on the table, Maverick reaches out and takes it from me before I can return it.

      His fingertips barely touch mine.

      I mean, not even a junior high kid would consider this much of a touch.

      The smallest little graze has all the power, though, as it breaks down the dam of pent-up yearning inside of me. Warmth rushes through my entire body, my fingers grow tingly and my face grows warm. My already hardened nipples almost ache at the touch.

      “Are you, uh, are you okay?” Maverick’s voice is low and deep, the way a motorcycle sounds being started up in the distance. It takes hold of me, and I look up from where my eyes lazily idled on the box of condiments.

      “Fine,” I reply curtly, going against every single actual feeling in my body. “I have some clients that were looking for a large shop in Lakeside but now that I’ve come into possession of Hightech Parkway, I’m moving them into that space.”

      I drag a fry through the ketchup. I don’t want the fry but I feel the need to prove, behave, shove my fucking lackadaisical and indifferent attitude down his throat. Make him choke on just how much I don’t care.

      “I’d heard that,” he says, making me look up at him again. Why does he keep commanding my attention this way? It makes me itch. “You know, from Mr. Sanderson.”

      I nod. “I’m not surprised he told you that. Business is never just business with him. He always makes it personal.”

      He scratches the back of his neck, an uncomfortable look on his face. “Well, I’d consider us friends, he and I.” He sips his water, his thumb chasing a bead of condensation down the glass into the linen on the table. “Your grandpa is a wonderful man.”

      He looks like he wants to say more but doesn’t. He’s holding back because I’m foaming at the mouth and I push down the small amount of disdain I have for myself. Because I shouldn’t feel bad about making him struggle for this.

      “He is,” I confirm.

      The waitress sidles up, and how the hell does she always know when we need help with the tension? I better tip her well.

      We order, I don’t know what I get. Despite the fact that I’m starving and still somewhat hungover (as the crunch granola bar and Gatorade I ate at the Inn didn’t do much to help), I literally just choose something and order it. My energy is taking the form of awareness, but not for the menu or the café.

      For how his eyes turn down on the ends.

      How his teeth worry at the side of his mouth, chewing.

      How his fingers drum over the arms of the chair.

      How his body moves gently as he shakes his legs under the table.

      Again, his nervousness gives me energy. Reminds me that he doesn’t know the flurry of things happening inside of me.

      You have the upper hand, Anna, I remind myself.

      “I wasn’t going to ask you for a lease extension,” he says, still just staring at me. Staring with those eyes that are so fucking beautiful and memorable that they could be written about in a Nicholas Sparks novel.

      I nod and shockingly, the waitress appears with our food. Maverick smiles. It’s forced politeness but even the smallest smile at his lips makes me wonder what he sounds like when he laughs, how handsome he must look when he’s genuinely pleased. I bet he looks go—

      “That was fast,” he says to the girl sliding plates around on the tray perched on her flat palm. Her white V-neck t-shirt dips low, exposing two perky breasts and their ample cleavage.

      His eyes stay on the tray as she pulls our plates off, sliding them one by one onto the table.

      “J.B. put a rush on it, for you,” she says, tossing him a teasing and playful, seductive and hopeful wink. He just nods, then she turns to me, giving me a curt smile before wandering back through the doors, inside the kitchen.

      It’s insulting that she’d wink at him when we’re here having dinner together.

      How does she know this isn’t a date?

      This could be a date.

      “She knows this isn’t a date. I know her. She usually is the one to let me in when I make deliveries here.”

      I’m annoyed that he could see my exact thoughts all over my face. I need a better poker face and yet, New York always praised me for an excellent stoic disposition in business meetings. No one ever knows what Ms. Blake is thinking. Her face is a coverless book. No clues to anything.

      Yet here Maverick is, speaking my thoughts, nearly verbatim.

      “Is she psychic?” I ask, tone flat and unamused.

      He works his knife through the steak he ordered, but his eyes are still trained on me. It’s like he’s trying to memorize every strand of hair, every look, so he never forgets.

      That or he’s just awkward. But it doesn’t feel like that.

      I swallow the knot of confusion and lick my lips, pursing them as I stab the tines of my fork through romaine, then a piece of chicken, dunking it into the on-the-side dressing on the plate.

      “Uh, not that I know of, she’s not,” he says, still cutting his steak.

      He got steak with a side of what appears to be broccolini and he’d ordered a beer, too. God, even his meal choice screamed alpha man and it’s this moment that I realize even Anna fucking Blake wants to be fucked by an alpha male.

      “Well then she doesn’t know this isn’t a date,” I deadpan, taking my first bite.

      Jesus, does this taste good. Cool, crisp lettuce and warm, grilled protein. I swear just one bite already starts to settle my stomach. I take another fry and bite off the end.

      He swallows his first bite then blots at his mouth with the napkin he’d put across his lap.

      “She knows I don’t date.”

      He switches from water to beer and takes a long drink. I watch his throat work the amber liquid down, repeatedly, and there’s something strangely intoxicating about watching him swallow and eat and… get it together, Anna.

      I force another few bites in before lifting my hand to the waitress, who pops her head out to survey our table amenities.

      “I’ll take a box,” I say to her, smiling, though I want to glare like a jealous girlfriend and ask her why the fuck she thinks its okay to wink at a man who is eating dinner with another woman.

      But I can’t do that.

      I can’t be jealous because I’m not even a jealous person. And he isn’t my boyfriend. And this isn’t a date.

      This is a confusing, weird meal that makes me want Maverick even more, which makes me feel even worse about myself as a human fucking being.

      I need to get out of here. It’s too much. This is too much. I wasn’t ready for this.

      “Well,” I say, copying his movements by blotting at my lips with my napkin, “I think I should go.” I don’t let myself look into his eyes and see the dejected look on his face, the look I can feel from across the table. I don’t want to see it because it will soften me. I know it will.

      From my wallet I grab a hundred-dollar bill because I don’t want to take the extra ten seconds to mentally count how much our tab will be. I don’t have ten seconds when I’m around him.

      I’m either going to tear his head off or rip his pants down. And I really don’t want to do either.

      Dropping the cash into the box between us, the waitress comes back with a box where I no longer want to take the time to save the salad. It’s good and I would definitely eat it, but right now, it’s the salad or my dignity, whatever is left of it.

      “Take care, Maverick,” I say, not knowing what else to say.

      He’s at his feet, mouth open wordlessly with a thousand-yard stare. Before he can say anything at all, I’m pushing through the metal gate onto the patio, and inside my rental car.

      Doing my very best to not think about Dave’s words, and how right they are about forgiving Maverick, I turn on the radio, adjusting the volume to MAX as Sia’s Cheap Thrills drowns out any and all thoughts I have.
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        * * *

      

      Tossing and turning, the low-thread count sheet twists itself around my limbs, making me feel tied to the small bed. I reach for the light on the nightstand but I can’t move. My arms are pinned. My head thrashes from side to side, then I strain up, trying to lift and see. Blinking until the darkness transforms into contrasting layers of gray and black and faded charcoal, I turn my head and see my wrists are tied. I try to kick my legs but they’re tied too.

      Slowly, a dark figure moves over me. As soon as his face is over mine, I can smell his breath on me.

      Cinnamon.

      “How did you know I was here?” I choke out, still struggling against my restraints, despite the fact that I know I won’t be able to free myself.

      “I followed you, Anna.”

      “What do you want?”

      “What I’ve always wanted, Anna.”

      His lips press to my collarbone and then I feel his warm tongue trace it across my chest then up the slope of my neck before stopping on my jaw. He kisses gently up to my ear and, as if he’d cherished that memory too, he presses his mouth to the same spot he did ten years ago.

      I fight the restraints as he mouths my skin.

      “No, Maverick,” I say, not meaning it. Do I want him to stop?

      Then his fingers are inside of me, my legs working against the restraints to spread further apart. His thumb brushes my clit while his fingers curl into me.

      “Yes, Maverick,” I pant, as I wake up in my room at the Inn.

      I look down to see the sheets completely gone, a result of my wild thrashing. My hand is splitting my thighs under my panties, my fingers sticky and wet against my swollen clit.

      I just orgasmed to Maverick in my dreams.

      Fuck. I’m in trouble.
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      Mav

      “Fuck!” I slam my fists down against the steering wheel inside my truck. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I slam them with each fuck.

      Dr. Longo was right. Why didn’t I listen to him? Why did I try to immediately force some apology on her that she clearly wasn’t ready to hear? She doesn’t trust or believe me, nor should she. Good girl, some part of my brain says, good girl for protecting yourself from assholes like me.

      I take my phone out, contemplating calling up Ry for a beer or even just to ride along with him on a drop or something. But I don’t feel like recounting this to him or being social so instead, I google Dani’s name.

      I hadn’t heard that she passed away. Then again, how would I? I don’t have a Facebook, an Instagram, I don’t TikTok or SnapChat. I’m not friends with anyone I went to school with and because she was three years younger than me, I didn’t know anyone Dani went to school with.

      Except for Anna.

      How did she know? Who told her? Her grandpa didn’t know what Dani and I had done to Anna, so her death wouldn’t be on his radar.

      The search page loads and an article from the Oakcreek Leader pops up. Then another link to the paper. The first is a story about the accident and the second is the obituary.

      I don’t read either.

      Anytime someone loses their life, it’s sad. But from what I remember, Dani didn’t value many things. After we broke up, I heard she’d gotten herself into some trouble and from there, I can only imagine how things went.

      Windows down, I drive back to my place so fucking mad at myself. Trying to let the warm summer evening fill the cab, wash over my skin and blow back out the window along with all of my worries… trying but not succeeding.

      I sit in the truck in my driveway for I don’t even know how long. The sky is still a little yellow when I get home but by the time I’m inside the house, it’s already a mellow mix of cerulean and orchid, stars starting to flicker in the faraway distance.

      In the five years I’d been seeing Dr. Longo, I’d never called him after hours. But with undirected energy coursing through me, I have to do something. Dialing his number, my heart races as I press the phone to my ear.

      Ring.

      I can’t believe I didn’t listen to him.

      Ring.

      Why the fuck did I push it?

      Ring.

      What if she doesn’t ever want to hear my apology?

      “Mr. Wilde, hello,” Dr. Longo’s yawning voice creeps into the receiver. Looking at my watch, I see it’s half past eight and I wonder if I’ve woken him.

      “Did I wake you up, Dr. Longo?”

      He chuckles. “You saved me from sleeping in my recliner all night,” he chortles some more. After he sits up, I hear him battle the remote, reminding himself to turn off the cable box as well as the tv screen, then his attention is back on me.

      “Are you having an emergency?” he asks, and immediately I feel like a dramatic asshole for calling. “Or, did you see Anna?”

      “I saw her tonight.” I blow out my unsteady and confused breath. “You were right. She wasn’t ready to hear me yet.”

      “Ahh,” he says, in classic shrink acknowledgement, “so you went ahead with trying to apologize immediately.”

      I groan. “Yeah, and she wasn’t having it. She ended up leaving halfway through the meal.” I reach into my back pocket and pull my wallet free, flicking it open to reveal Anna’s one-hundred-dollar bill tucked inside.

      I don’t care if she’s the fucking President of the United States. If I guilted her into meeting me and was such an asshole that she left without eating, then I’m paying for dinner. Not her. She shouldn’t have to pay for my bad choices for her whole life.

      “Will you be seeing her again?” Dr. Longo asks, stifling a yawn.

      “She left mid-meal so, I don’t know,” I admit, realizing I hadn’t thought that far.

      I have to see her again. This can’t be the resolution, after all this time. All this work I’ve done on myself. All this time plotting to give her the truest, deepest, most sincere apology I could craft, it can’t be for nothing.

      “I know she’ll never be my friend or anything, Doc. But fuck, you had to see her face. She was trying so hard to close herself off to me.”

      Dr. Longo sighs thoughtfully. “A dog that’s been beaten for no reason will forever flinch when a hand reaches out to it, Maverick. Even if the dog believes or suspects the human means no harm, it’s been ingrained into them to wince, retract, be scared to protect itself from the potential harm.”

      “I don’t like that analogy.”

      “It’s a metaphor, Maverick.”

      “And I’m the dog-beater in this metaphor?”

      Dr. Longo laughs gently. “No, Maverick. This isn’t about you. The metaphor is about Anna.” He is quiet for a moment. “This is all about Anna.”

      Fuck. It is about her. Because between the two of us, she needs the healing more than I do. And selfishly, I turned this into me needing her to hear me. Fucking selfish, Maverick.

      “I fucked up,” I reply, though it’s not much of a response as much as it is a declaration of my thoughts.

      “If she allows you to be in her life in any way, move slowly. I know it seems counterintuitive to wait on such an impactful and important apology but you have to reach out to her enough times that she stops flinching. She needs to know that your hand is safe. That you won’t be inflicting harm.”

      I hate how much his stupid fucking metaphor rings true.

      “Alright, Doc. I’m going to listen to you this time. I swear.”

      He laughs again, and his careless laugh, paired with the evening I’d just had, it depresses me.

      “See you next week, Maverick.”

      “See you, Doc.”
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        * * *

      

      After doing hundreds of push-ups and even more sit-ups to expend some of the energy inside of me, I take a quick shower and throw on some gray sweats and a Broken Wheel MC t-shirt.

      Flopping down on my bed, I try my hardest to not think about how God damn beautiful Anna looked tonight. She looked exactly as I remember. Her hair now her natural white blonde instead of fading black but the rest of her was the same. More grown up, sure, but as soon as she came out of those doors, I remembered meeting her twelve years ago. She was so fucking beautiful then. Even more so now.

      I fall asleep remembering that first day we met. The day when it all went wrong. The day that started the darkest years of my life, the years I’ve never outgrown or outrun.
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12 Years Ago

      “Don’t fuck around this year,” my dad growls from his spot over the kitchen sink. Hungover, angry, the only way I know him to be. No wonder my mom split all those years ago without so much as a look over her shoulder. I’d leave him, too, as soon as I could.

      Tired of his ridicule, tired of his unneeded and half-assed attempt at parenting, this morning I decide to stand up to him.

      “If I fucked around at school, I wouldn’t have a scholarship.”

      My dad never lays a finger on me. He’s an alcoholic with a short fuse, but his abuse is only verbal.

      “I’m aware that you think that the scholarship makes you a saint but I know you’re still smoking weed and boozing. I can smell it on you. I can smell it in your room.”

      I snort. “You’re smelling yourself.”

      My dad is always accusing me of drinking and smoking, being a degenerate. I think he believes if he accuses me of it enough, I’ll do it, and then he won’t be alone in his vices.

      I won’t be like him.

      I’ll be a better man than him.

      He doesn’t respond and he doesn’t say goodbye. Rather, he grabs his sport coat off the back of the kitchen chair, drapes it over his arm, steadies himself against the counter, and leaves out the backdoor. The door slamming sends an aftershock of vibration through the walls. My body is trained to that noise.

      Relaxing into the chair, I finish my cereal, rinse my bowl, grab my bag and leave.

      We don’t live far from the school, so I walk. I’ve walked since I was a freshman and even now as a senior, I still walk. Despite my father’s extended and higher education and job in the accounting field, we aren’t wealthy. All of his money goes to booze and now that I’m almost done with high school, I plan to get a job and move out. I don’t want to need him.

      He wouldn’t let me work in high school. As much as he gave me shit about being a fuck up, somewhere deep inside of him realized that I was a good fucking student. I may have had alternative friends, but my grades were good and my future? Bright. In spite of him.

      When I get to the sidewalk that winds around the entire campus, I look over my shoulder and I’m glad I did. A black SUV turns the corner and sidles up to the curb. Walking towards my first class, I keep my eyes on the windows of the SUV.

      Coming into focus in the passenger seat is what I assume to be an underclassman. She looks young but her eyes don’t scream nervousness like freshman do. She must be a sophomore. Her hair is jet black but I can see white peeking through her roots and I know she’s dyed it. I’m almost right in front of the car on the sidewalk as the girl’s mother—I’m assuming—reaches across and kisses her.

      I’ve seen other parents be parents a million times.

      In the bleachers at football games. Standing on the sidelines during award ceremonies. Dropping off at the movies. Popping in the bedroom, offering a study-break snack.

      Inside, I locked up the part of me that longed for a normal parental connection. Told myself there was no good in being depressed or wanting more. Dad was who he was and mom wasn’t coming back.

      This exchange, this rosy-cheeked mother holding her daughter’s face, looking at her like she’s the most important thing on the planet, followed with the kiss—it gets me.

      I tamp down the lump of longing and emotion that appears in my throat, hating that this simple interaction viewed from afar has turned me into a sappy bitch.

      The girl meets my eyes as she hops out of the car.

      I’ve never seen eyes so blue. Brilliant.

      Immediately she puts her head down, tightens her grip on the backpack straps, and speed walks between two buildings. I can still see those blue eyes, though she’s long gone.

      Debating on hanging out with my buddies before class, I end up skipping it, not feeling like socializing.

      My friends call me quiet but I’m not. Oftentimes I find myself being too bummed to talk. Reluctant to add anything to conversation, for fear of letting my loneliness slip.

      Usually, I choose the seat furthest from the front of the class, but I see someone is in it. I can’t see the person because there’s a book covering her face but as I make my way down the aisles, as I grow close, I see it’s the girl from the SUV.

      The girl whose mother loves her.

      Unlike me, I speak to her. I don’t know if I just wanted to see those blue eyes again or what, but the universe was shoving the word off my tongue before I could recess into my usual routine of staring blankly at the whiteboard until class started.

      “Hey,” I say, pulling a notebook and pencil from my bag. She barely looks at me as I twirl the pencil. A glance out of her peripheral is all I get. “Hey,” I say again, a little louder in case she couldn’t hear me.

      When her eyes meet mine, I realize she didn’t think I was talking to her before, despite the fact that no other students are sitting around us.

      She smiles, small and controlled, and she looks pained as she does it. As quickly as she does, she turns back to her book, without a verbal hello. Reaching over the side of my desk, I nudge her with my pencil. I don’t know what I’m hoping will happen. But more than anything, I want her attention. Some part of me needs her to engage with me.

      “What’s your name?” I ask in a whisper. With her tense shoulders and shy demeanor, it seems like she’d appreciate a whispered conversation over a loud one any day of the week.

      “Anna,” she says quietly, “Harmon.”

      Her voice is soft and calm, not a whisper, more like her normal tone just happens to be gentle like a breeze. Transfixed by that tone and those eyes, I stick my hand out, for a formal introduction, trying to not let my interest sink into her too much on this first interaction. She’s definitely an underclassman with that body language and I don’t want to scare her away.

      “Mav Wilde.” I say as her petite hand slides into mine.  Then, as more students begin to filter in, she pulls her hand back and faces forward, nose back inside the text book.

      I try not to stare at Anna but everything she does is so unique to me, so interesting.

      She uses a mechanical pencil with thick lead. I love the whoosh and whirr of her hand moving over the syllabi as she scrawls notes onto it while our teacher talks. She doesn’t check her phone or touch up her make up or tug down her shirt or any of the bullshit most chicks do.

      I try getting her attention towards the end of class, to exchange phone numbers for class purposes. Of course, I want her number but she takes off before I can ask. Fortunately, I catch her before she can leave the classroom, pulling her gently by the back of her elbow until she turns around to face me.

      “Anna Harmon, why are you ignoring me?” I ask as her big blue eyes hold my green ones tight.

      “I’m not,” she responds almost defensively. Fuck, I must’ve delivered that question wrong if she thinks I was attacking or accusing her. I clear my throat, wanting to soften the seriousness in her brow but as soon as I begin to speak, she turns on one heel and is out the door.

      My heart starts racing. I can feel my pulse beat in my throat. I follow her out of the door and practically chase her down the hall, where she is headed to the women’s restroom.

      I don’t know why I follow her.

      I don’t think I could stop if I wanted to. Something about Anna Harmon has me by the balls. Catching up with her by taking her elbow again, she spins around, a look of surprise on her face.

      “Anna Harmon, what’s wrong with you?” I ask in a playful and hopefully light tone. I don’t want to be the person this girl runs from; I know right now I want to be the person she runs to.

      Her bottom lip trembles. I want to reach out and take her chin in my hand and press my lips to hers, to stop the delicate shudder that seems to possess her lips now. When my eyes find hers narrowed on mine, there are two vertical lines between her eyebrows. She looks angry. At the world or with me, I don’t know. Then she responds.

      “You,” she says, as her spine straightens. Our eyes idle on one another, I have no clue why I upset her and once again, before I can speak, she’s gone, disappearing behind the bathroom door.

      My phone buzzes and I pull it from my pocket, using my thigh to flip it open.

      1 UNREAD SMS MESSAGE.

      Clicking, I see a new message from my Dad.

      Dad: Be home in two days. Money on fridge for food.

      A cyclone of thoughts and emotions spiral inside of me, the hate for my father and how easy it was for him to abandon me time after time, year after year. Leaving me with probably sixty bucks for probably more than two days.

      This girl. Anna Harmon. I only want to talk to her. I just want to get to know her.

      Yet she’s made it clear she wants nothing to do with me.

      I should take that ‘you’ as a reason to leave her alone.

      Instead, it slaps me across the face and it kicks me when I’m down. This girl and her mom that kisses her before school, this girl who’s too good for me because I bothered her with my fucking presence.

      Standing in the hall, jaw clenched, something in me snaps.

      She’s going to pay for that single word.
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      Anna

      It’s been four days since I met with Maverick.

      In those four days I’ve given my assistant a laundry list of properties back on the East coast to check out. Itching to make some deals, fill myself with pride for purchasing another property. One that will yield a massive income when we turn it into something lucrative or when we sell it for a profit, no less.

      Who am I kidding? I’ve grown Blake Investment Properties from one listing to this massive thing that it is today, wheeling and dealing properties from baseball stadium parking lots to strip malls. Deals don’t really give me pride anymore.

      I know I can do it. I know I’m the best at it.

      I just want my assistant to find some properties so I have something else to focus on.

      I’m about to drive out to Grandpa’s house and take a run around the perimeter of his orchard—I need to get out of this tiny Inn room—when my phone rings.

      “Okay, three text messages totaling all of five sentences isn’t going to be enough. I need to know you’re alive and someone isn’t in that room wearing an Anna-skin suit and using your phone.” Dave’s voice is chipper for four in the afternoon.

      I laugh. “Sorry, I’ve just been, you know, really busy trying to work from the opposite side of the United States,” I sigh, sitting back down in the edge of the bed.

      “Uh-huh,” he says, a laugh in his tone.

      “What? I own the damn company, Dave. I have to work.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Alright, I’ll let you play that card. But I think it’s avoidance.”

      The first text Dave sent me was the morning after I met with Maverick.

      Dave: How’d it go last night? I waited up for you text all night. You owe me coffee and a sugar cookie from the Wilting Daisy.

      Me: A sugar cookie at 8am? How do you look the way you do?

      Dave: It’s the uniform.

      Dave: Seriously, how did it go?

      Then I didn’t respond. And it wasn’t my intention to not respond but I actually did get busy on the phone working the details of acquisition of a twenty-story apartment building on the South Side in New York. By the time I remembered, all I wanted to do was take a hot shower and an Ambien and sleep it all away.

      The next day, Dave texted me again, which reminded me I forgot to respond.

      Dave: I will send a K-9 into your room and have him drag you out by your ass, Harmon.

      Me: Oh shit, Dave, I’m so sorry. I got busy. I didn’t ignore you on purpose.

      Dave: Queen of Denial.

      Me: I swear I got busy. Sorry!

      Dave: Fine. Now you owe me two coffees and two sugar cookies.

      Dave: Do not even ghost me again.

      I had ghosted him then, only because the more time that grew between that night and now, the worse I felt.

      Maverick was going to apologize. Or he did, sort of. Or, he started to? And what did I think he was going to do? I may have accused him of going there to save face with Lloyd or to tell me about Dani or to extend his lease but deep down, I knew that was bullshit.

      He was there to atone; I could feel it from the electricity in his body as he sat.

      I could’ve let him. Like Dave said. Give us both peace.

      I hated myself for it but part of me wanted to make him hurt before he had peace. Wanted to make him feel the twist of humiliation, the searing pain of defeat. I wanted to tease and torture him before I handed him absolution.

      Make him work for it.

      Earn it.

      Sighing, I give into Dave. Because I’d rather just tell him that than go through twenty minutes of cop-interrogation that pulls the truth out of me eventually anyway.

      “A little avoidance, yeah,” I admit, sheepishly, moving the toe of my Adidas sneaker down the side of my other foot.

      “Ahh,” he says, “what are we avoiding now?”

      “Ugh,” I scoff, tipping my head and the phone down to my shoulder to pull at the back of my ankle socks. “I’m going out to Grandpa’s to take a run. You want to grab something to eat later? We can talk then? I don’t want it to ruin my run.”

      I hear the tell-tale blip blip of his patrol car and then, through his radio, the static and muffled voice of a dispatcher. She gives out information, partly coded, partly plain English, and Dave responds quickly.

      “Can’t, working tonight. Breakfast tomorrow. 6am at the Wilting Daisy.”

      “6am?” I groan, knowing that will feel like 2am with how little sleep I’d been getting the last few days.

      “Teaches you not to ignore me,” he says before immediately saying, “gotta go.”

      The call ends and I push off the bed, trying not to feel dejected by the fact I’m going to have to come clean to Dave about how I’m feeling.
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      When I get to my grandpa’s house, I see his truck is gone and I figure he must be at the nursing home with my grandma. Now that she officially lives there, he visits almost all day, every day. I don’t know when or if he plans to move there but I’m scared to ask because I’m afraid the answer will be soon. I’m afraid the fatigue and loneliness will be too much for him.

      The idea of my rock, the man who made it all okay when it felt impossible to be anything but… thinking of him in an assisted living facility … not even Anna fucking Blake can handle that.

      Pushing through the Oak trees that line the exterior fence of grandpa’s home, I make my way out back to the orchard. I plan on doing four laps, following the perimeter of the property closely. Once I start running and the sun calms above me, I find the run does wonders for me.

      I don’t figure out the fucked-up-ness I’m feeling for Maverick.

      I don’t pull apart what it means that I am masturbating to him.

      I don’t think about needing to get right with Oakcreek, so I can move here for my grandparents final years.

      Instead, I think about absolutely nothing.

      My legs work quick, dust coating my feet and shins as I take the corners of the orchard with ease. I feel light, I’m moving fast, my heart thumping wildly, my lungs burning. The harder it is to breathe, the more fire that fills my quads, the harder I dig in, the quicker I run.

      I run like that until I can’t.

      Hands on my knees, bent over, gasping for air, I stay under the rising moon until my sweat has made me cold and mosquitos whizz around me. It’s only been about an hour, but with the sun setting, it feels as if I’ve ran forever.

      As soon as I make my way into the house and see Grandpa at the table, the fatigue of my sprint sets in.

      “What was chasing you?” he asks, a tease in his voice as he thumbs through the Oakcreek Leader at the kitchen table. It’s only seven o’clock but Grandpa is already having his pre-bedtime snack: Ovaltine and ginger snaps. “Saw you out there, Anna. You could be an Olympic athlete!”

      I snort, pouring a glass of water from the pitcher in the fridge. I snag an apple from the fruit basket on the counter and take a seat next to him.

      “Just needed to clear my head, Grandpa.” The apple crunches loudly and he narrows his eyes on me.

      “You’re going to eat more than that, aren’t you? An apple isn’t enough for all the exercise you’ve just done.”

      Before I can say anything, Grandpa is up, at the stove, his white hair tousled from wearing a ball cap all day. The gas burner clicks and frames roar in a halo around the ring as he sets a skillet over it.

      “Grilled cheese,” he smiles and I give him a thumbs up because hell yes, grilled cheese.

      I drink my water and thumb through the Leader, not stopping for the obituaries where I briefly and morbidly consider finding Dani’s and reading it. By the time I’ve read the town itinerary for the end-of-summer parade next month, Grandpa is sliding a plate of melted Gruyere on sourdough across the table.

      “Smells amazing.” I tell him, taking a paper napkin from the holder in the center of the table.

      “It’s the fancy cheese you New Yorkers love so much,” he says with a wink. Anything not mainstream is “fancy” and anything “fancy” is automatically a “New York” thing. I take a bite, loving the crunch and ooze of the first bite.

      After swallowing, I press my napkin to my lips.

      “How was the trip to the lake?” I ask, realizing that Grandpa had been so busy at the nursing home lately that he hadn’t told me how his trip with Grandma went.

      His lips turn down as he settles slowly into the chair across from me.

      “Trips aren’t a good idea. It gets her out of her rhythm.”

      He smiles at me, and I can tell the smile is for me—to convince me. And I know I shouldn’t need it, but I do. I need him to be okay, selfishly.

      “I’m glad actually that they’ve gotten her into such a good rhythm at that place. That’s what we wanted. For her to fall into routines and feel like she belongs, even when she can’t remember where she’s from or who she is.” He takes a breath. “At least she knows she’s somewhere safe where she belongs.”

      From everything I’ve binge read on advanced dementia online, I don’t know if Grandma really knows where she is or what the place means, but I don’t say that because I don’t want that to be true. Even if it’s a fact in a medical book somewhere, when it comes to Grandma, I pray that isn’t true.

      “Do they have church services there?” I ask, wanting to move on from the sad details to something happier. Grandma and Grandpa—like most of Oakcreek—have been devout church goers their whole lives. Grandma loved gossiping at Bible study and the church bake sales were her absolute favorite.

      He nods, taking his own crunchy bite of the American classic. Wiping his mouth, he rises and goes for the top cupboard and I can’t help but grin. I haven’t lived here in ten years and yet, Grandpa still keeps the alcohol in the cupboard above the fridge.

      He grabs a bottle of sherry—and I’m relieved it’s not whiskey. After my bender with Dave the other night, I don’t think I’ll be drinking whiskey ever again.

      He holds the bottle up, surveying its contents through the dark glass. “Want some?” he asks, shaking it gently so the booze sloshes around.

      I shake my head. I’ve never been able to stomach sherry.

      Grandpa pours himself a few fingers and settles back.

      “There’s a church service every Sunday. They take her. They think she likes it.”

      I smile. “That’s great.”

      Silence settles between us as Grandpa and I work over our sandwiches. I toss the apple core in the trash and rinse my plate before sitting back down next to Grandpa. I’m in no rush to get back to the empty room at the Inn and… think about Maverick.

      I move my hand over my tiny ponytail and smooth the wild hairs back. “Hey, Grandpa, the tenants at Hightech Parkway,” I start, shocked that I’m at the level of interest where I’m asking my Grandpa for details. Jesus Anna.

      But I can’t stop myself.

      “Are you close with Maverick Wilde or Dawson Hayes? You, uh, you said one of them you were close with.”

      I’ve convinced myself if I get him to choose Maverick then any conversation we have about him following will have been his choice. It’s a dumb little game I’m playing with myself, trying to prove that I don’t need or want to think and talk about Maverick. It’s just part of my organic conversation.

      It can’t be avoided.

      I’m not choosing it.

      “Mr. Wilde,” he says after a sip of sherry. I love that grandpa sips his alcohol. It’s classy and old school and so him.

      I nod. Thankfully, Grandpa is eager to dig deep into anything not Grandma or dementia related.

      “He’d just started his welding business. He’d been working for another guy over in Lakeside for a handful of years but got bored.” He takes another small sip of sherry, clicking his tongue after swallowing. “Did a lot of repair work and he wanted a more artistic endeavor.”

      I finish my water, needing the cold liquid inside me as I grow warm just talking about Maverick. I tamp down the image of him in his black jeans and nice button up.

      “Most businesses, as you know, don’t turn a profit for the first one to three years,” he finishes his sherry and sets the glass down.

      “Not my business,” I tease, because the first two properties I ever bought ended up being sold to Citi Field to be turned into EV charging stations. I got lucky with those being my first, but still, the money I made on that deal was enough to leverage another two deals. And as they say, the rest was history. My badass history.

      “Well,” he reaches out and pats my hand with his, “we aren’t all Anna Blakes, darling,” he says with a loving tone.

      “Anyway,” he fingers the strands of out of place hair and attempts to smooth them for a minute before retreating. “He couldn’t make rent once and when I told him he didn’t have to repay me the money, but rather pay it forward,” Grandpa shakes his head and gets lost in the memory of their moment.

      I almost feel like I can see it.

      “He looked like it was the first nice thing anyone had ever done for him.”

      “Oh,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say to that. I’d spent so many years hating, avoiding and then trying to forget that I’d never thought about what Maverick’s personal life was like all those years ago. Victims don’t typically study their bullies.

      “Everyone’s got a story,” Grandpa says.

      Maverick has a story.

      I don’t know why it takes me be surprise that he does. Is my ego so big as to think that the only part of his life that is troubled are the years he bullied me? No, of course he has more than that.

      Not wanting to start getting more curious about Maverick, I give my grandpa a hug and a kiss before heading back to the Inn. After a very hot shower, a bag of microwave popcorn and three GIF text messages to Dave about the crime of coffee at six AM, I lay down and turn the light off.

      Everyone’s got a story.

      I should be thinking of the things I’ll need to help Grandpa with when he inevitably moves into the “retirement community” with Grandma.

      I should be making lists of what will be sold and what will be stored, locating inspectors in Oakcreek, getting everything so close to ready that when he does decide to move, all I have to do is pull the ripcord and his life will be folded up and handed to him

      Instead, I lay in bed thinking about Maverick.

      Wishing I knew his story.
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      Mav

      My knee bounces impatiently as I watch Dr. Longo refill his coffee mug from the small coffee station in the corner of his office. His mug is white porcelain with some strange coat of arms on it. I’ve seen that coat of arms on that same chipped coffee mug for years and never asked about it.

      “Is that your family crest or something?” I ask, nodding to the mug in his hands when he looks up to see what I’m talking about. He peers over the edge as if he doesn’t remember what mug he’s using—despite the fact that I’ve only ever seen his use that mug.

      He shakes his head and chuckles but doesn’t answer.

      “That’s a no, then?” I ask.

      He looks at me for a moment and then opens his mouth without speaking.

      “What?” I ask again.

      “It’s the Gryffindor coat of arms.”

      Leaning forward, I press my elbows to my knees and narrow my focus on the mug. Oh shit, I didn’t see the small lettering almost completely worn off on the scroll underneath the design.

      Chuckling, I lean back. “I see that now.” Smoothing a hand down my face, I find my knee jumps right back into it’s nervous bouncing. “Big Harry Potter fan?” I ask as Dr. Longo clicks the button on his pen, the tip appearing when he does.

      He skips over that because it’s personal and he never lets me get a glimpse of his real life. I’m fine with that. I get it. Honestly, I was just trying to focus on anything but her.

      Like I’d been doing for the last week.

      My entire house was cleaned from top to bottom. Cleaner than it had ever been when my dad and I lived there together.

      I helped Ry take a truckload of canned food to his church in Oakcreek. I’d driven over to Mr. Sanderson’s on a day I knew he’d be visiting Evelyn at the retirement community and fixed the leak his RV had on the outdoor shower. I cleaned my shop and completed the rest of the decorative wall plates for Café Paradise. I’d crafted some of my own large planter boxes for my back yard. I called about refinancing the mortgage on my house. I’d done a trillion God damn push ups and I think I’d be needing new sneakers for as much as I’d run the street in front of my house.

      And that was just three days of the week. The rest of the time I forced myself to not text her. Not reach out and apologize for trying to apologize. Or… fuck, I didn’t even know what I’d say but at least one hundred times I’d grabbed by phone and opened a text message to her, only to delete and close it every time.

      I told Dr. Longo about how I spent my time, my reluctance to reach out again, my confusion on how to bridge the gap between where I am now and where I want to be.

      “A few weeks ago, you didn’t have her phone number to even start a text message,” Dr. Longo says as he drapes one khaki leg over the other. “Let’s not lose sight of that. Huge strides have taken place.”

      I snort. “Because she came back here to help her Grandpa. Not because I fought for it.”

      He does that slow half-nod that I think they must teach all shrinks in shrink school. That nod that says he hears me but can’t agree because what value does a shrink provide if he just agrees?

      “Does the road here matter or are we content with our current destination?”

      He eyes my knee that still jumps with nerves. I stop the bouncing and take his look as a request to relax. Therapy doesn’t work when I’m on edge like this. Taking a deep breath, I settle back against the burnt sienna couch and push my sweaty palms down over my jeans.

      I always come here in work clothes because I go to work after our session. It’s perfect that it comes before otherwise I’d come in here reeking of sweaty and metallic oxide.

      “I recognize I’m fortunate to be able to talk to her,” I say, knowing I shouldn’t take that for granted.

      “Before we get into the session, Maverick, let’s do our warm up, alright?”

      I shove the sleeves of my plaid button up to my elbows and hold my arms out in front of me. He leans forward slightly, sizing them up, then giving me a satisfied nod. I roll my sleeves back down.

      “Any cigarettes?” he asks, jotting away on his yellow notepad.

      “None,” I say proudly. Shit, we’re going on four months of no cigarettes and I think that’s the first time I’ve said that with any satisfaction in my tone. Dr. Longo picks up on that.

      “You sound pleased with that today Maverick. Talk to me about that.”

      I shove my hand through my hair and fluff it back to it’s spot when I’m done. “Well,” I start, “I guess if I’m being honest, I guess after I saw Anna, I started feeling happy about all the work I’ve been doing.”

      He scribbles on the pad and I keep talking.

      “I mean, I don’t hold a lot of hope to have friendship or, you know…” I don’t say a relationship because it sounds so far-fetched and ridiculous, I’m honestly embarrassed to put it out there. “But just seeing her, it makes me happy that I’ve grown. That I’ve been taking the steps necessary to be good enough to even deliver her an apology.”

      Dr. Longo writes as he nods then looks up, pressing the pen to his chin. “Do you feel worthy of friendship with Anna?”

      I scratch at the side of face, adjusting my feet on the sunflower colored shag carpet. “I do, now, yeah,” I admit.

      The truth is, when we first met, I was upset that she didn’t react to my interest in her. She hurt me by brushing me off at a time when I’d felt brushed off and unimportant at home. Well, to be fair, I was unimportant at home.

      But I’d learned in the years of therapy after the years of self-hate that I wasn’t in a headspace to be good to anyone back then. Not even myself. Thus, the self-hate… and subsequent self-harm.

      Now I felt ready, though, because I’d worked for it.

      I’d worked through the self-loathing that my dad’s failed parenting instilled in me. I worked against believing I wasn’t worthy of love because of how he treated me, because of my mom abandoning me, because of the way I treated Anna.

      It wasn’t a straight shot. There were plenty of bumps in the road. Surprisingly, accepting and forgiving my parents’ awful parenting was easier than accepting and forgiving myself for what I did to Anna.

      While working through it all, I also relived it.

      Reliving it was excruciating.

      Remembering all the awful things I did to her, all the horrendous things I said to her—it unraveled some of the hard work I’d done with Dr. Longo. And rather than come clean to him that I was struggling with my actions, despite all the work I’d done to fully understand what and why I did what I did—I hurt myself. And I hid it.

      It wasn’t until Mr. Sanderson said something in passing one afternoon when he’d come to collect rent from Daws and myself, that I decided I needed to come clean to Dr. Longo about struggling to accept what I’d done to Anna.

      I hadn’t hurt myself in over a year but still, every week for the last sixty-four weeks, he asked me to show my arms to him. And I was grateful. Because the first few weeks, when I was alone in the darkness of my empty house, nothing but my own cruel words banging around in my head, I almost relapsed. Showing Dr. Longo my arms made me accountable to someone and that was all it took. I hadn’t hurt myself since.

      “And if Anna cannot forgive you for what you’ve done, can you use the tools in your toolbelt to navigate that and continue down your own road? The road you’ve paved with self-forgiveness and love?”

      I want to lie and say yes, because I don’t want to open up that terrible possibility that maybe, just maybe she won’t even want or need my apology. I don’t want to think about that. But I’ve learned my lesson about not telling the Doc my truths.

      I shrug, because it best suits how I feel. Unsure and confused.

      “I want to think that I can but I don’t know Doc. I really just don’t know.”

      For the remaining thirty minutes of our session, Dr. Longo talks to me about working together to get to a place of acceptance. Where I can live happily and be free of my guilt if she doesn’t hear my apology. I don’t honestly see how that could be because her absolution feels like the key to the last remaining lock securing the chain to my happiness. I have faith in Dr. Longo, though, because he has always steered to towards a healthier, happier future.

      When I think of the Maverick who came into this office five years ago, it almost feels like a different person. I was so good at hiding how much I hated myself and life that even Ry didn’t know how far I’d come. He’d made a few comments here and there saying I seemed happier, but chalked it up to getting laid or some other shit.

      It was never getting laid or any other shit.

      It was the time spent putting myself together and understanding myself that made me better.

      We end the session with some positive self-talk. I know what you’re thinking. But it’s not any of that ‘you’re a strong confident woman’ shit from self-help tapes. I never looked in the mirror to talk up my reflection. This was more of repeat after me type of stuff, and the content was always the most crucial stuff, stripped of any therapeutic pomp and frill.

      You are worthy. You are valuable.

      That’s it. Those two simple sentences.

      Seemed cringey and stupid when we started but again, Dr. Longo knew how to help me. Those two sentences had talked me out of a few bad nights when the guilt seemed to be eating up my heart like quick sand.

      I leave there feeling stronger and better than when I arrived.
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      Mav

      Heading to the shop, my breath catches in my throat when I see Anna leaning against her silver rental car, scrolling through her iPad. A phone is pinched between her cheek and shoulder and her beautiful blues are covered with large, movie-star looking black rimmed sunglasses. Her blonde hair is styled straight today, just grazing the tops of her shoulders. It catches the sun and looks even lighter than normal, which makes her face seem to glow.

      She’s wearing a black pencil skirt that reveals her knees, dropping down into slender but muscular calves. Her hot pink high heels match her hot pink blouse, which is sleeveless like the one she wore the day I saw her last week. The top has a high neck and as the breeze picks up, it carries a long silk tie from the back of her shirt over her shoulder. I watch her bat at it, pushing the tie back behind her neck. She smooths some of her hair behind her ear and swipes again, still talking on the phone.

      My heart beats quick a bunch of times then slows, alternating this nerve-wracking pattern as I park my pickup along the curb. It’s not where I normally park but good lord, I can’t think about anything normal right now.

      She’s here.

      Her being here is inside my veins, in my head, filling my lungs, vibrating through my lips. Her presence nearly strangles me. I tamp down the part of me that says Maverick, this isn’t just about the apology. Maverick, you want more from her. I nearly choke him as I struggle to stay in this simple moment of realizing she’s here in the flesh.

      When I kill the engine, she looks up at me, the phone slipping lower in her hand. I can’t see her eyes because of those damn sunglasses but I know she’s looking at me. And I’m staring at her. Allowing myself a moment to enjoy just how God damn beautiful she is and just how much she awakens my body.

      It’s not just my pounding heart either. Heat pools in the base of my spine and my cock lifts as my eyes move up and down her petite curves. My jaw burns and my cheeks fill with color as I exhale, loud, bordering on a moan.

      She’s always been so beautiful but seeing her now, successful, living a life that I told her she’d never have—I feel so proud of her. I don’t have the right to be proud but I am.

      Taking a breath, I steady myself against the pickup as I shut the door, turning the key to lock the door. By the time I reach her, she’s off the phone and it’s gone, presumably in the purse that sits on top of the rental car.

      “Good morning,” she says in a tone meant for a co-worker, not a friend or lover.

      Lover, why are you even thinking that you jack ass?

      “Good morning,” I nod, stepping up to her. My mouth tastes bitter, so I pop in a cinnamon disc, shoving the wrapper back into my pockets, where my hands stay.

      She pushes her sunglasses up to the top of her head, her blonde hair pinching behind the arms. She smooths it down then glances at the watch on her wrist.

      “You always get to work this late?” she asks, her question and tone telling me just what Dr. Longo said—she isn’t ready. Not yet.

      “Uhh,” I pull at the back of my neck, not wanting to disclose exactly where I’ve been. “I had an appointment in town.” Then, in case she asks, I add, “every week on this day.”

      She stills, her eyes moving on mine, like she’s searching for truth. I let her search and try to not get lost in the beauty of her as she gnaws her bottom lip.

      “Okay,” she says finally, having come to some conclusion about my whereabouts and weekly-appointment admission in her head. One I’m not privy to, I can see.

      “Lloyd wanted me to provide some listings for other properties.”

      Lloyd wanted. She doesn’t feel bad about kicking me out of this place, why should she? She’s here on behalf of her grandpa. Strictly business.

      But if I can get even one molecule of Anna out of this business exchange, that will be progress.

      “That is very kind of him to think of me. You, too,” I say, watching to see how those words land with her.

      Without missing a beat, not letting any of my kindness sink into her, she says. “You can thank Lloyd. It’s all him.”

      Then she breaks our eye contact, slipping her sunglasses down over her face again.

      “Have a place where we can sit so I can show you these?” she asks, wiggling the iPad in her hand.

      Nodding, I tell her I have a small desk in the back of the shop. “It’s gonna be hot in there, though. Small place, closed up all night, summer,” I add up all the factors aloud so she’s aware.

      She shrugs. “Whatever.”

      My knees creak and my body releases its last war cry as I bend down and work at the lock keeping the rolled door closed. She’s behind me and I wonder if she’s looking or watching, hopeful that she is because that hope would show interest. Interest in what, I’m not sure, but interest is better than indifference, obviously.

      Rolling the door up as I stand, I turn back to her and stick one arm out, ushering her inside. Again, she flips her sunglasses up on her head and does a small duck under the door. Everyone does that, but no one actually needs to duck accept me. Still, when she does it, I fight a smirk at how cute she looks ducking under the huge door.

      I flick on the clamp light that is pinched onto a shelf over my desk. With the roll-up open and the light on, it’s plenty light in here. But I wasn’t wrong. It’s fucking hot. I go to shove my sleeves up but remember she’s there and decide against it.

      The small oscillating fan on my desk that Daws had given me goes on and when I look up, I see Anna turned it on.

      “Silk,” she says, tugging at the high neckline of her blouse.

      I nod and pull out two of the stools at the desk. I put my arm out to offer as balance but she grips the desk instead as she pushes herself onto the stool, linking her heels behind the bar running through the bottom. “I’m good,” she says, in an irritated tone that causes me to drop the unused offer of support.

      Sitting on my stool, I watch her flick through listings silently until she comes to a few with yellow stars in the top left corner. She nods to herself and I realize that the starred properties are the ones for me.

      Passing me the iPad, I start looking through the listings.

      You remember that scene in Swordfish when Hugh Jackman had a gun to his head while getting a blow job, all while he had to code and hack or he’d be killed?

      That’s how looking through these fucking listings feel.

      A huge fucking pressure to pay attention so I could provide valuable feedback afterwards yet all I can do is think about the way she crosses and uncrosses her legs, how her forehead grows damp with sweat and how after ten minutes I can smell her warm skin next to me.

      The more time passes, the more I mindlessly analyze photos of metal and dirt, pretending to agonize and stew over the Industrial buildings she’d picked for me. All I am actually doing is trying to talk my dick down so that when this is over, I won’t be a complete fucking idiot with a boner and zero knowledge of the properties she’d just watched me look at for twenty minutes.

      Finally, when I think about the welding gun on the desk in front of us for a long enough amount of time, the blood from my dick disperses back into the rest of my body. I had to mouth breathe the last ten minutes, terrified to smell her perspiration and appeal.

      It’s been six months since I’d had sex with anyone and now that Anna is here, I can feel those six months. Clearing my throat, I hand her back the iPad, taking special care to not let our fingers graze.

      I can’t take a simple finger graze at this point.

      “Well?” she asks, her brows raised. I look at her and the genuine interest I see—be it on behalf of Mr. Sanderson or not—it gives me hope. A small wave of hope that I ride, growing confident in talking to her. About something other than this.

      “They look great. I of course need to think about it. Is there anyway you can email those to me? So I can look at them again later, you know, fresh perspective?”

      You know, so I can look at them without your hot sweet fucking legs crossing and uncrossing next to me, making my cock think I’m at a God damn strip club.

      “Already did,” she replies quickly, her lips settling into a thin line. Feeling that then end of her visit is near, I clear my throat and go for it.

      “Anna, are you married?” I need to know why she goes by Anna Blake, despite the fact that she isn’t wearing a wedding ring today either. She wasn’t at dinner and she wasn’t when she came here with Mr. Sanderson.

      A tiny line forms between her eyebrows but she doesn’t give me any more expression than that as she traces the edges of the tablet with her delicate fingers.

      “No,” she says, without asking why I’m asking. Not wanting her to come to any assumptions on her own, I make sure to clarify.

      “You used to be Anna Harmon,” I say, without realizing that this simple acknowledgement of her name from back then would still us both. But it does.

      Her fingers, once traveling down the side of the tablet, now stop. My hand, where I was pulling at my chin, also stops. It seemed like an okay question in my head

      “I just mean, I noticed your last name is Blake now.”

      It’s taken her back to ten years ago, I can feel it. I can feel the energy shift and her strait-laced business demeanor has been sealed off by the wall I can immediately feel she’s put up.

      I was trying to weave myself into her with small questions, not block myself out. Fuck.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      Thankfully, she interrupts. I have no clue what I was going to say.

      “Blake is my middle name. When I moved to New York, I started going by Anna Blake. Started in college.” She rises and the lamp light illuminates a drop of perspiration that swims down her neck, over her collarbone. “My degree is made out to Anna Blake.”

      Forcing my mouth to close, I give a weak smile and nod.

      “Oh,” I say, because “cool” or “good to know” feels completely fucking wrong for the moment. I want to ask why but the way she clutches the tablet to her chest and keeps pushing her purse strap up her shoulder tells me she is ready to go.

      I have to remind myself of Dr. Longo’s advice.

      She’s got to get used to me before she flinches. She has to know I’m not going to harm her.

      “Thank you for coming by with these, I very much appreciate it,” I say, rising to match her stance. “After you,” I say, ushering her on a wave.

      I keep my eyes on the outside and do not let them wander to her full ass in that tight skirt. I don’t know if it’s the heat in this fucking unit or the proximity to her but I realize how much I need a lungful of fresh air once we’re under the sun again.

      I slowly inhale and it’s when I’m about to exhale that I notice… she’s taking a big deep breath in, too. Her back is to me but her shoulders rise in unison slowly before her body deflates. Once and then twice.

      Turning back to me, she glances at her watch and pulls her phone from her purse. “As soon as you know,” she wiggles the phone in her grip, “you can reply to that email.”

      I get excited, thinking I have her email address. One more piece of information about her than I had before.

      She doesn’t look back at me again. She gets in her rental car and with a masterful three-point turn, leaves the Hightech Parkway parking lot. When I can no longer see the tail lights on her car, I pull my phone from my pocket and immediately open my email.

      One new email.

      I’ve never swiped and clicked quicker.

      One new email from Maci@BlakeInvestments.com

      I click the email and see the attachments that we went over today, skipping past them to the bottom where I see the email is signed by Maci Evers, Assistant to Anna Blake.

      Instead of losing hope, I hold tighter to it, my knuckles are white with how tight I grip it. All of this information today could have been just an email.

      And as long as she is in Oakcreek, I have hope.
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      Anna

      “And why are you about to take a shower at eleven in the morning?” Dave’s questioning tone comes through the line as I paced the length of my room in an overly-starched towel.

      I groan. He snorts.

      “You took my advice and went and saw Maverick again,” he guesses, and it irritates me how right he is. I’m not used to following advice. In New York, I don’t need advice. I’m not lost. My feet are in concrete there, my place in the business solid. Here, I’m lost.

      That’s another reason why I didn’t want to come here. I hate feeling lost.

      Reluctantly, I met Dave for coffee at the Wilting Daisy the other day. I came clean to him about everything, because that’s what best friends are for. I even admitted—however shameful it felt—how attracted to Mav I was.
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        * * *

      

      Dave nodded, sipping his coffee, letting me pour out every excruciating detail of the dinner… thing. It was never even going to be a date but how would you even categorize what transpired? An accusation meeting? Because that’s what I’d done. Accused him of things. Reasons he’d met with me that all drive a selfish narrative, one that I don’t even believe.

      We’d taken a table on the patio, so my words wouldn’t bounce around the inside of the small, antiquated café. When I wrapped up the story—leaving out the erotic dream I’d woken up to—finally, I settled into the chair.

      Dave continued to sip his coffee and worked on his third sugar cookie.

      “That’s all?” he said, a fleck of royal icing on his bottom lip. How the hell did he eat like this and look the way he does? The metabolism of a man just isn’t fair. “You didn’t tell me how many steps you took from your car to restaurant and the scent of your deodorant.”

      I reach across the table and smack him in the side of his shoulder. “Shut up,” I laugh. “I wanted you to have all of the information so you can help me think this through.”

      “Help you, huh?” his eyebrows dance a little before he finishes the third cookie. “Harmon asking for help.” He clicks his tongue while shaking his head. I glare at him.

      “Don’t patronize me,” I sigh, pressing my fingertips to my temples, trying to knead out the stress. It didn’t really work.

      He held up his hands in an act of surrender. “I’m done. But still, this is the first time you’ve actually said you need me,” he said, dropping his palm to his chest where the tips of his fingers grazed one of the six points on his star-shaped badge.

      While my verbal diarrhea was taking place, we’d been interrupted at least five times by patrons who wanted to say good morning to the sheriff.

      As much as I liked seeing Dave’s chest fill with pride at how people seemed to genuinely care about him, I was in a narcissistic state and only wanted to talk about my own shit.

      I can admit that.

      “You wanted to come here because you knew they’d all dote on you,” I teased, finally getting to drink my own black coffee. Dave watched me as I practically gulped the now room temperature caffeine.

      When I set it down, he pointed at the cup before dragging his finger up to me. “That’s how I know this Maverick stuff is seriously important to you.”

      Confused, I scrunched my nose. “Huh?”

      He smirked. “He came before coffee.”

      I looked to the cup. I looked back up at Dave who was leaning back in his chair with his hands linked together over his gut, a look of gluttonous remorse on his face.

      “He’s all I can think about, Dave. Is that just like, completely fucking crazy?”

      And all the teasing, the looks, the jokes—they all dissipated when Dave saw the turbulence in my eyes. He leaned in, not without a groan, and pressed his palms flat to the table top, lowering his voice.

      “There are so few things in life that really make you feel, Anna. If someone makes you feel, don’t let your pride turn it away.” His eyes held mine and the noise of the happy donut eaters leaving the café seemed to fade away. He took my hand with his, further intensifying the moment.

      “When I changed my name to Anna Blake, I promised myself I’d never be Anna Harmon again. That I’d never let a man control my emotions or take my power.” I didn’t finish that thought with but I feel ready to hand myself to Maverick like a crazy person. Like a best friend, he infers the unspoken words from the way I shifted uncomfortably and moved my fingers nervously between his.

      He nodded, leaning back again to cradle his food baby. “You think that by spending time with him, you’re Anna Harmon again? That everything you have done and became immediately just,” he makes his hands into a bird shape before simulating flying away. “Poof, flies away?” He shakes his head a staunch and dramatic no.

      “Anna Harmon and Anna Blake are the same person, Anna. Once you marry to the two and quit trying to act like they’re not the same, well, I think you’ll find happiness.”

      Damnit Dave and all of his stupid wisdom.

      I had worked hard to separate the two identities but he’s right, the Anna that got bullied is the Anna with seven figures in her bank account. Could I marry the two identities like Dave said? And if I could, how would I do that?

      I had some serious thinking to do.

      Because I wanted to be happy. I wanted to be in Oakcreek for grandpa and grandma. For Maverick, too, despite the fact that I had zero idea what would happen with us. Would he apologize and move on? Was I just a box to check on his own personal journey and nothing more? I had to consider that may be true, despite the fact that my heart told me something different.
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      “And now you’re calling for more of my advice because now that you’ve taken it once, you’ve realized how much better I am at your life than you and you need me to tell you what’s next?”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, fingers tracing the cross-stitching of the old quilted comforter, I nod before saying, “sadly, pretty much.”

      Dave erupts with laughter. “Damn, Harmon, I was just kidding but wow.”

      I sigh heavily.

      “What’s the shower for?”

      I told him, again, everything. He’d only asked why I was showering and while I could’ve said because I got sweaty, I instead told him every detail of this second meeting with Maverick. Recounting the guise in which I’d gone to see Maverick, I tell him about how we went into his shop to look at listings. How he’d asked me about my name. How he seemed to look at me like he had a million things to say but wasn’t letting himself.

      “What do I do now? Is the ball still on my side of the field or is it on his?” I ask Dave, padding my way to the bathroom to turn to turn the fan on. The entire room had slowly filled with steam but I’d been so engrossed in recounting just how many colors were in Maverick’s plaid button up that I hadn’t noticed.

      “First of all, Harmon, it’s court, not my side of the field.”

      I wave my hand dismissively but he can’t see. “Who cares, you know what I mean. Stay focused. You can be right and correct me any time. Now is about this.”

      I hear Dave’s belt clip and I imagine his sliding into the cruiser, buckling up with a completely natural smile, ready to do the job he loves in the town that adores him.

      Dave’s been single as long as I can remember, having nothing but a few failed dates under his belt. Yet, he is happier than most people I know. It makes me jealous, truly, but I’ve learned in business that some people derive their fulfillment and happiness in non-romantic things.

      I thought Dave and I had that in common.

      But after laying eyes on Maverick, I know I’m not that person.

      I’m the person who needs an all-encompassing love if I’m going to do it. I mean anyone can half ass anything but what’s the point? I want obsession, passion, tenderness, pulled hair, licked lips, gentle thrusts, quiet moans, guttural screams—I want a best friend too. I want it all. Why settle for anything less?

      “I think you should start spending time together. Coffee, maybe lunch, hell, take him for a run on Lloyd’s property. Anything. Just, feel him out. Until that happens, there’s no point in making a game plan.”

      “You think he’d want to just like, hang out with me?”

      He sighs and I hear his radio go off but he doesn’t respond. Dispatch seems to be a man today because the timbre lulling in the background sounds deep. I didn’t know Oakcreek had any male dispatchers.

      Cutting into my thoughts, Dave gives me his take.

      “Anna, he met with you again after you accused him of being a shitty person at Café Paradise. He could’ve brushed you off but he let you in and asked you things about you, didn’t just stick to the property discussion.”

      “He is—”

      “Don’t,” Dave cuts me off. “Don’t say he is a shitty person because if you really thought that, you wouldn’t be two meetings deep with him. And Harmon?”

      “What?” I say with a bite, hating how on-point all of his assessments are. Why can’t I see these things for myself? Maverick is blindfolding rational thought, twisting my mind and making my heart wild.

      “Are you the exact human being you were back then?”

      “Okay, I get it,” I drag out the words like a tired teenager responds to their parent.

      “No, Anna, I don’t need to hear you say the exact words but I think you need to hear yourself say them.”

      “Dave, I don’t—”

      “Anna, quit being difficult and say it.” The dispatcher drowns out the clinking and rattling of Dave’s moving SUV and I sigh, knowing he will literally keep me on the phone through every fucking traffic stop unless I say it.

      Stubborn. But right.

      “I am not the same person I was ten years ago. Which means that Maverick isn’t either.”

      “Good,” he says with a smile in his tone that makes me roll my eyes. “Now wash off all the horniness, I can smell you from here.”

      “I wasn’t horny! I told you the unit was like a billion fucking degrees.”

      There’s a silence.

      “You there?” I ask, tugging the spot where the towel is wrapped into itself. I pull the curtain back and check to see if the water is still warm and miraculously, it is.

      “Oh yeah, I’m here. I was just waiting for you to atone for that lie but I guess you’re not going to so, okay, let me know how the next meeting with Maverick goes.”

      “Whatever,” I say, but I think we both know I will. Clearly, this is one situation I’m having trouble navigating.

      After my shower, I sit on the bed and work for what seems like an hour but when I check my phone, it’s been close to four hours. My rumbling stomach tells me I need a break so I set my assistant up with tasks to keep things moving for the rest of the week.  After lazily putting my shoulder-length hair into two French braids, I throw on some jean shorts (because yes, I stayed in a towel for four hours) and a tank top and head to the office of the Inn, my purse strapped across my chest.

      “Hi there Ms. Blake,” the man at the desk says, cheerily. I’m either one of just a few people staying here or the only one staying here, because I’ve not been in the front office since I checked in nearly two weeks ago. Yet he remembers my name and face.

      “Hi,” I say, dragging out the word so I can casually dip my eyes to his nameplate, “Charlie.”

      He’s currently tucking chocolate-factory pamphlets into a small plastic box that is Velcro taped to the front of his desk. “What can I do for you?” he asks cheerily.

      “Looking for lunch recommendations,” I say, because I don’t feel like driving through town to find something and I definitely don’t have a lot of faith that Oakcreek has Uber Eats.

      He makes a thoughtful noise as he stuffs the rest of the papers in the box.

      “There’s a great new place around the corner from the dry cleaners,” he says, digging though his drawer to pull out a… map. An actual paper map. I refrain from calling him Magellan and instead pull my phone out and open Google maps, trying to following along with him. His finger moves around a few times before it stops and he taps the tan allotment of land that has three red words over it.

      “On the corner of Red Oak Road,” he says, still tapping his finger. Quickly I type in Red Oak Road on my phone.

      “Delilah’s?” I ask, seeing only one eatery on the map. He nods.

      “That’s it. The best pastrami sandwich you’ll ever eat.”

      “Thanks, Charlie,” I say, typing in the address of the Inn to see how far I am. Less than a mile so I decide to walk. The bell tied to the door jingles as I push it open, my foot keeping it propped open as I turn back to Charlie. “It’s way past lunch, think they’re still open?”

      Small towns, small businesses, weird hours.

      He looks at his watch then back at me. “Open ‘til six.”

      I smile and make my way down the sidewalk, the warm sun a welcome change from the cold, somewhat dark hotel room. I fall into a careless gait, enjoying the smells wafting onto the sidewalk from all the small shops I pass.

      A candle and soap making shop that smells like lavender and teakwood.

      A coffee shop that smells like roasted coffee beans and vanilla heaven.

      A clothing boutique that reminds me of the first day of school—smelling like un-scuffed rubber soles and freshly pressed clothes.

      The smells don’t make me nostalgic, rather, just happy.

      As I internally scoffed at the idea that a food place would close before dinner time, I realized right then that I didn’t loathe Oakcreek as much as I thought I did. I’d been comparing it to the city left and right but comparing a place like this to a place like New York is like comparing a high heel to a cross-trainer. They’re meant for completely different people and completely different purposes. Comparing the two makes no sense.

      While I could get Chinese food at two in the morning in the city, here I could get a cup of coffee from a person familiar with my family tree. When I could get my dress dry cleaned on Sunday at seven at night in the City, here I could pick up flowers from a person who asked and actually cared about how I was doing.

      It was a different thing totally.

      I called Grandpa as I neared the end of my walk to Delilah’s, and he said he was at the retirement home and that he needed to call me back.

      Spotting the crooked and faded street sign for Red Oak Road, I picked up my pace as my stomach grew louder. Turning the corner, I saw the sign for the shop immediately. White with black block font with florals all around it, Delilah’s Deli.

      Pushing into the shop, I’m overwhelmed by the smells of rustic artisan parmesan bread, melted cheeses and bacon. Blinking a few times, I wait for my eyes to acclimate to the darker space as I pad down the wall, making my way to the counter.

      “Hi!” a chipper voice comes from behind an industrial oven, then the voice is met with a face. A young woman, younger than me by at least a handful of years, popped out with a burned and black apron, her hair wild inside of a sheer hairnet. “Welcome to Delilah’s. I’m Delilah,” she beamed.

      I found myself genuinely smiling at her, seeing my own energy from all those years ago inside of this effervescent girl. I didn’t know the details of her story but as a woman who’d created a life for herself from nothing, I felt proud of her. This stranger with flour in her eyebrow and two different colored Crocs on—I was proud of her.

      But that would be supremely strange to say to a stranger so instead, I did the next best thing. I bought a ton of food.

      I got Charlie his pastrami sandwich, with fixings on the side so he could build it the way he liked. I got myself a sandwich for now and salad for later, two bags of homemade kettlecorn and three to-go containers of soup, dealers choice on those.

      Taking a seat in a booth in the corner, I decided to touch base with my assistant while I waited for the order.

      “How’s it going, Maci?”

      “Uh, it’s going, um, good.”

      I laugh. “Yeah? You don’t sound sure about that.”

      “No, um,” Maci stuttered. “Well, work is fine. I’m working through my task list just fine, as usual. I just, I’ve never heard you call me Maci.”

      Shit. She’s right. Anna fucking Blake is professional and calls people by their surname.

      “Oh,” I said, falling back into the vinyl covered booth. “Well, I guess without the office setting its hard to be in full office mode,” I said, feeling like it wasn’t the truth but not exactly knowing what the truth of my sudden change really was.

      We went through the rest of the things I wanted to talk with her about just as Delilah approached my table with three large bags of food. “Can I help you out to your car with these?”

      I winced. I forgot when I ordered that I walked here.

      “I walked,” I admitted, sheepishly. “But I am starving, so I’ll eat and see where that gets me.” I say, smiling.

      “Girl, unless you’re hiding a garbage disposal in your belly, I still think you won’t be able to carry all this.”

      I shrug. “I’m pretty hungry.”

      She laughs and continues to talk to me from behind the counter, where she returns.

      “Still, where do you live? Are you local?”

      Local. Am I local? I don’t complicate my answer and instead respond, “I’m from out of town. I’m staying at the Ivy, just around the corner.”

      She smiles, like this news is exactly what she wants to hear. “Perfect. My brother’s friend is here fixing the hood over the range in our kitchen. He can give you a ride back.”

      Not liking the idea of riding with a stranger, I begin to decline when a deep timbre coming from the doorway leading to the kitchen stills my breathing.

      “La, what are you offering me up…” Maverick appears in the doorway wearing a black and white flannel shirt, sleeves rolled around his elbows, a white Henley underneath. As if it weren’t in my control, my eyes roam over him, taking in his thighs filling his black jeans that have wear spots around the knees. Hair pokes up from under the Henley and he shoves at the already rolled sleeves of his flannel. His head shimmers with perspiration and as if he’s watching where I’m looking, he presses his wrist to his forehead and swipes it away.

      He rests the back of his forearm against the doorframe and keeps his eyes tamped on mine.

      “Hi, Anna,” he says casually, as if my entire body wasn’t caught fire by his presence.

      Delilah, who Maverick called La, looks between us, moving her pointer finger in time with her darting eyes. “You two know each other?” she cocks her head to the side. “I thought you were from out of town?”

      I give her a soft smile. “I am now but I used to be from here, a different lifetime ago,” I say, my eyes going to his.

      His greens are trained on my blues and inside, I’m squirming and squealing from it. He looks at me in a way that just…makes me feel really fucking good.

      I’d never admit this to Dave for fear of drowning in his smugness, but I think of what he said at Wilting Daisy the other day.

      There are so few things in life that really make you feel, Anna. If someone makes you feel, don’t let your pride turn it away.

      “Can I bother you for a lift?” I ask.

      There, I’m rolling the ball to you, Maverick. Take it! My heart beats wildly at the silence that unfolds after I ask the question. Delilah pokes him in the ribs and he drops his arm from his perched position.

      He nods to her then turns and gives me the same nod. “Of course. I’ll pull around,” he says, giving me a short, curt smile.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Bold, can I get a lift Anna has left the building and in her place is a woman filled with self-doubt. He seemed reluctant.

      When he walks out the back, the door slams closed.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to lie or anything. I’ve been living in New York for ten years.” I drag my foot around one of the tiles on the floor and give a soft laugh. “I don’t really feel like I’m from here anymore.”

      She nods like she understands, and nods back to the doorway where Maverick stood. “How do you know Mav?”

      “Oh, uh, we went to high school together, sort of. He was um, two years older than me so we only shared two years. We um, also worked together. At the car wash.”

      “Oh,” she says, lightly, not knowing how powerful it is for me to admit this to her. She’s oblivious and there’s something so perfect about freeing myself of this secret to a person who doesn’t realize it’s severity. “Cool.”

      “Yeah,” I say, threading my arm through the paper bag handles. “Cool.”

      Oblivious to my now tight body language, Delilah keeps peppering details as she wipes the counter around the register. “I have three brothers and my middle brother Ry is Mav’s BFF.”

      I chuckle at the idea that Maverick, the metal molding slab of erotica in jeans, would call another man his BFF.

      “BFF, huh?” I ask with a smile, my brow lifting. I’m getting nervous butterflies learning things about Maverick.

      “For the last eight years.” She stops the rag over the counter and lowers her gaze to me. “They bonded over boring guy stuff.” She leans forward, balancing on one foot as she peers into the back room. Then she looks out the front window of the shop until she decides the coast is clear.

      “Welding,” she says in a partial whisper. “Mav is a welder so all they ever talk about is,” she turns her voice masculine “making cool shit.”

      I laugh at her impersonation and she does too. Just then, Mav pushes open the door, the tiny little bell making me jump. Or maybe it’s his silhouette in the doorway, the sun bleeding in around him like a fucking superhero, that makes me jump. I turn back to Delilah.

      She’s smirking. “The bell works. Annoying, but it works.”

      I nod. “It does.” I shove the bags higher up on my arm and outstretch my hand to Delilah across the counter. “Nice to meet you, Delilah.”

      She shakes my hand and beams, “you too, Anna.” Then, briefly, she touches the tip of her nose and nods conspicuously to me, her eyes narrowed. I laugh and match her disposition, committing to keep her opinion that Ry and Maverick are boring a secret.

      Maverick holds the door open for me and when I step out, I see his truck next to the curb, doors open. Then his fingers are on my skin, working the bags down my arm slowly and carefully. My breasts tingle as his rough fingertips smooth down the inside of my forearm as he works the straps towards my wrist.

      “Thank you,” I say, sounding breathless, feeling dizzy.

      “Are you okay?” he asks. I look up into his eyes, his tall body providing shade for me to see him.

      “Hot,” I lie, because I’m wearing a tank and shorts and Delilah’s had the air conditioner cranking. It is warm out but I’m nearly panting from him, not the weather. “How do you wear two layers of long sleeves in this weather?” I ask, finding a smile on my lips as I hand him back the bags that he pulled off my arm. He sets them in the back seat and shuts the door and for some reason, I stand back and watch him put the bags in.

      He follows me to the passenger side and shuts the door after I get in. My body is filled with unbridled electricity and the sheer intensity of how much I’m drawn to him scares me. It’s unmatched, and I feared that it would be.

      Because what if he isn’t looking to experience Anna 2.0? I don’t want to fall in love with the idea of something that can’t even be real. But when he climbs into the truck and it shakes under the weight of his corded body, I sigh.

      I want him. I want him so fucking bad. Irrational, desperate, foolish and scary, even. Whatever it is, I want him.

      “To the Inn?”

      I smile. “Perfect.”
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      Mav

      “Maybe her coming back to Oakcreek wasn’t fate. But seeing her randomly at Delilah’s? Then again at the Wilting Daisy two days later? The library, Café Paradise, the museum and then Sanderson’s house? And all the other places?” I shake my head, not wanting to hear Dr. Longo tell me even one more time that Anna and I reconnecting isn’t fate.

      “I don’t like titles. They bear weight. Precarious relations bear enough weight of their own burden. It doesn’t need more,” he says, scribbling on his pad. “And anyway, Maverick, only two of those were random. The rest of them were dates.”

      Yeah, you read that right.

      Anna and I had been seeing each other.

      The first two times, it was completely random. I gave her a ride back to the Ivy Inn and helped her take bags of food into her room. It was small and neat, nothing but a few pairs of shoes lined up against the wall and a zipped suitcase on the corner. She told me she got Charlie his favorite sandwich for recommending the place, so I went with her to take it to him.

      She didn’t ask me to go to the office with her. I didn’t ask if I could go. But there was some invisible magnetic field underneath us anytime we were near another. I felt it when we sat together at the desk in my shop. I feel it at the Inn, walking with her to take Charlie his sandwich. I’d fucking felt it all those years ago when I chose the seat next to hear in class.

      We didn’t talk too much that first time, but when I went to grab cookies at Wilting Daisy for, ironically, Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson, I saw her there. She was furiously working against her laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard as she talked on the phone, ear pods tucked into her ears. I almost didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to interrupt her but after she told me she’d been working just fine from her room at the Inn, it occurred to me that maybe she wanted to socialize. I nudged her with my knuckle then she invited me to sit, so I did.

      Two hours later, we seamlessly and naturally covered our favorite things to eat for breakfast which obviously led to favorite lunches and dinners, too. Food turned into music, music led to books and by the time we were approaching television, her phone rang. I was afraid it would break the spell we were under, just laughing with each other and learning about one another. But when she hung up, rather than nervously pack up and rush out in an air of regret, she raised her phone.

      Opening her calendar, she looked up at me and said, “do you have anything to do tomorrow night?”

      I didn’t need to check my calendar and while it possibly made me look like a pathetic loser to immediately respond HELL NO I DON’T, still, I did.

      “Hell no, why, what are we doing?” I asked, nudging her with my elbow.

      How could this amazing woman be so kind with me all of the sudden? So genuinely interested in me and enjoy me this much? I hadn’t even apologized for what I did yet. But now that she started giving me more and more of her, I was scared to apologize. Terrified it would break our spell.

      So I didn’t apologize. Instead, we met at the library the next night and read the back of books to one another. It turned into a game, where one had to guess the book title or genre after the other had read the blurb.

      I saw Anna’s playful side that night as she read dramatic book blurbs in a very poor Russian accent, making me snort so hard that the librarian hunted us down and actually shook her finger at us.

      “Fuck,” she slapped my clothed forearm, “you’re getting us in trouble. A finger wag from a librarian is like a flag from an umpire.”

      I laughed at that. A confused sports reference. Fuck this girl was embedding herself in my heart, so fucking cute and God damn beautiful. What I did to her, the apology she deserved, it kept me tethered to misery. Because as sweet and funny and beautiful as she is, she’s also smart and has integrity. What am I expecting? For her to fall in love with the asshole that made her move across the country and change her name?

      Still, I pushed down those thoughts to have time with her. Memorizing her soft laugh and the fruity smell of her platinum hair. Stashing those moments away for myself for when she comes to her senses and tells me this was a bad idea, being friends with an asshole like me.

      After the night at the library, we started hanging out regularly. A few times a week.

      By the time our seventh hang-out rolled around (yes, I count them), I found a quiet moment in between our uproarious laughter over my story about Daws’ Precious Moments figurine collection, I turned to her. We were at my shop on the particular date and I was showing her how a welding gun worked, after she debated with me whether it should actually be called a gun.

      “Just because there’s a trigger-like aspect, doesn’t make it a gun.” She took a bite of the slice of pie we’d gotten from the Wilting Daisy’s to share. “I wash my car with one of those hose nozzle things. It’s got a trigger. It’s not a gun.”

      When there was a bit of candied cherry and coarse sugar on her lip, her tongue grabbed it and pulled it into her mouth. Thank God because I was just about to wipe it with my thumb… then lick my thumb.

      I’d told her the welding gun was actually a gun and still, she debated, so once we ate and got pie to go, we came back to the shop. After proving her wrong and eating pie, out of nowhere, I took a small chance.

      “I like being friends with you,” I said, “and I want to keep growing this friendship we’re building.”

      She studied my face when I said that and I panicked for a moment, wondering if outwardly naming this thing we were doing was something she didn’t want to do. After she gave me a soft smile, though, she nodded.

      “Me too.”

      To get you up to speed, we had twenty-nine more hang outs after that.

      When she asked me to do something, I agreed immediately, without checking my work schedule or seeing if Ry needed me for anything. She came before it all. And it seemed to be the same for her, too, because even with the latest of notice, she agreed to see me every single time I asked.

      In total, we’d had thirty-six hang outs.

      I didn’t dare call them dates because she always paid for herself, we never hugged or even grazed shoulders. We texted a ton but never spoke on the phone and still, she called me Maverick, not Mav like my friends did. Even though our time together wasn’t defined by any terms or titles, I knew we were building more than the friendship we’d talked about.

      We were building more.

      An us.

      A different kind of us and it was fucking terrifying. It was scary because it felt like we were old friends and new friends, not old enemies. Those thirty-six hang-outs weren’t filled with hot air balloon rides and wine tasting, couples’ massages and beach trips. Rather, we did every day things, almost like things we’d do if we were together, living in Oakcreek.

      In that time, I studied her like I was earning a degree in Anna.

      I learned that she drank her coffee black, she hated country music, enjoyed running for both fitness and to clear her head, that her favorite TV shows are The Golden Girls and (brace yourself) Matlock, she doesn’t like to eat food that makes her feel messy (ribs and spaghetti), she doesn’t often drink but when she does she only drinks things that come in a glass bottle (so, no beer or cheap booze), she loves what her career has afforded her but she often is fatigued by the bustle and congestion of City life, her favorite color is royal blue, she doesn’t like seafood and she rigorously upholds the tradition of pinching people who don’t wear green on St. Patrick’s Day, despite the fact that she isn’t Irish. Willingly, with greedy hands and heart, I took in as much about her as I could. Asked as many questions as I could, listened as much as I could.

      We binged Netflix together, met for lunch, played frisbee, painted a wall in the Sanderson’s house together and I even brought her to my house, showing her the pergola I’d just built over my back patio. We shared spirits on the patio and I saw her eye the hammock out in the back yard on more than one occasion. But it was too soon for our bodies to be that near one another. A hammock was far too intimate. I firmly believed that she felt the cosmic pull between us and knew as soon as we allowed ourselves to really be in each other’s force field, that we’d get lost to it.

      That’s how I felt.

      Every moment together, passing her a napkin or laughing at The Golden Girls (which she promised was worth me watching, despite the fact I steer clear of comedies from the 1980’s featuring women in their sunset years), I felt high from how happy I was. And it never felt awkward to not talk about the fact that I was also looking for a new place to rent. She made it comfortable by having her assistant pull early-release listings for me and emailing them my way.

      Though I hadn’t apologized, everything else between us was easy, fun… beautiful, even. Being around her made me crazy. Good crazy. My heart pumped like wild, my pulse skittered, my chest in a constant state of giddiness as my dick struggled in my jeans every fucking moment.

      Her laugh made me hard.

      Her makeup-free face early in the morning with her short hair in a tiny bun—that made me hard too.

      I was falling in love with this girl, after a few fucking months.

      There has always been love inside me for her, even when she rejected me back then. This time though it has substance. Because this time it isn’t love from afar. Emotionally, I’m inside of her, learning her nuances and quirks, and loving her even more because of them.

      One of the things I like most about spending time with Anna is that I also get to spend time with Mr. Sanderson. He isn’t home much since his wife Evelyn has been living in an assisted living facility for a few months. Despite the fact he still has his wits and brain about him, I know to cherish and appreciate the time I spend with him. Soak up his knowledge and drink in his experiences before he’s gone.
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      Four months after she came to help her grandpa, Anna hadn’t mentioned going back to the City nearly as often as she did those first few times we spent together. Still, I hadn’t apologized so I didn’t feel like I had the right to ask her plans, despite the fact that I realized if she up and went back to New York, my life would be forever devastated.

      “Okay, Doc. Fine, no titles. But still, it just seems like what’s finally happening between us is right.”

      “Does she have closure on the past?”

      I drop my head to my hands and my elbows to my knees, pushing out a breath.

      “Maverick,” Dr. Longo starts.

      “There hasn’t been an opportunity. I mean, fuck,” I push to my feet and pace around the small office. “That’s bullshit,” I admit, as if Dr. Longo didn’t know. “I could’ve told her at any time but I didn’t want to. I’m afraid if I do, she will remember like really remember all the things that happened and not want to spend time with me anymore. Because right now its almost like she’s forgotten.”

      Dr. Longo scribbles on the notepad again then looks up to me, pen pressed to his lips for a moment. “I can’t tell you if she remembers or doesn’t remember. But I would find it unlikely that a woman changed her name and moved across the United States and doesn’t remember the trigger.”

      Fuck. Of course, he’s right. I mean, it’s kind of his job.

      “So, you think I should apologize now?”

      “I know you have feelings for Anna, Maverick. But let’s not lose sight of the fact that you’ve been nurturing these feelings for years. And contrasting that, you’ve been hurting yourself for years, too.”

      I shake my head. “Hurt, in the past.”

      He does the shrink nod, eyes closed. “My point, Maverick, is that you are getting lost in what she needs. Don’t forget, you need something too. You need to be free of the guilt you’ve chained yourself to and it’s clear to me that Anna is the only one who can free you from that.”

      I sigh and flop down onto the couch. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      He chuckles and I drape my arm over my eyes. “I’m scared,” I admit aloud.

      “Fear is normal. If we didn’t have fear, well,” Dr. Longo tosses his arms in the air and lets them fall down onto his desk. “The world wouldn’t make sense. Checks and balances,” he says, writing in the notepad again.

      “When are you seeing her again?” he asks, looking up from his notes.

      “Tomorrow,” I say, “helping Mr. Sanderson move into the home with Evelyn.”

      “How do you feel about that? I know you view Lloyd as a mentor of sorts.”

      Back in the sitting position, I shrug. “I’m glad he’s going to be with Evelyn.” I skate a hand up the back of my head, realizing I haven’t really allowed myself to feel this change. And I do feel it. “I hate that they are there, at that phase of life, but I understand.”

      Dr. Longo smiles softly. “Does Anna know how much her grandpa means to you?”

      I nod. “She does.”

      He leans back and his chair creaks, and then he swivels from side to side, contemplative look on his face. “This day will hold meaning for both of you.”

      “I’m not going to apologize tomorrow, Doc. It feels like the wrong time.”

      He shrugs. “Feel it out. The sooner the better, Maverick.”

      In five years, I think ‘the sooner the better’ is the most direct thing the Doc has ever said to me. It feels foolish to not take heed of that advice.

      “I will,” I say.

      The rest of the session is our normal maintenance and I leave his office feeling weary. I know he’s right but if Anna doesn’t want that apology, if she’s scared of reliving the past—our bubble will pop.

      But I have to risk it so that we can both get closure. Dr. Longo is right. I have to have it. I’ve come so God damn far.
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      Mav

      Saturday has been a hard fucking day. Mr. Sanderson only had a few boxes and one suitcase he was taking, so the actual moving wasn’t the hard part.

      Anna and Lloyd both insisted I go with them to the retirement home, despite the fact that I knew it would be an emotionally charged time. I didn’t feel like I belonged. I wasn’t avoiding an emotional moment—after working through self-harm, I tried my hardest to own the emotions that come over me rather than stifle them.

      It was hard because of Anna.

      While, yes, I did have a fucking hard-on just being around her, that’s not exactly it. After Lloyd had put his things in the truck, he went back in the house for his bible, leaving Anna and I standing with our backs to the grill of my pickup.

      “I know how special he is to you, Maverick,” she’d said, her eyes misty. “And vice versa. So don’t think you’re imposing or interrupting by coming with me, okay?”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. She realized what he meant to me, but to have her acknowledge it and think of me in an emotional time she could easily have to herself? It made the love spread but with it, the guilt grew.

      She was giving me more and still; I hadn’t given her the only thing we both needed.

      Dr. Longo had told me to feel it out, find a moment that was right.

      Now, after we’d shared a lunch with Evelyn and moved Lloyd’s few things into the home, I’m sitting in the cab of the truck, waiting for her to say goodbye. As she comes out, I notice the tip of her nose is pink and though we have not yet shown our new friendship in physicality, immediately I need to hug her.

      I need the hug as much as she does. She’s coming to terms with Lloyd and Evelyn’s age after having most of her contact with them from afar for ten years. I know how I feel about Lloyd and he isn’t even my blood. I can’t imagine how she feels.

      Slamming my truck door, I head out in her direction. When she looks up and sees me coming towards her, her bottom lip trembles. I make it to her and we stand, toe to toe, eye to eye for a moment, the air between us full of things unsaid.

      In cut off shorts and t-shirt with BIP screen printed over the breast, she looks so adorable. Peering down at her white converse, she tucks her hair behind her ears. Taking a breath, she looks up to me, her eyes moist.

      Unable to wait a moment longer, I wrap my arms around her and pull her into my chest. I hold her there as she slides her arms around my waist, her hand holding her opposite wrist. Her grip on me is just as tight. Her body gently lulls against mine a few times as she releases a few quiet sobs.

      The sound of her crying twists around my heart like barbed wire. I fucking hate it.

      I know that this cry is for life, and how sometimes the beautiful thing that we all partake in can also be sad and hard to wade through. At first, I try and fight the need to bury my lips in her hair, promise her it will be okay. I tell myself that this isn’t the time.

      But then, adrenaline and nerves and lust and love all blend together in a cocktail inside of me, a mix so powerful it would put absinthe to shame.

      Shifting my arms around her shoulders, I gently pull until there’s space between us. Her body radiates heat and sweetness and I know if my flannel didn’t cover my groin, there’d probably be a visible bulge in my jeans. I want her so fucking bad but more than just in this moment.

      I want her, all of her.

      I have to apologize.

      I stroke my thumb over her bottom lip. It trembles ever so slightly. Her blue eyes sparkle through the moisture and as my body grows warm and tingly, I know it’s now or never.

      “Anna,” I say, moving a hair off her forehead, smoothing my thumb and forefinger down the silky strand until the end. My heart is going a mile a minute. I can feel my pulse in my shoulders and face. Cupping her face in my palm, I smooth my thumb over her soft cheek.

      “I’m so sorry for everything I did to you back then. Every single stupid fucking thing. I don’t want to fuck up whatever it is that’s happening between us but fuck…” I trail off and shove a hand through my hair before taking her shoulder again.

      “I can’t go one more second without you knowing that I’m so fucking sorry. I know there’s no way to prove to you but... I’ve hated myself ever since I met you. Because I treated you wrong on day one and I knew I did. Because I could see how special you were. And you didn’t want me.”

      She opens her mouth but doesn’t speak. I stroke away the tear that breaks past her thick, dark lashes.

      “I just, I hated myself. And I’ve been working towards getting to this place. Where I could see you and apologize.” I swallow hard and my mouth is so God damn dry.

      “I was going to find you,” I admit, my eyes trained on hers. Her shoulders shake and tears break free more regularly now. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except you knowing how sorry I am. How much I regret it.”

      Attempting another dry swallow, I turn my head and take a deep breath. My hands threaten to shake. Her eyes are so blue. The most beautiful blue. Anna blue.

      “Anna, this weird, impromptu time we’ve spent together, it’s been the absolute hands down best time of my life. And I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve you. But I want you, I’m fucking selfish, I know, but I want you, Anna.”

      She blinks hard a few times. Her pink tongue slides across her bottom lip before she swallows.

      “I want you, too Maverick,” she says in a breathless whisper.

      I take a partial step back and turn my face away from hers as all the air inside of me rushes out in an exhale.

      “You do?” I ask with disbelief.

      She nods and bites her lip, but she takes my hands from her shoulders and links them with hers, between us.

      “But I’m scared to lose myself. I’ve come so far. I’m scared that I’ll get lost or…” she trails off and her eyes finally break from mine, wandering off to the asphalt next to us.

      “You can say it,” I say gently, not wanting her to feel like she can’t be honest with me.

      “The time we’ve spent together has been wonderful, Maverick. But what if the old you is in there somewhere,” she says, stepping close to me and lowering her voice to a whisper. “And you hurt me again?” she reaches up and cups my face with her hand, smiling softly, her eyes full of tears. “I don’t want to believe it but how can I know for sure that he is completely gone?”

      I place my hand on top of hers and move it back between us, weaving our fingers together. “I don’t know how I can prove it to you, Anna. But I will try. I will spend every day trying to prove that to you, for you to know I’m different and know I’m sorry. And hopefully to get a chance to be with you.”

      She rises to her toes and presses her hands into my chest. Heat branches out inside of me from where her hands are on me and my groin tightens, the want in the base of my spine starting to intensify. Then she kisses me, short but sweet. Her lips are so soft. Of course, they are.

      Fuck. I’m going crazy for more of this girl. I need more.

      “What would you do?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my lips brushing against hers as I stay leaned over her face. I want her lips but this is her moment, not mine. I can’t press her. I’ve already overwhelmed her with an apology and an admittance of wanting more with her.

      “What would you do,” she licks her lips, and studies her hands on my chest before looking back up to me. “To prove to me you’re not him?”

      “Anything,” I say honestly. “I’ll do anything.”
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      Anna

      I’m not just a box for him to check.

      I know that now.

      Maverick’s apology blew me away. Where I think most men would’ve settled on a handful of I’m sorry’s, his was a full-blown confession.

      He’d liked me. All those years ago, he fucking liked me. Mind blowing fact number one. Second one? He was going to find me an apologize. I can’t imagine after the serious bonding we’d done in the last few months that he’d make anything up.

      No, his apology was sincere, real, heart-felt.

      He didn’t just want to make sure I accepted his apology.  He went further than that, saying he’d do anything to get me to a place where I realized how remorseful he was.

      I asked him what he’d do while internally wondering what his limit was. I thought he’d want to draw up lines and boundaries where he could navigate his apology and remorse within, have a framework of what was expected of him in order for him to achieve forgiveness.

      That’s what I would have done. Needed an outline of what’s expected.

      Instead, he gave himself to me completely, no rules, nothing.

      “I’ll do anything,” he said, and there was so much raw emotion and desperation in his voice that I fucking knew he would do anything.

      Absolutely anything.

      Standing there in the parking lot, his eyes damp and his chest heaving nervously, I swallowed hard. He said he’d do anything, but I had to have the courage to ask for what I wanted.

      Anna fucking Blake demands what she wants. Anna Harmon begs.

      There’s got to be an in between. A way to fuse the two together. I have to do that if I want happiness.

      “Tomorrow,” I said, my pulse thudding in my ears. Sweat rolled down my spine as I shifted my weight on my feet nervously. “Meet me at the Inn after you get done with work.”

      He looked confused for a second but I didn’t know how to clarify. I tried to put his mind at ease. “We’ll talk about things and figure out how we move forward.”

      He brought our linked hands up and pressed his lips to my knuckles, making my body tingle. “Okay,” he said, nodding. “Tomorrow.”

      It felt like he knew that tomorrow was going to be important because we both fell pretty silent on the drive back to the grandpa’s to get my car.

      “Why don’t you stay at Lloyd’s now that he’s at the retirement community with your grandma?” Maverick asks as he throws the truck into park in the dirt driveway at my grandpa’s house.

      I hadn’t wanted to stay there before. So many photos of my parents hanging up around the house everywhere. And also, I felt like staying there took me back to being eighteen, living there while my life was riddled with pain from all sides. The year I lived there was the worst year of my life.

      I shake my head and give him a small smile from across the cab. The sun is floating down to the horizon and evening is closing in. Looking over at him, Maverick sits, running his hand through his hair while leaning against his door, eyes trained on me.

      Just having a casual conversation, he holds the bottom of the steering wheel with a loose grip and shoves his hand through his hair with the other, smoothing and finger combing as he waits for my response. So casual and nonchalant but watching the flex of his bicep, seeing his tight grip on the leather, how his thighs are parted under the wheel, the hair peeking up from his flannel—my body purrs for him. He is visual nirvana and something tells me he will be sexual nirvana, too.

      “I don’t mind the Inn,” I reply, not wanting to bring up the fact that Lloyd’s house feels like a tomb, smothering me in my past.

      He cocks his head to the side. “I noticed when I was in Lloyd’s today that there are a lot of photos of your parents everywhere,” he says, gently, as if reading a page out of my diary. The day has been emotional and his uncanny ability to read me sends me over the edge.

      Tears slip free and he rushes to raise the console and slide next to me.

      Just minutes before he’d hugged me for the first time. Three months we’d been seeing each other in a weird thing we’d not defined and now he was pulling me into his chest and then up in his lap, holding me tightly. It was like the damn was broken and all the physicality we’d yearned for was surfacing, unwilling to go unnoticed.

      He held me and I let him. I wiped tears with my palm and gripped his shirt.

      “It reminds me of then. You and Dani, and my parents,” I tell him honestly, not wanting to make him feel bad but also trying to balance the Anna’s inside me.

      Anna fucking Blake doesn’t lie about her feelings to soothe the feelings of any man. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to make you feel bad but the last time I stayed with Lloyd and Evelyn was a dark time in my life.”

      He kisses my temple and warmth spreads through my face, making my lips tingle. He lifts my chin with two fingers and presses his lips to mine, leaving a tender kiss on my mouth.

      “I’m so sorry, I will do anything to prove to you I’m not and will never be him again.”

      I nod. “I know. Tomorrow,” I say, sliding out of his lap to the passenger door. I need to get away from him before I give in.

      Mentally, I’m prepared to make him feel what he made me feel all those years ago. For him to taste my humiliation, to feel the raw hunger I had for him and then to just ignore it, the way he did to me.

      Physically, I want him. I want to fuck this man that I’m falling for but I can’t. Not yet. Not until he proves himself to me so that we can move forward.

      Pushing out of the truck, I lean down and peer in through the open door. “Tomorrow then. I’ll be at Lloyd’s all day, starting to clean and organize the place, then I’ll head back to the Inn around dinner.”

      “Call me if you need anything, otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow night, Anna.”

      I smile. “Okay, see you tomorrow Maverick.”

      I watch as he backs out and drives away. When his tail lights are nothing more than specks in the distance, I pull my phone from my pocket and call Dave.

      

      Over the last twelve weeks that Maverick and I had been getting to know one another and grow our relationship, I’d kept Dave well-informed. He thought I was, and I quote, “bat-shit crazy” to not have the physical part there because it’s so important. But until today, I wasn’t entirely convinced we were headed that way.

      But now I know. And course, Dave is right yet again.

      “He apologized,” I say quickly, as soon as Dave answers his phone.

      “And hello to you, too, Harmon,” he says on a laugh.

      “And he said he wants me; he wants a real relationship with me.”

      Dave makes a noise in his throat then says “do I get to say it now or should I wait?”

      I pull the keys from my pocket and get into my rental car, sliding into the driver’s seat I jam the key into the ignition on an exhale.

      Reluctantly, I say, “get it over with now.”

      “Okay,” Dave says, voice too chipper. He clears his throat dramatically. “I told you so,” he says, loud and stern. Then, in a sing-song voice, “I told you so, I told you so, I told you so.”

      “Alright! Enough!” I laugh, way too happy about Maverick’s apology and his confession to be annoyed by Dave being right. And anyway, I should be used to it by now.

      “Okay so, tell me about the apology. Gab to me, we both know you’re good at it.”

      “Honestly,” I sigh on a swoon, “I need to get back to the Inn before I can tell you everything because I may get emotional and I don’t want fuzzy eyes while driving.”

      Dave clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Ah, look at you, getting your cold heart romanced.”

      Smiling, because it is true, I say, “you’re right. And it’s so strange, Dave, because being with him feels like I don’t know—”

      “Fate?” Dave asks, but his tone isn’t chastising anymore.

      “I want the record to show that you used the word fate, not me,” I laugh as I navigate the ten-minute drive through town to get to the Ivy.

      I relay the day to Dave, because before he wants to hear about Mav, he wants to know how Lloyd settled in with Evelyn at the retirement community and I love him so much for wanting to hear that first. Finishing the story of Lloyd’s smooth transition, I go back to Mav as I enter my room at the Ivy.

      “What’s next then?” Dave asks.

      I drop my purse on the floor and kick off my sneakers before settling on onto the bed, my head pinching against my shoulder to support my phone.

      “Well, it’s painful for me to admit this part because—”

      “Oh wow. Don’t tell me I’m right about another thing,” Dave laughs boisterously.

      “Yeah, yeah. Hey, if you’re so damn smart, why are you still single?”

      Our playful energy seems to peter out and a more serious Dave instantly develops. “I don’t want to talk about me, okay Anna?” he says, his voice unwavering but low.

      “Yeah, okay. I’m sorry, Dave, I didn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” he responds on a forced laugh, but I take a mental note of how quickly he steers the conversation back to me. Is everything okay with Dave? He never seemed to be relationship-oriented and now that a mention of it is yielding this closed off demeanor, I wonder if I’ve been wrong.

      Maybe Dave does want a girl but just hasn’t been able to meet her yet? “Back to you. What’s the next part that I’m right about?”

      I swallow. “Merging the two Anna’s,” I say, feeling a bit ridiculous speaking of myself in the third person. A ridiculous narcissist is what I feel like, actually. “Jesus, listen to me.”

      Knowing how to tell me the truth and make me feel seen, Dave says the right thing.

      “This is an important time to think of yourself and be a little narcissistic. If this relationship is going to mean something more to you than friendship, it’s important you go into it being who you want to be.”

      “I’m thinking of putting our relationship under a twelve-week trial period,” I admit and it’s the first time I’ve said it out loud.

      The more time Maverick and I had been spending together, the more I’d thought about this very moment.

      Yes, I let myself think about the possibility of us, before I even knew how he felt. And every time old Anna wanted to talk me down, tell me there was no possible way Maverick wanted anymore more than atonement for his behaviors, new Anna was there reminding me of the important things.

      Like the kiss on the neck all those years ago. She remembered the warmth and nerves in his eyes when he poured his apology out, straight from his heart.

      I’d churned over Dave’s words so much that they could be butter by now. Ultimately, I realized he was right. Not only was I still both old Anna and new Anna, but I needed to stop separating the two. I needed to merge the pain and the naivete of old Anna with the power and resolve of new Anna and find comfort, love and self-respect in the woman created from that merge.

      I could forgive Maverick verbally and we could date. But Anna fucking Blake took issue with blindly giving trust. It would take time for that to happen.

      In that time, I needed Maverick to gain the expensive knowledge of understanding.

      Expensive knowledge, you know, the stuff you learn from living something. I could tell you how getting bullied changed my psyche but if you were bullied? You’d obviously understand much better than you would from just hearing a story second-hand. That is expensive knowledge.

      I didn’t want to bully Maverick. Obviously, we wouldn’t come to some insane agreement where I adult-bullied him until I felt satisfied. That’s insane.

      Instead, I thought of a way for Maverick to experience the things I felt.

      Humiliated.

      Trapped.

      Anxious.

      Longing.

      Because at the core of the bullying, he did want me. Maverick admitted it. He liked me and in the shy and poor communicative culture of high school, we simply had a misunderstanding between us that started it all. So, in addition to the obvious things, I also wanted him to long for me the way I realize now I longed for him.

      I didn’t lie to Dave, there would be a twelve-week trial period to our newly defined relationship.

      In that time, I planned for us to actually date. Some of that would still look the same but this time there would be actual dates in there, too. We could get to further know one another and we would have to tear apart all the things that happened between us in the past, too. We’d have to talk through it to get over it.

      But in that time, I planned something else for Maverick.

      I planned to put him in a cage and keep him locked up for those twelve weeks.

      No, not like I put him in a cage and hold him in my Inn room in a it puts the lotion on its skin type of way.

      I’d put his cock in a cage and show him what it’s like to be trapped, unable to take what you want, unable to stop the pain that wraps around you.

      It was the perfect instrument that embodied everything I needed him to experience.

      The humiliation of being locked up. I felt confined to his bullying when working together.

      Being physically trapped in the thing that both hurts you and makes you feel good. The same way I could never tell on Maverick for what he did because there were times when he made me feel so good.

      The anxiety that comes with the unknown. He’ll not know how or what I or his body are going to do at any given time, the same way I never knew if I was walking into a torturous day or a calm one.

      Longing to be out of the cage to seal our connection physically, with him inside of me. The longing for the trial part of us to be in the past, with only our future on the horizon. The way I always longed for him to stop, to see me with softness, not with anger.

      Twelve weeks is how long we’ve been growing our friendship and hanging out.

      Twelve more weeks will be our trial period, and if he can make it to the end of those three months without having snapped from the intensity of being caged that long, then I will accept his apology and trust him, indefinitely.

      But for old me to marry new me, for me to be happy with myself and respect myself, I need this.

      I need to see how sorry he is.

      I need to see what he’ll really do for me.
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      When I told Anna that I’d do anything for her ultimate forgiveness, for her to give me a chance at a real relationship with her, I meant it.

      Well, I wouldn’t fucking murder someone but outside of things that would get me sent to prison, I would do anything.

      She asked me to meet her at the Inn, in the room she’d been staying in for going on five months. I understood not wanting to stay at Lloyd’s because of all the memories, but I really didn’t like her staying in that tiny room in that place. Yeah, no one was ever there but that also meant that if something did happen, no one would be there.

      But despite the fact that I felt like we were headed down a serious path already, I couldn’t offer for her to stay at my place. It was too soon for her.

      I knocked on the door twice, my heart racing. Every single time I was going to meet her, my heart did that. Butterflies were in my stomach. My palms got sweaty. I’d never shoved my hand through my hair until now, and now it’s all I did.

      Anything to diffuse this all-consuming energy I have inside of me for her.

      She pulls the door open and motions me inside with a smile. Wearing black leggings and an off-the-shoulder plum color t-shirt exposing a corner of silky smooth skin, her short hair is up in a tiny ponytail, strands loose everywhere. Her blue eyes are bright and face is free of makeup. She is completely herself and its seriously hot.

      I know in this moment, without a single inkling of doubt, that I love her.

      I’ve thought about it before. Many times.

      But this is the moment where I can actually feel love surging through my veins, making my heart throb. Fuck, now I understand why they call people heart throbs. Some people really are.

      She motions me again and I drag my palm down my mouth, past my chin, shaking my head.

      “Anna, you’re so beautiful,” I say, feeling a bit embarrassed by the unexpected rush of emotion that fills my voice. Her lips turn down in an exaggerated pout as she reaches out and pulls me into the room by the wrists. Her petite foot nudges the door closed as she wraps her arms around my waist and presses her cheek to my chest.

      “That’s so sweet of you to say, thank you,” she says, her voice soft.

      “You are, Anna. You always have been. I’m not even giving you a compliment. I’m just stating a fact. You are fucking beautiful.”

      I dip my head down and find her lips with mine, loving the little moan she does when we make contact. When she breaks the kiss, I see her eyes move quickly between mine and she bites at the corner of her mouth.

      “Let’s talk,” she says, and even though I know this isn’t a brush off or the end or a break up, still, my stomach grows achy with nerves.

      She leads me by my hand to her bed and we sit on the edge. Breaking our connection, she leans down over the edge of the bed and rises up with a small black box. She sets it on the bed between us. I don’t move for it. Her fingers drum over the box as she gives me a sly, small smile, eyes tamped down on mine.

      I swallow, and with that look, those nerves in my belly morph into excitement. I don’t know why but my body tingles and my cock twitches.

      “Alright,” I say, smoothing my palm over my hair. I force myself to not trace the bare curve of her neck down to the slope of her exposed shoulder with my eyes. I stay focused on her incredible blues.

      “We’ve become friends and interested in each other romantically in the last twelve weeks, would you agree?” she asks, her lips in a thin line as she waits for my response. My dick thickens. I like this business side to Anna. I’ve only caught glimpses but it’s sexy as hell.

      “I would agree.”

      “But as much as you want to have a romantic relationship with me, equally, you want me to accept your apology for what happened between us in the past because you need that for your own mental health, would you agree?”

      Slowly, I nod at the words. “And yours. But yes, I agree.”

      “Okay,” she matches my nod and I wonder if she has a Dr. Longo of her own because she does the shrink nod pretty damn well. “I also am interested in you, I also need to accept your apology for my own mental health, so we’re the same there.”

      “Okay,” I say, unsure of what’s up her sleeve or going on in her mind. The woman has an incredible poker face.

      “You want me to know that you’re a completely different person from the man you were back then and you also want me to know that you understand the pain you caused and that understanding is my guarantee that it won’t happen again, right?”

      I snort and shake my head. “Anna, of course it won’t happen again. I would never—”

      “I don’t mean you’re going to bully me again,” she says, voice still unwavering. “I mean, basing our emotions off of miscommunications. We have to communicate.”

      I nod. It’s fucking sickening to think had she and I just exchanged a few more sentences back then, maybe our lives would both look dramatically different.

      Maybe we’d be married with kids by now.

      Because when I’m being honest with myself, I don’t see any version of me that doesn’t include her.

      “With all of that said, I’ve come up with a way for you to atone and prove to me you understand and that you are sorry and I’m worth more than how you made me feel then.”

      I nod. “Anything.” I swallow hard. “Anna, I’ll do anything.”

      “We’ll start dating. We will have twelve weeks to date. At the end of twelve weeks, we can decide where we stand on everything.”

      My brows pinch together and I can feel my forehead wrinkle. I scratch the side of my jaw.

      “Uh, I mean, that sounds great.”

      She laughs and then drums her fingers over the box.

      “You’ll stay in this for those twelve weeks and in that time, you will prove to me just how far you’ll go. What you’ll let me do to you and how far your limits can be pushed.”

      My eyes go to the black box that sits between us. No bigger than a coffee mug, I look up at her. “I’m a little big for that,” I say, a bit confused.

      She takes the box off the comforter and puts it on her lap. Looking up at me, she asks if I’m ready. I have no idea but I nod.

      “Yes, anything to get me closer to being with you,” I admit, honestly.

      She leans forward and we share a short kiss. My groin pulls.

      Slowly, she lifts the lid off the box and exposes the contents.

      As soon as I lay my eyes on it, I know exactly what it is.

      I’ve never worn one but I’ve seen plenty of them in porn and on Reddit.

      Anna wants to lock my cock in a chastity cage for twelve weeks.

      When I look back to her, there’s a darkness in her eyes I haven’t seen before and God, it makes me hard. I was already half hard from just seeing her bare shoulder and big blue eyes but now?

      Anna has been thinking of my cock in this, I think to myself as I lift the cage from the box and hold it out between us, smirking.

      “This means you want to see each other naked,” I say, quirking one brow at her. She nods and licks her lips. Damn, she isn’t playing around. I thought she’d want to move snail speed but this? I clear the growl of delight from my throat as I study the metal cage.

      “Like I said, we’ll be dating. Boyfriend and girlfriend,” she says with a girlish smile before she continues. “Boyfriends and girlfriends usually pleasure each other. So, we’ll do that.”

      “Kinda hard to do that in this,” I say, turning the metal cage in my hand, inspecting the ring my cock and balls have to slip through to get the thing on.

      She clears her throat and for the first time since telling me her plan, she seems nervous and maybe a little shy. Fuck that’s cute. I think it’s incredibly sexy that she came up with this plan for us to both get closure from the past. When I said I’d do anything, I meant it, but this plan? It fuses the past and the future, the apology and the forgiveness, and it gives us intimacy, too.

      It is fucking perfect.

      “Well, that’s part of it. Maybe you have to go without. Maybe you have to experience what it feels like to have something at your fingertips but not be able to actually have it.” She moves her tongue over her bottom lip as her eyes tamp down on my mouth.

      “And maybe you need to strain against this,” she takes the cage from me and I watch her delicate fingers work the curve of the metal, “while I strain against you. Maybe part of your forgiveness comes from me getting to torture you.”

      She sets the cage on the bed and leans in, teasing my lips before kissing up my jaw. “I won’t bully you, Maverick, but I’ll drive you insane in that cage. And that kind of torture is hard to endure.”

      My head drops back on my shoulders. All I can feel is the zip of electricity everywhere her lips touch. I moan softly as she continues working her lips down my throat.

      “I took the torture then. You take it now. At twelve weeks, if you still want me, I’m yours. But if you ask to get out of the cage before then, I’ll know that you won’t do anything for me. That you want to but you aren’t capable.”

      “That won’t happen,” I say quickly, picking my head back up and grabbing her by the back of the head. I pull her down to my lips and kiss her, my tongue stealing across hers on the first contact.

      She moans into my mouth and bites my bottom lip, keeping it between her teeth as she struggles to say, “it better not.”

      We make out like that for a little while and my dick is too hard. I haven’t been with a woman in nearly a year so heavy make out sessions threaten to ruin me these days. Pulling back, I take a breath and smooth my hand down my face with a chuckle.

      “Fuck, Anna. I’m going to need a minute to catch my breath.”

      Her full lips are swollen and her nose is pink from rubbing against my face. It is so fucking hot that she wants my cock locked up. And the fact that I find it sexy as hell only further plays to my idea that we’re fated for one another. Because I’m pretty sure even Ry wouldn’t lock up his dick for a woman.

      I’m pretty sure no man I know would give sexual control to a woman in that way.

      But I will. She can do whatever she wants to do to me.

      “I’m not a monster,” she says, turning the cage over in her hands, playing with it casually as if it were a koosh ball or a pencil. “So, here’s how it’s going to work.”

      “Fuck, baby, I like it when you take control like this.” I take a risk calling her baby, but when she doesn’t refute it, pride swells inside of me.

      She’s almost mine.

      She smirks and her eyes go dark. “You say that now.”

      God damn, my cock lifts against my jeans and it’s all I have not to palm myself over the top of my pants and flannel.

      “You’re going to get naked now and I’m going to suck your dick. That way, you’ve just had a release when you go in the cage.”

      I skate a hand up the back of my head. I assumed this day would come but because prospective relationship with Anna seemed far fetched not long ago, I hadn’t prepared myself for it. Not really.

      I haven’t taken my shirt off in front of anyone in five years.

      Even when I wear short sleeves, underneath I always wear a long-sleeved Henley.

      But I said I’d do anything and that included exposing the things I’d done to myself the last five years. I’d not done it for a year, true, but the years of hate were seared into my skin for anyone to see.

      “You don’t look very excited for someone who’s about to get a blow job,” she says, a little sadness in her tone. “Are you having second thoughts about this?”

      “No,” I blurt out immediately, wanting to squash any possible doubt she has for concocting this deal. “I fucking love this. I see how it will give you what you need and I see how it will show me what I need to see and I love it. I think it’s so bad ass, Anna, that you came up with this.”

      There’s hope in her eyes at those words.

      “But?” she asks.

      I smooth a hand up the back of my neck and over the top of my head, pulling at the ends of my hair. With a heavy sigh, I start to work the buttons of my flannel. “I haven’t taken my clothes off in front of anyone in a long fucking time.”

      She blinks, looking confused at my sudden nervous turn. “Didn’t you say you dated someone not that long ago?”

      I had told her about how a year ago I’d dated a girl for six months or so. She’d told me about the last man she dated, and it was about the same time as me—six months prior to her arriving in Oakcreek.

      I nod. “Yeah, but I didn’t take my clothes off in front of her.” The flannel is unbuttoned so I pull it off, sleeve by sleeve, nothing left between her eyes and my skin except the Henley.

      “You had sex with your clothes on?” she asks, confused.

      “My shirt, yeah.”

      She nods slowly. I take a deep breath and grip the back of my shirt by the neck and tug it off over my head.

      First her eyes go to my chest, which looks even more muscular considering I’d started really lifting weights after spending time with Anna. Trying to redirect some of my jerk-off energy into something productive and it had paid off… because there was a lot of lifting.

      Her eyes roam freely down my chest, taking in each ab, following the happy trail of light brown hair to the top of boxer briefs, which stick up from my pants just an inch.

      “God, Maverick, you’re so—” and then her eyes make contact with my arms, which hang at my sides, my balled-up shirt in one hand.

      Her eyes roam over the length of the insides of my arms, up to the arm pit and down to the wrist. Once she studies one arm, she looks over to the other, her mouth opening further.

      Slowly, she reaches for my wrists and pulls my arms out, holding them at an angle down between us.

      I swallow hard, afraid to meet her eyes, afraid to see her reaction.

    

  







            Chapter 22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      Mav

      “Maverick,” she says, her voice hushed and tender. “Look at me.”

      I swallow again, forcing the emotion down. I hadn’t expected to feel emotional showing someone my scars but it feels like she isn’t just seeing scars, rather, she’s seeing my flaws, my pain and my guilt.

      I’ve never felt more vulnerable.

      “Look at me, please,” she whispers.

      I look up and find her eyes full of moisture, tears staining her cheeks, lip trembling. My wrists still in her grip she lifts my arms another few inches while keeping her eyes trained on mine.

      “What is all this?” she asks, a fresh pair of tears swimming down her face.

      Her lashes are wet and her nose is already growing pink. I struggle to get out of her grip—she doesn’t want to let me go—but I do and I cup her cheek.

      “Don’t cry, I’m okay,” I tell her, letting her guide us to the bed where I lie on my back and immediately, she climbs over me, straddling me.

      I close my eyes as she smooths her fingertips over the minefield of scars that take up all of the real estate on the insides of both of my arms. Divots, bumps, jagged skin—however you’d describe it, it was all of blur of melted skin that had been burned and reburned, again and again for an entire year.

      “Were you—is this from…” she tilts her head and the tears flow so freely that I have to hold back my own emotion. “Were you burned?”

      “Yes,” I reply right away.

      “Were you in a fire?” she asks, her voice so timid and scared that it threatens to break me. I want brave, assertive Anna back.

      I clear my throat. Communication, she said.

      “I burned myself with cigarettes and other things,” I hear myself saying but it sounds so strange because I haven’t ever said those words. Not even to Dr. Longo. He knew without me needing to say the words.

      “I’ve been recovered from self-harming for a year,” I start to say but her sharp gasp makes me sit up, pushing myself up on my elbows.

      “You did this to yourself?”

      I nod. “I was trying to process a lot of shit. My dad’s shitty parenting did a number on me then he died before we had any resolution.” Lying back on the bed I stare up at the popcorn ceiling. “And what I did to you.”

      I feel her fingers smooth up and down both of my arms, her knees still pinned to my waist in a straddle.

      “Me?”

      I nod and blink hard a few times but I’m not made of fucking stone. Even talking about the time in my life where I was hurting myself and punishing myself—it stirs up shit and moisture clouds my eyes. A tear rolls down my cheek and Anna rocks to her knees, kissing me quickly, trapping the wetness between her lips and my face.

      I nod again, trying to gain a second to compose myself. “I hated myself for what I did to you, Anna. I hated myself every fucking second of the day.”

      “Maverick,” she says quietly, still unable to stop touching my scars.

      “I’m okay now, Anna, please, don’t worry. I’ve um,” I clear my throat and blink again, now feeling a release from the truth. Fuck, it’s a cliché, but I do feel freer by the moment.

      “I’ve been in therapy for five years. Three years in we really got through some of the hard shit, that’s when the self-harm started. We worked through that, too. I still go every week.”

      She freezes. Fuck. Was that too much honesty and did I fling some real truths too soon? Time seems to slow and I wonder if I’ve over-shared.

      “That’s amazing, Maverick,” she finally whispers, the moves her lips up and down my scarred arms.

      She spends the next ten minutes working her soft lips all over my scars on both of lims. Her nails move down the sides as her lips and tongue swipe over my warm skin. My scars aren’t erogenous zones—I can’t feel much under these burns. But the tender care she shows me—it makes my heart fucking skip. My blood rushes fast. My cock throbs.

      When she’s done, she wraps her hands under my pants and boxer briefs and directs me to lift my hips. For a small woman, I am surprised to see her take them down in just three tugs.

      The light in the inn room is dull and with an amber tint, which shines down on Anna’s side, making her look like a fucking seventies pinup.

      “Anna,” I groan, because I have to do something with all the extra air in my lungs. My chest is heaving. I’m buzzing with the need to feel those pouty, assertive, beautiful lips around my cock.

      “Maverick,” she breathes against my inner thigh, where she begins running slow, intentional circles with her tongue over the soft skin hiding there.

      “Fuck, Anna, your mouth is on me,” I say, in disbelief, not feeling even one bit embarrassed that I admitted my shock out loud.

      This was the far away dream. And it’s mine.

      I won’t ruin this.

      She moves her mouth to my balls where she laps at them slowly as she simultaneously rolls them in one palm. I stifle a moan as to not get too worked up. I’ll be lucky to make it five minutes at this point.

      She giggles against my shaft, her lips dragging up with a trail of spit.

      “Fuck, you are so hot right now,” I say, weaving my fingers into her messy blonde hair. She moans, her throat vibrates gently around my cock as she moves me in deeper.

      “Oh God, Anna,” I breathe out, my core flinching and flexing as my back and groin start to grow warm.

      She releases me from her throat, keeping just the head of my cock in her mouth. Her tongue circles my swollen crown and I feel the precome pool at my slit. Her tongue takes it and she licks her lips, dipping back down into my lap.

      “Fuucckk,” I groan as she takes me in again until I hit the back of her throat. I hear her swallow; I feel her throat suction down and milk me and fuck!

      “Anna, I’m getting close,” I pant, realizing this is a pathetic amount of time but I cannot help it. She’s way too fucking perfect. And just so happens to also be good at blowjobs.

      She pulls off my cock, wrapping her hand around it, and starts to pump it slowly. “I want to taste your come, Maverick. I want to feel you orgasm on my tongue,” she says in a raspy whisper.

      My jaw is open but I can’t form words and then she’s got her lips on my cock again, head slowly lowering.

      “Oh God, Anna,” I moan, holding her head in both of my hands, keeping her hair out of her face so I can see her beautiful mouth work my cock. God what a fucking sight. My God damn dreams come true.

      And that’s the thought—the sappy emotional epiphany that she is the girl of my dreams—that pushes me over.

      My fingertips curl into her jaw as my belly pulls tight and my spine begins to half-moon in euphoria.

      “Anna, I’m going to come. Baby, oh God, I’m coming.”

      And fuck do I come. And this beautiful woman swallows and swallows until my throbbing and pulsing and moaning and cursing comes to an end. Feeling her lips against my body and my cock being gently constricted by her throat, God damn I come so hard. Like, even though I was lying flat I had to blink my way back from nearly passing out type of orgasm.

      She kept me in her mouth until I softened and kissed my lips tenderly before disappearing to the bathroom for a moment. I thought at first, she may be brushing her teeth—which, I guess wouldn’t bother me. Some people didn’t want to keep the taste of their partner in their mouth. Okay.

      But when she emerges just a moment later with a washcloth and soap and the most adorable fucking grin on her face, I know she wasn’t brushing.

      “Washing you up before I lock you up,” she says softly as she knees her way towards me on the bed, looking adorable in her little black leggings.

      “Anna, you’re unbelievable,” I say, running my hand up her soft thigh as she aligns herself next to me.

      Ignoring the compliment, she wraps her washcloth-covered hand around my cock and pumps me gently, water dripping down my groin.

      “Is it weird having me see you naked and handle you like this after literally not touching each other at all for three months?” she spits out, chewing her lip a bit nervously.

      I laugh and lift my head so I can give it a resounding shake no. “Not at all. I feel comfortable with you.”

      She gives me a devious little smile. “And I’m sure it helps that you have a perfect cock and glorious body.”

      I smile. “That, too.”

      Her hands cease movement and she tilts her head, a serious expression on her face. “Thank you for sharing yourself with me.” She looks to my arms and then refocuses her attention on the washcloth and my dick in her hands.

      “Alright, baby, lock me up. I’m ready to breeze through these twelve weeks and make you mine.”

      She smiles at me. She doesn’t say anything but her eyes sparkle.
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      Anna

      There has not been a single man in my life so far to look as good naked as Maverick does. Seriously. I know he lifts weights with his buddy Ry but pair that with working with his hands all day and damn. Seriously, damn.

      He was so willing to get naked and agree to my plan, eager almost. His initial reaction was something I had worried about when presenting my plan to him. I’d prepared for him to make a face or be uncomfortable or even want to bail.

      Instead, my idea was met with pleasure and Maverick immediately agreed. The only hesitancy he showed wasn’t related to us or our deal, rather, he was hesitant to take his shirt off in front of me.

      I wouldn’t even say he was hesitant as much as I’d say he was nervous.

      “I haven’t taken my clothes off in front of anyone in a long fucking time.”

      It confused me as to why he made a point to say that but as soon as I saw his arms, my mouth dropped open. My heart plummeted and I couldn’t help the tears from flowing.

      All those long-sleeved Henley’s. All of the flannels.

      That is his style, with worn jeans and boots, neatly combed hair. He has the whole I work with my hands but have good hygiene and am a sexy bad boy type of vibe.

      But now I know the style is also a shield.

      I want to ask him everything. Find out all there is to know about how the burning started, what his doctor did to help him, how his mental state has evolved from then until now.

      I will ask all the things. In good time. That’s what the twelve weeks are for. Add his self-harm to the list of things we are working through.

      Though it felt like one more thing stacking up the wall between us, I chose to view it as another thing to overcome together, to strengthen us together.

      Because if he hurt himself because of what he did to me, then I was part of that. I caused that, too, in some form or another.

      “We will work through all the hard shit we’ve been avoiding,” I told him after he worked himself into that cage that night.

      Originally, I thought I’d put it on—the first form of torture. But even with my clothes on and no sexual intentions in my eyes, every time I even sat on the bed next to Maverick he got hard.

      He asked me to wait in the bathroom because “even you looking at me makes me hard, Anna”. I won’t lie, it felt good to hear that. And it’s not because I don’t know that I’m a beautiful, smart woman. I know I am. But to Maverick, I wasn’t sure how he felt and what he saw.

      Knowing now that he’s into me, it hits a different way learning how much I turn him on. It feels good.

      When he called out to me to tell me he was ready, my pulse quickened. He put the cage on but remained completely naked, sitting on the edge of the bed with just one dim light on.

      As hot as the whole idea was to him, it was insanely hot to me. I wasn’t even prepared for how hot it was.

      Pushing open the door, I took three steps before my eyes connected with his. One eyebrow lifted and a small smile curled his lips before he nodded down towards his lap.

      Wringing my hands together nervously in front of me, I slowly let my eyes go to his groin.

      A thick metal ring held his cock and balls in place, with a small brass lock poking up from the top of the metal enclosure. Already impressive in size, I bend down and inspect how full his balls look being strangled by the metal ring. With the tip of my pinky finger, I touch his skin where it is exposed through the open slots in the cage and he groans.

      I laugh and shake my head. “Day one and you just came,” I say with a goofy grin. “Yet already groaning.”

      He shakes his head too and I love how happy and calm he looks. It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him.

      “Anna,” he says, fighting the smile, wanting to be serious. “We’re doing this. This,” he moves two fingers between our torsos and I can’t help but wonder, are those the two fingers he’d use if I asked him to finger me right now?

      “This between us, we’re doing this.” He looks down to the cage and up at me. “I’ve said it before and I said it again. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you to trust me and forgive me, Anna.”

      “I know,” I say, smiling shyly, coiling my hands together in my lap.

      “Oh no,” he laughs, taking my hand from his thigh, he pulls me onto his lap. “You just got to see me naked and suck my cock, you’re not going shy on me now.”

      Smiling, I weave my fingers through his hair behind his head as I slowly rock my hips over his cage-covered cock.

      He moans into my mouth as he kisses me, our height difference great enough that even on his lap, he’s still taller than me.

      Through the frenzied and perfect making out, Maverick works my hands from his neck down his chest to his hips then back on his thighs.

      “Anna,” he says against my lips, neither of us wanting to stop kissing and tasting the other. “I want to taste you.” His hands smooth up my leggings and quickly but painfully, I back off his lap, scrambling to my feet and walking backward until I connect with the wall.

      I want it so much tonight that I know if I don’t put distance between us, I’ll give in.

      The vulnerability he displayed when telling me about his self-harm and therapy—it was sexier than chopping wood in the sun. It was sexier than a filled-out speedo. Sexier than a single dad lifting his child into his arms. Sexier than a Duke on a historical romance cover.

      That sexy.

      “No more tonight,” I say, trying to calm my aching body.

      “Is that what you want?” he asks, tilting his head towards my chest where I look down and see my extremely hard nipples.

      “They always look like that,” I say with a sly smile.

      He just shakes his head. “I’ve been lowkey checking out your tits for three months, Anna. I know your nipples aren’t hard unless you’re cold. Or turned on.”

      How he just sists there, bare naked, most intimate part of him not only locked up but on display and still, he’s casual and warm. It blows my mind. There’s not a man out there like him and I know I’m lucky.

      “Fine,” he says, after I shake my head with a defiant no, he starts to put his clothes on, eyeing me with a smirk on his lips.

      “Tell me how you came to this idea. I’m curious,” he says, slowly tugging on his jeans one leg at a time. His boxer briefs are on but still banded around his thighs and seeing him get dressed while still exposed—fuck, it’s hot. He’s hot. This is hot.

      His question gives me an opportunity to distract myself from his sexiness, and I already have the taste of him in my mouth to get me through the inevitable orgasms I’m going to give myself the minute he’s out of here.

      Needing the moment to catch a breath and not get drunk off the sight of Maverick locked up—how long does it take to get dressed?!—I tell him the whole story then kiss him goodbye. I may or may not have watched him pull out of the parking lot before squealing with excitement.

      Then I laid in bed and remembered his facial expressions as I told him about browsing chastity cages. He looked both scared and excited, mouth open, head bobbing.

      The cage I decided on was polished steel in jailhouse style, with stripes of metal and open space alternating in the direction of his shaft. At the tip there was a small opening exposing some of his head—to keep him frustrated and wanting. To keep him aching and needing.

      Seeing him in it tonight, I knew I chose the right one. He looked fucking edible in it.

      I was so turned on by the idea of the cage that I couldn’t even allow myself to think about when the twelve weeks were over and I’d have all of him, no barriers, emotional or physical, between us.

      I tried not to lose sight of the fact that he could want to quit.

      Twelve weeks is a long time for a man to not fondle himself. I didn’t have a brother growing up but a locker room in the City of a public gym made me privy to a lot of personal information that gossips had no problem openly swapping. Add in alcohol and company parties, the sex talk was abundant. Long story short, I learned men abuse themselves way too often.

      I also reminded myself that he maybe could make it through the twelve weeks only to discover he doesn’t feel the way he thought he did.

      But I’d never been as determined as I was now to heal myself, be the one Anna I wanted.

      That required going through all the painful points in our past. After that, I’d take Maverick for myself.

      If he still wanted me.
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      Mav

      Week One

      Monday morning rolls around and I wake feeling excited, happy and rejuvenated. I have her. Finally, after years of reliving my mistakes and wishing things were different, I have her.

      If what I have to do to prove myself to her is wear this cage and endure forms of torture then I’ll do it.

      Sure, the longest I’ve really ever gone without jerking off has been a week. But knowing that at the finish line of this thing is Anna? She could’ve locked me up for a year, I swear to God, I would’ve agreed to it.

      It’s a mental test, I think, and I find myself feeling quite strong after all my years with Dr. Longo.

      I can handle it.

      Today, we’re meeting at Lloyd’s house to start cleaning it out and putting things in storage. Anna had called me last night, kind of upset after her visit with Lloyd and Evelyn yesterday.

      She’d said that Lloyd spoke frankly with her about Evelyn, for the first time.

      “She’s worse than he led me to believe. He says he’s never coming back to the house because he needs to be there with her and I feel like shit because, I should’ve been here. I should’ve been here this whole time to soak up the last years with them.”

      Hearing her soft sobs through the phone threatened to crack my heart. I hated hearing her sad but I hated that I was responsible for instilling the self-blame mechanism inside of her.

      “You graduated and lived your life, Anna. That’s what all high school graduates do. Evelyn was wonderful then; you aren’t a psychic and I won’t let you punish yourself for a crime you didn’t commit.”

      There was a silence after I said that.

      I wondered if I overstepped, but I wanted to be real with her. She’d been real with me.

      “I was so worried about myself, putting distance between me and my problems that I didn’t even think of them at all, Maverick. The people that took me in after my parents died. I didn’t give them a single fucking thought.”

      I didn’t let a moment sit. I wanted to prove to her that I firmly believed the words I spoke about her. I didn’t need time to wrestle thoughts.

      “Anna, I ruined three years of your life and your parents died. You had to leave, you had to do that for you and they don’t hold any of it against you because it was just you living your life.”

      She gives a meek “yeah” but I know she isn’t convinced.

      When we ended the call, I had a good idea of the work I had cut out for me in the next twelve weeks. Make her see her guilt is unfounded.
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        * * *

      

      I make it up the creaking old porch and as I’m about to pull the screen door back, the front door opens and there she is.

      Standing against the door frame, light illuminating her from behind, one of Anna’s arms is over her head, braced against the doorway, the other on her hip. She’s wearing the tiniest of jean shorts and a black tank top, fitted to her body. Her face is free of makeup and her feet are bare. Around her neck is a tiny silver necklace and on that necklace?

      A tiny silver key.

      She rolls her bottom lip under her teeth. “Good morning,” she says, and I see now her hair is freshly washed, some parts still damp. God, she looks good. And for the first time, my cock struggles inside the cage, wanting to get hard for how she looks but unable to do anything but… ache.

      Shifting on my feet, needing to adjust but not knowing how to even give myself any relief, I groan as I move my hand down my face.

      “You look beautiful this morning,” I say, my voice coming out a bit more unnerved than I intended. She giggles and fingers the key on her necklace.

      “I like your necklace,” I tell her, then I enjoy the shade of embarrassment that spreads through her cheeks.

      Walking past her into the house, I try hard to not smell her because God damn it if her smell doesn’t make me hard and I can’t get hard. I cannot get hard. The reality of this cage begins to settle in as Anna closes the front door and presses her back to it.

      She scrunches her nose. “Is the key around my neck too bold?” Then, more to herself than to me, she adds, “no one will know what it’s for and if anyone asks, I can say it’s to a lock box or something.”

      I cock a brow.

      “What?” she asks, pushing off the door to glide into me, wrapping her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek to my chest. I kiss the top of her head and, as if she’s had an epiphany, she pushes back away from me, nearly knocking me into the counter.

      “Oh, that reminds me. No kissing on the lips for the next twelve weeks.”

      I’m about to complain, hem and haw about needing and wanting to taste her if I can’t even get hard but then I think twice about it. Maybe it will be less aggravating sexually if we don’t kiss?

      “You can kiss me anywhere but my mouth,” she smiles, and there goes that idea of making it easier. “So, is that a yes or no on the key?”

      “Own it,” I say on a laugh because I know there’s no way Anna will answer honestly about where the key goes if someone asks her. But I’d be proud for the world to know she holds the key to my cock.

      “How about this, if someone asks me what the key is for and you’re right there, I’ll just point to your crotch, how’s that?” her grin is coy and my body tingles with pops of electricity at the sight of it.

      I swear to God watching her fingers move over the edges of the tiny key, blood pools in my balls and my cock struggles to thicken. I’m already struggling.

      Aaaaannnddd it’s day one.

      “Fuck yeah,” I reply, “and proud.”

      Her smile gently melts to a questioning look.

      “Don’t hold it in, Anna,” I say to her. I want us to build the best habits together now, to really be the changed best versions of ourselves.

      She continues to twist her hands together in front of her. I can’t stop looking at the key resting on her collarbone.

      Traditional men wearing collared shirts and shiny shoes, driving SUVs that park themselves, buying water in glass bottles—they put diamond rings on their women, to show that legally they’re bound. To show who and what is theirs.

      Orion’s crew often brand their women in the form of black cursive ink. Their surname tattooed on their woman’s cleavage makes them feel powerful, makes them feel like they control those tits and the woman attached.

      But Anna has the key to my cock.

      Does anything say “I belong to her” more than that?

      “Are you really proud to be with me?” she asks, and the Anna who owns a multi-million-dollar company isn’t even inside of her now. Right now, it’s the Anna who had the hose put down her shorts at the car wash, the Anna whose eyelids flutter closed when I kissed her throat, the Anna who I sat next to in calculus.

      Stepping to her, I take her by the hands and rub my thumbs over hers. “I am so fucking proud to be with you,” I say, watching her eyes relax with my words. “I’m lucky, too. I know that.”

      I pull her into me and love how familiar her arms feel around my waist now. The ways Daws’ cigarette box has a forever home in his shirt pocket, Anna’s arms fit like a puzzle around my waist.

      Pressing my lips to her forehead, I become aware of how this tender gesture wraps itself around my cock.

      Fuck. I can’t even hug without wanting to get hard?

      Putting space between us for the actual necessity of my now very awake loins, I hold her hands in mine. I almost can’t believe this is real. That this is really my life. I tell her that.

      “Because you own your own multi-million-dollar company. You have a business degree and an assistant; your family is fucking wonderful and you.” I take a breath. “The list is too long, Anna, that’s how good you are. But the fact that you’re giving me a chance after everything? It only highlights the type of person you are.” I kiss her forehead. “So yeah, I’m fucking proud of you and I want you to hold your head high, like you do when you’re on those Zooms with the men in the City. Don’t let my past weakness infect you. That was never you. That was always because of me.”

      It feels as therapeutic as my apology. It feels like weight off my chest.

      Every time I get to tell her how sorry I am and pair it with reminding her how strong and wonderful she is, it makes things that much better. Brings us closer.

      She stands a little taller in my arms and it is both a gift and flattering to see that my words can affect her this way.

      “Okay, let’s start packing stuff,” she says, making her way into the kitchen where she pours us two mugs of coffee.

      I watch her pour a little milk into hers, then mine, stirring until the coffee turns the color of peanut butter. Its exactly how I take it and it’s a simple thing—knowing how someone takes their coffee—but it feels metaphoric. It feels like family.

      “Do you want to talk about what happened with Lloyd yesterday?” I ask, leaning over the kitchen counter on my elbows, sipping my drink.

      She scrunches her nose as she gets a waffle iron out of the cabinet and plugs it in. “Want?” she asks, nodding to the iron while digging around her grandpa’s kitchen for pancake mix.

      “Fuck yeah,” I say enthusiastically.

      She locates a bright blue bag with pancakes on the front and drags it down, getting a bowl out. I watch her measure and mix, all the while she tells me how she doesn’t want to talk about Lloyd. And then, we proceed to talk about Lloyd all while we aren’t talking about him. Women are confusing.

      “I just wish he would’ve been more real with me about how grandma was doing, you know? I could’ve transferred to Oakcreek State. I could’ve done real estate shit here, you know? I mean, I wouldn’t own an investment firm because there’s just not a market for that here. But still. I could’ve done anything, Maverick. I would’ve been a school teacher or, I don’t know, in law enforcement!”

      I snort at that. “Law enforcement, huh?”

      She laughs at that, too. She pours the second waffle into the iron and closes it, the red light immediately illuminating on the surface. “Okay, not that, but you get the idea. I just thought of that because,” she nods toward the kitchen window which overlooks the property next to Lloyd and Evelyn’s. “It was just in my mind.”

      I don’t know all that much about the neighbors surrounding the Sanderson’s so I ask.

      “Oh,” Anna responds, looking like she expected me to know. “When I came to live here three months before I graduated, you know, when my parents passed away, I became friends with the boy next door.”

      The light goes off and steam drifts around her face as she blinks while stabbing the waffle from the iron, dragging it to the plate next to her. Pouring more batter on, she closes the iron again then gives me her full attention.

      “He didn’t go to our school. He went to the private Catholic school in Lakeside. Anyway,” she pushes a tiny strand of hair off her face with the back of her wrist. “He’s the Pierce County Sheriff now. I just thought of his parents’ house next door and that’s why I said that.”

      In the time we’d spent together, she’d mentioned her friend—her best friend—Dave a handful of times. Though in all the conversation, I didn’t know that her Dave is Sheriff Dave Ingram. How I didn’t put that together until this very moment, I don’t know.

      “Ingram?” I ask, already knowing that it’s him. Because I know Dave Ingram, some. I know him better than he knows me.

      “Yeah,” she nods. Then, a little sheepishly, she adds, “he says the two of you don’t really know each other. Yes, I talk about you to him.”

      When she first told me her best friend was a man, I didn’t like it. Not because men and women can’t be friends—they can. When she told me he’s single and she didn’t understand why because “he looks like a Ken doll”, I really began to not like it.

      I’m not insecure. This isn’t about thinking she will choose someone else over me.

      More, it’s about him wanting to fuck her. Because how could he not? Best friendships between single straight men and women are just a long-torturous form of foreplay where they tease and torment one another until they finally fuck.

      No one can convince me otherwise.

      I didn’t let her see that it bothered me. Every time she’d mention him or his restaurant recommendations or something funny he’d said, I hid my annoyance. Told myself that her friend was there for her when I wasn’t, reminded myself that he was there when I was causing her pain. And for those reasons, I forced myself into a mental place of accepting him. Because of what he gave to her.

      Now though, as I realize her best friend is Ingram, all worry immediately dissipates.

      She snaps me from my relief—the only kind of relief I’ll be getting for a while, sadly—there’s another adorable and shy look on her face.

      “Did you tell Orion about me?” she says, knowing that Ry is my best friend. I’ve told her about Ry, though they’ve not yet met since I wasn’t sure what was happening with us until the other night.

      I clear my throat, not wanting her to assume the one thing she will assume when I tell her this. “Not yet, Anna, but I don’t want you thinking it has anything to do with how I feel about you.”

      Her face droops a little but she tries to disguise it with a soft smile.

      “It’s okay to be disappointed,” I say, tilting my head, hating that I can feel the struggle in my balls even when she’s making a slightly sad face. My groin doesn’t know emotion. It knows sexy and it knows hot, and sad or not, Anna is fucking both.

      “I know the telling the friends and family is part of the symbolism of a relationship growing serious and I’ll gladly do that, as best as I can. It’s just,” I push off the counter and run my hand over my jaw, thinking. “Ry doesn’t know about my past. He doesn’t know what I did to you, how I treated you, and when I was going through the hard years, after dad died and I was burning myself, I hid it from him.”

      I roll my teeth over my bottom lip and shrug. “I was embarrassed for what I’d done. I was embarrassed that my own fucking dad never loved me. I was ashamed that I couldn’t muscle through my fucking issues and that I needed to see a shrink.”

      “Maverick,” she says, her eyes turning down on the ends as she pulls the last waffle from the iron. Then she moves to the counter, where it separates us, and puts her palms up. I take her hands and move my thumbs over her soft skin.

      “I know now that I didn’t need to be embarrassed and that getting help is smart. I’m proud of that now,” I tell her, hating the worry in her eyes. “But then, you know, everything looked a lot different.”

      Forgetting this conversation was initially focused on sharing our new found happiness with those closest to us, she kisses my hand and asks a question so selfless and so centered around my happiness, that my heart actually throbs.

      “Do you feel ready to talk to Orion about everything you went through?”

      She could’ve been focused on me not telling my friend about her. She could’ve said that proves I’m not serious. She could’ve been short and clammed up and given me a side eye and silent treatment all day.

      Anna is unlike any woman I’ve ever met.

      She really wants what’s best for me and now that I’ve told her that I’ve kept a lot of my shit hidden from Ry, she wants me to remedy that.

      “Secrets are secrets. They cause divide no matter what. One day, Ry will know it all but if you deliver that information with explanation, it will hit different, Maverick.”

      I nod, knowing she’s right, loving that she can speak the truth to me in a way that doesn’t enrage me or make me defensive. My dad never knew how to talk to me.

      “Now, this has been seemingly a heavy conversation morning. We have lots of time to do the heavy lifting up here,” she taps at the side of her head. “Right now, though, let’s eat waffles.”

      “Agreed,” I say, leaning forward to steal a kiss but forgetting the rule.

      She pulls back with a devilish grin. “Try that again in eleven weeks and six days,” she says, coyly. Then she sets one plate and one fork on the counter and slides a waffle onto it straight from the griddle. She rubs her palms together, eyes wide. “Going to be so good.”

      Drizzling syrup over the waffle, she picks up the knife and fork and right before she is about to cut, she looks up at me with a fucking wicked smile pulling on her full pink lips.

      “I’m guessing there’s a reason only you have a breakfast plate,” I say slowly, really having no clue what she has in store. I still can’t believe Anna Harmon has my cock in a fucking cage.

      “I’m eating waffles,” she says, cheerfully taking her first bite. “Then I’m going to feed you yours.”

      I can feel every ounce of that cage in this moment as I imagine licking syrup off Anna’s sweet tits. Fuck, I still haven’t seen her naked. My heart rate jumps at the thought. Again, I’m aware of the cage.
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        * * *

      

      I sit at the table and watch her at the counter, lazily cutting and feeding herself waffles, loving the way the sticky syrup slips past her chin. She wipes at it with a finger then sucks it off, her eyes tamped down on me the entire time.

      At this point, the cage is growing tight. I can feel the struggle happening under my jeans. My cock needing more room. Wanting to fill with blood. The blood that my body so easily pumps straight to my dick. The metal rejects my body’s needs and I shift, getting no relief. I shift again and grow frustrated at the lack of relief.

      “Are those waffles good?” I ask, controlling my tone. Knowing if I spoke how I felt, I’d yell the question at her. Day fucking one.

      She nods, letting the tines drag over her swollen pink tongue. “Very.”

      I make a noise in my throat and nod. “What’s um, what’s your all-time favorite breakfast?” I will reroute the blood going to my cock right back up to my brain and get to know my girl even better. That’s a good fucking plan.

      She presses a closed fist under her chin and purses her lips in thought. Do not look at those lips, damn it.

      “Do calories count or is this real fantasy?”

      I scratch at the side of my face. “I guess fantasy?” For me, nothing would change. But I like that she has a wild side with rules and a wild side that is limitless. It’s fucking cute.

      “Okay,” she says on an exhale, setting her fork and knife on the edge of her plate. The woman can eat waffles and damn it’s sexy. “Well, if feeling like a piece of shit all day after eating crap isn’t a thing, and if calories aren’t a thing, I think my all-time favorite breakfast would be a humongous cup of black coffee and then a freshly made, still warm, more brown sugar than cinnamon, thick and cold cream cheese-iced cinnamon roll. Like the kind that is unGodly and obscenely huge. The kind that moms and old ladies say ‘you won’t eat all of that’ when you want to order it but then they’re low key shaming you because you know in fact you can put that entire cinnamon roll down in less than ten minutes. That. That’s the kind of cinnamon roll and that’s the fantasy breakfast,” she looks satisfied with her response before adding, “but it has to be fresh.”

      She takes her last drink of coffee. “Oh, and it has to be cream cheese icing. None of that powered sugar and milk shit. If it’s not cream cheese icing, I send it back.” She waves her hand dramatically, imitating a socialite sending back a meal, and it makes me laugh.

      “What about you?” she asks, taking her plate to the sink. She washes it, slips it into the drying rack and comes to me at the table, nudging my knee. I push away, exposing my lap to her.

      Sitting over me, her legs swing back and forth under the table as she smooths her hands over my chest. “What’s your all-time favorite breakfast?”

      I can smell the sweet syrup on her breath and feel her warmth spreading through my lap. I let out a groan, not even trying to hide the agony that is HAVING without having. She giggles, then whispers “focus on the question.”

      I run my hand up and down her spine, slowly, loving how with each pass she softens to me more and more. “I think I’d have to say biscuits and gravy with bacon and eggs.”

      She walks her fingers up my chest playfully and tips my chin, pressing a kiss just outside of my mouth. “A rib-stickin’ meal, as my grandpa would call it.”

      I nod.

      “I’ve never seen you eat like that, though.” She wrinkles her nose and cage feels like a vise on my cock and on my life. A little louder for those of you who didn’t hear me: day fucking one.

      I shrug as she levels her hands over my chest, again and again. “I’m a creature of habit. I eat the same thing every morning, pretty much. Unless I’m with you.”

      She leans back a little, putting some space between our faces. But when she does, a fresh wave of her scent finds me and I try my hardest to mouth-breathe, to avoid taking in the sensual fruity scent of her skin and hair. “Same breakfast every day?” she asks with shock in her eyes.

      I nod again. “Yeah. An egg white cup with veggies, potatoes and clean sausage.”

      “I can see why biscuits and gravy is your dream breakfast. That sounds way more indulgent.”

      “Very,” I say, loving the weight of her on my lap. “It was the breakfast my mom made on Sunday’s. It was special and rare and I guess, if I really think about it, I don’t even know if I like the actual food or if I’m romanticizing it because it represents her.”

      Leaning further back from me, she wraps her hands behind my neck to steady herself in my lap. “That’s incredibly powerful that you’ve realized that.”

      “Dr. Longo,” I say, feeling completely comfortable with her knowing who my shrink is. “I don’t want to think who’d I’d be without him.”

      “But you found him. You recognized you needed him. Most people don’t make it that far.”

      “Hey,” I say, “I have no problem talking about this but I’m fucking hungry and I was told there’d be waffles.” I tilt my head. “You’re not a tease, are you?”

      She laughs and slides off my lap.

      I rub my palms together and roll my lip under my teeth, gearing up for this. God damn this is going to be good.

      With her hand on her belly, she laughs heartily.

      “What?” I ask with a smile because her happiness is contagious.

      “You wish,” she says in a raspy, sultry, dick-hardening voice. Only, my dick can’t get hard. She nods towards my body and meets my eyes. “Take your clothes off.”

      I press my finger into my chest. “Me take my clothes off? Shit, baby, I thought I’d be licking syrup off you or something.”

      She smiles and my pulse zips. Within a minute, I’m in nothing but that metal cage.

      Staying in her shorts and tank top (fuck), she places two waffles on her plate and grabs the bottle of syrup, returning to where I’m standing near the kitchen table.

      “Sit,” she commands, tossing her head in the direction of the table.

      She cuts the waffles into bites, as if preparing a toddler’s plate. Briefly, I imagine Anna with a round belly and—holy shit. Even that thought makes me want to get hard. Fuck.

      Piercing a stack of bites with the tines, she raises it up to my mouth before pulling it away. I think I’m actually speechless at this point, confused at the level of want I had in picturing Anna pregnant. Struggling in the cage, wanting to kiss her sweet lips—there’s a lot of going on inside of me so I stay there, leaned back against the table, speechless.

      Lifting the bottle of syrup, she flicks the red lid open and raises her lithe arm into the air, turning the bottle to its side. The liquid hits my chest and rolls slowly down my core, through the neatly trimmed chest hair, then slides down my abs.

      Pressing the waffle to my skin, she collects the syrup from my body gently.

      “You’re going to eat waffles off yourself,” she says, stuffing the first bite into my wet, eager mouth. Fuck. My stomach growls when the soft bread and the sweet syrup hit my tongue.

      She lowers the bottle and I don’t look away from her eyes because I’m fucking hooked on that dark expression, that nasty twinkle. Fuck, I like my Anna this way.

      Next I feel the liquid on my thigh, swimming towards my knee, leaking down the insides of my leg before hitting the floor. “Anna Blake Harmon, I did not peg you as a woman who would be comfortable getting syrup on things.”

      Her mouth lifts on one corner slightly. “That’s something you’ll learn about me, Mav,” she says, forking more waffles and pressing them to the side of my knee. The waffles are soft but as she moves them over me, each pass ignites a trail of flames under my skin, causing me to burn so fucking hot for her. My groin pulls tight. She moves the bite along the trail of sticky liquid and presses it to my mouth again.

      “I don’t mind getting messy,” she says slowly, her eyes watching me chew. Then she falls to her knees in front of me and I have a flash of her taking my cock in her throat at the inn the other night. Taking two to three deep breaths, my fingers grip the edge of the chair and I actively work to not lose my shit.

      God, I want to pour syrup on her body and lick it off. I want to taste her own flavor of sweet syrup, too.

      “Fuck, Anna,” I growl, not knowing what else to say. My balls are swollen and full and my cock struggles to grow as it presses tight against the barbs of the cage.

      She laps at the remnants of syrup, the first pass of her tongue over my inner thigh making me jerk.

      We continue this loop of Anna tasting the syrup on me—rightfuckingnextto my nipple, my inner thigh, over my scars, my hip bone—and me being fed bites of waffles covered in syrup that one or both of our bodies had touched.

      It is the most erotic way to eat. The most erotic fucking breakfast I’ve ever had. I had no idea food could be part of my sex life. I had no idea I could have a “sex life” without orgasm.

      But after I finished eating, despite the fact orgasming was all I could think about, I feel intimately sated, not just physically.

      I’ve never felt that until now.
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      Mav

      Still Week One

      I had a busier week in the shop, which made most of week one go by pretty quickly, thank God. Because Anna and I were seeing each other daily and I didn’t exactly know if I’d actually gotten hornier just by having a promise of more or if the cage was doing some sort of mental hijacking on me.

      Was it a deal where because I couldn’t get hard and couldn’t come, that’s all I could think about? I stared at Daws’ wife eating a banana this morning for way longer than I’d like to admit, just fantasizing about Anna’s lips around my cock.

      I don’t think I’ll ever eat another banana, honestly.

      One of the items I had to finish was the large metal trellis for the patio at Café Paradise. It wasn’t a hard build but it was large, making it awkward to move the finished product. Working alone has more perks that not but one of the downsides is never having a spare set of hands at the ready.

      Sure, I could call Ry or one of his brothers to help but I hated to use them unless it was something I really couldn’t fucking do.

      I managed to load it, unload it, and install the trellis before my back finally refused. When I called Anna to tell her I’d be late to the Inn, where we’d planned to look at listings on her laptop for new shops in the area, she told me to stay home.

      “I’ll come to your place and give you a massage,” she’d said, with no hint of anything in her tone.

      But because my dick is locked into a metal cage, my mind went to all those porno’s I’d seen of men getting happy endings at massages and my pulse started to quicken.

      Now here I am, pacing the length of my kitchen while I wait for Anna, trying to think about unsexy things. Because as much as I’d love some happy ending jerk off after she rubs her perfect hands all over my body, I know we’re not quitting this thing.

      We’re doing it to build a better us. So I can prove just what I’ll do for her.

      No matter how hard it is.

      Or at least, how hard it wants to be.

      Hmm.

      Having a stuffy nose. Getting your big toe caught on the couch. Sweaty balls. Football. Cheerleaders. Short skirts. Anna in a short skirt. Anna in a cheerleading uni—fuck.

      This is backfiring.

      I don’t see her pull up because I’m still pacing, trying to think about Daws smoking and the way metal smells when it gets to such a high heat that it has no option but to become putty for forming. I think of all the non-sexy things, so when Anna taps gently on the screen, I’m startled.

      When I open the door, she’s standing there with her cute little grin, her blonde hair holding a single wave—the way girls wear it now. It’s sexy as hell.

      Then my eyes go to her body, where she’s got on those black leggings again only this time, she’s paired it with a cropped hoodie. Her feet are bare inside flip flops and her face has not one bit of makeup.

      She’s not going to make this easy at all.

      This woman always looks so God damn sexy, I really should have asked to see more of her clothes before I agreed to this cage. Leggings and a hoodie on Anna may as well be a fucking leather corset and stillettos for the way it makes my balls thrum.

      “Anna, you look fucking hot,” I say, wrapping an arm around her waist, tugging her into the house.

      She kicks the door close as she falls into my chest, lifting her chin to give me her face. I kiss her nose, hating that I can’t have these lips for a while, but loving that they’re still mine to have.

      “You don’t look too bad yourself,” she says, wiggling out of my tight hug.

      Is my hug tighter or is it my imagination? She tugs at the sleeve of my Henley as she makes her way into the kitchen, pulling open my fridge. I fucking love seeing her so comfortable with me, in my house.

      “Hey,” she says, tilting her head to the side as she taps at the top of a sparkling water can.

      I started getting those for her when we really became friends. I noticed between coffee and sparkling water; the woman doesn’t drink much else.

      “I just want you to know, you don’t have to cover your arms around me.” She pops open the can and takes a few sips, her eyes watering from the intense rush of carbonation. “I mean, obviously you know that, I just, I want you to know you can be comfortable with me.”

      A half smile plays at my lips. “I’m comfortable. I got really comfortable when you nearly licked breakfast syrup off my balls a few days ago.”

      She snorts and presses her fingers to her nose, then coughs a few times. “Oh my God, Mav,” she laughs. “Well,” she says, immediately growing more serious, “I just thought I’d float that out there into the universe, in case you needed to hear it.”

      “Thank you for saying that. I guess I’m just used to covering the scars so I don’t have to explain them.”

      She nods, as if she understands exactly what I mean. She doesn’t have any physical scars but I’d be willing to bet she’d worn her emotional Henley for years, too.

      From the small bag she’d brought in with her, she pulls a bottle of oil out and sets it on the counter. She lifts the can to her lips, stopping right before. “Ready for your massage?” she asks, then takes a drink.

      I don’t know if she’s swallowing sexy or if it’s me but I watch her throat work down the sparkling water and I groan. Feeding my hands through the sides of my hair, I take a deep breath as she places the can in my recycling box. The fabric of her leggings goes taut as she leans over and I can see, for a split fucking second, the outline of her thong dipping between her perfect ass cheeks.

      “You know what you need,” I say, keeping my diaphragm extended with my hands on my head. It’s easier to breath when I do this. Because around Anna, the air feels too thick to breath. “A mechanic’s jumpsuit or like, painters coveralls or something.”

      She rolls her eyes and tucks a piece of wavy blonde hair behind her ears as she slips off her sandals and tugs up the sleeves of her hoodie, stopping when it gets to her elbows.

      “Oh yeah?” she questions with a smile in her eyes.

      She looks down at herself and pulls the end of the cropped hoodie out, tenting the fabric over her core. “This is sexy to you, huh?”

      Without thinking of my poor, locked up cock, I pace to her and take her by the hips, letting my thumbs stroke the exposed midriff between the top of her leggings and bottom of her hoodie.

      “Any and all skin you show me makes me crazy, Anna,” I say while keeping my eyes trained on hers. She’s a God damn knock out and there’s no way she doesn’t know it. Yet every time I compliment her, she looks like she’s hearing these things for the first time.

      “Guess what?” she asks. My heavy balls ache at how her tongue sweeps over her bottom lip after she asks.

      “What?” I say, forcing huskiness into my tone.

      I feel like a teenager trying to get his hands on his girlfriend for the first time. My fingertips have a mind of their own, smoothing and kneading her hips. God her skin is so soft.

      “We’re both getting naked for the massage.”

      I swallow hard. “Uh, what?”

      She walks her fingers up my chest, something I’ve noticed she likes doing. She stops at the top of my shirt and initiates a tug, telling me without words to start getting undressed. Within a minute, I’m naked and my clothes are a lifeless heap on my floor. Anna, on the other hand, remains clothed with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “You getting naked?” I ask, with far too much eagerness to even pretend my heart isn’t racing and my cock isn’t practically crying for her.

      Her eyes slowly crawl my body and it fucking thrills me how her gaze idles on my trapped cock. I love how she tilts her head and leans in, studying things. Then when she rises again and finishes surveying my abs and pecs, shoulders and neck, she smiles. Sinister, dark, a look of utter fucking need in her beautiful blue eyes. I may be in the cage but I don’t think this is any easier for her, honestly.

      “Oh, I’ll be getting naked. But you don’t get to look or touch.”

      My eyebrows drift up to my hairline and my mouth drops open. Her soft laugh strangles my cock. God, I want her so bad.

      She takes me by the hand and guides me to my couch where she directs me to lay flat, and I watch as she makes a small gap between two of the cushions so my cage has room. She’s thought of everything.

      Lying flat on my belly as directed, Anna dictates her actions to me after she ties my wrists together above my head with a small piece of rope she brought with her.

      You, you read that right.

      She fucking ties my wrists with a rope she brought.

      I don’t know why I assumed the cage would be the one and only tool she’d use. I’m learning to not assume things about my Anna.

      I’m fucking crazy for this girl. But I’d be lying if a tiny fucking part of me didn’t wonder—for the briefest of moments—if she wasn’t going to exact some long-awaited cruel revenge on me. Do shit to me and leave me, take photos of me—all of those thoughts linger in my brain. And not even so much because I think she’d do that but because part of me feels like that’s still what I deserve. Despite all the work I’ve done on myself, despite the fact that I’ve come clean to her.

      Will I ever be good enough for her?

      “I’m taking off my hoodie,” she announces in a raspy tone and from the corner of my eye, I see the garment sail to the floor.

      “Stepping out of my leggings,” she says, and there’s a few steps, a curse word and then the leggings meet the hoodie on the floor.

      Straddling my ass, her knees pinch in at my hips and she leans down, her lips pressing against the back of my ear. The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention as I commit the feel of her warm breath on my neck to memory.

      “I didn’t wear a bra,” she whispers and I growl, moving my wrists together in the binding. “And that’s why I tied your wrists, so you can’t touch or even maneuver yourself to see.”

      I sigh, my balls feeling like they weigh a million pounds. “I’d like to say you didn’t need to, but it was probably a smart idea.”

      She laughs and without warning, I feel the first squirt of oil on my back. I flinch when I feel her hands rubbing the oil into my skin, working me like a piece of dough.

      I groan and my eyes flutter shut. My body is fucking sore from working all day with my hands in the hot shop and when she starts pressing her fingers into my sore spots like an expert, I get lost to the comfort.

      “That feels incredible,” I say on a slightly awkward exhale.

      She massages my shoulders, working her fingers into the muscles that burn with fatigue at the back of my neck. More oil, more rubbing out the soreness. Unbelievably, this is the first massage I’ve gotten.

      “Yeah?” she asks, surprised when I tell her.

      “Yep,” I say, “I didn’t have many girlfriends after Dani.” Speaking her name to Anna feels strange, but I push past the edge of discomfort, really wanting to be able to talk about anything to her. With her.

      “Then I had a lot of issues with myself and the burning began and, well, the rest is history.”

      She grips the tops of my shoulders tightly, stilling her movement.

      “See?” she says enthusiastically. “If we started having sex right away, we’d miss all these talks. Sex takes over everything.”

      She’s not wrong.

      And that statement tells me she really fucking put thought into the chastity.

      Into me.

      Us.

      I swallow down that lump of love that rises up in my throat whenever she says cute and sweet shit that makes me feel all Hallmark and Taylor Swift-love-songy.

      “You’re a very smart woman, Anna.”

      More oil on my back and then— “Jesus Christ!” I grit out, feeling Anna’s hardened nipples against my back. She doesn’t giggle to my reaction. Worse—she moans.

      Throaty, sensual, with meaning, she moans through closed lips as she presses her chest to my back, moving up and down in languid, slow strokes.

      My dick hardens in the tiny cage, my balls ache even further and my thighs even start to feel hot and tingly, as if the trapped orgasm is bleeding from my groin, infecting the rest of my body with it’s wanton urgency.

      “Baby,” I drag out, struggling against the ropes. All I want to do is reach behind me and cup that fucking sweet ass while she presses those perfect tits all over me. “Fuck.”

      She continues with her rasps and moans and then it gets worse.

      I feel something graze my bare ass once. Then another swipe. And then she moans so raw and pure that I immediately know what she’s doing.

      “Anna,” I say, voice thick and strangled. Like my cock. “Are you touching yourself?”

      “Mmm,” she moans, and I squeeze my eyes shut tightly to try and see it in my mind. Tits glistening with oil, one hand down her panties, the other holding up a little bit of that messy blonde hair. I can’t turn far enough back to see it but I swear I can see it in my mind.

      “You have such an incredible body, Mav,” she says, raking the tips of her nails down my entire spine, causing me to writhe against my couch.

      It’s around this point that I lose my ability to do anything but wince and moan and struggle. Because she’s so fucking sexy and I have her. But I can’t see her. And I don’t have her. God damn its hot and aggravating.

      “I like you calling me Mav instead of my full name,” I manage to groan out. I struggle against the ropes some more. All I need is the graze of my fingers against her silky skin.

      She rubs herself a few more times before she takes her hand away. Leaning over me again, she presses her lips to my ear in a way that makes me moan.

      “Soak it up, Mav, because I’m going to put my clothes back on.” Then she kisses the back of my neck, kisses down my spine, kisses my… ass. The gentle trail of her lips is so erotic that my body struggles against the ropes, despite the fact that my brain knows I won’t be freed.

      “Fuck, Anna, I just want to touch you.”

      The weight of her disappears and I hear her pulling her clothes back on. “Not yet,” she says, but I can hear in her tone that it isn’t easy for her either.

      After she unties me, she watches me get dressed, her chin tucked to her chest, blonde hair curtaining the sides of her face.

      “These men you dated in the City. They were built, right?”

      She shrugs, her eyes staying on my chiseled core as long as they can before I cover it with my shirt.

      “You mean to tell me the men you dated in New York city didn’t have fancy personal trainers and chefs making them the perfect amount of macros for every meal?” I say, rubbing at the rawness on my wrists. She didn’t tie it very tight, but I struggled more than I thought I did.

      She shakes her head, pulling her short hair into a messy little thing on top of her head. Rolling a hair tie off her wrists, she bands the clump of hair before settling in at the kitchen table, pulling a knee to her chest.

      “They had all that, and let’s not forget mini fridges full of cartons of coconut water in nearly every room of their mansion.” She rolls her eyes but my stomach turns a little at her words. She’s used to men being wealthy, being able to give her whatever she wants.

      Anna is wealthier than me, I’ve known that ever since Mr. Sanderson told me about her. I’ve never been a man that needs to be wealthy. In fact, I want to feel secure but beyond that, I’m a less-is-more guy. I wonder if she is a more-is-better type of woman.

      She studies my face and before I know it, she’s sitting in my lap, fingers playing at my jaw line.

      She’s here with me, I don’t know why I’m asking about her past. It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t be jealous.

      “You are so handsome, Mav, I always thought you were.”

      I lift a brow. “Yeah?”

      She nods, slowly, reaching up to smooth my disheveled hair back into the natural swoop it falls into.

      “Private clubs, mansions and coconut water are not things I care about,” she says in a quiet tone meant to reassure my silent and internal jealousies. How does she know what I need to hear and when?

      Relief spreads through me at her words, and I swallow hard when she runs her fingers down over the insides of my arms, feeling my burns again.

      “I have an early Zoom with some clients in the city,” she says, pressing kisses to my exposed collarbone. “I should get going. Breakfast Tuesday?”

      That means one entire day without seeing her.

      “Sure,” I say, kissing her neck before she lifts herself off my lap. “Tuesday.”

      One week down, eleven to go.

      You got this, Maverick.
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      Anna

      10 Years Ago

      “Please,” I beg in the most pitiful tone, the heat behind my eyes rapidly getting to the point of spilling over. Do not cry, I repeat to myself, feeling thirty sets of eyes all tamped down on me.

      Sweat runs down my back and my body is jumpy and nervous, the pulse in my ears matching the frantic staccato of my nervous heart.

      I’m only begging loud enough for his ears, trying to limit the humiliation in the moment. But he knows what I’m doing. This isn’t our first tango together.

      Eyes locked on me, he swivels his head so that his mouth calls over his shoulder. “She’s begging,” he says, a sick smile curling his lips.

      They chant, there’s a commotion and in an effort to better humiliate me, they all work together to slam their hands into the break room table at the same time. The room immediately becomes overrun with a momentous chant.

      Read it. Read it. Read it.

      The words lose meaning after less than a minute of their song.

      Clearing his throat as showy as possible, his fingers pinching the skin against his Adam’s apple, Maverick holds one silencing hand out to the classroom.

      They quieten down.

      As soon as his blue eyes begin working over the words on the page, my tears begin to fall. I can feel myself close up into a clam shell, stuffing my phone and pen into my purse. Ready to bolt.

      He steps close, becoming an obstacle to my exit. I’m trapped.

      He starts to read as the room of fellow employees watch me. We’re hosting a charity car wash at work so there’s more people working. I’d been writing in my notebook until shift start and of course, Maverick found me.

      “You are the reason I wake up, my love for you keeps me going.

      On the days I want to quit, I remind myself that you’d hate it if I gave up

      But the morning is a weight on my body when my eyes open after sleep

      I tell myself to push the weight aside to get out of bed

      But the weight is back on my shoulders once I’m standing

      I just move the weight all day

      Trying to adapt to the discomfort

      I miss you so much.

      It’s not even hurt that I feel anymore

      It’s something else

      So dark and deep that I don’t know how to name it.

      You are the reason I wake up.”

      Mom.

      He doesn’t read the very last word. I watch as the discovery of my words settle into his veins and for a single second, there’s horror and regret in his eyes.

      He realizes this isn’t a love poem. Rather, it’s the words of a broken-hearted and lost girl who simply misses her parents, especially her mom.

      I hadn’t planned to snatch it back from him but as the room erupts with laughter and jeers, comments like ‘who would want the Goth girl’ and ‘how amateur’ float into my brain amidst the panic and chaos in my heart.

      I rise and when I think I’m going to have to push past him, he steps back and opens his body to me so I can leave.

      That is the first time I leave work early.
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Week Two

      This week becomes a busy week, though when I leave Maverick’s house on Sunday night, I hadn’t made a ton of plans.

      I had an early Zoom meeting with my top three property scouts in the City at nine am—New York time. Feeling like a dimly lit coffee shop offered a better aesthetic than the rumpled bed I’d slept in at the Inn, I decided to throw on minimal makeup, my navy wrap dress, and hole up at Wilting Daisy’s for my meeting.

      I started my morning with three black cups of coffee—which, I know, sounds excessive. But I dreamt of Mav all night and then had to peel myself out of bed at five in the morning and my brain had to come too. Thus, three cups of coffee. Just as I ended my meeting, which went annoyingly long, Dave pulls open the door and the little brass bell alerts me to look up.

      There’s a smile on his face and he’s in full uniform.

      “Oh, so you are still in town,” Dave immediately chastises in a teasing tone, flipping the chair at my table to straddle it, resting his forearms on the back. He stacks his chin on his arms and tilts his head, giving me a lazy little smile. “you’re in the love bubble,” he says softly, “so I won’t tease you.”

      He reaches for my cup and pulls it to his lips. “Second one?”

      I shake my head. “Actually, my third.”

      He whistles and finishes the last few drinks of my last cup, which is probably a good idea considering I feel like I can nearly hear colors at this point, I’m so caffeinated.

      “So, how’s the bubble?”

      I don’t refute his comment about us being in a love bubble. It’s true. We’re still in this place where all we do is work and focus on each other, no complicated opinions of friends and family involved.

      The honeymoon phase.

      The bliss phase.

      The easy time.

      “Good,” I sigh, dreamily, thinking about the way Mav groaned while I rubbed my oiled up and almost completely nude body against his.

      “I want you to meet him, like, officially,” I tell Dave, realizing that if we’re going to work as a couple, we can’t get sucked into the bubble life. Yes, the bubble is wonderful.

      But real and genuine is even better. Because it can stand the test of time and the bubble cannot.

      Bubbles always pop.

      He tilts his head the other way, still looking tired and… maybe a little bit sad, too.

      “When?” Dave asks, before I can dive into his demeanor.

      “This Sunday, after church,” I say, glancing at the calendar that’s open on my laptop screen. “Mav and I are taking Lloyd and Evelyn to church, the out to lunch, then back to the retirement home. Maybe you can come over for dinner?”

      He sits up and says hello to an elderly couple who walks by and leave a few pats on Dave’s shoulder. “Just text me. I’ll be there.”

      I smile. “Are you okay?”

      He stands quickly, pushing the chair into the table just in-time to shake hands with a patron who smiles up at Dave like he’s not just the Sheriff, but an actual God. He bypasses the question, gives me a small hug and a peck on the cheek, then grabs his to-go order and says goodbye.
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      Throughout the week, Mav and I share text messages daily. He’s busy finishing some extra pieces for an event he’s contracted for so he doesn’t have time during the work day to sneak away. I’ve been slowly reassessing my properties on the East Coast, giving property spec sheets to everyone in the firm, telling them to put their feelers out for buyers.

      The longer I’m in Oakcreek, the less I miss the city.

      And no, it’s not just because Maverick is here but of course that is a factor.

      The more the old Anna and the new Anna shake hands inside of me and figure out who’s wearing the pants and when, the less I feel the need to be in a city like New York.

      When I started out, I wanted to prove myself. I needed to show myself that I could be a bad bitch with power and money. And I succeeded.

      But I wasn’t happy. Really ever, when I stopped to think about it. Because as cliché as it sounds, money really doesn’t buy happiness.

      I’m finding the kind of happiness here in Oakcreek that I was positive, certain, convinced I’d find in New York.

      There’s power in realizing you were wrong.
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      Anna

      Still Week Two

      Tuesday morning Mav and I have breakfast before he heads back to his shop to put in long hours on his current project. I go between phone calls and writing spec sheets, Zoom’s with real estate companies on the East coast, and dreaming of Mav.

      At the end of the day, despite the fact that we’re both exhausted, still, he FaceTime’s me.

      “You look so tired,” I tell him, worry in my voice.

      He’s shirtless, sitting on his couch, the sound of his television faint in the distance. His hair is wet and tousled and when he carries the phone into the kitchen with him to make his dinner, I see he’s wearing athletic shorts.

      “Long day. And I had an issue with my gun so I had to stop mid-weld and repair the fucking thing so now I have another day of work which should have ended today.”

      He pushes out a breath as he shoves a hand through his hair, bending down so his face comes in frame on the screen again.

      “Mav, you look good. I’ve never seen you shirtless and casual like that.”

      He winks and hi, there are my ovaries. I can literally feel them flex, reminding me they’re in there and that he stirs them.

      Looking down at his body, he looks back at the phone. “Even after a cold shower, I’m fucking burning up. It was a long, hot day.”

      “Mmmhmm,” I say, watching his shorts slide down his narrow waist, exposing a trail of light hair down his belly and groin. “I definitely want to hear about your day but I’m going to need to see it.”

      He stops chopping lettuce and eyes the rectangle of me in his phone screen. “See what?”

      “Your locked up cock,” I say, making him apparently choke on his spit. He coughs and gags and I smirk, watching him pull a sparkling water from the fridge, taking a huge swig as soon as he cracks it open.

      “Fuck, I wasn’t expecting that and honestly I don’t think I will ever get used to hearing you say the word cock.”

      I tap my chin and grin through the screen. “I don’t like waiting.”

      He takes a few paces back from the camera screen and his thumb disappears under the waistband of his shorts before he pulls them down to mid-thigh.

      Then he steps forward until the only thing in frame is his caged cock.

      It looks red and his balls look so full, painfully full almost. He turns to the side and I take in his profile, loving how the metal presses hard against the tender skin of his sex. He turns from side to side before pulling his shorts back up.

      I lick my lips and pull my knees to my chest on the bed, not letting Mav see how hard my nipples have grown at the sight of him caged, in my control.

      “Sunday, church then lunch with Lloyd and Evelyn?” I ask, putting my chin on top of my knee, eyebrows raised with hope.

      “Fuck yeah,” he says enthusiastically, dropping his finely chopped romaine in a large stainless-steel bowl.

      “Also, I thought you and Dave could meet. Dinner.”

      He smiles as he measures balsamic vinegar, Dijon and an assortment of other ingredients into a small bowl. “I’d love to meet him.”

      I’m not nervous but it is relieving to know that Mav looks forward to meeting Dave. Most men would be hesitant of their girl having a best friend of the opposite gender. But Maverick doesn’t seem to care or be threatened or jealous in the slightest.

      After I watch him eat and I tell him about the status of Lloyd and Evelyn, we say goodnight.

      Mav thinks the important part of Sunday is meeting Dave. But as I open an incognito tab on my internet browser, I smile to myself knowing that the real fun is going to take place at church.
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        * * *

      

      “This is something we haven’t talked about yet,” Maverick says, tucking his navy-blue tie down, finishing the Windsor knot that he did so seamlessly without so much as a glance in a mirror. “Do you normally go to church or is this just for Lloyd and Evelyn?”

      “How’d you learn to tie a tie like that?” I ask, loving how skilled his fingers work at his throat.

      He glances at me before looking back down to his slacks where he feeds a brown leather belt through the pants.

      “My dad was an accountant,” he says with no emotion. “Now I don’t know if he was good at it but I do know he was good at drinking.”

      He finishes feeding the leather through and buckles it.

      “When I was younger, I was worried that his boss would know he was drunk if he showed up without his tie and coat so every night after he passed out, I would retie his tie and press his jacket, and leave them both over the chair in the kitchen.”

      Maverick and I might both be in the no-parents club, but our situations are different. I had a wonderful father, attentive and caring, hard-working and clean. Mav, on the other hand, had a different experience. His mother had split and his father had punished both himself and Mav for it, every day until he died of a heart attack not much more than five years ago.

      “Don’t change the subject,” he smiles at me, slipping his feet into his shoes. I know Mav works with his hands but fuck me does he clean up well. All that sinew inside of a navy-blue suit and crisp white dress shirt, a complimentary tie and leather shoes. Yum.

      Shaking my head, I tell him the truth.

      “Honestly, my parents only ever went to make my grandparents happy. And I went to make my parents happy. But now that they’re gone, we’re going to make Lloyd and Evelyn happy.”

      He nods slowly, smoothing his hand over his hair.

      “The cycle of life. Doing shit you don’t want to do just to make your parents happy, hating it, then forcing your own kids to do it when it’s their time.”

      I slow clap. “The American way.”

      He smiles at me and shakes his head. “You’re going to make your kids go to church, huh?”

      My kids? Is that his way of asking me if I want kids?

      Maverick and I have spent so much time talking.

      Talking about why turkey is better than ham, what TV shows would’ve found their groove had they not been cut after the first season, our favorite pie for each holiday, whether we like snow skiing or snowboarding, where we stand on saving versus spending, talking during movies or being quiet.

      We talked so much about the little things that we didn’t get to some of the serious stuff like do I want to have kids, do I believe in marriage—all that stuff.

      Maybe we were both subconsciously waiting for these twelve weeks to be up so we’d have something powerful and meaningful to discuss at the end? Or maybe we were both terrified we didn’t want the same things?

      “Eventually I would like to have kids,” I say, forcing casualness in my tone. “And when they are old enough, I will definitely make them do all the things my parents and grandparents made me do, against my will.”

      He nods and I think he’s going to say something but before he can, I breeze through, not wanting any serious talks to hamper what I have in store for him this morning.

      “Hey, do you know what ASMR is?”

      He turns his head slightly but keeps his eyes on me, narrowing them somewhat, a sort of hilarious confusion on his face.

      “I do because I am a man who has watched a wealth of porn. But I am surprised to know that you know what it is.”

      I laugh. “I just learned a few nights ago.” I pull my shoulder-length hair into a tiny ponytail and slip a diamond stud earring into each lobe.

      “Do you think I’d be good at it?” I ask, slyly cocking a brow at him. ASMR, autonomous sensory meridian response, I’d discovered when searching gentle femdom on the internet. Basically, it’s a recorded voice reading or speaking what the performer chooses. The crisp timbre of a voice through a mic is meant to make your head tingle… and other things, too.

      He paces to me and wraps his arms around me, his chest pressed to my back. His lips work down my neck and as he murmurs yes, your voice is sexy, I would listen to you read a God damn phone book, I start to get excited for my plan.

      “Do you remember when we were waiting to do that charity car wash at work that one day and you took my notebook?” I ask.

      I don’t want to make him feel bad but I think it’s important I know his mindset through all of the past incidents to build the love that comes with forgiveness.

      We have to work through it.

      “Do you remember that day?” I ask him, the pain of the memory is visible in the way his eyes strain and his mouth turns down.

      He remembers.

      There was only one time he stole my notebook and read my words aloud.

      He moves from his spot kissing my neck to the counter, settling in at a barstool. Adjusting his tie then smoothing his hair, he asks, “what do you want to know?”

      Taking a seat next to him, I press my hand to his thigh. “What you were thinking and you felt.”

      He shakes his head with a snort of disgust. “Who cares how I felt? I was a monster to you.”

      “I care.”

      He glances at me for a moment, studying my face and worrying at the inside of his mouth. Then he nods.

      “I’d just read the first few sentences. I thought it was about some guy you were crushing on and I got extremely jealous. I mean, I’d already treated you so badly that I knew I didn’t have a chance. But still, I was so fucking jealous.”

      “I can still see the look in your eyes when you realized,” I say to him, forcing myself to go back to that moment and see the pained expression in his face. “I remind myself that you didn’t know and that you felt awful after.”

      He shakes his head and pulls on his neck. “I didn’t know and I did feel awful after but what does it fucking matter how I felt if I didn’t do anything to make you know that?”

      He places his hand over the top of mine on his thigh. “I’m so sorry, Anna.”

      I nod. “I know.” Turning my hand so ours palms press together; he laces his fingers with mine. Leaning in, he kisses my cheek.

      “What do you think would be more uncomfortable,” I ask, tracing the grout lines around a tile on his countertop. “Having something private you’d written read aloud for a room full of people to hear,” I look up to find him giving me a sideways, uncomfortable glance.

      “Or,” I continue, “having to listen to something that no one else could hear in a room full of people but pretend like you aren’t listening?”

      He pinches his eyebrows together and two vertical lines grow on his forehead. I reach into my bag on the counter and pull out my ear pods. Sliding them to him on the counter like a drink in a saloon, he takes them, questions on his face.

      “I recorded some ASMR for you. When we get to church, you’ll have one ear bud in and I’ll play it. It lasts the entire service.”

      “Payback?” he asks with a curl in his lip.

      I volley my head, making a noise of indifference in my throat. “I’d like to think of it as fun.”
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        * * *

      

      After picking up grandpa and grandma, we head straight to the church so we can settle into our favorite pew. I could’ve gone for extra coffee but grandma seemed to be interested in seeing her old church, so we headed there straight away.

      Lloyd and Evelyn sit in front of us, a plethora of people coming by to shake grandpa’s hand. It is sweet seeing how many people remember and care about the both of them, still.

      Maverick in his Sunday best is absolutely killing me. I’d seen so many sharp dressed men in the city that a suit and tie was no longer something that did it for me. It’s like your favorite chocolate. Your mouth waters for it but if it’s under your nose and in your face all day, every day? It no longer is something you fantasize about.

      But Maverick reignited my love for a fit man in a tailored suit.

      Handing him an ear pod as soon as the Pastor takes the podium, I reach into my bag and queue up the recording I’d made with garage band on my phone.

      He leans down to me, creating a shield with the back of his hand in the space between our mouths.

      “I’m a little nervous right now,” he admits, voice low. I don’t give any tells but internally, I grin.

      Clasping his hands together in his lap, Maverick lifts his chin and moves his head until he’s in a comfortable position for the sermon. I do the same, only I angle myself slightly towards him, so I can watch him without being too obvious.

      I hit play on my phone, which is on the outside pocket of my purse. I changed purses just to have easy access to my phone for this.

      Within the first ten seconds, Maverick slowly and barely turns his head, his eyes straining in my direction. “Holy shit,” he mouths, before turning his head back.

      I press my hand to his thigh, a bit higher than appropriate for church but the tail of his sport coat covers it nicely after he adjusts.

      He does adjust, might I add, within those first thirty seconds.

      I pop my other earbud in, so I can delight in the torture he must be going through. My recording is very Anna fucking Blake with a nice peppering of old Anna, creating what I thought to be a healthy does of holy shit.

      I’m proud.

      “All I think about is getting completely naked, crawling onto your kitchen counter and waiting on all fours for you.”

      His hands go to his throat where he pulls at his skin before moving his palm to his jaw.

      “Your hands on my ankles, slowly smoothing up my calves, God I get wet just thinking about it.”

      He side-eyes me again.

      “Then you move your palms up the backs of my thighs. Your hands are so big they cover the expanse of my legs as your fingertips graze the bottom of my ass.”

      “I don’t ask for it and I don’t expect it but before you even touch me there, I feel your tongue pass through my folds. You tell me how good I taste and I drop my head with a moan.”

      He crosses his legs at the ankle for a moment only to uncross them.

      “Then I whisper for you to taste me again. ‘More’ I’d beg, and before I know it, you have me on my back, my knees over your shoulders. The look in your eyes before you disappear between my legs makes me insane. I cup my breasts as your tongue works up and down my slit.”

      He licks his lips. I smile hard.

      “But you know what gets me off? Feeling you get off. So I ask you to take me to your bed. For the first time.”

      Blush creeps up his neck and settles comfortably into his cheeks.

      “Cradling my naked body to yours, you carry me to your room where you lay me in the middle of your bed. I spread my legs so wide for you, Mav, because I want to give you everything.”

      “Every piece of me, all the access you need, I want to give myself to you. You climb onto the bed, grab my hips and pull me onto you. Except, I’m facing your feet.”

      He knows what’s coming. He moves a finger around his collar, trying to find fresh air, room to breathe, a way to keep it together.

      The pastor’s voice jumps and dips, telling us the sermon is really just getting started and I practically rub my palms together maniacally at the thought that we have nearly an hour of this.

      “You tell me to sit on your face and while you move your tongue around my clit, changing variations just enough to keep me on the edge, I take you into my mouth. Again.”

      I don’t know if he’s remembering the first and only blowjob I’d ever given him, but I am.

      “The deeper I take you in my throat, the harder you suck and lap at my clit. And God, if you didn’t feel it already, Mav, I’m so fucking wet for you. I always am.”

      “My hips roll over your jaw as your moans get trapped in my wet heat. I’m so close to coming for you Maverick, that all I can do is focus on your cock so I don’t explode.”

      “So I suck you hard. I suck each ball into my mouth as my hand pumps your dick. I move my tongue in circles around the crown of you, loving the precome that continually leaks for me. Then your hips lift from the bed just slightly and I know you’re getting close too.”

      His fidgeting ceases as I apply pressure to his inner thigh with just my fingertips, fanning and clawing him just slightly. Any of these things alone aren’t much.

      Nails on your inner thigh? Sexy but not too much.

      Erotic audio performed by your girlfriend? Hot but not insane.

      Being in a chastity cage, forced to not get hard, unable to touch yourself and orgasm? Fuck me it’s hot but still, it’s not enough to do you in.

      Not by itself. But join those three things together and it results in a perfect storm of unexpected and pure bliss.

      “We’re both so close to coming that I beg you to fuck me. ‘Please, please let me feel you in my wet pussy. I want you inside of me right now.’”

      “You oblige by rolling me onto my back. God I love the way you handle me, the way one swift movement oozes masculinity and sex. Everything you do turns me on, Mav.”

      He works his jaw side to side and almost glances my way, but then I see him stop himself.

      “You don’t fuck me until you make me come. You always let me come first, which leads to me coming twice. Because that’s the kind of lover you are.”

      “You bury your face between my legs and eat me until I orgasm, loudly, wildly. I’ve never orgasmed on man’s tongue until you, Mav.”

      “Your knees spread my legs wider as you settle your body on top of mine. Your thick cock bobs against my mound as our mouths kiss in a frenzy of spit and moans. Reaching between us, I grip you and stroke you before positioning the head of you at my entrance.”

      “Digging my heels into your ass, I pull you close and you drive into me with one quick motion. Our moans are muddled with our pants and cries of lust for one another.”

      The heel of my palm makes contact with the cage through his slacks. He “clears his throat” to smother the noise of surprise he makes.

      “I love the sound of your body slapping against mine as you fuck me and call out to me, tell me how much you want me and need me.”

      “My thighs begin to shake as my orgasm grows nearer. ‘I’m going to come’ I say into your neck before I bite you, loving the taste of your sweat and skin.”

      “Wrapping my arms around your back to match my legs, I pull you tight to me as we teeter on the edge of surrender together. We come together, because when we fuck in the missionary position, we always come together.”

      His knee begins to bounce. My lips curl into a smile.

      “We both stop moving because I come harder after I feel your cock throbbing and spilling for me. Then I come, my pussy spasming so hard that I milk you, forcing your body to give me more of your come.”

      “We stay joined that way, you tunneled deep inside me, my lips on your neck, your chin on my shoulder. As you grow soft, traces of our explosion begin to trickle down my thighs and into the bed.”

      “Before we move to the shower to clean up and fuck again, we lie there together, our naked bodies covered in sweat, just breathing. That’s what we like to do—lie together and listen to each other breathe.”

      He scratches at the side of his jaw and volleys his head a little before leaning down to me with his head, eyes still on the pastor.

      “I need to use the restroom,” he whispers so quietly that I can hardly hear it.

      Initially, I think he actually has to use the restroom, because he’s got the cage so even if he’s loving this audio performance, he still can’t do much about it. But then, he whispers “come with me.”

      It’s church. Grandpa and grandma are here. It’s a small town.

      Still, even though it feels very much like a bad idea, I find myself ducking down to exit the pew. Following behind Maverick, whose hand juts out behind him, looking for mine, I take it. Our fingers weave together naturally as we quietly drift up the room to the back door. Letting ourselves out in the lobby, a few women from the Sunday school are going into the children’s play room and after they do, we’re alone.

      It's an old church. Restrooms are single toilet, no stalls. I know this and something about the look in Maverick’s eye tells me he knows this, too.

      Lights on, Maverick slides the chain through the lock on the door and turns to face me. My heart zooms in my chest and I’m breathing hard.

      He keeps his eyes on me as he works his belt. My eyes travel down his arm and I watch his elbow jut out with urgency and he whips the leather free from his waist.

      The button slides through.

      The zipper comes down.

      His knuckles are white as he grips his slacks and boxer briefs. One quick shove and they’re banded around his thick thighs, a stripe of thigh and groin exposed. He holds the top of his shirt to his core with one hand and using his other hand, he palms his thoroughly swollen balls and cups them, lifting his caged sex slightly.

      The sexiest physical part of him is his caged cock—trapped behind bars, turning a deep red, vein pulsing against the steel—God it is such a turn on. This situation is making me so wet.

      “Look,” he says, nodding to his package. Slowly, our eyes still stuck to one another, I lower to my knees in front of him.

      Anna fucking Blake wouldn’t even keep a Prada purse if it touched the floor of a public bathroom. But the Anna I’m becoming, the Anna with Maverick, she knows that sometimes pleasure needs a little filth.

      As I wrap my hands around the hot metal, I see what he’s showing me.

      At his slit there’s moisture pooling, nearly clear but not quite. I swipe my tongue over the metal and flesh and Maverick bites into his curled knuckle as I do.

      “Fuck,” he groans. “Ten seconds into that and I was leaking precome like fucking crazy.”

      He looks down at me, cheeks flush, his perfect honey brown hair making my skin turn to goosebump. God he’s so masculine and alpha and yet, he’s letting me do this to him. Bring him to this place of needing without having. Over and over.

      I love this man.

      I can’t look away from his beautiful eyes. Pools of blue-green. I bet he was an adorable little boy.

      Reaching between his thighs I swipe over the fabric inside of his boxer briefs, pulse stuttering when I feel the extreme wetness. Recording my fantasies and letting him listen turned him on so much that he’s been leaking for me. I roll my bottom lip under my teeth and breathe out, long and slow. My body slows, too, now that I think about it.

      The more I want him, the harder it is to move. I just want to stay, feeling his need, simmering in his body heat, looking into his eyes. Begging and pleading silently that he wants me as much as I want him. That I’m worth it at the end.

      “I told you,” he says with a throaty groan. “Okay, we gotta get out there.”

      I love how much Maverick strives to make a good impression and be respectful of my grandpa. Grandpa and I never got a chance to talk about Mav and their relationship since things with grandma progressed so quickly but I hope I get the chance.

      I get to my feet and adjust my clothing, smoothing my palms down my dress. By the time he’s redressed and buckling his belt, I’m so horny that I physically can’t take it.

      “Okay,” I smile, “I’m here so I figured I may as well use it,” I say, thumbing to the toilet. Maverick’s eyes go to the porcelain, to me, they narrow, then he nods.

      “Okay,” he says, “I’ll wait for you in the hall, we’ll walk back in together.”

      Nodding, I lock the door behind him, turn on the water and sink my back against the wall.

      Oh my God. Maverick in that cage.

      Every time I see him straining for me inside of it, I get so wet. But knowing he was envisioning all the things I’d whispered through that ear pod to him and leaking at church? I know its wrong and it’s dirty but God, forgive me. My fingers swipe up my slit to find so much wetness. My panties feel soaked against my knuckles as I begin to quickly swipe my two dominant fingers over my very swollen clit. It won’t take long.

      Squeezing my eyes shut I envision him again.

      A silky drop of liquid sliding down his caged length. Ten seconds into that and I was leaking precome like fucking crazy. Oh my God, my thighs slam together, my core cinches up tight, my vision blurs then darkens and holy shit I’m coming so hard. My pussy is audibly wet as I stroke myself through the last wave of coming, my body beginning the come down, loosening and softening everywhere.

      Knowing I don’t have time to bask in how fucking hot that was/this all is, I push off the wall and wash up, then head out to the hall. Mav is a beautiful silhouette at the end of the dark hall, the light of the lobby glowing around him.

      His hands are in his slack pockets and he’s gently rocking back and forth on his feet, a small smile on his face.

      “Okay,” I say, cheerfully, as I approach. “Better.”

      “Yeah?” he cocks a brow while he takes my hand with his and kisses it along our woven knuckles. “I know what you just did in there, Anna. I can see it in your face.” He stops us right before we go in the doors and leans down to me, whispering, “seventy more days.”

      A shiver runs up my spine.

      My own plan is punishing me.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday dinner with Dave is almost cancelled but Mav convinces me it will be fun.

      Part of me was nervous that Dave and Mav wouldn’t get along—and then what? Dave has been there for me forever and as much as I’m falling for Mav… how would I choose? But when Mav wrapped his arm around my shoulders and told me to stop worrying, that he and Dave would get along because the most important person in both of our lives was me, well, I stopped worrying.

      They exchanged an alpha handshake and my heart sped up a bit watching it. Not a sexual thing… I don’t think… but more like a spark of excitement. Two of my worlds colliding. Okay, maybe shaking hands isn’t colliding but still.

      Mav spoke with Dave like he was utterly and completely comfortable. As if, not a single ounce of him was threatened by our closeness or feeling like he had to put up any fronts. He was simply himself and that was sexy as hell. It made me feel ways I wasn’t used to feeling from other people.

      Safety.

      Comfort.

      Sure, I’d felt those things with my parents when they were alive. And I felt them with grandpa and grandma, too. But that’s how you’re supposed to feel with family.

      Family. He feels like family.

      As a bystander to muscle car engine talk, I thought about this twelve-week thing we were doing. Was it absolutely necessary? It’s powerful as hell, it’s like a drug if I’m being perfectly honest. The dominance I feel having control of a man’s lifeblood—and having him then hand himself to you in every other capacity—it’s almost too much.

      It almost drives me insane.

      We’re talking insane like… when I’m around him and I picture his substantial manhood locked up in that cage, sitting heavy between those powerful thighs… I get wet. And I get hot. And I want to tear my clothes off and devour him. Every single molecule.

      I find myself letting my hand wander to my panties while sitting through Zoom meetings.

      Sometimes when I’m on a work call, I pinch my nipples and imagine he’s there with his head up my blouse, suckling at my breasts and making me moan.

      God I want him.

      But when Dave merely mentioned the past, I remembered it all. In a rush, the memories flooded back. The teasing, the cruelty. He is sorry. I know he is.

      Still… we need this.

      It’s torturous to us both, which I don’t find fair because didn’t I already get my dose? But I’m going with it because it’s building this intense desire in me. It’s adding fuel to the flames that are already too tall. At the end of twelve weeks, we’ll both be burning so bright we may burn the world down with our heat.

      Needless to say, I didn’t talk much during dinner.

      I yearned silently and touched myself in the bathroom while Dave and Mav did the dishes.

      A great night.
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      Mav

      Week Three

      “Bro,” Ry pulls at his hair, eyes wide.

      He’s been giving me that thousand yard, open-mouth stare with a random “bro” mixed in for the last ten minutes. I’m letting him digest.

      I can’t really believe I told him. I guess it just came out.

      I’m learning that not being able to touch my cock makes me VERY fucking grouchy over VERY fucking stupid shit. And that’s how we got where I am now.

      Being an asshole.

      Ry had stopped by tonight after he left his motorcycle club wanting to drink beers and shoot the shit. Only, I have a big build coming this week, another project for the town of Oakcreek. I like getting gigs to better the town I’ve lived in my whole life. Being a productive part of the community, the way my father never was.

      I take these jobs seriously.

      When Ry came by at eight thirty, I was already annoyed.

      “Dude,” he’d said, sensing my irritation right away. “you’re like, an old lady. Why are you all sleepy-face at fucking 8:30?”

      I may have crazily repeated, in a sassy tone, sleepy-faced, but I became a full-on monster so I can’t be sure of anything. I know I yelled that some of us have to work and not just ride bikes in the wind.

      Ry didn’t like that.

      “First of all,” he had said, giving me an earned moment of patience for being his best friend. Holding out his finger, he said, “I don’t ride bikes in the wind like a thirteen-year-old girl. I ride a fucking motorcycle, bro.”

      I’d flopped onto my couch and sighed. “Sorry, man, I’m just tired and very fucking sexually frustrated.”

      It slipped before I could stop it. It slipped because I wasn’t used to lying. Not to my best friend or anyone else.

      I don’t like liars.

      The cage had a strange power over me. It prevented my dick from getting hard, it prevented me from extreme pleasure, and it caused me pain. But what it did to my mind was worse. As one week turned into two, and two bled into three, I could feel a fog settle over me.

      It feels like I’m itchy from the inside out. Something is crawling under my skin. Passion and want that I can’t channel into Anna. I can’t even jerk off in the shower like a normal twenty-eight-year-old.

      The slightest inconveniences threaten to enrage me. Moderate hunger makes me mad. If I can’t find my keys even though I’m the last person that had them? I’m clawing at my neck and hairline, cursing under my breath.

      I called Dr. Longo for an extra session.

      I practice “coming clean” about the twelve-week trial with Doc tonight on Ry.

      I tell him everything. I come clean about more than I plan to because the cage rage apparently also has a spot in my brain where it toes the plug on my private shit and lets it all free.

      Great.

      Ry’s facial expression has gone from somber, to angry, to understanding then disappointed, then hopeful and shocked.

      I never told him about the bullying because what man goes around talking about all the shit things that they did that they feel bad about? Not many. I was dealing with it in real ways. Ways far better than making my troubles into gossip.

      Because he didn’t know about the bullying, he also didn’t know about Anna or the self-harm.

      I filled him in on everything and the only thing I was allowed to skip were the bits about my dad, because Ry was thoroughly aware of what a prick my father was.

      Our fathers weren’t friends but they could’ve been. Same priorities.

      Back to Ry, pacing my living room like we’ve just fucking killed someone and can’t agree where to hide the body. He is majorly fucking stressed.

      “Bro,” he says again, this time pacing with his hands cupped over his mouth. He stops in front of the TV which is off, because when I came home from work today all I wanted was food, a shower and my bed.

      He holds a hand out, pressing the tip of his pointer finger to the tip of thumb. “So it’s like a cock ring with your dick locked to the ring part?” he asks, with genuine concern in his face. His man bun is barely hanging on after he grabbed and pulled at it for the last half hour straight.

      It's long story to tell but I got it done in a half an hour. Key points only. That’s the way men do it. No details like what we were wearing and how I secretly felt and the temperature of my truck on the drive over. Important shit only.

      “Yeah,” I nod, “that’s right.” I pop a cinnamon disc into my mouth to ease the bitterness on my tongue. My mouth wants a cigarette but my mind and body want her.

      He paces again for another few seconds before stopping, turning to me, an expression of eager shyness on his face.

      “No,” I said, sitting up on the couch, pushing my hands through the sides of my hair.

      “Come on, bro, let me see it,” he says, pressing his hands together in prayer.

      “Dude, don’t,” I knock his hands apart with a head shake, settling back onto the couch. He puts them back together and presses them to his chest.

      “You’ve seen my dick,” he reminds me, which I don’t need to be reminded of. You don’t forget unhooking piercings.

      “I didn’t want to see your dick,” I remind him, because if he would have told me why he needed me urgently, I probably wouldn’t have gone.

      Fuck. I would have. We both know I would have.

      “Okay but I want to see your dick,” he says, looking down at me from where he stands in the middle of my living room. Torn dark blue jeans, black boots laced up to his ankles, ripped Henley with a leather fucking vest on. And he wants to see my dick.

      “Dude, you’re a fucking motorcycle club member.”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “Oh, you know I don’t want to see it in a gay way.” He smiles. “Curious only.”

      “No.”

      He hangs his head in resignation. Flopping down in the chair across from my couch, he strokes his hand over his chin a few times before propping it up on closed fists. “I’ll just become friends with Anna and ask her to take a picture.” He snorts at his own idea and I roll my eyes at him.

      But it feels like a good time to bring this up.

      “Hey, actually, I was thinking we could all have dinner sometime.”

      Annoyingly, he presses his hands to his heart and blinks madly at me.

      “She’s meeting the family,” he sing-songs in a way that makes me want to drive my fist into his eyeball. Sexually frustrated Mav, as it turns out, isn’t much fun. I save all energy in me for work and Anna. Can’t be a grouch to my girl.

      “Is that a yes?” I ask, getting up and making my way to the fridge. I pull out two of the beers Ry brough and hold one up. “Night cap?”

      He glances at his watch. “It’s not even ten o’clock, grandfather.”

      Rolling my eyes (again), I pop the caps off the beers and hand him one as I pass through the living room.

      “Okay so all seriousness,” he says after he takes a few long drinks. “I want you to know if you’re ever going through any of that shit again, I’m here for you man.” He doesn’t meet my eyes but I study him, because moments like this keep me from resenting my father. When I know I have people who love me.

      He lifts his beer but before he takes a drink, he says, “You’re a brother to me and I would do anything for you.”

      “Thanks, man,” I say, giving him a solid nod before pressing the bottle to my lips, taking a drink.

      He scratches his forehead. “You telling her that you told me?”

      I hadn’t thought about it but immediately, I nod. “Yeah, she knows I’m not ashamed to be doing this for her.”

      He takes another drink of his beer and I can hear his heavy swallow. “You’re giving her a lot of power,” he says finally, after a long stretch of nothing but gulps and breathing.

      “She has to know I will give it.”

      He nods. “Will you let her keep it?”

      I move my hand down my jaw in thought. “I think we’ll share it when we’re done with the twelve weeks. But if she did want to keep it, in some way,” I take the very last drink of my night cap. “I’d let her.”

      He nods. I can’t decide if he’s surprised or disappointed in the things he’s learned about his best friend tonight but I won’t deny it feels good to have it out there.

      After he leaves, I settle in bed and open my phone to send Anna a goodnight text. I see she’s already left me three messages.

      Anna: Did you see the email I sent you a few hours ago? I know you’re working but tell me what you think of it when you can.

      Anna: Also, I miss that handful of metal and heat you have for me.

      Anna: Grandpa wants us to have dinner with him at the home tomorrow. US. He invited US. Miss you.

      Swiping, I open my email app and see the email from Anna underneath some spam from the usual supplement companies. Following the link she enclosed, I’m taken to a real estate page from Blake Investment Properties. Pride straps through my chest, seeing how successful and powerful my girl is.

      The property pictures are detailed and great quality, including some panoramas and a video walk-through. It is for a building located in Lakeside, the town a few miles east of Oakcreek.

      Mav: Hey baby, I miss you too. Ry stopped by for a beer after work. Dope building in Lakeside. Too big for just me though.

      Anna: Glad you like it. It’s the site for the new Firetruck Repair Station.

      Mav: They didn’t want the Hightech Industrial building?

      I scratch my head. I work my teeth over my lip, thinking. She wouldn’t not sell Hightech because of us, would she? I don’t want her sacrificing any of herself for me.

      Mav: Anna, tell me you didn’t do this for me

      I drop the phone in my lap, wondering what my move is. Changing up the plans for Hightech at the last minute probably required much maneuvering, but she even said she wasn’t sure she could find anyone else to fill the remaining two spots at Hightech, even if Daws and I did stay. All units needed to be full.

      She’d told me early on that even though she now owned Hightech, she planned to save all the collected rent on the property and put it back in Lloyd and Evelyn’s account, for their long-term care.

      What a fucking heart on her.

      I didn’t want her to keep it for my sake and not be able to save more for the Sanderson’s. They deserve the best plan she has in store, and I don’t think that includes me.

      Anna: I’m calling. Answer.

      Despite my inner turmoil over this, I still smile at the message. I love that streak of dominance in her.

      I pick up on first ring and she speaks before I can.

      “Maverick, don’t.”

      I sigh, rolling my neck before settling against some pillows. “Anna, I know you want Hightech’s income to roll into Lloyd and Evelyn’s long-term care. I can’t be the reason they have less.”

      She’s silent for a moment and it tells me she’s considering what I’ve said. Not just jumping out there with a “it’s not” or a “it won’t”, but actually hearing me.

      “I understand. I do. But I have plans for one of the two free units in Hightech, and currently have three listings running for the last unit. With a little time in the Oakcreek Leader and online, we’ll be at max capacity.” She pauses and I exhale with relief this doesn’t have to turn into a point of friction.

      “Maverick, I thought you’d feel that way. Don’t worry, with the last unit filled in a few months, it will bring in the same as the firetruck repair shop would have. I promise.”

      For some damn reason, I grow suddenly emotional and pinch at the corner of my eyes, at the bridge of my nose, ridding it of moisture. I’m grateful this isn’t a FaceTime.

      “Thank you and Anna, I’m proud of you, for what it’s worth,” I add after clearing my throat.

      I can hear her soft smile. “It’s worth a lot.” She sighs. “How was the beer with Ry?”

      I sit up a little taller against the wall of pillows. I scratch at the hair on my bare chest. “I told him about our twelve weeks.”

      She chokes on her tongue. “What?!”

      I laugh, lifting the waistband on my athletic shorts to take a peek of my restrained dick. Fuck my balls look strained. I snap the elastic back to place. Fuck, even that feels good.

      “Yep. I told you Anna, I’m not ashamed to be doing this for us.”

      Her voice is soft and low when she speaks again. “That makes me happy, Maverick.”

      “Also, dinner this week with Ry, so you guys can meet.”

      “Oh, really?” she squeals with excitement. “When?”

      “Uhh,” I stretch out.

      She snorts. “Text him tomorrow and figure out the day and time. As long as it isn’t tomorrow.”

      “Oh yeah, dinner with Lloyd and Evelyn tomorrow. I’m in. I was going to text you.”

      “But I called you instead,” she adds, her tone raspier now.

      I imagine her naked body on her bed, back arched, fingertips grazing her little raspberry nipples.  “Yeah, you did, stalker.”

      “Guilty,” she says. Then, with her mouth close to the receiver, she whispers huskily, “want to listen to me come to the sound of your voice?”

      Shit this call just took a turn.

      I reach down and cup my throbbing situation and groan. Even though I am dying to spill for her and I can’t, still, I’m not saying no to this. “Yes, please,” I pant.

      “Okay,” she utters, “I go, you go.”

      I’m not sure what she means but I’ll catch up. Getting comfortable on my bed, I push my basketball shorts and boxer briefs down until they’re banded around my knees.

      “Ready?” she asks quietly.

      “Fuck, always,” I groan, letting my free hand stupidly stroke my inner thighs. What’s the point? But anything and everything feels fucking electric at this point.

      “You press your lips to my throat and the vibration of your voice through my core makes my nipples hard.” Then she moans a little, the sound of exploration. The sound of my cock dying to fucking pulse.

      I clear my throat. My girl is dirty and sexy and hot and damn it, I love this.

      “I’ll kiss my way down to your chest and fill my palms with your tits, rolling my thumbs over your nipples until you’re begging for my mouth.”

      Throb. Throb. Throb.

      I brush my thumb against the underside of my full balls and my own light touch causes me to jerk back against the pillows.

      “You suck my tits while you drive two fingers inside of me and it makes you leak to feel how wet my pussy is for you. How ready I am to take that big dick.”

      Oh fuck. Okay, she’s not playing. She brought her a-game. I swipe my fingertip over the opening in the top of the cage. Wetness is of course pooling. I never used to be the guy who leaked precome and had to worry about that.

      But three weeks in this fucking cage has apparently turning me into achy, leaky, horny precome guy.

      I swallow hard. “You spread those legs for me easily, Anna, because the truth is, you want my cock just as much as I want to give it to you.”

      She moans but it sounds distant. “Is your head back right now?” I ask, scared of the visual that is coming in loud and clear. Anna’s milky skin, dewy with sweat, her hands moving all over her body, back arched, mouth open, head back.

      Fuck. I stroke my aching sack again, even letting a finger run up the seam of my ass.

      “Mmmhmm,” she moans, making my entire cage shift. My poor fucking cock. It’s throbbing, it wants to be flopped over my belly, hard and angry. But it’s fucked.

      “And I’m pushing two fingers inside myself, pretending its your fingers. Listen,” she pants, and then she must move the phone because all I can hear for a handful of seconds is a wet squelching and hampered moans. Fuck, she’s fingering herself and letting me listen to her needy little pussy beg for my cock.

      “Anna,” I grit out, feeling like I have all the energy in the world inside my dick and that energy is being choked. “Fuck, listening to you is so hot.”

      “Oh, Mav, I can’t wait until you can fuck me,” she breathes, and I can hear she’s close.

      “I’ll fuck you hard when you need nothing more than a pounding. And I’ll make love to you when you need tenderness. And I’ll take you slow and make you impatient when we have nothing but time.”

      “Oh, Mav,” she moans. Hearing her moan my nickname does some primal shit to me. I want to feed my dick into her and thump my chest all at once. God this woman makes me walk the line of reasonable and desperate.

      “Let me listen to you come Anna, and I want you to imagine my cock locked up for you when you let go. See my aching dick being kept for you, baby. Do you see it?”

      “Oh, oh, oh, fuck, Maverick, fuck!” she practically screams out, gasping and choking, panting like a woman finally sated after being left needy too long. The thought of me did that to her.

      “Damn, baby, that was so sexy. You are fucking killing me,” I admit, stroking my thumb in lazily circles around the metal ring that holds my entire unit in place.

      Week one I was missing jerking off, watching my secret fantasies come to life and wash down the drain of my shower, a few hot minutes kept just to myself. Now though, I want to feel her soft skin against my hard length. I want to discover her slit with the head of my cock. I want to tunnel through her lush tits pushed together. I want to drive into her tightest ring and burn her up with my heat from the inside out.

      It's all I can fucking think about.

      I stroke my balls again as she laughs, coming down from her orgasmic high.

      “That was hot,” she says, no hint of embarrassment in her tone. I’m glad she’s not one of those women to be lost in the moment only to be regretful and shame-filled afterwards. “Thank you.”

      I groan because it’s all I can do at this point.

      “Are you leaking for me, Mav?” her voice is barely a whisper. God it’s hot. I’m pretty sure if she burped, I’d think it was hot because my cock is so fucking lonely.

      Again, I groan because all the sexy words that were in my head before are gone and all I have now that I’ve listened to her orgasm is exhausted need.

      “Okay,” she laughs softly. “Dinner at five tomorrow. Meet me at the home?”

      “No way,” I say, mentally running through my schedule to make sure I can swing by downtown before I grab her. “I’ll pick you up. We ride together, baby.”
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      It’s only half past six when we get in the cab of my truck after dinner with the Sanderson’s. Old people eat early and they eat quick.

      Anna flips the shade down, rubbing underneath her eyes in the rectangular dimly illuminated mirror. “Well,” she smiles, flipping the mirror closed, “that was good. Grandma seems good considering. And Grandpa said he found a bridge game, a putt-putt crew and discovered the library there.”

      She rests her hands in her lap, gazing out the front window, a softness to her face. She’s pleased. It did go well and honestly; the Sanderson’s did seem to be doing pretty fucking good. I wouldn’t say Evelyn was doing great in terms of the dementia, but her quality of life was there. Even in her confusion, she spoke and smiled, and we knew it didn’t always go that way. There were plenty of wanderers at the home and though we never spoke of it, we knew it could be like that.

      “I agree. It was great,” I reply with honesty.

      She shifts her body to look at me over the console. “Hey, what did Grandpa want to talk to you alone about?”

      There it is.

      The question I was waiting for because judging by Anna’s calm demeanor, her grandpa didn’t tell her what he was going to talk with me about. I feel of my throat, dragging my fingers along the stubble.

      Usually, I’m clean shaven. This cage has been a test. I dropped the razor over the sink this morning and that simple butter-fingers move gave me enough rage to then kick the razor across the bathroom floor and stomp out like an insolent child.

      It's the cage rage.

      I swallow. “He asked me if he could hire me to fix up his house.”

      Her head whips to mine. “What? Why?”

      I swallow again and find her eyes through the cab as I turn into the Inn parking lot. “He wants to sell the house, Anna.”

      “What?” the confusion on her faces pains me, and I thought she may have this reaction. There are memories there and even though they’re too painful for her to be around now, I know that she imagined herself one day facing them. It looks like when that day comes, she won’t have the iconic home to do it in.

      “You’re a welder, not a contractor, anyway,” she says, starting her descent on justifying why this can’t or won’t happen. But I know it is.

      Mr. Sanderson told me he knows they won’t go back and he was clear that he does not want Anna living there. “She deserves a fresh start. And if she stays here in Oakcreek, she needs a different place.”

      I really couldn’t agree more. I hate living in my house. The house I grew up in. But it was left to me when my dad died and while I was an apprentice, I didn’t make much money. It made sense.

      I expressed to Lloyd that one day, I’d like to own a home with Anna and start a family with her, too.

      “I know, son,” he’d said, patting my hand as we sat at a table, cracking peanuts and sipping Sprite’s together. “I know she wants that too. But she may not be strong enough to get rid of the house. We need to do it for her, okay?”

      I nodded, feeling proud to be in his confidences, feeling sore from having a confidence which didn’t overlap with Anna.

      “She can list it when you’re done.” He leaned back, knowing our Anna well. “I’m sorry Maverick but you’ll have to deal with the fallout of this. She won’t like it. She won’t want it. But she’ll see when it’s done that it’s what’s right.”

      When I put the truck in park at the Inn, I reach over and unbuckle Anna, flipping the center console up. I pat my thigh and she willingly slides across. I pull her into my lap and she rests her cheek on my shoulder. I kiss her hair, trying to ignore the warm vanilla and coconut scent that she radiates. I spread my legs apart further under the steering wheel.

      “Baby, they’re not moving back and he wants you to have your own place. He doesn’t want you to live in a place that harbors more bad than good.” I stroke a piece of soft hair from her face and loop it behind her ear. She sniffles against my chest. “Neither do I. I want you to start a new story.”

      She nods against me, still sniffling.

      “I’ll do a great job. Ry and a few of his guys will help. We’ll update the whole thing and when it’s time to say goodbye, you won’t recognize it. It will just be a place where things happened. And Anna, we both know that whether the house is yours or not, the things that happened are inside of you. Forever, if you let them.”

      Though I haven’t heard of many, I’m sure she also has good memories at Lloyd’s house and I want her to know it’s okay to keep those tight as much as it is okay to release the bad ones.

      “Okay,” she finally says, her voice insecure and weak. It will take time, but she will see how right this move is.

      “He trusts me with you, Anna.”

      She lifts her head from my shoulder and presses a chaste kiss to my jaw.

      The love I feel for this woman wraps tightly around me.

      Tighter than any cage.
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      Anna

      10 Years Ago

      A few times during the summer months, Maverick, as shift manager, would call me to see if I could come in to help. People hate washing their vehicles themselves and when it’s over one hundred degrees out, they rarely do it.

      Those are our busy days. Busier than when it sprinkles every other day in March, even.

      Maverick had called me to come in today. He was always professional on the phone. If he’d been on speaker phone for every call he made to me, no one would ever suspect anything. I told him today that I’d be in as soon as I can, leaving him expecting very little.

      The less he expected, the more I could avoid the obvious bully traps.

      Getting ready quicker than I expected, I end up in the breakroom getting my smock on and taking my last few precious drinks of cold water before I get another state-mandated break.

      The breakroom is attached to the employee lockers as well as the manager’s office. A door separates each space from the next but the walls are thin, even with the doors closed.

      The doors are open to the office and the lockers as I come into the break room. I flop down into a chair, the lockers only a sliver of a view in my peripheral.

      Quietly, I unroll my smock and thread my head through the strap when I hear him.

      Narrowing my eyes, I can see a hint of movement through the cracked door. They’re in there. I noticed they weren’t on the floor working cars when I pulled up. I assumed they were doing whatever they want because that’s what they always do.

      I halt my arms so the only noise is them.

      “You could’ve called anyone else. You called her because you want to see her, Maverick. Just fucking admit it!” she’s using her whisper-hiss voice, like they’re struggling to keep it down. My throat tightens.

      “So what if I do, Dani? What the fuck do you actually care? You don’t fucking love me. I don’t love you. We’re both just… fucked up!” he hisses out, and I can hear him push out a harsh breath.

      “Fucked up? Speak for yourself, asshole!” Dani isn’t trying to control her voice anymore.

      “Oh no,” Maverick chuckles maniacally. “Don’t. You don’t get to fucking act like this is all on me. You’re jealous of her, you hate her, you need me to hate her too. Don’t pull some valiant shit where you act like you’re doing this shit for me, Dani.”

      His voice drops and I hear him back her into the lockers.

      “You drove this, Dani. Your small mind and your cruelty drove this and I went along with it because I’m no better than you. I’m fucking pathetic. Just like you.”

      I can’t swallow the lump of tightness in my throat. Emotion forms behind my eyes. I blink, my hands search for my smock then move under the table, swiping down my thighs. I don’t know what to do. How to move. What to think.

      I know without hearing my name that they’re talking about me. Because I am the only one they bully. To everyone else, they’re not awful. It makes me feel even worse, if I’m being honest about it.

      Why me? Why just me?

      I jump up and scramble to get the apron on, fight or flight running rampant in my veins. It’s on and tied and just as I’m pushing out onto the floor, I hear the door creak open.

      “How long were you in here?” Maverick’s voice is menacing, low, but so deeply fractured, too.

      “Not long,” I reply, my back to him because I am not brave. I have never been brave.

      “How long?” he asks again, and then I feel him behind me. His fingers knead down the nape of my neck until his palm is wrapped around my shoulder, fingertips pressing under my collarbone.

      I shudder. My nipples harden. There’s a deep pulsing and gulping sensation between my thighs. Hot sand runs through my neck, electrifying my spine.

      “I heard you,” I whisper, before using every last drop of energy to push through the door, out of his warm grip.
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Week Four

      “I think you tricked me,” Maverick says, settling back against a lawn chair out front of Grandpa’s house.

      As soon as he’d been asked to start working on the house, Maverick took it seriously. He started his day at Wilde Welding two hours earlier, moving his workout to his lunch time, allowing him to get to Grandpa’s house with four hours of daylight to spare.

      He was working so hard; I could see exhaustion in his eyes after just a week of this schedule. But I also knew that part of him was just him—a hardworking man who loved working with his hands, helping people.

      That and his huge dick and balls were trapped behind metal and his sexy hot girlfriend (his words) was masturbating to and around him, massaging her hot tits (again, his words) against his body and licking his balls (how I woke him up this morning before he headed to the shop while it was still dark out).

      He needed to do something since he couldn’t do the one thing he wanted to do.

      Me, if you didn’t get that. He wants to do me.

      I can feel it in the way his fingertips dig into my hips as he reaches around me for the coffee in the morning. They press hard and linger.

      I can feel it in the way his tongue lazily works up my neck when we sit together on his couch. Like if I let him, he’d never stop.

      I can feel it in the gravel-covered-velvet tone that he uses when he tells me he wants me. He misses me. And oh yeah, he wants me.

      Again, this thing I feel for Mav is a lot.

      I’ve never been with a man that makes me feel these things. I mean, I’m so crazy in love with him that I’m finding myself doodling our initials on property inspection forms. Every single time I touch myself (which is embarrassingly getting close to more than twice a day), I call out his name when I come. When I grocery shop, I pick ingredients for meals that we like, not things that just I want.

      It could sound small to you but those things are big for me.

      I’ve been selfish fucking Anna for so long.

      Now I can’t imagine thinking only of me.

      “How did I trick you?” I ask, moving the wooden spoon through the stock pot of red sauce we’d made together.

      Tonight, Maverick’s best friend Orion is coming over to his place for dinner. The best friend meeting. When Maverick met Dave, it went so damn well that I don’t feel in the least bit worried for this one.

      “You said no kissing but you didn’t tell me I’m not going to get to see you naked, either.”

      I chuckle, jumping back from the stove as the sauce pops. I turn the burner down and rest the spoon over the pot. Stuffing my hands in the back pockets of my cut-off shorts (I do not miss office wear), I rock on my feet, sticking my chest out a little.

      I’m wearing Maverick’s favorite black tank top. Why is it his favorite? Because it makes my generous B-cups look like they’re moments away from falling out.

      “I didn’t say you won’t,” I say in a teasing voice. He rubs his palms together and dances his eyebrows at me. Then I tilt my head and let my eyes discover, for the millionth time, the splendor that is Maverick.

      Each sinewy piece carved with hard work and dedication, his body is lean and tight, a corded gift to my loins. His arms beautifully painted in proof of his strength, proof his ability to overcome anything. Muscles lumping from forearm to shoulder, his body tells a story of a dutiful life. Those deep yet sparkling eyes, square jaw and perfectly unstyled yet cruelly stylish hair—he makes me want to get fucked and filled with his hot seed.

      He makes me want to get pregnant and feel his cock split me as I hold my belly ripe with his spend.

      Holy shit. The merged outcome of the two Anna’s is an Anna so new to me that I’m a little scared.

      Pregnancy fantasies? I want to have a baby? Now?

      I kind of do.

      “What are you thinking about, creep?” Mav asks, breaking me from my kind of crazy thoughts.

      “How good you look,” I say, partially honest. He’s struggling in that cage; he shares the details of his angst with me. So hearing that I’m dripping to be pumped full of his come? Probably not something that would help his current predicament.

      “Show me your tits,” he says, lifting a beer to his lips, a grin on his face.

      I laugh and go back to my spot near the stove, stirring the red sauce. “You wish.”

      “I fucking do. I wish and dream, baby. Wish and dream.”

      I laugh so hard I have to blot at the corners of my eye with the inside of my wrist. “I put mascara on!” I scold, “stop being funny!”

      He snorts and takes a drink of his beer, and then the doorbell rings.

      “I didn’t hear his bike,” Maverick says, surprised.

      I rest the spoon and wipe my hands, following Maverick to the front door.

      I know Ry is a biker, and I know that Oakcreek has a motor cycle club. But I haven’t been in town in ages, so my images of bikers all come from TV and movies. I expect Ry to look filthy, have wind-whipped hair and a pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. I expect tattoos and a questionably long goatee.

      When Ry walks in, my mouth goes dry.

      He’s a tall, slim guy with a big brown man-bun and a nose ring, wearing a Bruce Springsteen shirt with a leather vest over it. Okay, the vest is what I expected. The rest of it screams hardened hipster. Maybe that’s what bikers are here? Still, I’m surprised.

      We shake hands awkwardly and the guys sit at the table as I move the food to the counter, allowing people to make their own plates. We filter through somewhat quietly as we all take servings of spaghetti and green salad, complete with thick slices of buttery, crispy garlic bread. I don’t know if they’re normally this quiet? I don’t really see Mav with his friends. Is this normal?

      When we settle in at the table, Maverick puts both hands on the table and looks at his plate before looking over to me then Ry. “I told Ry about everything. From the day we met until now.”

      I look to Ry who’s face almost falls for a minute before a forced small smile and nod. Does it bother him that I knew those things first? I can’t read him but things feel… off.

      “He did. And I told him I wish he would’ve known I was there for him those years ago.” Ry’s eyes go to me, pinning me in my seat. He leans forward and twirls spaghetti around his fork. “But now he has you.”

      “And you,” I say back to him, somehow both defensively and offensively.

      “Yeah, and me,” he says, nodding. He eats his spaghetti and mops extra sauce with his bread.

      The two of them talk. They talk about things that don’t include or involve me, but not in an exclusive way. More, they’re being them and I don’t feel a great need to insert myself. There’s not a need for a verbal hand-on-hip and foot-stomp. Despite how Ry has been making me feel, I am not insecure.

      I’m finishing my salad, mentally going down a check list for my work day tomorrow when Ry speaks to me directly. The first time all evening.

      “The Sanderson’s are selling their place, huh?” he asks, leaning back, resting his hands over his lap.

      “Yeah,” I reply, knowing that he must know this isn’t a topic I really want to discuss. But then, maybe he doesn’t know. Give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “Mav says you’re not staying there.”

      It’s a statement and it gets under my skin but I don’t want it to get under my skin. I want to get along with this man. This man who means so much to my man.

      I shake my head. “No, I’m just more comfortable at the Ivy.”

      His lips turn down as he nods his head with this arrogance that rides me. I don’t like it.

      “More comfortable at a motel than your family home? Okay.”

      Why is this guy being a prick? I want to glance to Mav to get a read on him but I don’t want to rely on him to help me figure out how I feel. I feel annoyed but I also love Maverick and don’t want him have this moment go poorly. We’re all he has. Doesn’t this jackass see that?

      “Yeah, sounds crazy, right?” I do a small laugh; it’s so fucking forced because fuck you for judging me when you don’t know a Goddamn thing outside a handful of pages from a second-hand diary.

      But the laugh is for Maverick, to make him feel comfortable.

      “But I went to live with my grandparents at that house when my parents were killed in a car accident by a drunk driver in Lakeside when I was sixteen.”

      It's not a card I play often. And I wouldn’t say I played it just now.

      But I did lay that down because the inn doesn’t bear memories of stomach pain from crying so hard. The inn doesn’t smell like my mother’s perfume, embedded in the walls and linens of the house she grew up in. The inn didn’t make me think or feel anything.

      I sip my water and move my hands down the condensation.

      “The Inn is expensive,” Ry announces. His head is titled and now he’s smiling, a greasy, annoying smile.

      “I can afford it,” I say, refusing to hide my success from some man with a small mind. I will not shrink myself so he feels like he better fits. No fucking way.

      “I hear you’re quite the businesswoman over in New York City. Think you can be happy here in Oakcreek with all us small-timers?”

      Maverick rises from the table now, after remaining silent for the last handful of exchanges. “Alright man, I’m trying to be cool but you’re making it very hard.”

      Ry rises and drops his napkin on the table. “I thought it can’t get hard, isn’t that right?” he wags a finger at me over the table. “You’ve got his dick locked up for total control.”

      “Why are you making me regret telling you?” Maverick asks, exasperated. He doesn’t look embarrassed rather, annoyed.

      Ry lifts his palms in a mock surrender then locks his eyes on me. “Just being truthful. I didn’t know I couldn’t be honest.”

      “You can be honest or you can be whatever the fuck this is. Know this though. Keep being like this? It comes with a fist to your fucking face in about one minute.” Maverick steps back from Ry. “Let’s talk out back, Orion.”

      Fuck. Getting full-named is serious and also, what in the actual fuck is happening?  I thought meet the best friend over carbs and have some laughs. This is something else. This feels like punishment for what I’m doing to and with Maverick.

      If we’re going to make it through the remaining weeks, we can’t let the noise of others overwhelm us.

      Ry nods to Mav and Mav presses a kiss to my cheek before the two of them go to the back porch, the sliding door clicking with  privacy as it shuts.

      I busy myself with putting the food into Tupperware’s—ones that Mav and I had purchased together sometime last month because I noticed he owned zero. When I asked him what he did with leftovers he said, “I put the pot in the fridge with a towel over it” and shrugged.

      We bought a lot of Tupperware.

      I clean up the kitchen, wash the dishes and Lysol the counter tops. I sweep the floor and tie up the garbage, wash the beer bottles and put on the coffee for tomorrow morning.

      Then I tiptoe the length of the living room wall, edging closer to the window off the patio.

      I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t.

      But my stomach is twisting. I can’t take not knowing for a moment longer.

      “I just don’t want to see you lose yourself in her and then if it doesn’t work, go back to hurting yourself and not telling anyone.”

      Valid point. But we will work. We know that.

      “I appreciate your concern. And I promise you, man, if I ever feel that way again, I’ll tell you. Hell, I have a shrink, Orion. I’ve been seeing him for five years. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      There’s silence and I’m about ready to toe away when I hear Ry again, his voice rawer than before.

      “She has a lot of control, man.”

      My mouth sticks to itself as I struggle to swallow. My pulse booms in my eardrums.

      “Listen, I love you man, I do. But I’m happy. And I’m going to do everything I have to do to chase and keep that happiness. You either walk besides me, no matter how you feel, and you love her the way you love me, or we part ways.”

      “You’re going to choose her over me,” Ry says flatly.

      “No. You’re choosing that for both of us. And since when do you feel this way? When you came over, you didn’t throw this fucking fit.”

      “Throw a fit huh? Okay, I question a woman who knows you for three months and locks up your dick and wears the key on her fucking necklace every day and I’m the crazy one. Think about it, man, you guys barely fucking know each other. This could be some long con for revenge on you.”

      “Okay, man, that’s the first and only time you get to say that, do you hear me?”

      Ry laughs, but it’s humorless and rough and kind of sad, too. “I’ll see you later, dude.”

      Panicking, I pad down the wall and take a spot in the chair at the table, flopping a book open, controlling the heave in my chest of my aerobic burst. Ry walks through the house, tossing me a hand over his shoulder and gruffs, “later,” before the front door slams shut.

      A moment later, a tired and dejected Mav walks in.

      I’m on my feet and burying my face in his chest, arms pulling his waist tight to me before he can even acclimate.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, swallowing down the need to cry. I feel awful about this. We were supposed to get along.

      “Don’t, don’t Anna,” he says, smoothing a hand down my head, pressing his lips into my hair. I can feel his hot breath against my scalp and it sends a tingle through my chest, turning my nipples to peaks. “You don’t have to be sorry. Orion decided to be a complete asshole out of nowhere and it is completely him. Not you.”

      He presses his lips into my hairline before he sinks his cheek down onto me, sighing. “I’m sorry that went so bad.”

      “Me too,” he says. “But you know what?”

      “Huh?” I ask, Mav still holding me tightly to him as we now gently sway together, our bodies hot and buzzing.

      “That’s on him, not you.”

      “He hates me,” I breath out, hating how true the words feel. In New York I can be hated. But this new hybrid Anna wants deeply to connect with the loved ones on the fringe of her loved ones. Who wouldn’t?

      We break apart but our hands stay connected between us.

      “Do you think he’s upset that you shared some of that stuff with him after you’d shared it with me?” I ask, biting at the corner of my lip, having no clue if I’m spot-on or off-base. I do not want to be offensive.

      He studies my eyes then nods. “I do,” he says, slowly running his knuckles up and down my arms, covering my body in goosebumps. Warmth pools between my legs. “See? That’s on him.”

      I nod. Even though it’s true, I don’t want it to be. I don’t want that to have gone so badly.

      He presses his chin to the top of my head as he pulls me in tight to him again. I can feel the steel in his pants pressing against my belly and the muscles in my groin pull tightly.

      “Anna,” he says, slowly. “Ry thinks that you’re trying to trick me into a relationship to exact some long-awaited revenge on me for what I did to you.” He snorts. “I don’t know if you need to hear this but I don’t think that. And I told him he could never say it again.”

      I pull him a little tighter to me.

      I want to tell him I love him. I know I do and this isn’t the first time that saying the words have felt right but after all of that shit with Ry? The night feels tainted.

      I want those words to own a beautiful night with nothing but happiness. Not what’s swept up and taped together after chaos. Those words with him mean way more to me than that.

      Instead, I push off of him and kick off my converse. “How about we work out your sore muscles and forget the night in the spa?”

      His face softens. “I think that sounds like a fucking perfect idea.”
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      Anna

      Still Week Four

      Ten minutes of groan-filled necking later, we changed into our suits and got into the spa. I didn’t actually bring a swimsuit with me from New York, but as soon as I spotted the spa on Mav’s back patio, I Amazon Primed myself a few swimsuits to the Ivy Inn.

      Maverick surprises me. He wears slightly fitted all black swim trunks that show the curved muscle of his quads, tighten around his perfect ass and drop a little lower, exposing the dips of muscle around his waist.

      He’s sexy. I’ve never been a woman who drools over men in swim trunks or Speedos but looking at Maverick is black trunks awakens my clit and makes it thrum.

      As soon as he’s settled on the low step that runs the diameter of the spa, I settle myself onto his lap, knees pinching his waist. Working my fingers up the sides of his head, I fan his hair with my hands, then press a chaste kiss to his cheek.

      His hands fall to my hips where he holds me with dominance and subtle aggravation. The heat of my pussy is easy to hide in the swirl of the heated spa water. I roll my hips into his lap, moaning out when the steel cage grazes my swollen, needy clit. The metal has warmed with the water and I can feel it through our thin fabrics. Fuck I want this man.

      “Anna,” he growls over the purr of jetted bubbles. “What are you doing to me, baby?” he moans, tugging the strap of my bikini top, pressing his lips to the skin under the fabric. My head falls back and steam whirls around my face, blurring my consciousness. His thighs tighten under me.

      Gripping his knees, I lean back and keep my hips rolling, pressing my clit hard against his caged cock each time I can.

      “Maverick, I want you so bad,” I moan, my eyes blinking through the steam, only to squeeze shut again, soaking up the sinister feeling buzzing up my core.

      “Baby,” he croons, holding me so tightly by the hips that it pulses through me, putting more intensity and need between my thighs. “You’re so sexy.”

      “I want you Mav, take the cage off,” I moan, my head rolling forward to suck in some air that doesn’t burn my lungs. It’s hard to breath. The air is thick and dense and my heart is beating, my clit is throbbing. “Take it off and fuck me, baby.” I’m desperate for him

      He's defended me for so long.

      I want him so bad.

      “No, Anna, you don’t want that. We,” he grits out as my seam swipes over his cage with more force, pushing his swollen balls into him. “We don’t want that.”

      “I have an idea,” he whispers into my ear, grabbing my wrists and tossing me over his shoulder so quick that I don’t have a chance to worry about slipping and going under.

      He sets me down in his lawn and walks to the fence, flicking a green switch. Along the perimeter and on the pergola over us, strings upon strings of Edison bulbs come alive, illuminating the lawn in an aphroditic glow.

      Spreading the towel over the grass, he scoops me back up and lays me down, right in the center.

      “You could have just told me to lay down,” I grin up at him, unable to do anything but grin because God I fucking want this man and Jesus Christ, something great is about to happen.

      “I wanted to lay you down,” he says in a rough voice. “I can’t do much these days, but I can lay you down.”

      My heart beats up to my throat, I swear. “Yeah?”

      He nods, the moon a memory in the inky sky behind him. He leans down, his earthy and masculine scent and the warmth radiating from his skin makes a powerful combination. It makes me emotional. I blink quickly as he kisses down my neck.

      He kisses my shoulder as he slowly knees my thighs apart. Kissing down my sternum, letting his tongue make slow and intentional swipes of my skin after every kiss, my spine begins to curl. My knees pull up high, they have a mind of their own. My body grows warm, cool beads of sweat forming on my skin.

      “Maverick,” I exclaim to the sky when his mouth meets with the top of my bikini bottoms, his tongue dipping under the fabric just slightly.

      “Oh God, Maverick, I want you so bad,” I pant out, desperate. I grab at the sides of his head and pull him up to me, where we stare at one another, nearly nose to nose.

      No kissing on the lips.

      His eyes move along all the crevices of my lips, studying the corners and seams. He rolls his bottom lip under his teeth. It’s hard to breathe or think or do anything but want with every emotion inside of me when I’m thisclose to him. Oh my God.

      I feel him shift his hips between my thighs and press his cage to my clit. My entire body goes white hot and my thighs spread even further. Keeping my fingers in his hair, my hands grip his head as he slowly licks up and down the column of my neck, a gentle hum at his lips. Like tasting my skin is making him ache. It’s the sexiest noise.

      “Maverick, I feel bad, I don’t want to come if you can’t,” I pant out, gripping his head tighter as his teeth pull at my neck, sending a pain down my throat which makes me cry for more.

      He shakes his head against me. “No. You’re coming every time we’re together until this is off. That’s my rule,” he says, pushing himself further against my wet hot slit, making my body vibrate against his.

      “Jesus Christ, Anna, you’re so fucking hot right now.”

      “Take your trunks off,” I command as I shimmy myself up on the towel. He kicks them down his legs quickly and takes his place between my thighs. Where he belongs.

      Grinding again, he reaches down between us but stills before he touches me.

      “I want to touch you, Anna. Can I touch you?”

      I study his eyes. Genuine and hungry. Borderline starving.

      I nod my head. “B-back of one finger only.”

      I’m trying to keep up some of the walls because I know once that first brick crumbles, I’ll be tearing the world down to devour Maverick Wilde. It will be hard to redraw lines, if not impossible.

      I move my hands from his hair and start tugging and gripping the cold grass along the towels edge. He rolls his cage against my pussy, holding himself up on one strong arm. Reaching between us, he pulls my bikini and I suck in a sharp breath, anticipating. Then his eyes flutter closed over me, a loud, thick groan fills the space between our chests and his finger gently grazes my sticky and achy clit. I’m so wet, there’s no way that slight graze didn’t drench him. I’m leaking into my bikini bottoms; I can feel it.

      “God Mav,” I pant, my head involuntarily rolling from side to side, propelled by desire and madness. “You’re going to make me come in less than a minute. I want you so bad. You feel so good against me.” It’s a mouthful of truth, and I’m not even embarrassed.

      When I lift my head, I look down between us to see his thick cock trying to spring free from the steel, pressing hard against it, angry and red. His balls are so big that as I stare at them, my pussy aches. Seriously. I want to feel them slap against my ass as he empties them into me.

      Who am I?

      He studies my face. “Take a breath. You have cage rage.”

      “Cage rage?” I pant, feeling the sizzle between my thighs plane out, becoming more bearable, longer lasting.

      “The cage drives you nuts. Makes you insane for your desires, right?”

      I bite my lip and nod fervently.

      “Me too,” he says, shoving his hips to my clit before holding them there. I start grinding against this position he’s holding, and I hear a moan in his chest as he looks down between us, our sexes colliding.

      I look him in the eyes as he drags his knuckle through my wetness again, my hips lifting to get more pressure, more of his skin on mine.

      My hips start to tremble as I move against the back of his knuckle with more urgency.

      “Yes, Mav,” I moan out. He teases me by pulling back every few passes, alternating between a whisper of a touch and an explosion of a rub. The movements, the pattern, his smell, the wet grass between my fingertips. It’s heaven.

      He continues the divine movements of his single knuckle over my clit while my own gentle grinds rock my wet slit over the arch of his cage.

      “Fuck Anna, this feels fucking good,” he groans out as he picks up his movement, rocking against me harder now, his breath more broken.

      “Yeah,” I breath out, my thoughts detaching slowly, like cutting a ribbon attached to a balloon. The balloon drifts away lazily leaving you reaching.

      That’s me. This is mind blowing. My arms are itchy from thrashing against the grass, dirt lines the underside of my finger nails and sweat is like a glove over my entire body. But it feels so fucking good.

      I want him inside of me, stretching and filling me with himself.

      But this is something else.

      This is insane. He’s locked up for me, to prove himself to me. And he’s using that cage to rub all over my greedy, high-school crushing, aching pussy. And stroking me like a God with just one finger? Bringing me to the point where my entire body is shaking like an orgasmic earthquake is taking over.

      Because it is. Because this is way too hot and I’m way too horny.

      “Mav, I’m going, I’m going to, I’m, I’m going to come, Mav,” I pant, eyes fighting to stay open. I want to see how he makes me feel and I want to know that he knows it’s real.

      He doesn’t agree with Ry, he said. I believe him.

      But proof doesn’t hurt.

      He lowers himself to his elbow, shifting his body to press his forehead to mine. Our faces are so close, his breath is melting over my nose. I throw my leg over his hip and he grips me under my knee. Again, we find our motion of mindless and starved grinding, me wanting his caged friction to break me and him needing to be that break for me.

      Rolling and stroking for just a second longer, I break.

      My world closes like a clam, light and sound becoming a thing I have no way of sensing. My mind rolls, my heart stutters, my pussy screams and gulps and clenches as Mav’s knuckle grates at my sticky clit.

      I’m shaking, I’m sweating, I’m breathing so hard that I cough and that cough then turns into laughing. I laugh and move my hands from the grass up his chest.

      We’re still angled partially on our sides, since my leg is over him and he’s leaning back on his elbow slightly.

      “Anna,” Mav’s voice is gravel and dripping with need. The voice of someone who isn’t basking post-orgasm like me.

      I weave my fingers through his chest hair before dragging my nails down to his nipples. Rolling and pinching, I play with his nipples while I lick and suck his neck. He lets a small moan free when my knee grazes the bottom of his balls and cage. I do it again and he groans loud and long and then I feel the gentle pulse of his hips as they move up, in small, controlled pumps.

      “Oh God,” he murmurs, and it’s now I realize he’s gripping my hips hard. In one motion he rolls me onto my back just as he leans over me, still on one elbow, his other hand supporting his balls and the cage.

      “Oh my God, Anna, I fucking want you.” He presses his forehead to mine and continues to grind on me. The look in his eyes is the hottest look. It’s telling me he won’t live without me.

      Reaching down between my thighs, I rest my fingers under his balls and tenderly knead and pull the swollen, sensitive skin.

      It takes two passes.

      Silky ribbons of hot desire stream across my belly, one right after the other, Mav’s eyes squeezed shut, forehead pressed down tightly to mine.

      “Oh God, Anna,” he rides out my name as I stroke his sack, his hips still jerking forward with more shots of spend still making it up to my chest.

      After another few moments, his body stills and he pushes to his knees between my legs.

      The moon is gone and the sky is murky. The air is warm and the ground is sticky. It is the perfect night. Staring up at a very unexpectedly sated Maverick who is looking down at his achievement which marks my entire body—it’s perfect.

      “You came in your cage,” I say, hoping to not break this magical little spell we’re glowing in but also, what the hell? He came without an erection or shaft stimulation.

      I knew this happened. When deciding on the chastity cage, I’d boned up (pun intended) on the internet and I knew men who trained in their chastity cage could have orgasms in them but to my understanding, it took a lot of desensitization and practice.

      You have to go from a wet suction making you come to using almost just your mind.

      A big jump.

      But he did it and it’s only the end of week three. I’m impressed. I tell him.

      “It’s you. You’re driving me to be the guy who comes on his girlfriends’ belly like a junior high school kid after the school dance.”

      I smile and feed my fingers through his tousled and sweaty hair. “You wanted to. That’s why you put me back underneath you,” I whisper, loving the sound of nothing but our voices and the calm night.

      It has been magical. As much as Anna fucking Blake would probably slap me across the face for saying something as unicorn and rainbows as “it has been magical”, I can’t deny it’s true.

      The night has been pregnant with possibility and hope. I felt happy. Even if Ry has a problem with me, still, it ended up good with Mav and I. Because we’re good together.

      So good.

      He reaches for my towel, since we’re laying on his. Wiping himself off of me, he shrugs, a smile on his face. “I did not expect that but it was very fucking intense. Like, I had to focus on not blacking out.”

      I make a noise like I’m tasting whipped cream. “It was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He kisses my forehead and smiles, and when he disappears into the house to use the restroom, I blink away the moisture behind my eyes. It was hot but it was also intense.

      I’m starting to question if I can make it twelve weeks.
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      Mav

      Week Five

      When I’d promised Lloyd Sanderson I’d fix up his house so Anna could sell it for top dollar, I wasn’t lying. Being friends with brothers that ran a motorcycle club came in handy for times like this. All I had to do was give Ry a call with some times and days and he’d show up with a few other guys, most of them prospects to the club with no other option but to do grunt work.

      But Ry still hadn’t reached out to me since the dinner.

      He was being a protective friend, Anna had told me in response to what he’d say. Yeah, it was a cold thing he thought of her—that she was faking our connection in order to serve me up some fat, sweet revenge—but I told her what he’d said to remain honest. With her, I always wanted to be honest.

      I suppose withholding information is the same as lying, and when you think of it that way, I guess Ry did have a reason to be mad. I didn’t share all that shit with him. I didn’t even tell him there was shit to share. I never so much as even appeared down in front of him, making sure my wall was high so no one could see over to have an idea that all wasn’t well with me.

      And he’s mad about that, I could read between the lines.

      He’s worried for me too.

      But I can’t help my anger that he chose that night to share all that with me. I’ve played nice with all of the helmet hussies he’s brought around. I bring around a woman I tell him I love and he chooses their first meeting to pull that high-moral-ground shit? I’m mad.

      The cage rage has to go somewhere, and Anna and I have only been getting closer. Until I feel ready to see and speak with Ry, I’m staying mad. Maybe I should have told him about all the shit I was going through, maybe I did betray him. But I didn’t tell anyone that shit until I met Anna and realized I needed to let go of it.

      It wasn’t that I lied to him.

      I withheld from the world.

      I know I owe him an apology. But I’m not ready to give it.

      When Dave Ingram and a handful of other off-duty law enforcement officers showed up in t-shirts and athletic shorts, a tray of coffees and a box of fresh pastries from the Wilting Daisy, I knew Ry wasn’t my only buddy.

      Extending my hand to Dave, we shake. “Dave,” I say, shaking his hand. He smiles and I know greeting someone with a smile and handshake is normal protocol, but when your only friends for years are bikers? It feels funny to be greeted so formally.

      “Heard you might need some help with Lloyd’s place,” he says, twisting a cup free from the cardboard drink tray. He takes a sip of the coffee and clicks his tongue, as if the first drink brings him to life. He grabs another, nearly tipping the remaining drinks in the tray in the process, and hands one to me.

      “Anna says you’ve been going to your shop early so you can put in hours here after work.” He takes another drink then flicks the pink pastry box open, exposing a row a bear claws, blackberry puff pastries, palmier, scones and muffins. He takes a muffin out and leaves the box open, motioning down to it. “Help yourself, we have three more boxes on the back of the truck.”

      Eying the truck, I see he isn’t lying. He chuckles softly as he watches my eyes grow a little wide at the sight of the three pink boxes, taped closed because they’re so full.

      “A deputy is coming by to take some back to the office. It was on her way or else we would’ve dropped them off.”

      I nod. “That’s nice of you.”

      Half of his mouth smiles as he looks down to his cup for a silent and awkward moment. He takes a drink then turns to me on the porch, where we’re standing just a few feet apart.

      “It’s good of you to do this for her. I mean, just because she’s rich and can afford to hire a professional crew doesn’t mean anything. This house means a lot to her. Having you be the one to fix it up, that’s not nothing.” He takes another slow sip of his coffee before setting it on the wood banister that travels the perimeter of the closed in porch.

      “Lloyd asked me to fix it up himself, actually,” I add, not knowing what details have been shared with Dave.

      He knocks his baseball cap up and scratches his head before tugging it back down, darkening his eyes. “I’m glad you two are working it out.” He picks at the wrapper on the muffin he selected and takes a big bite, talking through the mouthful. “I thought I’d seen her fulfilled and happy. She’s so accomplished and people in the city both loved and feared her. I thought her life was complete.”

      He washes the bite down with coffee and I watch him grimace for the too-big swallow. He thumps his fist to his chest as it aches its way down his esophagus. Fuck I hate it when that happens.

      “She’s happy now. For the first time. Even with Evelyn and Lloyd moving into the retirement home. She’s happy.” He turns to me, muffin almost to his mouth. “That’s because of you.”
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      Thank fuck for Ingram and his crew of sugar-stuffed officers. Between the pastries they’d down in the morning and the milkshakes Anna had dropped off around lunch time, they had to operating purely on a sugar rush.

      But they did it well.

      As five o’clock rolled around, the exterior of the house had been completely painted. Fortunately, I’d already painted the trim, thinking I’d tape it up today and start the house myself. But Dave and his guys had the trim taped, the house painted and the tape off all in the short span of six hours. Though it was an older farm home and didn’t cover many square feet, I was still impressed. While they painted, I laid the new sod and got the new flowers in the ground. The outside was shaping up.

      I texted Anna to come by. The inside still had a couple weeks’ worth of work to be done but the supplies were in my shop, ready to go. I just needed more time.

      Mav: Hey, come by Lloyd’s. Your boy and his crew painted the entire house today. Dudes did a fucking killer job. Stick around and we can get dinner.

      Anna: Turn around

      Shoving my phone into my pocket, I turn to see Anna, her blonde hair down in waves on her shoulders, slender curves on display in a fitted white tank top and skinny jeans, white converse on her feet. Her face is all smile with her sunglasses flipped to the top of her head, I can see her wide blue eyes from here. My heart stutters. My cage seems to be getting smaller.

      She throws a thumb over her shoulder to her rental car. “Mexican food in the backseat. Enough for all of you. We can eat together here and have a date at your house, after?” she bites the corner of her mouth with a hopeful pop in her eyebrows. “I’m sorry—I didn’t know you wanted to eat just us.”

      I tilt my head. “Don’t apologize. This is fucking great. The guys are starving, I’m sure. And a date just us at my place?” I rub my filthy palms together. The only reason I don’t have her pressed against my chest with my arms around her is because I am indeed fucking filthy right now. “Sounds like dessert to me.”

      She rolls her eyes but gives me a playful and cock-hardening wink. “By the way,” she says, turning away from me to start unloaded paper bags of food right outside the car. “Dave isn’t my boy. You’re my boy.”

      I pick up the bags from the ground. “I’m your man,” I say to her, wiggling my eyebrows.

      She snorts and hands me the last bag before bumping the open door with her hip, closing it. “Right, well you’re that. Dave’s just my friend.”

      “Best friend,” I correct, following after her as we walk up to the covered porch.

      She stops in her tracks and when I catch up to her, we’re shoulder to shoulder. She at me across our bodies and shakes her head no, very slightly.

      “He was. And he’s my good friend and I love him that way. But you’re my best friend now, Maverick.” She smiles kindly and my entire frame softens to her smile. Before I can respond, she’s pushing through the screen door, yelling at the top of her lungs for Dave and the guys to come eat.
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      Anna and I clean up the food containers and stuff everything in the trash and put the can out for pick up before we head back to my place. She drives behind me and I can’t stop checking the side and rear-view mirrors, to make sure she’s okay.

      It’s pretty stupid, I know. Anna’s been living in the fucking busiest city in the United States (don’t fact check me on that) and she certainly knows how to safely travel and do shit by herself.

      But she’s my girl now.

      I don’t like my girl driving at night behind me. I want to drive her. I want to be there for her, shoulder all of life’s daily little burdens, support her and be there for her in everything.

      Even just drives home.

      Back at my place, I get right in the shower because as much as Anna claims to like my “manly man sweat” I really don’t want to smell like fucking sweaty jock strap around her.

      Another first. Caring about that type of shit.

      Dani and all the other girls were just ways to pass the time. I’d never styled my hair or worn cologne or used fucking fabric softener on my sheets and towels. But now, I want everything to be the best it can. For her.

      Stepping out of the shower, I toss on some athletic shorts and a t-shirt. At home, I’d always gone shirtless or short sleeved. Out and at work? I’d worked to hide my arms. With Anna, I didn’t have to hide in my own house and it felt fucking freeing.

      I towel my hair a little and run my fingers through it before meeting her in my living room, where she’s lying comfortably across my couch in her white tank top and now? The skinny jeans are off, folded up neatly and sitting on top of her converse. She’s just in a cotton pair of panties. Fuck I hope it’s a thong.

      She sits up on her elbows when I come out, a sleepy look in her eyes. The TV is off and her phone sits dark on the table in front of the couch.

      “The view out of your back sliding door is dreamy,” she says on a yawn, taking in my body as I walk around the table, sitting on the edge of the couch. I drape my hand over her legs, rubbing the soft skin of her thigh with my thumb. She looks down at where my hand touches her bare skin and goes a little pink in her cheeks. “I ate too much Mexican food for the skinny jeans to contain.”

      Patting her belly over her tank top she groans. “Mexican food turns me into a glutton.”

      I chuckle at that because doesn’t it do that to everyone?

      Anna had been spending the night at my place here and there in the last five weeks. We didn’t make a habit out of it because we really wanted what transpired after the twelve weeks to be special. But without a lot of physical contact, sleeping together was something we could do that made us intimate.

      And it was. She rolled and thrashed like an insane woman in bed, her arm over my throat, leg over my belly. At point, I woke up and she was sleeping over my core, her head off one side of the bed. Seriously.

      But somehow, I still slept soundly. It was like my body knew the other half of me was there, and even if she was riding a surfboard in her dreams, I still slept well. Because we were together.

      Sounds like a slice of cheese, I know. But I guess that’s me now.

      The guy who comes on his girlfriend’s belly after dry humping. The guy who uses words like ‘fate’. The guy who sleeps good only when he’s with his girl. I’m sappy relationship Maverick now.

      I’ve been tortured and angry and asshole Maverick. I’ve been lonely and depressed and grief-stricken Maverick. But fucking finally, I’m getting my Disney ending.

      Well, maybe not Disney since I don’t know of a single Disney prince that wins over his Disney princess by locking his dick in a cage to learn about forgiveness and cruelty but maybe I’m the next level Disney prince.

      Hell, I feel like I’m in a damn Disney movie when Anna looks at me with those eyes of hers. Cartoon birds should be landing on my shoulders for how my heart does that pitter-patter inside me under her gaze. A rainbow should be shooting from my ass and I should be clicking my damn work boots together as I skip. That’s how God damn happy I am.

      Finally.

      “You wanna lay down? I’m pretty tired, too,” I say, stroking my palm up her thigh. How do women get their skin so soft? My cage tightens. Or my cock struggles to grow. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wonder if my dick would forget how to get hard after the cage came off. If it would relearn how to live. But every time I touch Anna, I know without a doubt that as soon as this metal is off of me, my cock will remember what to do.

      Show him Anna and he will know.

      She pushes up to be fully sitting, and crosses her legs. “I want you to lay down,” she says, running her tongue over her bottom lip. She nods to the table where I see there’s a towel folded neatly and a small bag sitting on top.

      “Let me put that down.”

      She moves the small bag off the towel and with one flick of her wrists, has it lying across my living room floor. It’s an oversized beach towel and it takes me back to last week, where she let me touch my knuckle to her sweet clit and grind my cage against her slit until I made her orgasm. And then, less artfully, I essentially humped her until she touched my balls and I came.

      I’m still thinking of that orgasm.

      My first time ejaculating without an erection and without my dick being stroked. I really didn’t think it was possible. But with her, I wonder if there is anything that is impossible. Fuck it gets me rock hard just thinking of it. Or, I think I’d be rock hard, if my dick wasn’t pressed head-first against a metal coop.

      “Get naked and lay down,” she commands, sitting on her knees on the lower part of the towel.

      Even if I weren’t caged, I wouldn’t ask questions. Men, when your gorgeous and smokin’ hot girlfriend with a curious sexuality streak tells you to get naked and lay down—despite the fact she has a bag full of mystery contents—you fucking do it.

      She watches me undress, letting little moans butt up against her closed mouth while she runs a fingertip over her lips. I’m the one stripping my clothes off yet watching her watch me is turning me on.

      Positioning myself in the middle of the large towel with Anna between my thighs, I lift my head and strain my neck to look down at her. “Good?”

      She stares straight at my swollen balls when she nods and says breathlessly, “yes.”

      I can’t see what she pulls from the bag but I can hear a lid click open and then her hands smoothing up each of my thighs. My cock twitches and my core pulls tight.

      “Do you trust me?” she asks, her voice hoarse as her hands knead my quads, making my dick pulse painfully each time her thumbs even near my inner thighs.

      “I do,” I respond huskily.

      “Then, enjoy.”

      I lift up to my elbows when I hear the click of the lid again. I see Anna between my legs, her lips curled into a small, mischievous smile. From the bag, she pulls out a small wand. It looks to be five inches, black with one end a bit more bulbous, the size of a teaspoon. She cups the big side of the wand in her other palm, rolling and grabbing until it’s completely coated in the liquid.

      “Lie back, quit being nosey,” she snarks with a smile and God I love that streak in her. I love how many sides she has and how cute she is, even when she’s telling me what I need to do.

      Lying back, I go to weave my fingers together and lay them across my belly, expecting her to press that little wand to my balls. I’m right about the wand being a vibrator but I’m wrong about what she’s going to do with it.

      I hear the gentle purr of the wand come to life as one of her fingers swipes up from under my balls. Holy shit. I’ve never had a woman touch the sensitive skin between my sack and my ass. It was one quick swipe with one finger tip but, shamelessly, I moaned. Because it felt fucking good.

      She hummed a little when I moaned, telling me that my pleasure turned her on. And that’s fucking hot.

      She repeats this single-finger swipe a few times before she presses two fingers to my taint, massaging me slowly. Every few seconds she drags her thumb over my full balls, causing me to jerk and growl. How I thought I’d have my hands delicately resting on my stomach is beyond me. I’m fucking clawing at the bath towel within seconds of her tease.

      Momentarily, I forget about the wand vibrator. The massage on the thin, sensitive skin paired with the sporadic sack swipe, holy shit. I think I’d sell my soul to the devil to have this fucking cage off of me.

      “Are you turned on?” she rasps, the tone of her soft voice makes the coil inside of me tighten, sending more pressure down to my groin. I grip the towel a little harder.

      “No, I’d rather be doing a puzzle,” I deadpan.

      She giggles and then we both become wordless again, nothing but gentle moans and quiet pleas in the thickness between us. Then, after a few more minutes of massaging and teasing, she asks “are you ready?”

      For what, I’m not sure but I’m no fool. Immediately I reply yes.

      She uses the heel of her palms to push my thighs apart further and the lids clicks a third time. Then I feel the wand between my legs, driving up and down my taint, then she lowers it between the only exposed part of my ass.

      “Anna,” I grit out as she pushes the wand between my cheeks, finding my tight hole.

      “Maverick,” she says, as if I’m not pleading for something, anything. I get the feeling I’m about to get something unexpected.

      She pushes the wand into me and immediately, my body tightens around it. This is the first time having anything going up there. Usually, it’s strictly a come down and out type of place on my body.

      “Fuck,” I grit, the towel not enough for me to grab onto anymore. I reach out, finally making contact with the legs of the couch. I hold them tight as she moves the head of the wand in and out of me, slowly.

      As my body works to adjust to the intrusion, she feeds it inside of me a little deeper, this time she massages my balls as she does.

      “Fuck, Anna, this is intense,” I groan, my vision starting to grow weary around the edges. My neck feels hot, my core heavy. I don’t know if I want to piss or come or lose my mind. Sweat trickles down my temples into my hair and I let go of my grip on the couch leg long enough to wipe it away with my fingers.

      She doesn’t say anything. Instead, she feeds the wand even deeper inside of me and I make a noise I didn’t even know I could make. A cross between a coming-groan and the cry of a hurt wolf, I lift up to look at her after I make the noise. A dirty little smile plays at her lips.

      “That good, huh?” she smirks.

      I drop my head back down and get lost to the buzzing inside of me. My vision continues to fade, my mind and all the noise inside of it comes to a stop. She strokes my balls with her fingertips as she rolls the wand inside of me, pushing then pulling gently while twisting.

      “Holy shit, holy fuck,” I groan, surprised by my instinct to widen my thighs. “Anna, I don’t know, it feels weird,” I pant, but the moment I say those words, the intensity flies from VERY INTENSE to I CAN’T STOP IF I WANT TO!

      She changes the position of the wand and it vibrates against something inside of me. Something that feels so fucking intense. Hot, swollen, tingly, good. I don’t know what it is but she moves the wand against the fucking magical spot again and again and my legs do some jerking, as I sweat and strain, unable to do anything but take it and moan.

      Then I feel her lips on my balls, soft and smooth as she kisses and licks my massively swollen sack.

      “Anna, Anna, Anna,” I chant and then it happens. My hips lift as she presses the wand up again, the spot inside of me finally exploding. White hot desire rolls through me and I erupt, feeling my release ribbon over my core, my belly, pooling under the cage on my groin.

      “Oh my God,” she pants and I lift my head to look down and see my body covered in white streams of release. Relief. “You came in the cage again.”

      Slowly, I feel her remove the wand from me. I clench my ass a few times, not sure how I expect it to feel. I’m surprised, however, to realize I don’t feel sore at all. I’m also surprised that she made me orgasm like that.

      “Prostate orgasm,” she says, rolling the wand in the edge of the towel before shoving it back in the bag. “I watched videos on Porn Hub to learn how to do it.”

      I’m still struggling to make words when I prop myself up on my elbows, glancing down over the pools of my come to see her.

      “That was hot, baby,” I admit to her.

      She wrinkles her nose. “It was way hotter to watch.” She drops the tube of oil into the bag. “You’re not mad at me? The men in New York didn’t like me touching their ass. I’ve always wanted to get into ass stuff with a guy but no one has ever let me.”

      She knees off the towel and pulls it up between my legs, using the extra length to wipe me up. “Aftercare,” she says sweetly, wiping me as well as she can before she plants a kiss on my belly, where my come was.

      I have the strongest urge to tell her I love her right now but with my orgasm in a dirty towel in her hands, it doesn’t feel like the right time. Instead, I push myself all the way to my feet and help her up. I dispose of the towel in my washing machine and get dressed while she washes the wand in the sink and puts it in her bag.

      I grab the leftover tortilla chips from dinner and she grabs two sparkling waters, and we settle into the couch, as if this were our normal routine. God, I want this to be our normal routine.

      I flick on the TV, settle on something on Netflix and turn to her. Moving a piece of hair out of her face, I cup her cheek in my palm and stroke my thumb over her supple skin.

      “Listen, I’m glad those fuckers in New York have weird boundaries because what you just did, well, that can be a first for us both.” She drapes her legs over mine and I rest my hands on her knees, rubbing them. This is so comfortable, so right. “And baby, just so you know, there isn’t a single part of my body that you can’t do whatever you want with. I just that to be clear right now.”

      She drops her head back and laughs before taking a big bite of flour tortilla chip. “Got it. Nothing off limits.” She sips her drink and I watch her. Fuck she’s sexy.

      I lean in and nudge her. “What about your body? Is there anything off limits for me when I get out of this little dick prison?”

      She pops another chip into her mouth. The tv glow flickers against her skin.

      “It’s all on the table, ready for you,” she smiles.

      The cage gets a little smaller.
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      Anna

      Week Six

      “Is there anything else?” I ask through the phone, which is on speaker and sitting on the edge of the table in my room at the inn.

      When I first got here, I don’t think I ever imagined staying this long. Now that I’ve stayed this long, I can’t believe it’d taken me so long to come back.

      Maverick told me to not feel guilty. All eighteen-year-olds want to see the world, he said. You did that then you made your own world, a business world, full of success. Do not feel guilty about anything, Anna.

      When he was there speaking those words to me, I believed them. When I tried to repeat them to myself as I lie in bed at night, it was harder to believe.

      I promised myself I’d see grandpa and grandma at least four times a week since they moved into the retirement home, and I had. Maverick usually came to at least one of those visits, as both my grandpa and Maverick thoroughly enjoyed spending time together. He was just so busy at Wilde Welding with new downtown decorative projects and fixing up grandpa’s house that he didn’t get many additional opportunities to see grandpa, since visiting hours during the week ended at six.

      I tap my foot anxiously against the carpeted floor, itching to wrap up this start-of-week Zoom with my people back in the city. Someone clears their throat and I jerk back up to my laptop to study the call list. Who is the person on the call with something to say to Anna fucking Blake? Before I can get through the names, the voice-clearer speaks. It’s my assistant, Maci.

      “Um, I think we’re all just eager to see you.”

      “I don’t know when I’m coming back,” I respond, immediately irked.

      I forget what New York is like having been here in this small town for two months. In the big city business world, people make statements that really ask questions. Then they ask questions that are more of statements. No one ever just flat-out says what they mean. Everything is a show, a phony farce. I had no idea how much I hated it until this exact moment.

      “It’s okay to just ask when I’m coming back. I know you guys don’t miss me, you just don’t want to be blindsided by my return.”

      New Anna is real. She doesn’t have time to waste being phony. Not when real happiness hovers around her everywhere. She’d rather spend her time and energy on that.

      And talking about herself in the third person, apparently.

      No one refutes that statement and instead of hurting my feelings, it makes me laugh. Because I’m the reason for that non-response. My cold, power-hungry, no nonsense demeanor made me successful. But it left me surrounded by strangers rather than co-workers or friends.

      After spending time with Dave in person and being around Maverick, I’m realizing I’m a people-person in Oakcreek. I like socializing. I want more than hallway nods and emails that end in “regards”. I want relationships with people. I want everything that I told myself my whole life I didn’t want.

      I only said I didn’t want it because I didn’t know how to have it. I didn’t think I ever would, either.

      “I don’t know when I’m returning,” I break the silent phone call. “But I will let you guys know as soon as I figure out. I’m taking care of some stuff for my grandparents.”

      More silence.

      “Alright well, BCC me on those properties we discussed, Maci send our minutes to anyone who couldn’t make the call.” Anyone who couldn’t make the call? Normally I personally kept track of that. And I know I still should care but I just… don’t.

      My mind and heart just aren’t in New York anymore.
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      “Ever go to Delilah’s? I went there over a month ago and man, it was amazing.” Dave and I are meeting for lunch today. Normally, I eat with Mav, even if it’s just over FaceTime. We try to do as many meals together as possible. Meals bond people.

      Mav’s working at grandpa’s on his lunch today, meeting the plumber there to get some pipes fixed. He cares about Lloyd’s place like it’s his own and it really twists me up inside. Having someone you love show love to the people in your life? It’s a next-level kind of feeling. An aura of love.

      God, Oakcreek is making me a hippie.

      “Uh, you feel like a sandwich?” Dave asks slowly, as if hesitant.

      I laugh at him. “They have more than sandwiches. Salads, soups, bagels, smoothies. The place is great.” I lean back against the wooden chair in my room at the Inn. My stomach rumbles and I’m going to need more than a granola bar and can of sparkling water for lunch today.

      “I met the girl who owns it, she’s so cute.” I pause, recalling Delilah and the fateful day that Mav and I ran into each other again. “I don’t know how she owns a business being all of twenty but,” I shrug to myself, “she seemed really sweet.”

      “You owned your own business at age twenty-two,” Dave reminds me.

      “Yeah, but I also had a four-year degree and no money. Restaurants are different. You have to have money upfront.”

      He clears his throat. “Her brothers are at the top of the food chain in the Broken Wheel motorcycle club here in town,” he says, ominously.

      “Oh,” I nod, realizing that of course Delilah is connected because she’s Ry’s sister and Ry is part of the club. I think the excitement of Maverick had me forgetting some of the easy facts.

      “Does that mean it’s got shady stuff going on behind the scenes or does that just mean they bought the place with drug money?” I ask, having no actual idea what motorcycle clubs really do. I mean, I’d caught a few episodes of Sons of Anarchy but outside of that, I’d been in the city for ten years. In a high rise. My scope is limited.

      Dave makes a pensive noise in his throat. “Are you forgetting who I am?” he asks. “Sheriff Ingram, so the inner workings of the Broken Wheel aren’t really in my wheelhouse. In fact, they work hard to keep that out of my wheelhouse.”

      I think about Ry. He was an asshole to me, for sure, but he’s Mav’s best friend and that means that behind the desire to hate my guts, is love for the man I love. He can’t be an utter monster.

      “Think they’re like, bad guys or just good guys pretending to be bad guys?” I ask, pulling my knees to my chest, wondering if Mav even knows what goes on in the club.

      Dave sounds annoyed when he sighs. “I don’t know, Anna. Since when did you care about the inner-workings of Oakcreek?” A little salty, my head recesses on my neck.

      “Hey, I care,” I say, a note of defeated defense in my tone.

      “Yeah, now. But you haven’t given a shit for ten years.”

      I frown. Where is this coming from? Dave knew why I left. Dave knew I had to leave. “Are you seriously mad at me right now?”

      He blows out a frustrated breath. “No, no Anna, I’m sorry. I’m upset about something else and taking it out on you. I’m sorry. Hey, fuck, I’m sorry.”

      “You want to skip lunch?” I ask, my voice small.

      “No, no Delilah’s is good. Let’s meet there. I’ll see you in what, twenty?”

      “Okay,” I say, “I’ll meet you there.”

      Delilah’s is just around the corner so I slide into some jeans, throw my purse over my shoulder and head out. It’s a bit chilly this morning so I’ve opted to skip jean shorts and the tank top and go for something a bit warmer, especially since I’m walking.

      I love this time of year. When the long summer days somehow melt into the beginnings of fall, leaves a blend of golds and greens with the occasional showing of scarlet, the crisp morning air biting at the tip of your nose—it’s the best time. It fills you with happiness from the first breath you take every morning.

      As I make my way down main street, heading to the corner where Delilah’s wraps around the street bend, I try to remember a time where I felt this good in the city. When summer kisses fall and they dance, did I ever get lost in it there? I don’t think so.

      Dave’s cruiser isn’t out front when I get to the shop, and I’m glad because this will give me an opportunity to buy his lunch. I don’t know what is going on with him—maybe work? I hate to wonder if it’s him just simply tired of being single. I hate to sound so single-minded, as if everyone’s only goal is to be coupled. Some people have more in their lives than wanting to be in love. Also, I know what it’s like to be in an awful mood and have people continually pry, asking ‘what’s wrong’ until you snap. I don’t want to be that person.

      “Hey Delilah,” I wave as I push into the shop.

      Delilah’s behind the counter, the same burned and worn apron tied to her petite frame. Her long dark hair is up in a messy heap on her head and there is a stereotypical swipe of flour across her forehead. She shuffles between oven and counter, placing trays of uncooked bread inside.

      “Hi Anna!” she smiles, lifting one gloved-hand to me in a quick wave.

      “You work here alone during lunch?” I ask, peering around the corner where I saw Maverick the last time I was here.

      She rolls her eyes. “My brother is supposed to be filling in for the girl that works here. She called in sick,” she air quotes the word sick. “But my brother is late.”

      “I’m fucking here,” a gruff voice sounds off from the back.

      She turns her head and leans on one foot to see into the space of the back room that isn’t visible from where I stand. “Can you not say the f-word when customers are here, please?” she hisses. Turning back to me, she rolls her eyes.

      “I need more help here. Preferably someone who isn’t a biker with a sailor’s mouth.”

      The voice sounded rougher and more aged than Ry’s voice, but I know that this is one of Ry’s brothers. When the figure appears in the doorway, I swallow.

      Taller than Ry, the man is huge. Bulbous chest thick with muscle, solid arms barely being contained by a threadbare Broken Wheel t-shirt. His hair is messy but in a way that tells me he worked to get it to look that way. His face is bearded, his eyes are a swirling chocolate, with heavy lids making them appear angry. Worn jeans and dark boots make up the lower half of his appearance and when I look to his arms, I see they’re covered in black ink. Tattoos of unreadable cursive, topless women, playing cards—this man is a traditional beefy biker. But a younger, less menacing biker. I think.

      He threads the apron over his head and reluctantly turns, Delilah grabbing hold of the ties and tugging more tightly than necessary.

      “Marshall,” Delilah says with a sibling bite in her tone, “this is Anna. She’s Maverick’s friend.”

      Marshall glances at me and for a moment, his eyes stick to mine. As if, we know one another or he recognizes me or… something. But I don’t know this man. Do I?

      I tap my chin and tip my head, studying the muscled burl in front of me. “Did we go to high school together?” I wonder aloud, trying to understand the fleeting familiarity he had for me in his eyes.

      He shakes his head and Delilah laughs. “He’s a geezer, Anna. So unless you rode in a covered wagon to school, he’s way older than you.”

      “Hey,” he gruffs, without looking at me. “Thirty-four is not that old.”

      I wince. It’s really not. I’m on the cusp of twenty-nine. Shrugging, I accept that I must not know Marshall but maybe he just reminds me of his brother Orion. And maybe I remind him of someone else, too. That must be it.

      “So what are you getting this time?” Delilah asks, drumming her pencil against the notepad on the counter.

      “I’ll have the taco salad,” I say, not needing to look at the menu. “And then I’ll have a turkey on wheat bread with no cheese, extra spicy mustard, lots of veggies and can you toast that?”

      Marshall’s eyes lift from the metal sheet where he was peeling chocolate chip cookies off to fill the basket in the glass case.

      “That your sandwich order?” he asks. His lip quivers a moment and it seems like he’s trying to control his expression. Maybe the man just loves turkey sandwich variants?

      I shake my head. “Hell no. It’s my best friend’s order. If I’m eating a sandwich, there will be mayo, you know?”

      Delilah nods her head with her lips pursed. “Hell yes. Mustard is good but only as a compliment to mayonnaise. It’s like wearing one diamond earring. Yeah, a diamond earring is great but only if you have both.”

      I nod, “you’re right.”

      Marshall makes the sandwich while Delilah gets the salad together and I chat with her about her shop while Marshall eyes me repeatedly. I don’t feel uncomfortable but rather, I wonder if he’s still trying to place me. I really don’t think we know each other.

      Delilah tells me that her brother Mars backed her business but expects her to pay him back as soon as she turns a profit. She also told me that she’s slated to be profitable sooner than she expected and she credits that to she and her boyfriend’s hard work—and the fact that they waited as long as they could to hire other employees. At the mention of her boyfriend, Marshall makes a noise in his throat and Delilah shoots him a side eye. There’s a story there and maybe one day I’ll hear it.

      As I’m settling into a table in the corner, the door pushes open there’s Dave. Tall and lean but strong in his uniform, his honey-colored hair combed over just like a Ken doll. I don’t have a badge fetish but seeing Dave in his uniform does help me understand badge bunnies a little bit more. He does look good.

      He pulls off his aviators—yes, he wears the stereotypical cop sunnies—and tucks one arm into the v-dip of his uniform.

      I’m cupping my hands to my mouth, about to do an obnoxious little cat-call to my handsome best friend when something happens.

      Marshall looks up from where his large hands fumble around the tiny case, stuffing it full of treats that look like doll toys in his palms. Dave looks at Marshall and Marshall just looks at Dave.

      It’s this time-stopping, breath-catching, heart-throbbing stare and on the outside of it, I have no fucking clue what it means. But it does have meaning. My hands drop away from my face into my lap.

      Delilah pops up from under the counter. “Oh, hey Sheriff Ingram.” She glances to me then back to Dave then does another flit between us. “You’re Anna’s best friend! Oh,” she cups her hands over her face. “Convince her to stay! I like her, Sheriff.”

      He slowly peels his eyes from Marshall and doesn’t even respond to Delilah, instead he just nods to her and makes his way to me, sliding into the booth with a grunt.

      He rolls open the sandwich and takes a bite before he even looks at me.

      “Um hi?” I say, fork frozen mid-bite.

      “Hi,” he says on a huff, chewing through the first bite of sandwich.

      I reach out and press my hand to his forearm, stilling him mid-bite. “Dave,” I say softly. “What’s wrong?”

      He leans back against the vinyl booth and swallows his bite, sighing. “Just a shitty day. And I’m taking it out on you again and I’m sorry.”

      “We can talk about it,” I offer, “because you’ve certainly heard enough of my bullshit over the years.”

      He shakes his head staunchly before taking another bite. “It’s nothing,” he says with a full mouth. After he swallows, he sips his Coke Zero. “How’s Lloyd and Evelyn’s house coming?”

      I rub my palms together and pull my phone from my purse, swiping open to my camera roll to share photos of the interior with him. I show Dave the wainscoting, the molding, new light fixtures—I show him photos of outlet covers.

      Do I care about outlet covers? Only when my sexy boyfriend installs them for my grandpa.

      “He’s doing a great job, Anna,” Dave says once done with my slideshow of house photos. What a good friend for looking at photos of outlet covers.

      “I know,” I say with a girlish and giddy grin. Even my belly feels excited just talking about Mav.

      “When you going to tell him?” Dave asks, and I can tell he’s still unhappy but I don’t press him because it’s clear he doesn’t want to discuss it.

      “Tell him what?” I ask, forking a bite of lettuce that ultimately tumbles back to the bowl before I make it to my mouth. The good thing about salad is that it’s healthy. The bad thing is that you often look like a jackass trying to eat it.

      “That you’re in love with him.”

      Gooseflesh floods my arms. My heart pumps harder at the word love. I am in love with him.

      “After our trial period, I guess,” I say. Then, moving my fork around the bowl, pushing around the last blueberry in the salad, I ask, “do you think it’s crazy to be in love after just a few months?”

      Dave clicks his tongue while shaking his head. Damn, the man is grouchy. I’ve never really seen Dave like this. Sure, every few months he gets pretty down. But this is a hybrid of down and angry, and I feel bad for him. Still, I know not to press and I know to not take offense to it. It isn’t me.

      “Anna, you love him, he loves you, and you can be together. Why wouldn’t you? Why would you waste a single God damn second not being with him?”

      I move food around in my mouth before swallowing and taking a drink of my Coke.

      Dave leans in over the table, lowering his voice. “Anna, do you know how lucky you guys are?”

      “Dave, I—”

      His radio blips and dispatch talks in code to Dave. He holds a finger up to me as he rolls the dial on the hip-located radio, listening more closely as dispatch repeats the code.

      “Gotta run, Anna.” He leans across the booth and kisses my cheek. “I’ll text you later, okay?”

      I nod and before I can help him roll up the rest of his sandwich or get up to give him a hug, he’s gone.

      Before heading out, I tell Marshall it was nice meeting him and I give Delilah a hug. I’m not sure about Marshall and Orion, but Delilah is a sweet young girl. I could see myself eating here a few times a week.
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      Anna

      Still Week Six

      Mav and I only had two nights together this week. He’d been so busy finishing the outdoor eating area for a new tequila bar downtown, plus putting in all the hours at my grandpa’s house—it left him exhausted and with very few hours of the day to spare.

      We had Italian at the Inn one night, eating with Charlie in the office because he invited me and I felt bad for him. I watched Maverick engage with Charlie like he was an old, lost friend. He listened to Charlie’s story about his family acquiring the Inn in a debt payoff over one hundred years ago. He followed when Charlie insisted on showing him the original set of keys they kept in a shadow box in the back office.

      The attention and care that Mav pays everyone—no matter how big or small they are in his life—it makes my little in-love heart swoon. He’s really transformed himself and every single day Mav further proves himself to have done the work. He’s a wonderful man. He isn’t the person he was ten years ago, that much is evident.

      The other night we saw each other was Thursday. I took my laptop to his place because the internet at the Inn was down and I had a late work Zoom, finishing some important details of a deal I’d initiated at the beginning of the week.

      I worked while he made us dinner, occasionally stealing glances of him in his work clothes, cooking at the stove while sipping a beer. A sight I didn’t want to go without.

      Those two times we’d gotten together, though, had been tainted with our fatigue. We’d both been working so much at our real jobs and at grandpa’s that we were left with little extra energy.
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        * * *

      

      Today is Sunday morning and I am well rested. Mav and I are having breakfast before church and after we’re having lunch with my grandparents. I have some sinister plans that Mav is unaware of, though.

      When I see him in a fitted black suit, crisp white dress shirt under his jacket, hair combed into silky waves—my gut pulls tight. This handsome man sipping his coffee while reading the news—he’s my man.

      “Good morning,” I say, letting the screen door fall shut behind me. “You look handsome, Mav,” I say, walking up to him. He wraps his arms around me and I fall into his chest, inhaling his soap and cologne.

      “Damn,” I mutter against him, which gets me a chuckle.

      “What?” he asks, a smile lingering in his tone.

      “You smell so good that I just got wet, like, instantly.”

      He adjusts his hold on me so that his palms are on top of my shoulders and he shifts me away from him. I love how he’s so much taller than me, I always feel protected under his grasp.

      “Anna, when you say dirty shit like that, my dick reacts. We are getting ready to leave for church. Please, do not torture me.”

      I reach down and cup the metal in his pants over the fabric. “God, this is so hot.” I say, rising to my toes to press a chaste kiss to his jaw. “We didn’t fool around this week; I want you so bad.”

      He snorts. “Thank goodness we didn’t put you into chastity, you’d never make it.” He sips his coffee and gives me the sexiest lazy grin. “Horn dog.”

      Still cupping his caged cock, I lick my lips. “You make me this way.”

      He takes my hand and we sit at the table together. “How about I torture you a little?” he asks with a suggestive lilt to his lips.

      “Yeah?” I question with excitement.

      He leans over the table and wraps his large hands around the Wilde Welding mug. “Fuck, I have no idea why I’m a little embarrassed to admit this. I dry humped you until I came on your stomach,” he says, and it makes me choke on my coffee a little.

      Reaching out, he smooths his hand up my back. “Sorry—are you okay?”

      I wipe my wrist under my nose and laugh. “Yeah, just, don’t say stuff like that when I’m drinking a hot beverage.” Now he’s got me curious. Mav, embarrassed? He’s so confident. I can’t imagine. “Now spill because my curiosity is beyond peaked.

      He scratches at his jaw then returns his hand to the mug.

      “I’ve been having dreams about you. Or, well, about us.”

      I could seriously get lost in the image of Mav’s naked body twisted in sheets, moaning in his sleep, images of the two of us tangled together bringing his body to life, even in dreams. My mouth waters a little at the erotic thought of it.

      “What kind?” I ask with a quiet hunger. He rakes his teeth over his lip, staring into the remnants of his coffee.

      “Sex,” he says, slowly.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, having assumed that much but not knowing where his admission skirts the line of embarrassing, I don’t ask more. Sitting back, I move my toes up his calf slowly. “I have those dreams, too.”

      He groans when I press my foot between his spread thighs, the tip of my toe making contact with the cage.

      Releasing the mug, he sits back, giving me more access to everything he holds down there. Weaving his fingers together, his elbows out, hands behind his head, he smiles sluggishly at me.

      “You know how I’ve been able to orgasm in this thing with you twice?” he nods with his head down to where my toes gently move over the fabric covering his swollen balls. God they’re huge. I can hardly remember them that first night when I blew him. Every time I’ve seen them since they’ve been so full, aching, swirling with the desire to be relieved. It’s hot.

      I nod, my mouth going dry.

      “Well, a couple of nights ago, after our date, I came home and just crashed.” He smirks. “If I can’t jerk off, I don’t have much to do without you anymore.”

      I smile at that because the ways he tells me I’m essential to his existence without saying those exact words are always so sweet.

      “Anyway, I’ve kind of regressed, sexually, because of the cage.”

      I tilt my head; confusion clear on my face.

      He chuckles softly and I can see the nerves running through his shoulders as he tries to soften his posture and let them fall. But I can see its not a natural movement, rather, manual.

      “I’ve been having wet dreams,” he says in a rush, “starting this week, but every fucking night. I’m washing my sheets every morning like a God damn teenager.”

      He prefaced this as an embarrassing thing but honestly?

      It’s the fucking hottest thing ever.

      He wants me so bad that when he’s asleep, his body physically can’t hold back that desire anymore. I twist my hands together under the table, pulling my thighs tight. My sex pulses. My heart beats in my neck, thudding so hard that I press my fingertips to my throat to feel it.

      “Anna?” Mav says.

      I move my foot again, adding some pressure to his sack. He groans and moves his hands back to the table.

      “Mav, that is…” I shake my head and blow out a breath, really trying to steady myself. Steady the rush of extreme horniness that’s just taken over every damn fiber of my being. “Okay, I had plans for us after church but,” I glance to the oven where I see we have plenty of time, if we skip breakfast. “You good with a granola bar on the drive to church?”

      He glances over to the waffle iron and bag of batter mix that is out but not yet prepared. “Yup,” he says with total trust.

      “Get naked and meet me in your room.”

      “Yep,” he says immediately, his suit jacket off and over the back of the chair before I can grab my purse from the coatrack. I hear his belt being undone from the bedroom where he’s at and as I grab the package from my purse, my body ripples with lust. This is going to be so hot, I’ll never last.

      I’m learning that with Mav, lasting isn’t a thing that happens. I want him too much. And he’s way too fucking sexy.

      While in the kitchen, I slip off my thong and set it on the counter. That’s all I’m taking off for this.

      Walking in with my hands behind my back, I give myself a moment to take in Mav’s large naked body sprawled out on his bed. Thick quads, corded torso, mountainous shoulders and arms. The metal cage sitting atop his groin, scrotum a dark cherry color, swelling out from underneath.

      My body hums for him.

      He watches me take him in without any hesitation and his confidence turns me on. Positioning myself at his feet, from around my back I reveal to him a black harness, the rest of it hidden by the bed.

      “Are you ready?” I ask, gnawing at the corner of my mouth as I watch him get comfortable, settling into his pillows. He doesn’t even try to peek at what I’m up to.

      “Do your worst, baby,” he says. I’ll never stop swooning over that pet name. I’ve never had a pet name or a boyfriend who liked me enough to give me one.

      I thread his feet through the harness, him helping me with his bodyweight when I wiggle his foot. Once his feet are through, I glide it up his body and over the cage until the straps sit over his hip bones. Then, I stand up on the bed over the top of him.

      Mav’s had his arm over his eyes because, as he says, “watching you do sexy shit physically hurts my dick”. But now it’s time for the show. Our two-person twisted caged show.

      “Open your eyes,” I whisper down to him. He slowly moves his arm away from his face and blinks his eyes open. First, he looks me up and down and there’s a moment of disappointment in his eyes.

      “I was hoping you’d be naked.”

      I shake my head. “Not yet.” Then I nod down to what’s sticking up between his legs. He looks down and does a double take. Staring at it the silicone-veined dildo attached to the harness over his groin for a few seconds, his eyes follow the edges of my body until our eyes meet again.

      “Jesus Christ, Anna,” he rasps, before dropping his head back down into the pillows. His eyes stay on mine until my fingers curl around the hem of my navy-blue dress.

      The dress I wore on our first non-date. The dress that makes my full b-cup look like a full c-cup. The dress that turns my hips into curves. The dress that makes Maverick drool.

      Painstakingly slowly, I lift the hem of my dress to expose my bare, glistening slit. He’s caught glimpses of it before, like the night on the beach towel in the grass where his single knuckle drove me to orgasm. But I’ve never given him the full, unhindered view like this.

      His Adam’s apple bobs hard as he swallows. Then, he licks his lips.

      “Sit on my face,” he begs, his voice low and needy. I love his voice like this.

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “Fuck, Anna, I want to taste you, baby. Please,” he groans out and I know that I need to move this along because the sound of my gorgeous caged man begging? It threatens my resolve majorly.

      I move my pointer finger through my slit, collecting the moisture that’s been pooling there ever since I walked into his house and saw him in his suit. He could’ve been wearing sweats with holes and a fucking Britney Spears t-shirt and I would’ve creamed. It’s him. But him in a suit? A double threat.

      He groans when I swipe myself. I drop to my knees and move my wet finger over his bottom lip and he struggles to lift his head and lick his lip. When he tastes me on his lip, he groans such a feral and deep groan that I sink myself onto him.

      The strap-on fills me to the hilt.

      Mav’s hands go to my knees where he smooths them over my skin, over and over. My eyes stay on him as I ride the nine-inch silicone dick, wishing it was him, excited for when it will be him.

      His voice low, he now grips my hips as he whispers encouragement.

      “That’s right Anna, ride that cock for me until you come.”

      “Touch your clit for me, baby, rub yourself while you ride.”

      “Talk dirty to me while you get there, Anna. Show me how you get there.”

      His gravelly encouragement doesn’t help that orgasm that I swear is ready to explode inside me the minute I feel the cage brush against my bare ass.

      He takes over doing the work, lifting his hips as he grips mine, moving me in perfect harmony on the strap-on. He rolls and grinds against me as he pushes and lifts me. As my belly tightens and my core grows white-hot, I know I’m already close to coming.

      Leaning over his chest, I move my fingers through his chest hair and pinch his nipples hard as I press my lips to his throat. His skin is sweaty and salty and his smell is dizzying. Swollen muscle and carnal man, it sends me over the edge. He sends me over the edge.

      “Maverick,” I pant out as he moves my hips down and up over the fake cock, repeatedly.

      “Fuck, Anna, you’re so fucking hot, you taste so good. God damn I can’t wait to bury my face between your thighs and eat you until you pass out.”

      And, as the cartoons would say, that’s all folks.

      My vision goes dark and my nails dig into his tough flesh, my head drops back between my shoulders and my orgasm tears through me. My spine goes concave, my thighs flex hard around his hips as his fingers squeeze the sides of my body.

      “Maverick I’m coming, I’m coming,” I pant, leaning back so I can feel the cool steel of the cage against my ass.

      “Anna!” Maverick calls out, guttural and broken. Then I feel heat pooling between our bodies, sticky and thick. His hips jerk hard underneath me and when I roll my head forward and force my eyes open, I see Maverick’s eyes squeezed shut, his neck filled with lines of strain. Looking down over my shoulder, I see a pooling of white come. The cage is flooded and dripping, leaking relief onto his groin around the apex of the harness.

      “Oh my God,” I pant, dipping my fingertip into his come. “You did it again.”

      Finally, he opens his eyes and he blinks at me, dazed and sated. “You’re driving me insane, Anna,” he says with a soft chuckle. Then his mouth falls open but he doesn’t say anything and our eyes idle on one another.

      He wants to say something but he doesn’t. I want to say something but this isn’t how. With a fake dick inside me, it’s not the time to say that.

      Instead, I push my finger into my mouth, tasting his come. He groans and pushes his hands through his hair. “Oh my God, Anna,” he rasps. “When these twelve weeks are up, damn baby…” he trails off, leaving the possibilities endless.
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        * * *

      

      The entire church service is spent with me nodding and smiling, all while replaying every single nanosecond of the morning in my brain. It was so hot. I can’t believe I did that. I can’t believe he came again, while locked up.

      Each time I glance over at Maverick, I get the distinct feeling he’s doing the same thing, too, because when our eyes meet, he gives me one quick wink and his cheeks flush just a little.

      We enjoy a wonderful lunch with my grandparents at Delilah’s after church. Grandma doesn’t do much but hum and roll and reroll her napkin, which threatens to break me. But I stay strong, trying to accept that sadness doesn’t add much for anyone. Instead, I put lotion on her hands and help her eat her soup, while Mav and grandpa discuss one of grandpa’s residential properties on the river.

      When we retreat back to Mav’s house, even though it’s Sunday, he helps me go through a handful of applicants that have applied to rent the last spot at Hightech Parkway. I study Mav as he meticulously reads the applications, making notes in his all caps lettering on a sticky note. When he’s done, he leans back and passes me back the papers.

      “The way I see it,” he starts, before launching into a thirty-minute speech about the pro’s and con’s of each applicant. When he’s done, I’m in awe. Maverick owns Wilde Welding and I’m sure he did some market research before he started his business. But the way he talks to me makes me wonder if he didn’t at one point want to go into real estate or another business.

      That’s when I learn Maverick is only shy a handful of credits to earn his bachelor’s in business. When I ask him why he quit school when he was so close, he simply holds up his arms and exposes the marred skin. “Life,” he says with a shrug.

      I know Mav loves owning Wilde Welding and I know he thrives off working with his hands. I can’t help but wonder what we’d be like as a working team.
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      Anna

      10 Years Ago

      “Did you finish hosing off the arms?” Maverick asks me as I stand on my toes, reaching for the rollaway door. Making contact, I immediately grip hard and use my body weight to bring the heavy door down. It slams to the concrete with a metallic jangle and sends a vibration through my bones. Kneeling, I slip the lock through the hole and close it, twisting to release the key.

      “No, I was locking up so no one else drove up,” I explain, knowing how people are during the spring. A stray shower and those with the unlimited washes monthly pass come clambering in, right after work. If I don’t lock the door to the tunnel, we’ll be here all night.

      “I already locked the external gates,” he says, his usual hatred in his tone. Then, “I let Dani go.”

      I freeze, my hands fumbling as they slip the master ring of keys back on the hook near the rollaway door.

      When I turn around to make my way back to the hose—to hose down the mechanical arms so soap and debris don’t harden on them overnight—I’m met with a wall of chest.

      Maverick’s chest.

      I take a step back but crash into the rollaway door, the lip at the bottom cutting open the backs of my exposed ankles.

      “Let me just clean the arms and go, Maverick,” I whimper, my fingers curling around the metal grated door behind me. “Please.”

      The line is in his hands and slowly, I watch as he extends it out to me, offering me the hose. When I reach for it, he grabs my wrist and takes the other one, pinning them with his large hand above my head. The metal door digs into the backs of my hands, making me wince.

      “It hurts, Maverick,” I tell him, trying to look up towards my hands. He’s holding them so tight with his hand, pinning them hard against the sharp metal peaks of the door. It really hurts.

      “It’s too late, Anna. I’ll hose the arms now.” His eyes narrow in on mine before they drop down to my lips. Hose in hand, he shoves it down the front of my shorts, pushing my pinned hands tighter to the metal as I jerk and howl to the cold water filling my panties and shorts, steaming down my legs, stealing my breath.

      “Maverick!” I scream out, wiggling against him. He puts his knee between my legs so that I can’t squirm away and with the force he’s using on my wrists, I’m scared if I do try to pull away I’ll be hurt worse.

      “How’s that water feel?” he asks, surprising me by pressing his forehead against mine. His skin is sticky with sweat and his breath is warm and sweet against my mouth. The water is freezing and it causes me to gasp and inhale sharp breaths. I stop moving my body because what’s the point?

      My teeth chatter as the freezing stream of water moves through my slit. It’s so cold that it hurts but some part of me—maybe the part of me that keeps my eyes locked on his—enjoys it.

      My body is hot and fatigued from being in the sun. My mind is tired from trying to anticipate Dani and Maverick all day. And my heart is sore from pain. The cold water is shocking but it makes me feel and when I do feel, it feels good.

      Then he flattens his palm against the head of the hose, trapping against me under my shorts. The weight of his palm adds a pressure to my belly that feels good. I look down, seeing his solid hand pressed between my crotch and belly. I watch as his fingertips move up under my shirt, against my wet skin. The hose continues to pour through my shorts and now I’m growing acclimated to the cold, the hunger between my thighs growing.

      He curls the tips of his fingers against my bare skin and it shifts something inside me, moving the desires in me lower and lower. I slouch a little from how good it all suddenly feels and then I realize I’m resting my pussy against his knee.

      He keeps his head pressed to mine and when I look back at him, his eyes are softer than I’ve ever seen him.

      He doesn’t speak another word to me. He applies more pressure to his palm that’s keeping the hose pressed to my body and when he rolls his lip through his teeth, he groans just slightly. It’s quiet, almost inaudible, but it’s all it takes.

      “Maverick,” I say, turning my head as the pressure comes to an undeniable breaking point. I squeeze my legs together but still, the rush of water continues to flood my panties and lap at my clit. He releases my wrists which ache and burn but instead of releasing me completely, he uses his now free hand to take my chin, forcing my face to his.

      He looks into my eyes silently as I ride out the hose-induced orgasm. Swallowing, panting, my body is a writhing, wet mess against the door. As soon as I’ve ridden out every last throb, he steps back from me, and the hose whips forward out of my pants and falls to the flooded concrete.

      He goes into the office and locks the door. I don’t seem him again for the rest of the shift.

      I leave not knowing what just happened but knowing that my bully is harboring something for me.
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Week Seven

      Tracing lazy circles around Mav’s nipple, we lay draped over one another in his hammock in his yard.

      He’s been working so hard lately, but finally, the work on grandpa’s house is all done. I found a local real estate photographer in the Oakcreek Leader who is currently working with the stager to take quality photos of the home for the listing.

      “I think it will sell quick,” Mav says, breaking our comfortable silence.

      Traces of his shower linger in his hair as I stroke through it. My hands are always on him. In some way or form, I have to touch him.

      “Yeah, I think so, too,” I add. I know that everything that is going on with grandpa’s house is exactly what needs to happen. Heck, I’m happy it’s all happening while he’s still here to give his blessing and grace. Nonetheless, it does make me a bit sad.

      Saying goodbye to his house does free me from many sad memories, and it also reminds me that soon, grandpa and grandma will only be in my memories, too.

      But fixing up the place has done so much for Maverick and I.

      He and Dave became closer. He and I became closer. It brought me closer to Oakcreek, hunting for and using local services for repairs and needs. It’s been a gift of a project, despite how melancholy I’m feeling now.

      I move my hands back down to his chest and throw my leg over his, feeling the metal cage against my thigh. It sends a thrill up my spine. Seven weeks in and the cage only makes me crazier for him. I had no idea that it would do this to me.

      Stroking his chest a few more times, I feel his muscles twitching beneath my palm.

      I lift my head and peer up to his lazy smile. “You okay?” I ask.

      He volleys his head side to side and scrunches his nose. “All this cuddling,” he admits, “is a little hard.” He tightens the arm that’s underneath us, wrapped around my shoulder. “But worth it to have you close.”

      Struggling out of the hammock because there is no graceful way to get out of a hammock, I extend my hand out to him. “I know you showered, but I haven’t.”

      His eyes steal over my body then he narrows them on me, suspicion in his brows.

      “Why do I feel like this is about to get a lot more painful than cuddling in the hammock?”

      I wiggle my hand and he takes it. Putting my weight into my pull, I try and jerk him up but damn the man is pure muscle. He laughs and pats my head playfully after he struggles to his feet.

      “Nice try, baby, but no way can you lift me.”

      Being handled by a man was something I used to deem barbaric. But Mav’s size transforms me into a damsel because when we’re together, all I want is to be handled by him. Held, picked up, cherished.

      I lead him into the master bathroom inside of his bedroom. He’d remodeled the house with Ry and his crew a few years back, making the only old thing about the house the exterior. The master bathroom is beautiful. Large, open shower with no doors, multiple rainfall heads and one regular, detachable head.

      Are you catching my drift?

      “Sit on the toilet,” I command after dropping the lid to close it. He settles on the toilet, wearing nothing but gray sweats. The bulge I see in the sweats is the metal lock and I swear to God it turns me on more than seeing the outline of his soft cock. At least, I think, because as it stands, I haven’t seen Maverick outside of this cage in weeks. Months, actually.

      I flick on the shower, leaving the rainfall heads off.

      “The other switch turns on the big heads,” he says, motioning to the two, rectangular rain heads that are mounted on the ceiling, directly above the shower.

      I nod. “Yeah, I know.”

      His eyebrows furrow but he doesn’t question me further. I step into the far side of the shower. It’s so large that I can be on one side and not get wet with just the detachable head running. There’s a half wall on one side of the shower, which protects the vanity from getting wet. Standing behind the wall, I take off all of my clothes.

      Wearing a pencil skirt and sleeveless blouse because I had some business meetings in Lakeside today, I fold the dress clothes and set them on top of the wall.

      “Close your eyes,” I tell Mav, whose eyes are trained on me. He can’t see anything below my collarbone.

      His eyes flutter closed with a frustrated groan and I quickly make my way to the back of the shower where I pull down the detachable head, returning to my spot behind the small wall.

      “Okay,” I tell him, and his eyes open again immediately.

      I move the head between my legs, feeling the bursts of water hot against my thighs.

      “Anna,” he growls, reaching down into his pants. He’s gripping his balls and the cage, something he’s told me he does when he gets turned on because it lessens the intense pressure in his groin. So many times I’ve seen him on the edge of torture and pleasure, and a few times I’ve almost said fuck it, take the cage off and fuck me. But he’s reminded me that we promised we’d do this. That he’s proving himself to me.

      It started out crucial for me but there’s been a shift. I think it’s now crucial for him to prove to me that he can and will do anything for me. If having his cock locked up for twelve weeks doesn’t prove that…

      “Tell me you remember when you did this to me,” I rasp, moving the head between my thighs so that the water geysers up against my clit, which is sensitive and swollen from feeling his body beneath me in the hammock.

      He shoves his hand through his almost completely dry hair, a look of twisted discomfort on his face. “Anna,” he says, this time there’s less rasp and more anguish.

      “Tell me you remember,” I say to him again, my eyelids growing heavy from the pleasure surging through my slit.

      He swallows hard. “I remember.”

      I move the head in small circles, causing the water to move in circles on my clit, too. “I wanted you then, but I hated myself for wanting my bully,” I admit. I’ve admitted it to him already but never in terms this certain before. “I was always attracted to you Maverick Wilde.”

      He grunts and pulls a large hand down his face, resting his elbows on his knees. “I thought you did but I’d been so hateful to you, I didn’t know how to turn things around, get us on this course we’re on now.”

      “I know,” I moan out, grabbing the top of the short wall in front of me, needing something to hang onto as the water intensely caresses my most sensitive areas. “I think this is how our story is supposed to go,” I admit, “because I couldn’t have been with you then. But I can be with you now.”

      He nods, “I agree.” There’s reluctance in his tone and I know it’s not for what we’ve just agreed on. He isn’t letting himself off for how he treated me years ago and I hate it. There’s only a handful of weeks left. Once he’s out of that cage, I want all the guilt to be left behind too.

      “I forgive you, Mav. Will you let me forgive you?”

      He studies my face as I grip the wall and work the showerhead with the other hand. I don’t know what he’s thinking but when he stands and comes to the shower wall, my body turns to molten lava. He’s not seen me completely nude, not yet. There’s just a tiled wall between us now.

      “I know you aren’t ready for me to see you, Anna,” he says slowly. “And I’m okay with that. We’re on your timeline.”

      I bite into my bottom lip and the force of the water spreads my lips apart, searing my sex in the most perfect of ways.

      “Let me,” he says, reaching around the wall. I look down to where his rough, callused hand is getting wet from the ricochet of the shower head. I look up to him, his eyes wide and searching mine.

      He needs this.

      Taking a few small side steps so that I’m more closely aligned with the edge of the wall, I place the showerhead in his palm, face down so that the stream pours through his fingers. Wrapping my fingers around his wrist, I guide his hands between my legs until the water is at just the right spot.

      “Oh God,” I moan out, “yeah, that’s the spot.”

      He starts to move the shower head and he does it with such precision that I wonder if he’s ever done this with another woman in this shower before. He senses when it feels too good and moves the stream to massage my thighs or the top of my mound. He keeps me on the edge, moving the head around like a shower-head-orgasm-expert, only pulling it away from my body when he speaks.

      Voice a grumble, he begs, “let me see you, Anna, please. Let me see your fucking beautiful body.”

      Before I can answer, he moves the water between my legs again, this time moving it close to my swollen center. Moving the head in small circles, my orgasm clawing its way up my thighs in the steam, I take the shower head from his hand. Breathing hard, I pull him until his chest is pressed against the wall. I press the hand that once held the showerhead to my bare breast, and we both groan.

      His hand cups around my breast as he slowly squeezes and releases, growling under his breath. Still, he can’t see. Only feel. His thumb makes slow, languid strokes over my tight nub of a nipple.

      I move the water faster, his touch spurring on my already-there orgasm.

      “Oh God Maverick,” I moan, letting my head fall forward to see his alpha hand playing with and holding my breast.

      It’s the sight of him touching my bare skin that does it.

      “Maverick, I’m coming, I’m coming,” I pant, my thighs shaking as the warm water geysers up to my clit, hammering it, licking it, rubbing it, fucking it so good that my orgasm nearly makes me collapse.

      When I’m done and spent, Maverick turns the water off, and I hand him the head, which he rehangs. He stands at the open area of the shower, head turned, arms outstretched with a huge bath towel. I love that his man has huge bath towels. And I love that they smell like him. He wraps me in the towel and I am impressed by his discipline. Never even stole a glance.

      Scooping me up, he takes me to his bed where he pulls the comforter over me and presses a kiss to my temple. “I’m going to lift some weights in the garage.”

      I nod, unable to do anything but drift away to sleep, my heart and body feeling more sated than ever.
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      Mav

      Week Eight

      We were right. Lloyd and Evelyn’s house received a ton of offers and Anna conveyed each of them to Lloyd. Being the man of integrity that he is, Lloyd sold the house to not the highest or best offer, but to the very first offer that Anna received.

      It happened to be a young couple, newly married with a baby on the way. Lloyd said that the home needed just that—love and life. He wasn’t wrong. The house turned out gorgeous.

      A white farmhouse with sea-blue trim, the covered porch had been re-covered in mosquito-proof net and with the new paint, landscaping and garage door, the exterior looked like a post-flipped house off of a reality show. The interior was also remodeled to a rustic farmhouse style, with exposed shelves held by silver pipes. White subway tiles and muted grays, large enclosed Edison pendant lights and over stuffed pillows. The home was a hipster’s wet dream.

      We did good.

      Anna and I made a great fucking team.

      The papers are signed and Anna and I are at The Sanderson house for one last look. Sitting on our asses in the gravel driveway, we’re sharing a bottle of red wine, sans any glasses or cups. Anna tilts the opaque bottle up and sucks, bubbles forming along the neck. I’ve never seen Anna drunk but something tells me, as she continues to glugglugglug the wine, tonight could be the night.

      She turns to face me and I can’t help but reach out and smooth the wild blonde hairs away from her eyes. She was putting finishing touches on the home today, for the new owners, who get the keys tomorrow. She looks frayed and exhausted but still, fucking gorgeous. Wide eyes, clear skin, full lips. And her smell. Fuck she smells good. Her hair, her hands, her clothes. Everything. Sometimes after we say goodbye, I actually fucking pick up my couch pillows, bury my head in them and inhale deeply.

      That’s right, I fucking smell the pillows that my girlfriend has used just to be closer to her. It’s actually a little insane, I know but God damn make me stop because I can’t.

      I want this woman, twelve weeks up or not. I knew it years ago but now, with our project done, I feel antsy without telling her.

      Clearing my throat, I take a small drink of the bitter as ass red wine that she passes me.

      “Anna, will you—”

      “I’m going back to New York next week,” she blurts out, then hiccups, pressing the back of her wrist to her mouth.

      “What?”

      My heart drops into my wine-filled belly. My veins feel like they’re emptying themselves of all the blood inside me. Was Ry right? Was this some fucking sick test and trick to torture me? Does she really not want this incredible thing we’ve built? Worse, was this thing we built not real to her?

      I pop to my feet off the gravel quickly, and she struggles to scramble to her feet, too.

      “What?” I ask again, feeling the world I know and love crash down slowly around me, in waves.

      She hiccups again while vehemently shaking her head. “No, no, not like that,” she clarifies, reaching for my hips. Grabbing the sides of my t-shirt, she tugs me towards her and wraps her arms around my waist.

      My heart is still in a sickening free fall when she presses herself to me, but I need her contact like an addict needs a fix. I can’t push her away until she clarifies. I wrap my arms around her, hugging her tight. Lips to her hairline, I ask her what she means.

      “To get my stuff.” Hiccup. “I am moving back to Oakcreek. I’m selling off Blake Investment Properties. I don’t want to be in the City anymore.” Hiccup. “I was scared to tell you that because I didn’t want to put pressure on this thing between us.” She waves a finger between our noses as she looks up at me, our hug too tight for her to do that between our chests.

      Fuck I don’t know what to say. I had no idea she was selling off BIP.

      “You’re selling off BIP? Anna, I hope you didn’t do that for me.”

      She turns in my arms and its this moment that our energy shifts. I wish we could rewind a few moments, I could think of a less fucking stupid response, but when she takes a step back out of my arms, I can see the hurt in her eyes.

      “Anna,” I start, but she cuts in.

      With her fingers at her temples, she then throws her arms out to her sides, extended completely.

      “What? Don’t do this for you?” She just stares at me, eyes wider than shit, and that beautiful blue has morphed into anger. Raw, uncontrollable, wine-backed anger.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant; I hate for you to give up the thing you love to be here. That’s all.” It was me trying to show that I’m thinking of her wants and needs, not just my own. Because apparently having my cock locked into a fucking cage doesn’t prove that enough.

      “I am getting rid of BIP because it no longer represents the life I want for myself. And I am moving here to be with the people I love.” There’s so much hurt in her tone that it sends an icepick through my heart.

      “Anna, just, just fucking wait a second,” I plea with her as she paces backwards away from me. The back of her makes contact with her car. “Anna, you can’t drive. Please, just listen to me.”

      She folds her arms over her chest. I realize then she didn’t say she loves me rather, lumped me in with other people. I swallow hard. She isn’t ready to say it but I think she feels it and what did I do? I made her feel like I was unsure when that couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “I was just about to ask you to move in with me, Anna, right there,” I nod to our ass prints in the gravel. “I was going to ask you to give up the Inn. I know we have a few weeks left of this arrangement but I cannot fucking stand not waking up with you.”

      She stares at me, arms still folded.

      “I know my house isn’t that big and it’s not that great. Give me time to build Wilde Welding. A couple more years and I can build us the house we really want. We can build it together. I want us to do it all, together.”

      Still, she remains silent and nerves claw at my throat, making me anxious and itchy.

      “I will wait until the twelve weeks are over for us to do everything else, Anna. But I can’t take not knowing if you’re going to be mine or not.”

      Before I know what’s happening, she’s rushing into my chest, legs wrapped around my waist, a steady stream of her sweet tears flooding my t-shirt. “I’m sorry I doubted you,” she sobs into my shoulder.

      I smooth my hand up and down her spine and press my other hand to the back of her neck, holding her head against me to comfort her.

      “Shh,” I soothe, “I know it’s a lot losing Lloyd’s house. But you get to say goodbye to some bad shit, Anna.”

      I feel her nose on my neck as she nods against me. The smell of wine and lust tangles thickly in the air between us as she pulls her face from my collar and presses our foreheads together.

      “I’m sorry I doubted you,” she says meekly, black streaks of mascara running down her cheeks.

      “When you said you were going to New York next week, I thought maybe,” my voice drifts off and she grabs my face, hard, her palms cupping me.

      “Okay we got our stupidness out of the way. You aren’t leaving me and I’m not leaving you. Right?” she asks followed by a loud hiccup.

      “Right,” I say, kissing her forehead.
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      Mav

      Still Week Eight

      After holding hands and walking through the orchards where Anna used to love to run, we get in my truck and head back to my house.

      “You ready to live here, until I can build us something that’s ours ours?”

      The double ours meaning, we created it together. Living with her is a fucking dream. But creating and building a home together that we’ll live in and hopefully raise a family together in? That’s a dream come true.

      She nods. The wine has set in and so have the emotions from the day. After a short phone call with Lloyd where we both congratulate him, Anna asks me if I will dance with her.

      “We were never together in school and I never went to any proms,” she says as she locks her fingers together behind my neck.  “I never got to experience Maverick Wilde with a corsage in one hand and hopes of getting into my pants in the other.”

      I snort at that, because that’s exactly what I was in high school. Just a fuckhead trying to get into pants of chicks. I’d met Dani after I met Anna, and many times when I was fucking Dani, I imagined it was Anna.

      It’s always been Anna for me.

      “I’d be honored to dance with you, Anna Harmon,” I say, smoothing my thumb down her cheek slowly.

      “Harmon,” she repeats. “It’s strange hearing Anna Harmon. I don’t feel like Anna Harmon.”

      I turn my lips down in thought. “Do you feel like Anna Blake?”

      She rests her palm over her collarbone and scrunches her nose. “Not really.”

      I laugh. “You gotta be somebody, baby,” I tell her.

      “Can I just be Anna, you know, like Cher is just Cher?”

      Laughing, I pull her into me and wrap my hands around her waist, letting the tips of my fingers roam over the top of her ass. With her wrists linked together behind my neck, we start swaying to the gentle music that Anna has commanded (through hiccups) Alexa to play.

      Bing Crosby, some Frank Sinatra and a few other classic crooners keep us moving together in a bubble of love and lust, and when she tells Alexa to stop, I look down at her, confused.

      “Am I a bad dancer?” I ask with a brow quirked. She shakes her head but doesn’t smile.

      “I thought we could talk while we dance.”

      “Oh yeah? I like talking to you.”

      “You think Orion will come around? I don’t want to be the reason you lose your best friend.” She hiccups softly and continues to sway.

      I shrug, unsure of the answer. Her lips are a thin line when I look down to catch her eyes. I hate that tonight has been infused with gloom. She seems to be ruminating this evening and I want her to kiss the day away on a positive note, not a mopey sad one.

      “What does it feel like?” she asks, her voice soft against my ear as we rock together in this slow evening. 

      “What does what feel like?” I ask, unsure of where her head is at. 

      “The chastity cage,” she responds, reaching down between us, cupping the metal through my pants. I let out a moan, because anything grazing my balls at this point pretty much feels like a fucking blow job. 

      She lifts her head from my chest and looks up at me with hazy, lusty eyes. “Explain to me how it feels, Maverick,” she rasps. Then she reaches down and pulls under my knee to position my thigh between her legs. Oh shit.

      Our height difference allows her to rest herself on my leg as we sway and I love the heat against my thigh from her body. I try to get hard from it but the metal forces me to stay in a constant state of frustrating strain. So fucking frustrating. I want to fuck my girl so bad.

      “Well, when you first put it on me, it felt really fucking heavy.”

      I stroke the side of her head, smoothing her silky hair down. We move as one to keep her secure on my thigh. I want to keep her there because the more I talk, the more she moves against me.

      God her wet heat feels fucking phenomenal. 

      “But you were touching me and I knew you weren’t going to touch me again for a long time, so initially, I relished those moments. That first week, I looked back to that night. Your sweet mouth all over my dick. The way your hair felt in between my fingers. So fucking soft, Anna.”

      She wraps her arm around me more tightly, her fingertips digging into the side of my ribs. She pulls herself tighter to me, her body flanking mine sideways. Her hips roll towards me slowly, her pussy rubbing against my thigh, leaving me in a white-hot frenzy of straining cock and pumping heart. Fuck this cage! I don’t know why this intimate evening of talking and slow-dancing is fucking with me, but it is.

      “Anna, I want you,” I whisper to the top of her ear, drinking in a long breathe of her scent before I press a gentle kiss to her temple. Her fingers pull at the ends of my hair now, elbows on my shoulders as she reaches up. She alternates because holding my face and scraping her nails up the back of my head, pulling my hair. Her tits are pressed up against my chest and I swear to God I can feel her rock-hard little nipples grating against her shirt.

      “Then how did it feel?” she asks, nails crawling up the slope of my neck, making my heavy sack throb with anticipation. My core flexes and it takes me a stabilizing breath to not shoot off in this cage, yet again. But God, coming for her like that, showing her my most vulnerable side—I saw the love in her eyes when I gave myself to her that way.

      That’s all I ever wanted to see in her eyes. Since the first day.

      “By the second week,” I clear my throat, feeling a little bad for this part. I want to be honest with my girl but I don’t relish the idea of her thinking I’m obsessed with my cock. “I actually missed jerking off. Orgasm, yeah, that’s a given. But just, the jerking off itself.” I shrug. “I missed that time where the world stops and it’s just about being with myself and feeling good.”

      She lifts her face from my chest and our eyes linger on one another in the dim light of the living room. Her hips have seized their movement, too.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, voice hoarse.

      She nods. “That was just an incredibly honest and hot answer.”

      I turn my lips down and nod my head, reluctantly accepting the weird compliment. “Never got honest and hot before but, I’ll take it.”

      She smiles and rests her head against me again, working that hot pussy up my thigh. She must be wet because even through my pants I can feel her. Her hips start to work as we fall back into a gentle sway.

      “Let’s just say, every week got harder. My mind started to get away from me. You were all I could think of but everything around me became sexualized, like, Daws’ wife eating a fucking banana was making me think about you sucking my cock.” I exhale thinking back to the weird, intense headspace I was in during those early weeks.

      “But then I got more of you, there was a shift. Not sexually or physically at first but just, I don’t know, more time, more answers, more pieces of you for me to keep and think about later… I felt better.”

      She must like that answer, too, because she runs her hands down my flannel and grabs it at my pecs. Her greedy little pussy moves faster against my thigh and as hard as I want to get, I can’t.

      It’s interesting. I’m still horny as hell and I still want to spread those legs and dip my tongue into her milky flesh and eat her until she can’t breathe.

      But.

      Knowing I can’t do that… well, my brain has started rerouting blood from my helpless cock… back to my brain. And when I get turned on like this, it makes me think about shit.

      How intensely I love this woman and how bad I want this forever.

      “Keep going,” she murmurs, adjusting her grip on my shirt.

      “Wait,” I say, quickly picking her up underneath her knees before she can dispute. I pad through the kitchen and use my foot to open and close the sliding door, leading out into the yard. Carefully, I lower us both in the hammock, with Anna lying perfectly on top of me.

      I’ve adjusted her so that she isn’t smashing my poor swollen balls under the cage, which has painfully and inadvertently happened by my own body weight while rolling in the middle of the night. More than once.

      She nuzzles down against the nape of my neck and God damn I feel that pressure in my balls, that tightening in my stomach, that tingle of electricity spreading through the flesh on my thighs. Orgasm impending. I swallow hard.

      She’s barely even touched me tonight. I need to keep it together.

      Running my hand up her spine, tracing lazy circles at her neck, then running it back down, I repeat this a few times. She grinds gently on my knee as she does. I love that she’s uninhibited and takes what she wants. I never met a woman who would grind my leg to get off, but Anna knows what she wants.

      Thank God it’s me.

      “When you actually made me come in the cage without getting hard?” I blow out a whistle of a breath. “That was insane. That amped back up the torture of needing to get hard. Fuck, Anna, I’ve never wanted to jerk off as bad as I did after that night.”

      She laughs and stills her hips. “Wouldn’t that make you want to jack off less?”

      “Fuck no,” I spit out, “because I had something fucking crazy hot to think about when I jerked off. Before it was just stolen moments, some just fabricated in my mind so I could get off to us. But after that? Fuck I wanted to pump my cock to that so bad.”

      Her hips find a new, quicker rhythm against me. My balls buzz with excitement.

      ”But then I started having wet dreams,” I say, having already admitted to her makes no difference. Still, I’m slightly fucking embarrassed. She’s a God damn knockout but even so. Coming in my fucking sheets? Come on Maverick.

      She strokes my chest. With one hand, she reaches down and touches herself. Her fingers are trapped between her hot pussy and my damn lucky thigh.

      “And sadly,” I laugh, “that provided some relief. It wasn’t consistent but God damn it was something, as bad as that something was. It was… relief.”

      She moves her hand faster and the hammock moves with her jostling.

      I let my fingers slip under the waistband of her skirt. This is uncharted territory for me. She gives me glimpses here and touches there, but discovering the skin of her waist on my own? That’s new.

      My cage chokes me and I swallow down the frustration, my fingers inching a bit farther down. Her skin is warm and soft and my small caress causes her to move her hand faster.

      “Show me how bad you want me, Anna,” I whisper into her ear, fingers still smoothing over the hidden skin on her lower back.

      “Your hands, your hands feel so fucking good on me, Mav,” she pants out. I’ll never tire of hearing Anna Harmon want me like this.

      Going the other way, I smooth my hands up her bare back under her blouse, fingers sliding under her bra straps. She moans when I do that and I think if she even grazes my full balls at this point, I’ll be over.

      She looks up at me, eyes hazy, and proceeds to pull her fingers from her panties and slowly, deliberately, push them past my lips and onto my tongue. Fuck she tastes sweet like cantaloupe, a ripe juicy melon, waiting to be eaten.

      I groan and she returns her fingers to her panties, using my spit and her need to keep herself going.

      “You make me come so much when I’m alone,” she breathes against my lips.

      It’s a risky game she’s playing with her mouth so close to mine. Close enough for me to reach out and bite, suck those perky lips into my mouth and lick them. Drive my tongue between them. Taste her.

      But I don’t. Keeping our faces nearly touching, with her head tilted up to scope me, I reach down and move her hand over her pussy. Guiding her hand, I quicken my pace as her breathing grows frantic and warped, her eyes fluttering closed as her mouth falls open to silent cries of pleasure.

      Finally, I move her very fucking fast and she breaks her erotic silence. My cock is so fucking angry.

      “Maverick, I’m coming, I’m coming, fuuuckkkk,” she screams and I don’t even care that we’re outside and my neighbors can hear. My girl is a fucking catch and I’m making her come on her fingers. She’s screaming my name while masturbating with me.

      If there is anything that makes me want to beat my chest and howl like a God damn animal, it’s fucking this.

      God I’m lucky to have this woman.
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      Anna

      Week Nine

      “Did you break the news to Charlie?” Maverick asks. 

      We’re moving in together. I think I’d be freaking out if it were any other boyfriend. Moving in together after just a few freaking months? Sounds crazy. That’s the craziest part though—it doesn’t feel crazy. 

      I haven’t told Maverick this because I don’t talk about them much but my parents had a similar whirlwind courtship. Though they didn’t have a previous relationship like Mav and I have, they did meet and fall in love quickly. They were so happy together, too. I hope we’re following in their footsteps. 

      I laugh through the phone, which is pinched between my ear and elbow. Tossing my wrap dress and a few cardigans into my open suitcase, I look back to the open closet in the Inn. Nothing left. 

      “Yeah, I told him. He’s okay with it. Truthfully, I think he’s glad. I really think he was getting tired of servicing the room daily.”

      “He’s the one who does housekeeping too?”

      “Mmmhmm, and he’s getting old. I think he was used to kicking back in the office.”

      “Man,” Maverick says, “I can’t imagine wanting to do nothing.”

      “Me either, I want to work and do things and help people get just what they want.” 

      Maverick makes a soft noise of adoration. “I love that. Do you think you’ll do more of that now that you won’t be buying and selling big properties? You know, with less commercial, will you do more local?”

      I zip my suitcase after tossing in the last of my toiletries from the bathroom. For a trip that was supposed to just be a few weeks, I really packed for a month. And now I’d been here nearly three months. Maybe somewhere inside me I knew this is where I’d find my peace. 

      “I haven’t decided yet. I mean, I still love buying and selling property but I’d love to do it with more of an emotional purpose this time. Not just to make money.”

      “Yeah like, helping the up-and-coming welder find a new place for his dream to grow?” he says it in a laughing tone, but that’s actually exactly what I want to do.

      “Yeah, I mean, that’s exactly what I want to do. Putting people like Delilah and you in the locations that best serve you and our community, that’s what I want to do.”

      “I think that’s fucking cool, Anna. So, you want to do more of real estate agent type of things?”

      I shake my head before I remember he can’t see me. “I want more than just representing a property. I want to be able to buy and rent them to people who can’t buy them themselves. Get them in that location no matter what. But after seeing how Lloyd’s came out, I wouldn’t mind having a hand in the house flipping game too.”

      There’s a brief pause on his side of the line and I wonder if he feels threatened by my plans. It took him years to grow Wilde Welding and he’s only just now begun to reach monetary success. His manhood is sitting behind lock and key because of me and now I’m coming back, starting up a business with my seemingly endless cash flow… I wonder if he feels emasculated. 

      “What are you thinking, I mean, about all of that?” I ask, trying my best to ask him without asking him outright. Because if he isn’t feeling that, I don’t want to assume that I have that power over him.

      “Anna,” he says, slowly. “I think it’s fucking badass that you would reroute your life like that. I mean, not many people do that because they’re scared but you,” his voice trails off, rough and sexy. “You’re fearless.”

      I laugh with relief and happiness. He isn’t at all threatened by me. I have to get my mind to accept that Maverick really is a good fucking guy. New York City businessmen were threatened by successful Anna but Maverick is proud of me. Maverick wants me to succeed.

      “You think you’d ever get into a business venture with me?” I ask, loving the idea of flipping homes with Maverick but aware that Wilde Welding is what holds his heart. 

      He snorts. “You fucking serious, Anna?” 

      Awkwardly, I reply, “um, yes.”

      He doesn’t say anything and the longer the quiet stretches, the more my nerves bunch. I jump off the edge of the bed and lift one foot at a time, capping each with a ballet flat. “Listen, you know, I know Wilde Welding is your baby, and your brain child and your soul. I know that’s what you really want to do. But I don’t know. You were so good at Lloyd’s. We know so much that it almost feels like a missed opportunity to not use our talents together to fix up some of the homes in Oakcreek and make peoples dreams come true.”

      “Anna,” he starts but I’m talking over him so I can’t hear his easy let down. 

      “I mean, we don’t have to do anything right away. Heck I mean, I know I didn’t really ask you and we haven’t much talked about it but I think in the future, we could start something and give it our spare time. I mean, without children, we have the time. That’s the main hang up for people nearing thirty to not chase dreams, right? I have kids, I can’t. Well, we don’t. So, we can. When you’re ready. If you’re ready. Or want to.”

      “Anna, I would be honored to work with you. To fix up places together. Wilde Welding isn’t the only thing that has my heart.” 

      Stopping in my tracks I pull the phone from my ear and tap the FaceTime button and in a few seconds, a way too small rectangle appears on my screen with Maverick’s handsome face in it.

      His hair is tousled and wet and his jaw is coated in a light scruff. I like him scruffy. He’s been working all hours to finish the guard rail ornamentation for a local brewery downtown. He did the install this afternoon. 

      I asked him if he was absolutely sure if he wanted me to unofficially move in tonight—I mean, with all my stuff still in the city, I wouldn’t really consider this moving in, more like, pre-moving in. But still. A big step. He said it doesn’t matter if he ran a marathon with Daws on his back, he’d still want to see me. 

      “You mean it?” I ask and his grin is so handsome and adorable that my loins clench and my ovaries threaten to explode. Despite the fact he’s freshly showered, he’s wearing a faded black t-shirt and gray sweats that I get a peek of as he walks through his house, taking me with him.

      Setting me against the coffee pot, I watch him pull open the fridge, duck and survey, only to turn to the phone with a pouty bottom lip. 

      “Fuck yeah I mean it but I think we need champagne to celebrate.” 

      “Celebrate,” I repeat, not knowing exactly what talking point we’d breezed through that he was wanting to drink bubbly for. 

      “All of it, Anna. You coming to Oakcreek for good, us living together, you wanting us to work together.” He slams the fridge closed a little harder than intended, which I pick up from the wince he does when a magnet breaks free and topples to the floor. He puts it back then leans across the counter on his elbows, face right next to the phone screen.  

      “Get that sexy ass over here and I’ll go grab some bubbly.” He wiggles his eyebrows and it makes my heart feel heavy and fuzzy, happy and full. 

      “I can grab it on the way over,” I offer, thinking that makes more sense than him making a special trip. 

      “No way,” he shakes his head. “I’ll go, front door is open.”

      It feels natural at this point in the conversation for me to say okay, see you in a few, I love you. But we stare at one another through the screen, our unspoken words nothing more than a thought floating in the ether. He smiles softly after a moment. His voice is even softer when he speaks.

      “See you soon, Anna.”

      “See you soon, Mav.”
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      When I get to Maverick’s place, his truck isn’t in the driveway so I know he’s still out. I smile to myself as I put my little rental car into park. He’s so happy about us that he went out to get champagne. The man won’t even be getting sex, a blowjob or a hand job and he was practically beaming through the phone.

      So was I.

      I grab my suitcase from the trunk and drag it up the driveway and up the porch, having just enough energy left in me to roll it to the corner of Mav’s room once I’m inside. It’s only a few weeks of stuff but it’s also got my laptop, my iPad, all my chargers, documents, and of course the toys I’ve collected to use with Maverick, like the rope, strap on and actual economy sized jar of coconut oil.

      Feeling like my body can’t stop moving until Maverick is here celebrating with me, I decide doing laundry would be a good way to keep busy. Gets something productive and necessary done while also keeping my energy diverted into anything but just squealing and clapping with excitement like a moron.

      I’m just about to unzip my bag when my phone rings. I’d set it on the kitchen counter as soon as I’d gotten to Mav’s, so it takes me a second to get it. When I grab it, I notice whoever is calling me is someone I don’t know. Or at least someone who isn’t programmed into my phone book. I usually program everyone in my phone book because I never know when a notary, construction foreman, lender, investor or whoever is going to call and I hate being caught off guard.

      It's an Oakcreek area code which strikes me as odd because I don’t actually have a lot of contacts in Oakcreek anymore. I think I’d programmed every number from the retirement home into my phone, including the owner himself and his wife. Still, the number is unknown.

      My mind races with possibilities. Is it about grandma? Grandpa?

      Swiping before it stops ringing, my voice is hoarse when I answer. “Hello?”

      “An-Anna? Is this, um, is this Maverick’s girlfriend, Anna?”

      I recognize that somewhat adolescent voice. Used to hearing it bubbly, immediately I know something isn’t right.

      “Delilah?” I ask, pressing my hand to my collarbone as I move into the kitchen and turn on the lights. I can think better with the lights on.

      “Yeah, it’s Delilah. Anna, I’m so sorry to do this but I need y-your h-help.”

      I swallow hard. She sounds like she needs help.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, my senses starting to stiffen.

      “I need help, Anna. I did something really, really s-s-stupid,” Delilah sobs, broken and heavy, so much that it’s hard to understand what she’s saying. “I need to g-go to the hospital.”

      “Jesus, Delilah, call 911, Maverick isn’t home, he—”

      “No! Anna! No, please, promise me. Promise me. You c-can’t tell Maverick. Please, Anna.”

      My mind is spinning.

      In trouble, needs to go to the hospital, doesn’t want Maverick to know.

      This doesn’t sound good at all. But she’s a sweet girl and she barely knows me… if she is coming to me for help, she must really need help. And she’s Orion’s little sister. Whether he and Mav are getting along right now or not, I know Mav loves Ry like a brother. He’d do anything for Ry, even help his little sister. After all, when I ran into Mav he was at Delilah’s helping her.

      “Okay,” I say, my mind still going wild. “Where are you?”

      “I’m b-behind the deli. In the alley.”

      “You’re in the alley behind Delilah’s? At,” I glance at my watch, “eight o’clock at night by yourself?” My chastising tone isn’t what she needs right now and immediately I feel bad. “Okay, okay just, stay there. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Anna, please, don’t tell Maverick.”

      “Okay, I won’t.”

      “And Anna?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Please, hurry.”

      Looking out the front window, I’m disappointed Maverick isn’t home yet. I don’t want to break Delilah’s trust but if he were to come home and find me rushing out, it would feel a lot easier to just explain it to him. But with the urgency in her voice, I know I need to go.

      I pull open a few drawers in the kitchen but I don’t know where anything is at because this is his house. I can’t find a pencil and pad of paper so immediately I grab my keys and bag and go.

      She asked me to hurry. I’ll explain it all to Maverick later, somehow.
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      Anna

      Still Week Nine

      Fortunately, I had been walking places from the Inn or else I’d not know where Delilah’s back-alley entrance was at. Old main streets usually had a complicated alley system with weird in-let’s and had I not cut through the alley with Maverick on our walk back from Delilah’s last week, I wouldn’t be able to get to her as fast as I am now.

      My headlights lap at the gravel as the rental car bumps and bounces through the pot-holes. My eyes move over the brick exterior of the rear building strip, trying to search with limited light for someone or something. I’m not really sure what to expect at this point.

      I don’t know Delilah well at all.

      Is this an over reaction call? Did she break up with her boyfriend and threaten something silly, like if you let me leave now I’m gone forever, and she’s embarrassed? I don’t know. Because I just don’t know this girl well enough to know.

      I spot the dumpster that sits behind Delilah’s back door and immediately see two sneakers sticking out from behind. My heart surges up to my throat when I see the feet aren’t moving.

      I swallow hard. Something tells me this isn’t an overreaction call.

      I throw the car in park, push the door open and sprint across the dark alley to the dumpster, where I turn the corner and see her.

      Delilah.

      Her back to the bricks, hands tucked in at the apex of her thighs, holding herself. Her hair is a smeared tangle against the brick, head resting on her shoulder.

      “Delilah!” I cry out, falling to my knees in front of her. I press my hand to her cheek, lifting her head upright. I move my thumb across her lips and pat her cheek gently before taking her shoulder and shaking her.

      Her eyes open immediately and I exhale with the most intense relief I’ve ever experienced.

      “Delilah, it’s Anna, what happened? Can you walk?” I ask, lifting her arms, examining her for bruises or… anything that can clue me in to what happened here.

      Whenever I watch a movie where someone is hurt and the person there to help them hammers them with “what happened” and “are you okay”, I always get so irritated. Why are you wasting precious time asking questions when you should be getting this person to safety? Ask the questions when you’re on the way to help!

      “I don’t think so,” she says, trying to push up off the gravel. Shit. Delilah is probably my size, maybe a bit shorter but it’s close. I honestly don’t know if I can move her myself.

      Bending down, I scoop my arm under her legs and wrap my other around her shoulder. “Hold on, okay?”

      Looking down, I can see fatigue in her eyes. It scares me because when you feel more tired than you do pain? It’s never a good sign. I know this because I watched Grey’s Anatomy for twelve fucking years.

      “Stay awake, okay Delilah? Stay awake because you’re going to tell me exactly what happened when I’m driving.”

      Inhaling and exhaling once to get my mind right, using the strength of my lower half, I hold her tight to me while I stand up straight in one quick push. Shaky and wobbling at the near-standing point, I step back until my backside connects with the dumpster, and it gives me a chance to steady myself. Taking another breath, I get enough energy to stand fully.

      Thank God I didn’t do something stupid like park and walk. The car isn’t far, ten feet or so away, and I move as fast as I possible can to get to the car. Once there, I press Delilah against the door, keeping up her with one shaking knee, and pop open the door.

      “Okay, help me help you get in, Delilah,” I pant, turning her so that her knees are aligned with the dash.

      When I lower her down into the passenger seat, the street lamp from the parking lot on the other side of the alley pours through the open driver’s door, flooding Delilah’s lap and legs. I can see now that between her legs, running down the insides of her jeans is blood. Lots and lots of blood.

      “Delilah, the blood, where’s the blood from?” I ask, frantically pulling her pant legs up looking for something, anything. I push her forward in the chair and grab at the hem of her top, ready to search her entire body.

      “Go,” she breathes out, sounding slightly less exhausted. Hopefully getting her in the car jostled energy back into a less sleepy state. I’m not even allowing myself to think about how fucking scared I am right now.

      This is Maverick’s best friend’s little sister. Her care is in my hands.

      I start driving to the hospital, my heart racing, palms sweaty. Turning out of the alley, I have a flash of being a senior in high school, making this same, frantic and horrendous drive to the hospital, knowing somewhere deep inside me that things were about to change dramatically, but not really allowing myself to deal with it. Just get there.

      This drive has the same ominous foreboding but I shove it down, trying desperately to convince myself that whatever happened, Delilah will be okay.

      “Please, tell me what happened. Are you in pain? What, what’s,” I trail off, not even knowing what else to ask.

      Her head rolls against the headrest to face me, and I can see the tears that have torn through her makeup, leaving her a smeared, swollen mess.

      “A few weeks ago, I found out I’m pregnant.”

      She wets her lips and swallows.

      “My brothers, they think I’m on birth control. But the truth is, I didn’t want to take it.”

      She lets one wild sob break free before pushing her bloodied hand to her face, at the back of her nose. She wipes and I’m horrified to see blood on her face after.

      “I was afraid they’d disown me. I was afraid they’d take Delilah’s away from me. And I was afraid to tell my boyfriend because he isn’t ready for kids.” She lets her head fall forward into her palms where she cries and rubs her eyes with the heels of her palms.

      “I messed up Anna. I didn’t want anyone to know so I found this doctor on Craigslist…”

      “Oh, Delilah,” I utter, fear twisting in my tone.

      “He said he would do it for cash. Five hundred dollars. He came here, does them out of his van. He swore it was sterile.”

      “Delilah,” I say, knowing I should say something else. Anything else. But I’m quite honestly in shock and don’t know what to say. Trying to recover so I can soothe her, I say, “don’t worry, the doctors at the hospital will know just how to take care of you. It’s going to be okay, Delilah, okay? I promise.”

      She nods. “I didn’t want to get rid of it but I thought I had to,” she admits, letting sobs come with the words.

      I reach over and squeeze her knee for comfort, sighing with relief as I see the OAKCREEK / LAKESIDE HOSPITAL sign above the oak trees at the end of the street. So close.

      “What happened?” I ask, not even wanting to say the words with the abortion. She knows. She cries out again and presses her palms to her thighs, stiffening her arms as if a fresh wave of pain is rolling through her.

      She shakes her head. “He said it would hurt and it would bleed for twenty minutes. One pad’s worth, maybe. But I’ve been bleeding so much, Anna. It’s been four hours.”

      “Jesus Christ, Delilah, four hours?” I push my hand through my hair, pulling up to the ER entrance at a speed I’m not sure I could’ve even controlled had someone walked out in front of me.

      “Hold on,” I tell her with a finger to her face. Leaving my car door wide open, I jump out of the car and flag down a man in scrubs, not knowing if he’s the world’s leading brain surgeon or a janitor. At this point, all I need is physical being to help me get Delilah inside.

      “I need help, I have a girl bleeding, she needs to see a doctor, she had an, an abortion and,” I shake my head, mouth open, no words, panic probably the only thing on my face because the scrub-wearing man squeezes my shoulder.

      “Where?” he asks.

      At the car, the man tells me to step back and he lifts Delilah out easily, setting her in a wheelchair that he snagged from the front of the building.

      “Park the car, come meet her inside in triage room three, okay?” he is so calm that I want to hug him because his calmness brings me a little bit of calm too. If he’s not mega worried, maybe I don’t have to be super worried, either?

      “Okay.” I lean down and grip Delilah’s knees. “Delilah, it’s going to be okay, alright? I’m going to park the car and I’ll be right in.”

      The scrubbed-man looks at me. “Does she have ID?”

      I shake my head and look down at Delilah.

      No purse, no place for a wallet, either.

      “I don’t think so.” I don’t bother asking her because now she’s openly and loudly sobbing.

      “Her name is Delilah. I don’t know much else, honestly,” I tell the man, feeling kind of bad but really, I thought I had time to get to know everyone before I’d be responsible for handling a mini-crisis.

      “Don’t call my brothers. Don’t tell Mav. Okay? Please?” she asks through sobs. I swipe tears from her face.

      “I won’t.”

      The man nods to me and takes her through the double doors.
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      Anna

      Still Week Nine

      Getting back in the car, I’m on auto-pilot as I drive it around through the parking lot, looking for the first available parking space. Finally, I find one and lock the rental car, taking just my phone as I head back towards the double doors.

      Once inside, I wait in a small waiting area while Delilah is taken to triage, where they gown her and get her vitals. A nurse reports to me that they’re taking her into surgery immediately and that she will be receiving a transfusion. I nod, wishing I could tell someone all of these important things going on with Delilah. I don’t know who her boyfriend is, even if I did want to call him. I don’t have Orion’s number nor do I have Marshall’s number. Anyway, she specifically asked me not to tell her brothers.

      Who was I to think I knew better by telling them? I’d only met Ry once and in that brief time he made his dislike of me and my life very well known. Who knows, maybe he’s a fucking great friend but a woman-hating asshole? Mav isn’t that way but maybe he’s never seen the side of Ry that Delilah is clearly wanting to keep away from this situation.

      She also asked me not to tell Maverick.

      Holding my phone in my palm, I stare down at the screen. Two missed calls from Maverick. One text message. I swipe, forgetting that my stupid read receipt is on and he can see that I’ve read his message.

      Maverick: Anna, your stuff is here, you’re gone and you aren’t answering your phone. If you don’t contact me within thirty minutes, I’m calling Ingram personally.

      I look at the timestamp from the text. Relief floods me when I see that was just twelve minutes ago. Unsure of what to say, I start texting him back.

      Anna: Maverick, I’m so sorry. I got a last-minute call on a property in Lakeside and had to run out. Don’t worry, I’m okay. We’re actually just sifting through some paperwork at a coffee shop next to the building now. I’ll be back in a few hours. I’m sorry.

      I swallow a bitter, sour and utterly disgusting tasting lump that’s solid in my throat after texting that heap of bullshit. Even if it’s at the request of someone else, I despise lying to Maverick.

      But Delilah is terrified. And she needs someone to trust right now. At some point, I’ll be able to tell Maverick about this in the future and it will bring us closer. For now, though, it just has to suck. Because tonight is about getting Delilah through this.

      Maverick: Okay.

      When does okay not actually mean okay? When you say it by itself.

      I re-read his okay too many times. I’ve hurt him. We’re supposed to be popping champagne and I’m letting him think that some stupid shack in Lakeside is more important than celebrating us and our milestone and development. Fuck I hate this! Tears stream down my cheeks as panic clouds my thoughts. Should I have just told him and risked him telling Ry and having him come down here and freak out Delilah even more than she already is?

      I saw the weakness in her eyes. She can’t take it. She needs to heal.

      I cannot fathom what she’s been through tonight. But her brother’s must really scare her if she let a man in a van with a knife give her a medical procedure that she didn’t even want… all to avoid their anger. I shake my head and swallow hard. I love Maverick and if he loves me, one day, he will understand this choice and hopefully respect it.

      As a woman, after what she’s been through, I owe this discretion to Delilah’s mental health.
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      Around ten o’clock, a tired nurse finds me slumped over my own shoulder in a chair in the hallway. With a harsh shake, she wakes me.

      “You the one who brought in Miss Delilah?”

      I sit up and wipe the drool from the side of my face and smooth my hands over my hair. “Um, yeah, yes, that’s me.”

      She folds her arms over her chest. “The doctor’s already triaging another patient. Your friend got lucky. The baby is okay, but he nicked some arteries. She wouldn’t have made it much longer bleeding like that.”

      “Wait, what?” I shake my head. Delilah had an abortion. That’s what she said. “She, she um, she told me she had an abortion,” I say, quieting my voice on the last controversial word.

      She nods, unimpressed. “There was an attempt. But thank God, it didn’t work. And we were able to cauterize and make repairs to the nicks. And the baby? Completely unharmed. Whoever performed this back-alley abortion was not only not a doctor but they didn’t appear to know how to even use medical instruments. At all.”

      I cup a hand over my mouth at that. How scared was Delilah to go through that on her own, all to avoid the verbal lashings and shaming from the men in her life? That’s not okay.

      “Does she um, does she know about the baby?” I ask, chewing the corner of my mouth with unease.

      The nurse steps to the door as if she’s going to walk off without answering my last question, but when she pulls the handle, she stills.

      “The only thing that got her to stop sobbing.”

      I smile at that.

      “Come on,” she waves for me to follow her and I do, because this woman doesn’t seem like one to ask twice.

      Taking me back to a large recovery room housing six beds with a curtain between each bed, the nurse takes me to Delilah. I thank her, settle into the chair by her side and sigh. As soon as the nurse pulls the curtain tightly around us—not without a sharp jerk of the rings against the metal rail—Delilah’s eyes open. Immediately, they find me.

      “Anna,” she says, a soft smile curling her pale lips. “I’m so sorry and thank you so much.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, happy to know that she will be okay but I am also worried about Maverick. I hated missing tonight. Our night to celebrate. And now I’m leaving for New York tomorrow. I smile at Delilah, really truly not wanting her to pick up on any of my own issues. “How are you feeling?”

      She nods. “Better, a lot better.” Her face is makeup free and her hair has been pulled into a messy braid on one side of her head. She must see me surveying her because she touches the braid before giving me a little smile. “A nurse cleaned me up.”

      I nod. “I’m glad. Do you need clothes for when you leave?” My mind flashes to the bloody pants.

      “Same nurse gave me a pair of scrubs, too.”

      I’m surprised at that, as scrubs aren’t cheap. But Oakcreek is a small town full of people who want to do nice things for one another. Truly.

      “I’m glad,” I say.

      She nervously picks at invisible pulls in the cheap hospital blanket before she blurts out “I know it was really stupid. I don’t want you thinking I’m a complete idiot, Anna, because I can tell you’re going to be part of Maverick’s life and I don’t want you thinking I’m a moron if we’re going to be friends.”

      “We are friends,” I tell her, meaning it. I mean hell, if we weren’t friends by association before, this traumatic little evening has bonded us indefinitely, despite the fact that she’s nearly ten years younger than me at a naïve twenty years old.

      “Are you scared of your brothers?” I ask in as even of tone as possible, knowing the assumptions I’ve thrown together has been with limited information and scope. I don’t want to outwardly assume. Because like she just said, I’m going to be part of Maverick’s life which means, whether asshole Ry wants to accept it or not, I’m in their fold now, too.

      She shakes her head slowly, as if she’s thinking her way through her response. Though it seems like an easy question to me: you’re either scared or you aren’t.

      “Not like you think. Or, not how I probably led you to believe.” She kicks her feet to free them from the starched sheets and wiggles her toes in the air. There’s a small heart tattoo on the top of her foot, right under her pinky toe. She see’s me looking at it.

      “We all have them, my oldest brother has the biggest heart and I’m the youngest so mine’s the smallest. It’s a reminder for us to always stay together. Us siblings, we’re all that’s left.”

      I swallow the unexpected lump of emotion that comes to me after Delilah’s admission. I know what it’s like to feel alone, I should say. Instead, I prop my chin on my palm and listen.

      “My mom died from breast cancer when we were younger. I don’t really even remember her. And Dad, well, he was a boozer. He got kicked of the Broken Wheel and spiraled until he was so yellow he never woke up.”

      “Do you mean blue?”

      She shakes her head. “He was never blue. One color he wasn’t,” she says on a humorless chuckle. “Yellow from the liver failure,” she clarifies. “Anyway, I finished high school and really wanted to go away to culinary school but my brothers didn’t want me to move. They wanted to watch over me here, they made me promise to stay. So I did and in return, they got me Delilah’s. The deal was I get to run it, they help me with all the financial stuff, but I stay here, don’t get pregnant, and eventually, work on my degree… that is, when the business is steady enough for me to hire help.”

      I nod, slowly understanding more and more of her life.

      “They don’t like him, my brothers. They hate my boyfriend. They don’t even know him though, that’s the thing, they just hate things they don’t understand.”

      “A lot of people do,” I reply.

      “My brother made me go to the doctor for birth control but when I was there, I asked for a pregnancy test. I was already late.” She looks up at me and slowly, a smile spreads over her face.

      “Ry had a run up north the day of my appointment so he had Maverick drive me.” She snorts, pressing her wrist to the underside of her nose. “He waited in the truck and after my appointment, when I got back in, he said,” she lowers her voice to her male impersonation tone and droops her eyelids some for effect. “Did you get everything down there,” she spreads her fingers wide and motions over her lower half “inspected and medicated?”

      I laugh and she laughs and the ridiculous laughter feeds off of one another and after five minutes, plenty of tears and a definite side ache, we finally relax.

      “Men have no idea how to talk about women’s reproductive parts,” I tell her, “I’m surprised he even asked you about it.”

      She laughs. “I think he just asked in case my brother asked him.”

      I shake my head, letting my smile fade away. “You know, they will love you no matter what, Delilah. And I understand not wanting to disappoint them but I really don’t think they’d want you to risk your life for anything.”

      A sudden rush of tears hit her and she wipes them away, bottom lip trembling. “It was all for nothing, anyway, so what a waste, huh?”

      “Delilah,” I start, but she reaches out and takes my hand.

      “I want this baby, Anna. I don’t know how I’m going to make it clear to my brothers and my boyfriend that this is what I want, but I promise, I will.”

      “Good,” I reply. “And they love you. They won’t take the deli from you. Everything really will be okay.” I tell her that, hoping I’m right, but truthfully, I’m not sure.

      Hearing her side of things, it does sound like they really are trying to help her have the best life possible. They’re trying to be parents while they also parent themselves, and they’ve been doing it for years, which can’t be easy.

      “Hey, can you give me a few days to tell them?” she asks, biting her bottom lip, her eyebrows drawn together.

      I nod. “Sure.” I pull an invisible zipper across my closed lips. She smiles.

      “Thanks Anna.”

      The nurse comes in and tells Delilah that she will be discharged the next morning and that I’m not allowed to stay overnight. I make her promise me that she will text her boyfriend and when I feel seriously badly about leaving, I force her to text him in front of me. She does, rolling her eyes.

      But I can’t leave there without someone else knowing where and how she is.

      When he responds that he’s on his way, I take a seat at the foot of her bed. “I’m going to go but know this Delilah, if he loves you, he will forgive you for this. But give him grace because even if he didn’t want to be a father yet, he really didn’t want to lose you and his unborn child.”

      She nods, slowly, as if my words cut her. “I’m so glad you called me, Delilah. Please, call me tomorrow and let me know how you’re doing, okay?”

      “I will. I promise. I give you permission to tell all of my brothers, Maverick and Charlie at the Ivy what happened if I don’t call tomorrow.”

      Taking my keys and phone from the rolling table over her bed, I see it’s after midnight. Officially week ten.

      Stifling my grimace, I smile at Delilah and tell her goodbye. As soon as I’m downstairs on the sidewalk in front of the hospital, I text Maverick.

      Anna: On my way home.

      He doesn’t respond.
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      Mav

      Week Ten

      Anna: On my way home.

      Holding my phone, I’m confused and angry that I could seriously pull my God damn hair out. We had a fucking perfect FaceTime. We were both so happy. She was on her way over. I was getting God damn fizzy girly bubbly fucking champagne. To celebrate us.

      And she went to take a work call for a property not even in Oakcreek?

      I scratch at my head, still trying to figure out how five hours ago my life was at it’s God damn all time high and now I’m in my bed alone, feeling more disconnected from Anna than ever, with my dick in a God damn cage. Fuck.

      The cage rage has started to rear its head again and whatever the fuck this night is? It’s not helping.

      I left the front door open for her yet when I hear the screen door clap, still, I sit up straight. She’s home.

      I don’t really know what to say because if she was out working (and I hate that I’m questioning her), well, I have to respect work, right? Then again, not even calling or waiting for me to get home or anything? It doesn’t feel right.

      But I do not want to jump out the gate accusatory because despite the fact that I haven’t been in a ton of serious relationships, I’m not a fucking moron. Women don’t like being accused of shit. Hell, no one does.

      Tamping down my anger and confusion, I swing my legs over the bed, ready to greet my girl and just… fucking figure this out. I shove my phone in my pocket. The cage feels like it pulls my body down to the ground when I’m on my feet but I push past the heavy tug, making my way out to an empty kitchen.

      Turning, I see the living room is empty, too. Resting my hands on the top of my head, elbows out, I turn around the room, wondering what is going on.

      “Anna?” I call out her name, quietly, as if I’m scared to use too harsh of a tone.

      The hinges on the laundry room door always squeal when the door opens slowly. My eyes go to the hallway, where the light in the room flickers off just as Anna walks out.

      When I saw her last, she was wearing pajamas and now she’s got on one of my old t-shirts and a pair of my sweats. They’re both swimming on her and while she looks damn good in my clothes, she’s never done that before. I notice too that her hair is up and her mascara and lip color is all gone. I fucking like her fresh faced this way, but something about this whole night just feels very fucking off.

      I pad to her, reach out and squeeze her side while I dip my head down to find her eyes. She tries to not meet my gaze and immediately, I stand up straight, releasing her.

      “Anna, what’s going on?”

      She twists her hands together inside my t-shirt, tugging at the hem. For a moment, my eyes go to the small key she still wears around her neck. A short strand of blonde hair falls free from the tiny little ponytail and she pushes it back, wiping at the corner of her eye.

      “Anna,” I say again, my tone made of steel.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her eyes meeting mine for something like one God damn second. One second is how long she’s going to look me in the eye after this? Really?

      “Anna, look me in the eyes,” I nearly command, starting to grow very irritated by this entire situation. “Talk to me. Communication,” I remind her.

      She looks up and when our eyes lock together, tears flow down her cheeks.

      “What’s wrong? Where were you tonight? What is going on?”

      The edges of her eyes turn down as her throat strains to swallow a sob.

      “Maverick, don’t be mad at me,” she starts, and my heart fucking crashes.

      My ears pop and tingle as heat fills every piece of me, making my chest heave and the cage swallowing my dick feel like the metal has been roasting in flames for hours.

      “God damn Anna, tell me what is going on!” I yell, shoving my hands through my hair, turning my back to her to take a breath. Don’t be your fucking father, I hear myself say. Then for a moment, I think of Dr. Longo and how much work we’ve done. I will not let emotion take away all of our progress. Steadying myself again, I turn back to her.

      “I’m sorry for cursing at you and raising my voice with you Anna. That was not okay and I am very, very sorry.”

      She nods and wipes a tear away. She doesn’t seem affected by my outburst, rather, she still seems to be suspended in fear. She’s scared of… something. I hope not someone.

      I hope not me?

      “You can tell me anything, Anna.” I show her my palms in a plea of surrender. “I won’t yell, I won’t react. Please, just talk to me.”

      She nods and I feel so much God damn hope from that nod that I immediately rush up to her and rest my hands on the sides of her ribs, holding her, thumbs smoothing to soothe her.

      “Maverick, Iisten. I can’t tell you where I was tonight because I… I… I just can’t. But I am asking you to trust me, okay? Trust me that everything’s okay with us.” Her voice trembles.

      I could say okay. I could just trust her. I could say whatever I wanted to make her feel safe and come sleep in my arms tonight.

      But what the fuck?

      I’ve been open and honest with her since that first night at Café Paradise on the patio when she wanted nothing more than to make me hate myself.

      I’ve told my truths, embarrassing and awkward, painful and humiliating. I’ve shown her my scars and I’ve let her do things to my body that I didn’t even fucking know I was okay with until her.

      “I trust you, Anna. But I need communication and honesty. I want to be with you. Do you get that? I mean, you’re moving here so you get it, I think. But I want to be clear, right now, I can’t be with someone who can’t tell me everything. I can’t be with a woman who expects me to be okay with “trust me and move on” when I have basic questions like where did you go or who were you with.” I blow out a surprised and unsteady breath.

      Surprised because up until now, I really didn’t see Anna and I breaking up.

      I envisioned marrying her. Making babies with her. Waking up to her sweet mouth on my cock. Falling asleep my fingers in her tiny panties. Tasting her lips at my leisure.

      I thought we were forever.

      Unsteady because the reality that maybe, just maybe this isn’t what I thought it was? It knocks my breath from my chest.

      I wasn’t prepared for anything but having her.

      Stupid fucking me.

      “Anna, this isn’t an alpha flex. This isn’t a jealous boyfriend. This is us needing honesty and communication. Mutual.”

      I tip up her chin with my fingers and stare down into her wide, watering eyes.

      She’s breathing hard and I can feel her broken exhales against my chin.

      “Anna,” I speak to her in a controlled tone. “Tell me about tonight.”

      She swallows and her mouth falls open. Time rushes to a halt. Seconds are minutes.

      The truth is easy. The truth doesn’t need time. The truth needs no explanation.

      As her jaw bobs and no words come past her beautiful lips, I release her chin and step back.

      I pull at the back of my neck and look away. Emotion builds in my throat and I quickly clear my voice to knock it away.

      “I’m going to stay at the shop tonight,” I say, almost unable to believe I’m actually doing this.

      But I have to.

      I may be madly in love with Anna, and I might do anything for her, but I won’t live a life of being shut out. Not anymore. She shut me out ten years ago. I won’t have it again.

      “Maverick—”

      “Call me when you want to talk. Have a safe trip to New York.”

      She sobs but I push through, grabbing my keys off the counter then right out the back door to the garage. I can hear her hearty cries; I can hear the agony in them as I stand right outside the closed garage door. I swallow my own sob.

      I could go back but this wouldn’t be a good start.

      We’re honest or we’re nothing.

      I grab my shoes, a flannel off the back of the door, and slip out the side door and get into my pick up. I drive to the shop where I stay away in the white plastic smoking chair all God damn night.
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10 Years Ago

      Fuck. Say something! Just fucking get your stupid ass up, make your legs move, sit next to her and push the words out. I’m sorry. Easy.

      I stare at the back of Anna’s head. The black hair color she buys at the drug store has been slowly fading, or washing out, I’m not sure. Either way, I fucking like it.

      Not gonna lie, I liked the black too. Gave her a fucking sassy little edge. Matching the dark expression always swirling in her eyes. Those beautiful blue eyes. She had a way of turning them a smoldering grey, like a hot coal, when she was angry with me.

      Which seemed to be always.

      That’s what I want, apparently, because I cannot fucking stop being an asshole to her for the life of me.

      She’s at work, waiting for the shift change.

      She’s at work, sitting alone.

      She’s at work, staring at the clock in silence.

      She’s at work, three days after both of her parents died.

      I can’t relate. My shithead pop is still around. My mom isn’t anyone I dream about having in my life considering she up and left it years ago.

      But Anna’s parents. They were like, the happiest couple in town. Owned this bean sprout of a coffee house. Total hippies but they weren’t just the town happy people, they were also proud and loving parents. I remember seeing Anna’s mom drive her to school her sophomore year and kiss her goodbye.

      I scoffed at the time.

      Now, though, it fucks me up. For her.

      I think of her getting that news and my stomach bottoms out.

      I haven’t hardly slept in three days. I want to know how she’s doing, I want to fucking hold her and let her cry against me for as long as she needs. Days, months, years…

      But of course I can’t be that person because I’ve been the opposite of that person too long.

      Reaching her chair, I press my hand to her neck and she jerks away from my touch before looking back to see it’s me touching her.

      There’s no flood of relief. No “oh good, it’s just you.” Not a single part of her face turns to excitement.

      I don’t expect it to. It never does. Yet it always fucking disappoints me.

      I sit in the chair next to her and study her face. She stares at me, a vacant look in her eyes. They’re not grey today. Today, they’re blue, with red rimming them.

      “I’m so fucking sorry Anna,” I whisper, unable to touch or soothe her in the traditional capacity. No, I can’t touch her. I don’t have that right.

      Lazily, her head leans to one side and purses her lips. Hey eyelids seem to weigh a thousand pounds because she blinks slowly and her eyes don’t fully open. The tip of her nose is red and the edges are worn and cherry colored.

      Fuck.

      Her world has been turned on its head. I want to hold her. Twenty-one-year-old guys don’t want to “hold” women ever. But right now? I would give my left nut to try my hardest to hold her and absorb her pain.

      “I’m sorry Anna,” I repeat, a little louder.

      Another employee filters into the break room and says something to one of us but we stay fixed on each other. She is still completely expressionless but I am becoming more desperate by the God damn moment.

      Hosing her down like a wet dog one minute, hosing her to orgasm the next. She isn’t reacting because I am a fucking dick to her. Hurting her then having the audacity to send mixed signals. Fuck!

      Nervously, I lean forward, pressing my palms to the table in front of us.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Anna,” I say for the third time, studying my hands then looking to her, emotion behind my eyes.

      She tilts her head to the other side, stares me dead in the eyes, then stands and leaves.
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      Mav

      Week Eleven

      Here’s something I should have thought of before I told Anna to go to New York and let me know when she was ready to talk: the fucking key to my dick.

      Yeah, waking up the morning after (and I’m playing it fast and loose with the whole “waking up” thing since I pretty much partial-slept for two hours sitting up in that white plastic chair) that emotional rollercoaster last night, I feel like fucking ass.

      Last night was the first night in ages that I craved a cigarette. I’ve been sucking down cinnamon candies for hours.

      The cage feels like a prison today. The words I spoke in anger to Anna feel like a prison too, caging me in with the awful fucking reality that she couldn’t tell me. Whatever it was, she couldn’t and didn’t share with me. Even as I left, she still didn’t tell me.

      It’s sour, bitter, so fucking unexpected.

      I throw on my flannel and a Broken Wheel MC baseball hat and start up my pickup. Normally I’d be waking up, brewing some coffee, texting Anna. Or if she’d slept over, I’d be kissing my way down the slope of her neck, my morning wood dying inside of steel, all her perfect hidden away curves taunting me but promising me…. soon.

      After less than two hours of having my eyes closed last night, I need something to wake me the fuck up. I don’t have any welds today, rather, I’m cleaning the shop. I’ve always tried to reserve one day and month to deep clean the shop. I’m fucking glad it’s today because clearing your head while cleaning isn’t just something chicks do.

      But before that, I have a session with Dr. Longo.

      I stop by Wilting Daisy’s, picking up three large coffees, a mixed dozen of breakfast pastries, and a dozen of their classic royally-iced sugar cookies. Today’s design? Polar bears. In the Central fucking California. Polar bears.

      Walking into Dr. Longo’s, I hold up the dopamine-spike inducing box and Candy claps her hands with squeeze.

      “Maverick Wilde! You spoil us!”

      “Didn’t sleep much last night and thought, what better way to pick me up than coffee the size of my skull and a pastry filled with sugar and butter?” I shrug.

      “My sentiments exactly.” She winks and Dr. Longo appears in the hallway.

      “I smell Daisy’s Mocha Roast, extra hot,” he says, lifting his chin to the ceiling as he sniffs again.

      I hold the tray to him and he motions me into his office.

      Taking a seat on the couch, I set my coffee on the table as soon as I drink nearly all of it in three, massive, mouth-scorching swigs. Smacking my lips, I turn towards Dr. Longo, who is smiling over the top of his coffee, lid off.

      “How have you been feeling, Maverick? I know last week you expressed that you’d felt less physical connection with Anna.”

      Yeah, so, here’s the thing. I told Dr. Longo about the chastity cage. And not because I can’t keep shit to myself if need be.

      I can.

      And it’s not because I want him to know about my sex life because I definitely think my dick is usually one of the only things about me that doesn’t need to be put under the shrink’s microscope. If that’s a thing.

      Honestly? I was pretty uncomfortable telling him about all of it because 1. as I suspected, he didn’t actually know what a male chastity “belt” was and 2. Who the fuck wants to tell another man that he dry humps his girlfriend while his balls are nearly purple and his dick is trapped in metal? Let me tell you, if you’re wondering, no one.

      No one wants to talk about shit like that with other guys.

      But I told Dr. Longo everything. Down to the wet God damn dreams. Why?

      Come on, you know why.

      I’m so fucking in love with Anna that I’m scared to lose her. Scared that if she leaves, I won’t be able to stay here either. I don’t know where I’d go or what I’d do but Oakcreek without Anna again? I can’t fucking do that.

      I need to do this right. That means telling the man I trust with my mental health allll the shit.

      I can’t get the best advice and guidance if I’m telling half-truths.

      Truth is important. That’s why I’m struggling so much to just forgive Anna. Why couldn’t she fucking tell me? Why?

      “Well,” Dr. Longo uncrosses his legs to sit up and switch his gold pen for a silver one, clicking it more times than necessary. He scribbles a note. “I can’t tell you how to handle this situation, Maverick. But I can say that I think it is imperative that you feel respect in your romantic relationships. It is crucial to maintaining your healed and increasingly healthier state.”

      I nod. He’s not wrong. Hell, I don’t even think Anna would argue with that.

      “She respects me Doc, I just—”

      Dr. Longo interrupts me. “Think of respect as a blanket that encompasses other emotions and perceptions. You told Anna that honesty and communication were two important things required for success, am I right?” his eyes move up and down his page, checking his notes, before flitting up to me.

      I nod.

      “Well, those are under the blanket of respect. Because do you respect a person that can lie to you? Do you respect a person that is unwilling to communicate in crucial moments?”

      Fuck. I shake my head. Now I’m really confused.

      “With that said,” the Doc adds, and I gear up for another loop around the coaster. “Respect can easily be earned with actions, can’t it?” He taps his pen against his notes for a moment, pondering his own thoughts.

      “And under that blanket, if a person returns with remorse for their unwillingness to either communicate or to be honest, and they atone for those things, doesn’t that earn your respect? Humbling and growing?”

      I nod. “It does.”

      “So then, let’s take a breath. There is no finality in this latest development with Anna. She did not return the key to you; she has been calling you all morning. This is a fracture but fractures heal with proper care.”

      A smile curls the edge of my mouth. “You’re a damn romantic Doc.”

      He lowers his eyes to me. “You know it.”
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        * * *

      

      Leaving my session, I had fifteen missed calls from Anna and over twenty text messages. I couldn’t read any of them. I didn’t listen to the voice mails.

      If she couldn’t see how important it was for her to be honest with me last night, well, I don’t know.

      No, I do know, I just don’t want to say it. I don’t fucking want it to be true.

      Maybe she apologized in all of those text messages and realized that no matter what happened or where she had been, hiding it wasn’t going to help. We could work through things but not secret, hidden things.

      I swipe on my phone, heart in my throat as I wait for the screen to come alive. I tap my messages and don’t even open Anna’s text, rather, I read the preview.

      “I can’t break my promise to…”

      Nope.

      Not an apology and not the truth.

      I grip the brick wall, the exterior of Dr. Longo’s time warp building. My stomach swirls and acid burns its way up my throat. Oh my God. She really isn’t going to be honest. I can’t fucking believe this.

      After all of this. I swallow but can’t get it down. Instead, I spit out the lump of saliva and stomach acid that threaten to make me vomit by how it tingles my lips. Oh my God.

      I honestly thought she’d understand.
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      It takes me just three hours and twenty-six minutes to clean out my entire shop, including pressure washing the floors, rewiring a faulty outlet and changing the external building bulbs.

      Anna’s on a three-day trip to New York. Fast. Flying there, telling the packers and movers what’s going, and then heading back… to me.

      Hot, sweaty, and exhausted in all fucking ways, I drive back to my house, knowing that Anna had to leave at least thirty minutes ago. I don’t even check my phone to see if she called or texted. I put it on silent after I left Dr. Longo’s.

      She must just think secrets are fucking part of a good relationship or some shit?

      No, I remember her parents. I fucking know she doesn’t want secrets. Her fucking words, communication!

      As I anticipated, Anna’s rental car is not in the driveway. Not anticipated? Dave Ingram’s cruiser on the curb.

      Fuck. I really don’t want to share my polar bear cookies, either.

      I pull into the driveway and look in my rearview, annoyingly instantly make eye contact with Ingram. He smiles, his God damn stupid Ken doll smile and—hell, I like the guy. I’m just… confused and heart broken.

      When I step out, he’s already walking up the driveway.

      “Ingram,” I say.

      “Wilde.”

      I reluctantly hold up the pink box. “Come inside?”

      He tilts his aviators down and peers over them at the signature Wilting Daisy’s box. “Fuck yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside, I throw on a pot of coffee because I could sure as shit use more, despite the fact that it’s noon and nearly eighty degrees outside. Dave settles at the table, his legs out to the side, crossed at the ankle. He sets his cap on the table and runs his fingers through his matted down hair.

      “Listen, I like you, Maverick. And it’s not that I don’t want to be your friend. It’s that I’m in a fucking shitty mood and I don’t feel like having some fucking talk right now. Do you know what I mean?”

      I don’t know what’s up Ingram’s ass but I do know the feeling he’s describing. “Same,” I say, flipping open the box and grabbing up a polar bear.

      Dave grabs one too and takes a bite that spans down to the chest of the bear. “Fucking makes no sense,” he points to his mouth, which is both full and open. “Polar bear.”

      I don’t say anything, rather, reach for the carafe and pour us both a cup of dark roast. I slide him the mug.

      “Okay so what’s up Ingram? Because I don’t particularly want to fucking chat either.”

      He cocks his eyebrow. “Gonna lay in bed and eat five thousand calories worth of cookies and jerk off and cry?”

      I volley my head. “Some of that.”

      My shoulders tighten with anger when I process his words. Anna didn’t tell him about the cage. I told Orion; I told my God damn therapist. She didn’t even tell her best friend?

      “Oh wait,” Dave says, washing down more polar bear with coffee. “Can’t jerk off, huh?” and then he gives me a shit-eating grin paired with a wink.

      She did tell him. And fuck if that doesn’t make me feel way better. My muscles release their death grip on tension and I slump back against the chair. It’s not a small thing that she told him. I sigh out, trying to disguise my unbelievable relief at his admission.

      “Alright Ingram. Get to it. I fucking feel like shit.”

      His face grows serious and his lips turn down with a fleeting expression of empathy. “I see that.”

      I roll my hand forward, wanting to shower and lay in my bed and stare at the ceiling like any good, pathetic dickhead would.

      “She believes what she is keeping from you now will bring you closer together in the future. That you will see what she did and why. For who.”

      I shake my head and rub my eye with the heel of my palm. “Dude, I can’t do all this vague shit. Tell me or don’t tell me. This isn’t helping.”

      He slams the rest of the coffee and pinches two more bears from the box, rising. “Talk to Delilah, okay?”

      I jerk my head back instinctively, wondering what in the hell this could have to do with Delilah.

      “Delilah?” I question with a flat irritation to my tone.

      “Thanks for the bears,” Dave says, pinching the cookies in his mouth before slapping my shoulder and leaving.

    

  







            Chapter 42

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      Mav

      Still Week Eleven

      As soon as his cruiser is out of sight, I hop in my truck and head straight to Delilah’s. Her apartment is over the shop so even if she’s got someone else in there working—which I’ve never seen before—I can get her at home.

      I’m surprised to see a small, curvy blonde behind the counter at Delilah’s, wearing Delilah’s burned and worn “good luck” apron she always wears.

      “Who are you?” I ask, feeling comfortable enough in my relationship with Delilah and her family that I can question this person.

      Stupidly, the girl points at herself and giggles, asking, “who, me?”

      I roll my eyes. My dick hurts. My heart hurts. “Where’s Delilah?”

      She points to the ceiling. “Not feeling well. I’m Katy. I’m her friend. She asked me if I’d come in here and like, work at the counter but I had work but when she told me I could eat anything I wanted, I said, screw it! Sure! I’m a sucker for the pastrami. Call me a salty girl I guess, I mean—”

      “Stop.” I press my fingers to my temples.

      Anna is in the fucking sky or in New York by now and we’re not speaking. Shit is up in the air.

      I don’t know how people do shit and live life when they’re hurting like this. It’s unbearable. I can’t even hear this girl talk. It’s a waste of her time as much as mine because honest to God, I don’t care about anything right now except finding Delilah.

      I move through the kitchen, out the back, use my key on her two external apartment doors, and feed my large frame up the small stairway.

      “Delilah!” I holler as I near her door.

      There’s only one apartment up here and it’s hers. I’ve been inside of it countless times, fixing shit when her brothers didn’t have time or when they were away. Delilah is like a damn kid sister to me, so I have no problem beating on her door mid-day.

      I hear a scrambling on the other side of the door, feet against the thin wood floors and now I’m really curious. I’ve legit never seen another person working down there in the deli. Ever.

      When she pulls open the door in an oversized t-shirt and bike shorts, her hair a greasy and tangled mess on her head, immediately, my heart jumps to my throat. I push open the door and walk past her, looking around her apartment. I see traces that her boyfriend is or was here, but looking around the small studio, I don’t see him.

      She closes the door behind me and it scares me that she doesn’t even question why I’m barging in and upset. Clearly, she fucking knows something is up.

      Tamping down my eager heart, I turn back to Delilah and study her face. Red, swollen eyes, the tip of her nose worn from rubbing. Her hands are behind her back as she blinks up at me, silent.

      “Is he here?”

      “W-who?” she asks, and I can hear the tremble in her voice.

      “Your boyfriend,” I retort, not knowing if I actually even know the kid’s name. Ry and his brothers have always referred to him as fucker and fuckhead, though I don’t think he’s actually a bad kid.

      He’s twenty-one and he loves a woman who has a complicated, aggressive and intimidating family. It’s not a position I envy.

      “He actually went out for me to get a few things from the drug store. And some food.”

      I nod. She stares.

      “Delilah,” I say, pulling at the back of my neck. “I’m going to tell you a story and then you’re going to talk, alright?”

      She nods and pulls out a chair for me at her tiny little folding table, and I sit. She sits too, her knee bouncing up and down. I reach out and press my palm to her leg.

      “Quit that shit Delilah because it’s fucking making my nerves worse.”

      She bites the corner of her mouth and nods nervously. “Okay, sorry, Mav.”

      I clear my throat and study my hands on top of the table. Dirty, calloused, worn. I didn’t even shower before I came over here. The hours of cleaning the hot, old shop are visible on my skin and clothes. I felt so fucking panicked to get here and figure shit out, a shower didn’t seem important.

      But sitting at this small table, I feel like a dick coming to Delilah’s dirty and disgusting. And I barged in on her. What would Dr. Longo say to me about that? Boundaries, something, maybe.

      “Delilah, look, I’m sorry I stormed in here and I’m sorry I smell like a ball sack but I’ve had a fucking shitty night, alright, and I need to talk to you.” Shoving a hand through my hair I lean forward and take her eyes with a serious expression.

      “Anna’s in New York right now. She’s telling the movers what to ship here, and she’s flying back.” I swallow down the unknown that now tethers itself to what used to be fact. “She’s moving in with me and we’re going to get a new place down the road, together.”

      With her palms together, Delilah presses her fingers to her lips in a silent celebration. Okay, so Anna and I together make her happy. How in the hell does Delilah factor into last night?

      “Last night, when she was done packing up her stuff at the Ivy, we FaceTimed. She was headed to my place to celebrate. I left to get champagne. It was going to be a good night, Delilah.”

      Her face fills with unmistakable guilt. Catching her forehead with her palm, she leans over the table and immediately starts sobbing.

      “I’m sorry I ruined your night, Maverick, I’m sorry,” she sobs, shaking her head to herself. I reach out and I take her hand from her, forcing her to bear the weight of her head with no leaning and look up at me.

      “How did you ruin my night?” My pulse thuds in my ears but that sinking feeling in my gut now has a tiny bit of hope attached to it. As if I’m on the cusp of it all making sense.

      She shakes her head and wipes under her nose with her t-shirt. I continue, because clearly she and Anna love holding onto the shit I’m so desperate to learn.

      “Okay. Well, when I got back with the champagne, Anna was gone. She hadn’t left me a note, she hadn’t text messaged me, she didn’t call me to say she was leaving, and that’s just weird. Right, Delilah?”

      She nods but her lips stay in a thin line.

      “Hours went by, Delilah. And I kept thinking, this is so unlike her. See, the thing you don’t know about Anna is that she hasn’t always loved Oakcreek. A lot of things happened to her here. But when she came back a few months ago, she and I grew a connection so fucking strong that she was able to fall in love with this place again. She doesn’t just want to be here for me, Delilah, she wants to be here for the town, the community.”

      She stares at me, probably unsure of where this is going.

      “She’s a real estate investor and developer in New York. I’m not sure if you knew that or not. But she’s selling off her company to move here and focus her talents on the town and people of Oakcreek. She says she only wants to do business here now because it’s fulfilling and she’s tired of the transactions just for money.”

      “So you can imagine how surprised I was to learn that Anna had, without a word, left before I came home with the champagne and, according to her one text message, gone to Lakeside for a property negotiation.”

      “She left her boyfriend on a night of celebration to go thirty minutes out of town to negotiate a property she already told me she doesn’t want taking any of her time and energy. Then when she comes back home to me? She changes her clothes and won’t tell me where she’s been and her makeup is off and she’s crying. She was crying last night, Delilah.”

      Delilah starts crying again. I don’t move to comfort her. I want fucking answers.

      “How does last night involve you, Delilah? I’m only going to ask you this once and I need you to know that my relationship with Anna is on the line.”

      She smooths her fingertips under her eyes to push away the tears and takes a steadying breath before sitting up taller in her chair.

      “Maverick, you have to promise me that if I tell you about last night that you do not tell Ry or Mars or Thorn or anyone, okay?”

      I sit back against my chair and study Delilah. I don’t like secrets. They’ve never worked for me in the past.

      “Are you in trouble Delilah?” I ask, not wanting to promise to anything without having this elusive information she bears.

      She doesn’t say anything so I stack one boot on top of the other and fold my arms over my chest. I can wait.

      “You’re not going to promise, are you?” she whimpers and I refuse to let her weakened state tug at my heart right now.

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      The door pushes open and Delilah’s boyfriend walks in, two plastic bags on each arm, and a paper bag hanging from the hand that isn’t on the door knob.

      “Oh shit, hey Maverick, what’s up,” he says, kicking the door closed, setting the bags on the counter. I watch him unload Gatorades and a heating pad, a few cans of soup and three different types of crackers.

      I look to Delilah. “Are you sick?”

      Her boyfriend, whose name I still am unsure of, takes a seat next to her, unscrews the lid from a blue Gatorade and holds it to her mouth. She sips and he sets it down, draping his arm over the back of her chair. This kid takes care of her, seemingly.

      “Tell him?” the kid shrugs and his simple, easy-going gesture is all it takes for Delilah to be set free from her internal turmoil.

      She nods and smiles at him, and I swear to God there’s hearts floating in the air between their faces.

      Delilah faces me.

      “Okay, well first, I’m pregnant.”

      I look to the kid who has pride all over his face. There isn’t fear or smugness or anything I’d expect from a twenty-one-year-old who is about to be a dad. I look back to Delilah.

      “I was scared when I found out a few weeks ago because—”

      “Fuck, Delilah, I thought you were on birth control? Didn’t I take you to that fucking woman doctor for pills or whatever?”

      She winces. “Yeah, that’s what Ry thought. I was actually already pregnant. They confirmed it with blood and urine tests that day.”

      I groan and shove both hands through my hair. Ry and I haven’t spoken in weeks. When he finds out I’m involved in this shit, and my girl is? He will fucking lose it.

      “I was scared to tell him,” she says, nudging her boyfriend. His hand soothes sensually down her neck to non-verbally tell her he loves him. It’s a move I do on Anna so I know just what it means.

      “I was scared to tell my brothers because they told me one of the things they’d do if I got knocked up was take Delilah’s deli away from me.” She shakes her head and looks to her man. “I thought I was going to lose everything and everyone I loved from a mistake.”

      “A mistake,” I repeat, “not using protection isn’t a mistake. It’s a choice.”

      “I agree,” she adds, “and I know my brothers will never believe this but we were using protection. It just, it failed.”

      “Swimmers were too strong for the rubber,” the kid says, pushing his thumb into his chest with a satisfied grin. I roll my eyes and look back to Delilah.

      “Okay, so what does this have to do with my girl coming home crying with no makeup, refusing to tell me where she was or who she was with? You can imagine, Delilah, as the man that loves her, that I don’t fucking like where my mind has been for the last fifteen hours.”

      “I’m so sorry Maverick. I know now what I did was selfish. I was scared and thinking just of myself and how to avoid all the responsibilities of my actions.” She turns to her boyfriend who nods encouragingly and then she looks back at me. “He helped me see that.”

      “Wonderful, send me the wedding invite. Now, back to Anna, Delilah. I’m fucking serious.”

      She grows weary again but when her boyfriend moves his hand tenderly up and down her back, she relaxes.

      “I thought the best thing would be to get it taken care of, then my brothers wouldn’t disown me and take Delilah’s deli, and he wouldn’t be upset with me and, I don’t know how to describe how I felt but, in my mind, it seemed like getting rid of it was the only thing that made sense.”

      “Delilah,” I start, but she doesn’t let me speak.

      “I found someone on… Craigslist.”

      I cringe. Her boyfriend’s shoulders tense but he continues to stroke her back lovingly.

      “He had a sterile medical van, he said. And he took cash. It had to be cash so no one would know, you know? And anyway, he said he’d done them before. Like a ton. So he came to the alley behind the deli last night and I paid him. There was a nurse with him. Or, I mean, I don’t know. She had a stethoscope around her neck. I was so nervous I don’t really remember much.”

      “Delilah,” I say again, this time with so much God damn pain for her that I choke up. A back-alley van abortion from two fucking con artists she found on Craigslist.

      Yeah, I can see why she doesn’t want her brothers to know this part. They’d fucking kill her verbally and emotionally. It would be based on love, their fear that they could’ve lost her or worse, and they’d not be wrong. But I can see her fragile, emotional state. Remembering Anna’s state last night, I realize they’ve all been through something powerful enough that no day-after punishments are needed.

      “I know, Mav. You’re not going to say anything that Anna, the nurses, the doctor and he,” she reaches under the table and hold her boyfriend’s leg. “Didn’t already say a million times. And I know! I know Maverick, it was so fucking stupid. So stupid. But haven’t you ever been so scared of the truth that it makes you act like someone else?”

      The first time I laid eyes on Anna, I felt connected to her. I knew I wanted to know her. I knew she was special. I could fucking feel it. And when she didn’t show an interest in me, when she seemed to not reciprocate that special feeling I had, I turned on her. So yeah, I know exactly what it’s like to be so haunted by a truth that you turn into a fool.

      I nod. “I have.”

      “Well, after thirty minutes I was done. I went back inside, I was cramping and bleeding but the man, he said that would be normal. But after a few hours, I was bleeding, like, a lot. And I started to feel sick and bad. I knew it wasn’t a good sign.”

      Jesus Christ, I feel fucking sick to my stomach hearing this. Delilah being touched by some stranger. Her legs open and— fuck, I can’t think about it without wanting to get sick.

      “I didn’t know who to call. My brothers I mean, obviously I couldn’t call them. Or you or him or, I don’t know, Anna was so nice to me and I knew she was important to you and if I could trust you then I could trust her…”

      “You could have called Orion,” I say, “he would have been there for you. Yeah, he would’ve been fucking pissed off and it would have taken an army of people to talk him down from his anger but he’s your older brother. He helped raise you, Delilah. He would have come.”

      “I called Anna and by the time she found me, well, I was pretty bad off. In and out of consciousness. I made her promise, Mav, I made her promise to not tell anyone because I was so scared and embarrassed and humiliated.”

      “She got me in the car, she drove me there and talked to me, kept me calm. Stayed with me until she knew he was on the way,” she looks up at her boyfriend who gives her a calm, reassuring smile. “But I know now it was wrong to make her promise because it hurt you and I would never want to hurt you or her or anyone, Maverick. You have to believe me.”

      “I believe you,” I reply, seeing the night unfold in my mind with Delilah’s details.

      My girl rushed out in the middle of the fucking night to help my best friend’s little sister. My best friend, who if you don’t remember, was a rude asshole to Anna for no real reason. She put her neck on the line, her relationship took a hit—all to help a person important to me.

      “Doctors said that Anna brought her in just in time. Much longer and it would’ve been too late,” Delilah’s boyfriend says through the emotional clog in his voice.

      “You’re home,” I look at her, as if staring at her from the waist up will give me any medical answers. “You’re okay then? The baby?”

      She gets emotional at the mention of the baby and her boyfriend pulls her off the chair and into his lap. Losing her tears into his shirt, he rubs her back and lifts his chin over her head to talk to me.

      “Baby is perfectly healthy, thank God. The dude nicked some arteries and didn’t even get near the baby.” He works his jaw as inhales. “He had no clue what he was doing which I guess is both good and bad, considering.”

      Very quickly the issue with Anna gets pushed to the back burner. I study the kid comforting the girl I’ve known since she was fucking ten years old. Delilah has always had so much pressure on her to turn out well. Her brothers took their mother’s wishes to heart when they promised her that her baby girl would grow up well and become a success.

      It was too much pressure. And she didn’t feel like she could tell this guy, either. I narrow my gaze on him.

      “She was too scared to tell you, too, so think about that,” I say to him with anger in my tone.

      We all failed Delilah. She could’ve come to me, too, but she was afraid.

      He nods, eyebrows lifting to his hairline. “We stayed up all night talking. We’ve worked through it and what happened.”

      “Yeah?” I cock a brow. “You worked through a trauma in one night, huh?”

      He sits up straighter, ready to take me on in defense of his girl. I respect that.

      “No,” he does one slow shake of his head. “But we worked through our issues last night. Her feeling like she couldn’t tell me and me being unapproachable with hard things. That part, we worked through, and we’re solid.” He adjusts Delilah on his lap and she peeks up from his chest at me, wiping under her eyes.

      “And for what happened behind the deli? Delilah has her first appointment tomorrow with the head doc at the hospital. They’re giving her twelve appointments. If she needs more after, we’ll do it.”

      I hide the reactive expression of surprise, because I don’t have the right to be surprised by how maturely and effectively, they’ve handled the after of this situation. I don’t even know his name. I have no clue of their innerworkings and have no right to judge.

      Or else I’m no better than Ry.

      I scratch my jaw. “What’s your name, man?”

      Stretching his arm over the table, around Delilah’s curled up body, he extends his hand.

      “Gabe,” he says as I take his hand and we exchange a hearty shake.

      I push up from the table, seeing that they’re both exhausted and Delilah looks like she’s a moment away from passing out from said exhaustion.

      Gabe rises, too, setting Delilah next to him. She clings to his waist and looks up at me.

      “I’m sorry I got Anna messed up in this. I really didn’t want it to cause problems for you Mav. You’ve always been like a nicer brother to me.”

      “Your brothers love you, Delilah. They have a lot of stress. They raised you and themselves. Don’t forget that when they’re angry, it’s because they love you and want the best for you.”

      She nods shyly. Gabe shakes my hand again. I leave the apartment, and pull my phone from my pocket. No messages from Anna since this morning. I have no clue if she’s in the city or still on the plane so I call, lingering at the bottom of the stairs in the warm, tiny hallway.

      Her phone goes straight to voicemail and I pray it’s because she’s still in the air. Not because she’s no longer trying to connect with me.

      “Anna, it’s Maverick. I want to talk to you. I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your calls this morning. I had therapy and I needed to clear my head.”

      I swallow hard, my temples pounding with exhaustion. When I first got the cage put on, I thought I’d never have a moment where I wasn’t thinking about it. How much I wanted out. Now though, it’s not even a thought. All that I care about it talking to her now that I know just what happened.

      “Please, just, call me when you can. I saw Dave. And I, I um, I saw Delilah. Call me, Anna, please.”

      I hang up, hoping that’s enough. I have a day and a half before she’s back and I know just what I need to do.
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      Mav

      Week Twelve

      “Hello,” the woman at the desk wearing a gold-plated name tag etched with “Nancy” says to me.

      “Hello, Nancy,” I reply to her, noticing that her eyes have zero recognition in them. Vaguely, though not her name, I remember seeing her here the last time I came.

      Anna and I had been to see Lloyd just a few days ago, when we were basking in the glory of our hard work selling the house. A few days ago seems like a lifetime ago, having not talked to or seen Anna in a full day now.

      “I’m here to see Lloyd and Evelyn Sanderson,” I reply with a smile, scribbling my name on the sign in sheet.

      “Oh, okay,” she says, typing a little, clicking a lot, returning her gaze to me from behind the desk after a moment. “Evelyn is in her agility therapy, but I bet Lloyd is in the game room.” She winks and presses the back of her hand to the side of her mouth. In a faux-whisper, she says, “they play poker with Nutter Butters on Thursdays.”

      Chuckling, I tell Nancy I’ll have to remember that and bring Nutter Butters next week. She gives me a map—which I didn’t need—and I take it graciously, heading towards the elevator. Lloyd and Evelyn’s room is on the third floor, which is perfect because it over looks the man-made lake in the center of the property. Aptly, they’d built the living buildings around the lake to give the residents something beautiful to look at from their windows.

      Peering in the level three game room as I walk by, I see the lights are on but the room is empty. When I reach their room, the door is open, like many are, and I see Lloyd sitting at the small table in their breakfast nook, flipping over puzzle pieces to expose the photographic side.

      “Knock knock,” I say with a huskiness in my tone meant to pull him from the puzzle without startling him.

      Looking up with his eyebrows in his hair, immediately Lloyd’s face settles as he sees it’s me.

      “Maverick, son, come on in,” he attempts to push from the table to stand but I make it to him fast and press my palm to the top of his shoulder.

      “Lloyd, great to see you, don’t get up, let me sit down.”

      I’d gone from Delilah’s to my house before coming here. There was no way I’d smell up Lloyd and Evelyn’s little room with my shop sweat and dirty clothes.

      Wearing dark khaki chinos, brown boots and a blue button up shirt, I settle at the table next to him, shoving a hand through my still-damp hair.

      “Anna with you?” he asks, leaning back an inch to peer at the door with anticipation.

      “No, sir, she went back to New York to direct the movers on what to send here.”

      When we’d told Lloyd that Anna was moving back permanently, he was so happy. He also took credit for her change of heart and us getting together, which neither of us disputed. Had he not asked Anna to take his properties and ease his work load, had he asked just anyone else in Oakcreek, we wouldn’t be here.

      Yet another reason to love and respect this man.

      He nods as his weathered fingers flip puzzle pieces. I join him, unable to sit and not do something.

      “So you two are going to stay at your Dad’s old place for a while, is that the plan?”

      I rake a hand up the back of my head, realizing that Anna and I really hadn’t made any concrete plans yet. Yeah, she’d stay at my house but outside of that, all I’d really promised her was the idea of a place we’d find or build together. With no real timeline. How can a person be expected to be comfortable and happy in their forever relationship when they don’t have a solid place to live?

      “Yeah, that’s kind of the plan for now. We still have a lot of things to sort out.”

      Lloyds hands stop working over the pieces and I match his behavior. Smoothing my sweating palms over my knees, I clear my throat gently.

      “Lloyd, I love Anna. And I want to be able to tell you what the next years of our lives will look like. I know you want that security and peace of mind.”

      He folds his hands together over the array of pieces and listens. A light sheen of sweat breaks out on my top lip as I work my way to the words I’m looking for.

      “I don’t think I can plan much until I know for sure that she and I are forever.”

      His head moves forward knowingly. “Anna likes planning. It brings her security. Security is important to a person who has had their life greatly altered at such a young age so dramatically.”

      “I want to give her security, Mr. Sanderson. I do.” I smooth both hands through my hair now. “Wilde Welding is making much more of a profit now and Anna and I want to get into some business together here in Oakcreek.” I attempt to swallow but my throat and mouth are so damn dry. Working my jaw with my hand I say, “renovating, flipping, beautifying the town and helping people get into their dream homes.”

      Lloyd’s lips curl slightly.

      “I want to marry Anna, Mr. Sanderson. I don’t know if you’re aware of this but we have a complicated past. I’ve been working in town with Dr. Longo to be a better man, to understand and learn about myself so I can understand and better learn how to love others.” Sweat emerges at my hairline, down my back and behind my knees. I shift in the chair.

      “I will work hard my whole life to love and support Anna in every possible way,” I say, an unexpected rush of emotion hitting me. Lloyd is a great guy but he’s old school, from a time when men surrendered their emotions and stood with chest puffed, tamping down the desire to say and express, feel and explore. I blink a few times, trying to get the emotion to go away.

      When I meet his eyes, I see they’re misty.

      “Are you asking for Anna’s hand, Maverick?”

      Lifting my chin, I clear my throat and nod. “Yes, sir, I am.”

      A soft and weathered finger pushes at the corner of his eye.

      “There is not a better man for Anna.”

      He outstretches his hand and I take it, the handshake feeling so fucking metaphorical that it makes me want to drop to my knees with my fists to the sky and scream FUCK YES.

      But I don’t. Instead, I stay there with Lloyd, flipping puzzle pieces while I fill him in about all the things we’d done to his home. Sure, he saw the photos but he had no interest in taking a drive over there and seeing it. Too painful, I assumed, and I didn’t blame him. He did, however, take an interest in hearing how Anna and I worked together to figure out just what the house needed.

      After an hour of chatting, a therapist came with Evelyn and I could see that Lloyd wanted to be alone with her.

      “Our nap time,” he says as I help him up from the table. “Sometimes when we wake up together, there’s a minute where she’s her.” His eyes wander to the lake out the window and he shoves his hands in his pockets, a painful silence stealing the air around us.

      “Staying with and forever loving the woman in your heart will be the best thing you do with your life, Maverick.” He turns to me, eyes wet, a sad smile. “I’d be honored to have you in the family son. But I think you know, I already thought of you as such.”

      We share a hug and I say hello to Evelyn, who really doesn’t say much. As I’m stepping into the hall, Lloyd appears behind me, startling me.

      A manila folder is in one hand, a big blue produce rubber band keeping the folder tightly closed.

      “When Anna gets back from New York, this is for you guys to open together. Doesn’t matter if you’ve popped the question yet or not.”

      Looking down at the folder, I take it from him and say, without knowing what’s inside, “thank you Lloyd.”

      He smiles and steps one foot back inside his room before giving me a few words in parting.

      “I look forward to hearing the news.”

      I know it’s a leap with unspoken words still hanging between us but after talking to Ingram and Delilah, even Lloyd—I know everything has been leading up to this.

      Once in my pickup, I head to downtown Oakcreek, where the streets are lined with candle shops, clothing boutiques, bakeries, dry cleaners, breweries and no town is complete without a jewelry store.
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      Anna

      Still Week Twelve

      The longest three days of my life just passed.

      I’d been touching the key on my neck so often that I was afraid I’d wear out the thin sterling silver chain, so on my way to my departing flight, I stopped at a souvenir shop in the airport. Yanking a little yellow NYC taxi cab charm off the twelve-dollar chain, I fed it through the key, clasping one chain to the opposite, so that if one failed, the other would still be secure.

      When I got Maverick’s voicemail, I turned into a puddle on the floor of my office. When Maci came in, she asked me if I was dying of some terminal illness because she was so surprised that I’d gone away for weeks and that I could cry.

      Anna fucking Blake wasn’t a crier.

      But this Anna? She feels because it’s so much fucking healthier to feel than to ignore and repress and pretend.

      After explaining to her that my tears were for hope and happiness, Maci honestly seemed more confused. Then she saw the double-chained key around my neck.

      “What’s the key for?” she asked.

      “I hope it’s for my future.” The answer was cliché, maybe, but honest.
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        * * *

      

      My last day in the New York office was bittersweet. There were elements of this part of my life that I’d miss. Not the meetings, the deals, the people or the money, honestly. More like, parts of the city that stayed alive all night, the feeling of never quite being alone, things like that.

      I wouldn’t miss it nearly as much as I’d miss Maverick if I stayed. Not even comparable.

      Able to finish my last few deals and trades from afar before the company officially is no longer mine, I take Maci with me to my apartment and have her help tag all the “go” items and “stay” items.

      I’m leaving a considerable amount of furniture and house items behind for the sub-letter who is moving in after I’m back in the air. When Maci asked me if she wanted me to sell or ship them, and I told her to just consider them part of rent, she looked at me like I was fucking crazy.

      Overstuffed couches from designers in Soho, pendant lights that had been hand-blown by glass artisans in Connecticut, rugs woven with my specific place in mind from a rug-maker working in a basement below a popular eatery. I had nice things and Maci couldn’t understand how prideful and high-powered Anna would relinquish control over such seemingly important things.

      They are just things though.

      I’d learned that in my time at the Inn. Initially, I was miserable in that little aged box. As I grew happier with Maverick, I realized that collecting things is something a person who is unhappy on the inside does. Because now that I am head over heels in love with Maverick, I’d give it all up just to be with him.

      Thankfully, though, I don’t really have to give up anything that I’m not willingly and wanting to push off my plate.
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        * * *

      

      When my flight lands, I’m almost shaky but how much I’ve been anticipating seeing Maverick again after everything that had happened. He said in his message that he talked to both Dave and Delilah. How much did he know?

      Delilah had called me the morning after, as promised, leaving me a voicemail saying she was getting discharged and she and Gabe were headed back to her place. She also texted me thanking me about five more times. I didn’t have the courage to ask her about her conversation with Maverick when she messaged me yesterday.

      I didn’t want to find out that way. I wanted to talk to him directly.

      Swinging my keys over and over again I pull my luggage from the conveyor belt, jerking it off fast. I’m trying to hurry without hurrying and it’s more stressful than just rushing. Attempting to not rush is also an attempt to stay calm.

      I’m hopeful that Maverick’s message means he understand what happened and why I didn’t share, that he discovered where my intentions were at, but I can’t bet on that. If there’s anything that I’ve learned in life it’s that you just can’t bank on hopes.

      The walk through the airport feels like I’m trekking a marathon, with my luggage banging against my heel as I weave in and out of slow-moving herds of people. Pushing out to the carport, I stop in my tracks when my eyes find Maverick Wilde leaning up against the side of my faithful little silver rental car, long legs outstretched, ankles crossed. His mountainous arms are folded over his chest while his large hand clutches his phone, thumb moving over the screen as he scrolls.

      Dressed in black jeans and black boots, he looks so damn good wearing a long sleeve tartan plaid shirt, sleeves pushed up to his elbows, exposing his tan and thick forearms, lightly coated in honey-colored hair and his beautiful scars. His jaw is wearing a few days of stubble and I know that’s because of what happened and how we left things. A dark baseball cap is pulled down over his normal hand-styled and sexy hair, creating a crescent of shade over his face as he reads on his phone.

      He doesn’t see me yet and I allow myself a long, private moment to enjoy him. Tall, frame full of bulges and curves, the melted skin of his forearms no longer a hidden insecurity but now a badge of survival. He moves his teeth over the corner of his mouth as he reads and it pulls my focus to his lips. Full and soft pink, I’ve pretty much fantasized about those lips everywhere on my body at this point. I watch his thumb flick against the screen and I imagine it down my panties, flicking me, driving me to my breaking point. Which, again, at this point probably would take all of thirty seconds.

      I want this man so badly that I can hear my heart beating in my ears when he finally senses someone is looking at him. Shaded by the brim of his baseball hat, his eyes are dark when they lock with me. Immediately he pushes off the car and starts towards me, his pace growing faster with each step until he's right in front of me.

      “Hi,” he says.

      “Hi there,” my voice wavers and before I can say or do anything, he’s bending down and wrapping his arms around my waist, lifting and holding me close to his body. My legs wrap around him and his large hands smooth up and down my spine, one resting right on my ass and the other holding me at the back of my neck.

      Reaching up, I tilt his baseball cap up so I can see his eyes in the glow of the setting sun. His chest heaves against my breasts, his fingertips dig into me with ownership and desperation, and when I press my palm to his heart, I can feel his rapid beats.

      His eyes are wide as he licks his lips, me watching his tongue sweep over his bottom lip.

      “I want to fucking kiss you so bad, Anna,” he says, and his admission sends a thrill up my spine.

      “I want that, too,” I admit, cupping his face with my hands. “There’s only one day left until the twelve weeks is up.” I remind him, but as his grip on me grows even tighter, I know there’s no way he needs the reminder. The metal of his cage pushes in at the apex of my thighs, making me moan out.

      A smile curls his lips and my heart feels like a stampede of horses seeing him happy.

      “How’d you get here?” I ask, fighting the urge to stamp my mouth over his and take everything from him. He said he’d do anything, give me everything, and I’m ready for that second part now.

      He walks us towards the rental car, me still clinging to him like the asphalt is lava. I’m surprised he’s here; I’m thrilled he is and more so? I’m happy because him showing up now puts to bed all my fears that maybe my secret was too much. Maybe the secret broke us.

      I know now that it didn’t.

      He sets me down at the passenger door. His hands on my hips, smoothing over the strip of bare skin between my jeans and crop top. God his hands on me set off a fire in my panties. The way I want him is unlike nothing I’ve ever experienced. I’d give up coffee, chocolate, true crime, manicures and carbs for this man. I’d give up anything for this man.

      The smell of his clean laundry and faint cologne wraps around my head, making me feel fuzzy and warm. Reaching up with my hands, I take his face, rise on my toes, and slowly seal my mouth over his. And am I glad I did.

      His mouth does wicked things to me, moaning into mine, tasting me, his tongue sweeping through, leaving the taste of him in its wake. He tastes like mint and his own flavor and it makes my sex clench with appreciation. The commanding way his hand holds the back of my neck, how his thumb strokes the pulse hammering in my throat, the way his other hand moves gently up and down my hip as he devours me? It’s everything.

      He kisses me so passionately and so long that the only reason we pull apart is because a group of kids walk by with their parents and snicker at us.

      Maverick pulls away, his lips swollen, a lazy smile on them.

      “I missed you, baby,” he rasps, “that’s the last time we ever part. Okay?”

      I nod. “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      I thought I was going to spend the drive from the airport to Oakcreek planning all the things I’d say to Maverick. I thought I’d be nervous, fidgety, constantly checking my phone for a text.

      Instead, Maverick drives us home (I have Dave to thank for this, as he dropped Mav off), keeping one hand on top of the steering wheel and one hand around mine. I can’t stop staring at our adjoined hands, the way his heavy fingers lace perfectly with my small ones. How his rough skin against mine makes my chest flood with heat.

      The drive isn’t too long—just one hour—but we use our time really well.

      “I’m going to start because I hate that the last thing I did when we were together was clam up and not say anything and I know now that was wrong.”

      “I think I knew what I did was wrong for our relationship as soon as the plane was loaded and ready for takeoff. Up until that point, I thought I was protecting Delilah but more so, I know how close you are with Orion’s entire family and I thought, if I help Delilah and keep her confidence, you’ll see how devoted I am to you.”  I shake my head but keep my eyes on him, staring at him because he’s so handsome, he’s so understanding, he’s so forgiving. Had he kept something from me and not told me his whereabouts? I don’t know. I want to believe I’d be here for him, waiting, but I just don’t know.

      “I know I fucked up. As soon as we were taxiing in the plane, I just kept thinking, no, I can’t be leaving the state with us not speaking. Then it all hit me. I should’ve told you and trusted you to keep it to yourself. But I didn’t want to seem untrustworthy and… ultimately, the irony of it, I was worse off.”

      He squeezes my hand which is still joined to his and he presses his lips to our knuckles, kissing me navigates traffic.

      “I’m sorry,” I add, “I’m so sorry Maverick. I should have just told you that night what had happened but Delilah was so scared. She really didn’t want her brothers to know and I don’t know… I’d only met Ry that one time and he seemed cold and distant and when Delilah said they’d disown her, I just felt like I had to protect her from all of that. At least for a night. She was so lost.”

      I watch the profile of his Adam’s apple bob heavily and finally, he squeezes my hand and glances at me, unable to give me his full attention as he’s driving.

      “Anna, it’s okay. I think what you did for Delilah was something that she needed more than I even realize. She doesn’t have a lot of females in her life and her brothers are pretty fucking hard on her. In a time when she felt like she had no one, she had you. And Gabe told me that the doctor’s said you saved her life. A few minutes later and she would’ve lost too much blood.”

      “Your instinct to go to her right away, to take her to the hospital, to stay with her,” he meets my eyes as we roll to a stop light to enter the second freeway.

      “You’re fucking incredible, Anna. And I’m sorry I misjudged you. I’m sorry that I let my mind get away from me.”

      “No, Mav, I should’ve told you. I didn’t want to complicate things with you and Ry more than they already are, too, so I just, I acted without putting myself in your shoes and that was wrong and I’m sorry.”

      He kisses our linked hands again as he accelerates into the far lane. “Don’t apologize anymore, okay? Let’s just both agree that going forward, trust is important but we remain open and honest about everything, okay?”

      I nod in a daze, somehow falling more and more in love with Maverick every moment that passes.

      “How is she doing today?” I ask, trying to divert my brain from the heavy pulling in my lower half, the part of me that wants to pounce on Maverick and fuck his brains out for being so understanding. We still have thirty minutes until we get home and then we still have one more day in the cage. I need a chill pill.

      He nods eagerly. “Actually, she seemed pretty good. I went by there before I came here, actually. When I talked to her yesterday she was pretty emotional. Today, she seemed much better.”

      My chest hollows with relief. Thank goodness she’s really okay. “How’s her boyfriend taking all of it? I had proof he was on his way before I left,” I say, trying to sound more playful than defensive.

      He glances at me with surprised satisfaction pinning his eyebrows up. “I actually got a good vibe from the guy. His name is Gabe. He seemed more than decent.”

      My lips tickle with a small smile.

      “What?” he glances between me and the road, the highway tapering down to a sleepy stream of just a few cars.

      “You’re just such a good guy, Maverick.”

      He shakes his head, his face going flat. “I’m not. I mean, I fucking am but not for this.” He gives me an enticing little side eye. “I’m a good guy for giving my dick to you for twelve weeks though.”

      A warm blush creeps up my cheeks. “You really are.” I lick my lips. “And you’re a good guy for checking on Delilah, helping her, supporting her.”

      “How do you know I supported her?” he questions, but even his lips threaten a smile as he asks.

      I tilt my head to the side and give him dead eyes. “We both know you did.”

      He holds his chin high and clicks his tongue.

      “Maverick Wilde,” I say, squeezing tighter on our links hands.

      “Okay, I supported her. But I know her brothers will too. They just, they need time.”

      “Do they know?” I ask, wondering how Ry would take news like that. I can’t imagine well.

      He shakes his head. “She’s telling them today, actually. I took her some banana bread and chocolate milk this morning to wish her luck.”

      I smile broadly.

      “I used to make it for her when she was in sixth grade, when she had boy trouble. Ry and I hung out with her a lot when the older brothers had to work.”

      My broad smile starts to burn in my cheeks and my nipples harden. I am clenching my thighs together so tightly right now.

      “Maverick,” I pant out, all of the sudden feeling dizzy and breathless, like all of the oxygen in the cab of this car is evaporating. A searing shot of white-hot need flies through my spine and I swear for a moment my vision blurs.

      He doubles back after he looks at me, trying to steal analytical glances at me while also driving. I shake my head. “I’m fine, I just,” I breathe out, but my heart continues to move madly in my ribs. With the hand that is connected to his, I stroke my thumb along his skin. My fingers tighten their grasp.

      “I love you.”

      His head goes to me, to the road, to me, to the road, to me… well, you get the picture. A few more times and the blinker is ticking madly, his lithe arm wrapped behind my seat (making me even wetter) as he peers back, trying to change lanes. In a matter of moments, we’re off the free way on the shoulder of a desolate country road.

      He knocks his baseball cap up with his hands and shoves his hands through his sandy brown hair, all to tug the cap back down. Hands working the bill for a moment, he finally looks to me.

      “Fuck,” he says, and that is not what I’m expecting. Him either, apparently, because he shakes his head and holds up a finger to me.

      “No, no no, I didn’t mean that. I mean,” he pushes out a breath and starts over. “I love you too.”

      I chuckle softly, my eyes filling with warmth, and I reach out and rest my hand in the middle of his thick, solid thigh. My fingers threaten to wander as my core pulses hard at the feel of his sinewy heat.

      “Why the fuck first?”

      He gets a lazy smile across his lips as he tilts his head. “I wish fuck first.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know what I meant.”

      He laughs and the rumble of his baritone turns my nipples to stone. I think if I just stared at him like this, smelling his soap and skin, feeling his voice tingle through me—I could honestly have an orgasm. I want him so bad at this point that when we finally have sex, I’m afraid I will have an orgasm before he is even inside of me.

      Seriously.

      “I was just, thinking that would happen in a different setting and I was thrown off, that’s all.” His face grows a shade deeper and I cannot help but smile at him.

      “Oh my God,” he groans, “I’m such a girl.”

      I laugh at that. He’s anything but girl. He’s a man evolved and I want him forever.

      My face grows serious. “Get us home.”
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      Anna

      Still Week Twelve

      I thought seriously about sliding my jeans to my knees and rubbing myself to orgasm while Maverick drove us home, as foreplay, as relief, as I don’t even know what. That’s how insatiable I’d begun to feel since seeing him at the airport.

      If I even let myself think about his cock sitting in that metal cage, struggling and throbbing and coming inside of it against all odds for me? It seriously makes me want to orgasm. Actually, I have orgasmed to that exact thought many times. Not even ashamed to say it.

      But I don’t want us to get in an accident and what I have planned for us requires his full attention.

      We’d broken the no kissing rule by one day, but during the drive we agreed to keep the cage on for the final day.

      I really want him.

      I want to touch his erection and feel the warmth of his intimacy slide against my palm.

      I want to tease the crown of him with my wet tongue and make him leak for me.

      I want him to come on my face and mark my chest and then I want to rub his semen into my skin and taste my fingers.

      I want him to fill and stretch my pussy, fuck me hard and kiss me tender.

      I want everything Maverick so fucking bad.

      But when he squeezed my hand and said, “I love you too much to regret one day forever. We promised ourselves we’d do this,” I knew we had to keep to the plan.

      Now, as we stumble up to the porch, making out like horny teenagers because hello, we haven’t got to do this ever. Even the night I locked him up, we didn’t kiss as much as we most definitely should have.

      Because God his mouth. I’ll say it again.

      His mouth does wicked things.

      Dirty, teasing things that make me want to touch my pussy and spread my legs. The way his hand holds my neck and commands me. He’s alpha but in tune with my body, he’s masculine and gentle, he’s… mine.

      I have one more night with him in a cage. Tonight, I’m going to give us both a tiny taste of what’s to come.

      “Fuck,” he mutters against my lips, struggling with putting the key into the front door lock.

      “That’s your truck key,” I laugh against his lips. His scruff tickles my face and vibrates through my clit.

      “Fuck, you’re right,” he rasps.

      I love his turned-on voice. It’s even deeper and rougher. Keys jingling, a moment later we’re pushing inside, lips sealed together, tongues working in a starved state. Need, there’s so much need swirling between us.

      I can’t help myself—I reach down and cup his cage, letting my fingers purposely move over the bottom of his extremely swollen balls.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, Anna,” he moans through gritted teeth. “I haven’t had my mind on sex in a few days. And now that we’re doing this, I’m like, ready to just lose it, so please, baby, go easy.”

      A gush of wet heat passes through the seam of my body, and a butterfly flits through my core. I release his caged cock. I don’t know what’s turning me on more—me driving him wild or him driving me wild.

      “Maverick,” I say his name with my lips almost completely pressed to his. One of his hands cups my cheek and the other runs up and down my spine, underneath my shirt. His lightly calloused skin makes my pussy ache to be touched by him.

      “Yeah?” he asks, nipping kisses at the corner of my mouth and then on the tip of my nose.

      “I want you to go down on me,” I rasp.

      I’d been holding out on being naked in front of him completely, despite the fact that he’d been nude around me many times. I’d wanted to make his mind wild, test his discipline and limits, like he’d done to me.

      Now though, just hours away from springing his dick free and being able to take him the way I really need him, it feels like blurring the lines a little on the other stuff is okay.

      Better than okay.

      I reach up and turn his hat around. “There,” I say with a smile.

      His eyes wide, he grabs me by the wrist and drags me to his bedroom which I guess is now our bedroom. The realization that we live together warms me in a heavy, happy feeling. Maverick’s eyes move up and down my body as he watches me take my cropped tee by the hem and pull it off over my head.

      There in the bedroom, night taking over the sky showing through the large window near us, our hearts beating rapidly, both of us brimming with all of the things we’ve so desperately wanted, he sees my bare breasts for the first time ever.

      I command him to stay where he is and he does, watching with dark eyes as I shimmy my pants and panties down over my hips. I step a few times until I’m free from all clothes and there no longer any barriers between Maverick’s starved eyes and my naked body.

      He cradles his jaw with one hand and surveys me as if it’s the first time he’s ever laid eyes on a woman exposed before. Watching him drink me in stirs up the few dormant nerves in my body, bringing every single part of me to life with an electrifying buzz.

      “Anna,” he draws out on a groan.

      Slowly, my fingers work vertically down his flannel until I push it from his shoulders. He works his core to lose the shirt and then he reaches behind him, tugging off his white t-shirt over his head.

      I loop my fingers through the belt holding up his black jeans and he quickly works to remove those, too, along with his boxer briefs, boots and socks. The hat got tossed off as we made our way into the bedroom and now we stand before each other, the only thing not exposed is his cock. I look down to the metal cage, the open end of it exposing the swollen crown of his penis.

      He's straining to grow hard under the metal, I can see by the veins exposed through the sides of the cage. By the way his balls are so full and heavy, how a drop of precome forms at the slit of him, he’s so ready.

      Having this control of him in this way for the last twelve weeks has been fun, I won’t lie. It’s stirred up sexual needs in me that have long been dormant. It has forced me to connect with Maverick without worrying about the sexual aspect of our relationship. It allowed us to truly work through our past and understand what made us tick back then. And what makes us tick now, for that matter.

      If I’m being honest with myself, I can’t believe I asked him to do it.

      It was so unlike me when I asked and yet a part of me realizes that that metal cupped tight to his sex is what brought us together. His promise to do anything for me emotionally while struggling against his body’s natural urges—that’s unfettered discipline and determination. That’s love. And I know it.

      I don’t need the cage anymore. I don’t need the distance anymore. All I need is him.

      “One more fucking day,” his utters with a throat full of gravel. He reaches out and picks me up, his palms smoothing over my bare ass until the tips of his fingers move up my crack. “One more day, baby,” he presses his lips to mine in a slow and intentional kiss.

      He expertly explores my mouth as he feeds me his tongue and gentle moans, our lips moving against one another with a controlled frenzy I’ve never experienced. We both want it all but neither of us want to move too fast for fear of grazing over one single moment of pleasure. We’re gluttons for every fucking molecule of one another.

      When he lowers me to the bed, my fingers work over my swollen and pleased lips, cherishing his kiss. Something I’ve never done before. He stands above me. He reaches down and I reach up, our hands interlocking in a moment of silent intimacy before this next step.

      I came in a minute when he rubbed his knuckle up and down my clit. Now his lips will be on my sex, his tongue will be inside me, moving through me, over me, tasting me in a way that I’ve fantasized about many times.

      Nervously, I softly smile. “I’m afraid I won’t last,” I admit to him as he leans over us, kissing our joined hands. He positions his sculpted body over mine, leaning on his elbows as he peppers kisses across my cheek, forehead and nose.

      “Anna, I’m going to be tasting you forever. The first few times we’re together aren’t meant for lasting. They’re meant for pleasure.” He kisses my lips and my body softens to his words. He knows how to make everything right.

      Then it begins. His words grow fainter as he kisses his way down the slope of my neck, over my collarbone.

      “I love you, Maverick,” I whisper to him while threading my fingers through his tousled hat hair. He peeks up at me and I watch as his large hand cups my breast.

      A small smile curls at his lips and our eyes stay connected as he moves his tongue around my areola, making my already hard nipple further tighten into a tiny nub. Sealing his mouth over it, he sucks my nipple and my eyes flutter closed as I groan out, fingers tugging at the sides of his hair.

      “Oh Maverick.”

      “Do you like your tits played with, Anna?” he asks with a lazily tone while his mouth works across my chest to taste my other breast. He makes broad strokes with his tongue over my flesh, stopping to suckle gently at my nipple, biting it once before his mouth releases me.

      I nod and shake my head, causing a deep grin to spread over his lips.

      I smile through the delicious ecstasy I’m already feeling and lick my lips. “I don’t know, really. It feels good, what you’re doing feels good.”

      He gets on his knees between my legs and his towering height allows for his arms to reach forward easily. He cups my breasts with his substantial hands and kneads them gently, making my sex clench in appreciation.

      “That feels good,” I moan out, my eyes once again roaming the sharp edges and chisels of his physique.

      “Anna, when you receive oral sex, do you like being stimulated with fingers, too?” he releases my breasts and moves his hands to my thighs. His large hands cover the expanse of my thighs, his thumbs dragging on the insides of my legs and he pushes his palms up. Slowly, he massages my thighs and the first pass of his thumb over my bare pussy sends a flood of heat and arousal to the spot he touched.

      “I, I, I don’t know,” I pant out, lifting my head in time to see him swipe two fingers up my slit and push them into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing as he tastes me.

      How is he so calm and in control? I’m practically writhing underneath him right now.

      “Taste me now please, Maverick, I need you,” I pant out, knowing how desperate and horny I sound but not able to care.

      He lowers his chest to the bed first before dropping the rest of his body flat. With a quick yank, he pulls me to the very edge of the bed and I hear his knees crack as he positions himself between my legs, on his knees, my thighs draped over his shoulders.

      I close my eyes and swallow hard, so ready for this that I can feel my arousal sticky on my thighs. When a moment passes without Maverick speaking or touching me, I lift my head from the bed and strain to see him.

      He looks up to me when he sees me looking down at him.

      “Is everything okay? Am I… is—”

      “You’re so God damn wet for me Anna,” he grits out, barely opening his mouth to speak. “I’m in awe of your sweet, swollen pussy.” He tilts his head as he stares straight into my sex.

      I would normally be uncomfortable having a man stare straight into my most intimate area but having Maverick take me in like this only fuels the fire for him.

      When I drop my head back down, he begins kissing my thigh. Not just kisses but he sucks my skin into his mouth a little, tonguing and nibbling gently yet with enough force that my spine starts its tightening, my orgasm slowly building.

      When he kisses my pubic bone, just above my slit, I lift my head again to see. Our eyes meet again as his tongue peeks out of his lips, moving up and down over my very swollen clit.

      “Oh jesus,” I pant out on the first pass. I was right. I am not going to last.

      I know I would last longer if I pressed a pillow to my face and tried to steady my breathing but I’m drunk off Maverick and I need more. I can’t take my eyes away from this man tasting me like I’m his last meal.

      After making slow circles around my clit, Maverick moves his tongue up and down my sex, his fingers pulling and kneading my labia as he does. When he seals his mouth over my clit and begins to suck me, I arch my back and my legs fall even further apart, my body wanting to give him everything.

      He sucks me gently, his moans of arousal sending a vibration through my wet folds, down my thighs, making me tremble slightly. I can feel the tightness in my lower half pulling even more now. My building orgasm is gaining momentum.

      With the pad of his tongue flat against my sex, he eats me repeatedly with two fast passes and three slow passes. Over and over. And when my body begins to seize under his tongue, and my spine crescents with my impending orgasm, he pushes three fingers inside my sex, curling them up towards my belly.

      “Maverick, oh my God, I’m going to come,” I warn him, feeling the darkness bleed into my peripheral vision. I claw at his head, pull at his silky hair, memorize the way his full mouth moans against my wet sex as I give into the frantic need between my thighs, coming in intense waves of extreme pleasure.

      “Yes,” I moan out, “yes, Maverick, oh my God,” I draw out, my thighs trembled as my sex gulps in the pleasure, pulsing and tightening around his solid fingers. Still, he kisses and licks my clit, eating me until the very last bit of pleasure rolls through.

      When I’m thoroughly sated and my legs are shaking, he pushes off his knees and stands at the foor of the bed, between my spread thighs.

      In a state of post-orgasmic bliss that feels a lot like being high, I blink up at him from my spot on the bed. His balls are a cruel shade of angry pink at this point, and I lick my lips when I see the slow and thick stream of precome that ribbons from his slit to the floor.

      “You’re so good at that,” I say lazily as I sit up on the bed, my face falling in line with his metal-framed sex.

      He works his jaw without responding, eyes dark on mine.

      He climbs over me, straddling me, standing up on his knees. Pressing my palms to his thighs, I rub up his legs until my hands are on his ass, pulling him closer to close that last inch of space between us.

      He groans feeling my hands squeezing his ass and when I press a kiss to his balls, I feel his precome dribble down my bare breast. Pressing my hand to his balls, I slowly and gently lift the weight of his sex and the cage. With my other hand, I press my fingertips to the arousal he’s left on my chest and begin to smooth it over and into my skin.

      Reaching down, he takes my chin and tilts it up, forcing me to look up at him.

      “Anna,” he says, a neediness in his eyes that I recognize. It’s the same look we’ve mirrored to each other for a long, long time.

      I nod, as if we’ve exchanged silent words between us.

      Again, I kiss his swollen sack. His balls are hot and hard under my lips and when my tongue moves over the dimpled skin, he grabs my head. His fingers curl over my ears as he tugs my head gently towards his caged cock.

      “Fuck, Anna, I want to fuck your sweet mouth so God damn bad right now,” he groans, a cocktail of desperation and cage rage in his voice.

      I’d selected the metal cage made of long bars and a partially open peak because of how easy it would be for Maverick to keep himself clean. He could easily wash his cock and balls in this cage, without having to be taken out daily and re-locked.

      It also meant that I could lick his cock a little.

      It’s not head, not even close to how I will take him once I can have all of him. But on our last night, it’s more than I’ve done to him with my mouth.

      First, I start to move my tongue over just the metal. Immediately, his grip on my head tightens as he groans out “tease.” I smile against the metal, and peer up at him as I pass my tongue through the bars, connecting with his hot, salty flesh.

      “Fuuuuccckkkk,” he groans, his Adam’s apple bobbing hard as he swallows before exhaling hard.

      My tongue weaves under and over the cage, tasting his skin then metal, on repeat. After a few minutes, I move my hands from his thighs, where they’d been pressed tightly motionless, to his balls.

      Very gently, I massage the swollen mounds that hang from the metal ring as my tongue collects the precome at his slit. God am I glad I got a cage with an open tip.

      “Annnnaaaaa,” he says with urgency, and I feel his balls tighten in my grasp. I massage them with more force and I keep flicking my tongue over his slit, collecting more and more precome with each pass. God I love tasting his arousal.

      Then I start to suck him, as if the cage wasn’t there. Unhinging my jaw, the metal grazes my teeth as I take all of it into my mouth, closing around him as my hands work his balls.

      “Holy fucking shit,” he growls, his hands now alternating a frantic grip in my hair to a light grip on my shoulders.

      “Anna,” he says with warning in his tone.

      Pulling the metal from my mouth, I cup his balls in one hand and reach between his legs with the other, two fingers stroking the sensitive skin between his balls and ass.

      My tongue passes over tip of his cock just as he stills his slowly moving hips.

      “I’m going to come,” he says with a sharp intake of breath.

      I stick out my tongue and strain my eyes to look up at him. I want to see how beautifully his handsome face twists up when he’s releasing himself, discovering ecstasy and relief through orgasm.

      Our eyes lock as ribbon after ribbon of warm and silky come stripes my tongue and paints my lips.

      He floods my throat with his come and with eagerness, I drink him down, loving the taste of Maverick. Loving that Maverick is in my belly.

      He reaches down and grabs under my arm pits, lifting me to him.

      “Shower with me,” he commands with gentle authority that I cannot refuse. Not that I want to.

      “I would love that.”
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      Mav

      It’s my last day in this cage—meaning, tonight at eight o’clock, that key comes off her neck and sets me free. Naturally, I spent the entire day between Anna’s legs.

      I can’t get enough of her sweet little mewls as her climax takes over her.

      I kneeled between her spread legs in the shower and ate her until she couldn’t hold herself up through the pleasure and steam.

      When she was sleeping in the hammock, I scooped her up and took her spot, only to pull her over my face and slide my tongue up and down her sweet, wet pussy until she came.

      I made her come with on my fingers as I sucked her tight little nipples into my mouth, her hands keeping

      All day I want to check the time to see if it’s eight o’clock yet—even though with the sun pouring through the windows of my house I know it’s still afternoon.

      I can’t keep my hands off her today and I think it’s because I know that freedom is so close.

      I already feel free, though.

      Now that I have her. I really fucking have her. And I have Lloyd’s blessing to ask her to be my wife? I’m freer and higher than I’ve ever been.

      Shit, this feels better than I fantasized it feeling.

      Afternoon is getting on and because Anna’s body needs a break before the cage comes off, we decide to go into town and get some dinner to bring home for later and to check on Delilah.

      On the drive, Anna calls Dave, who I have yet to thank for meddling. Ingram got the ball rolling, that’s for sure.

      “Speaker,” I say to her as she taps the call button her phone. She nods.

      “Harmon, you got back yesterday and I didn’t hear from you,” he says the whole sentence in a sing-songy annoying type of way, like he knows what she’s been doing and he’s teasing her about it.

      “I know, I meant to text you but—”

      “But you were torturing Maverick with both hands and couldn’t spare one for a text?”

      She laughs and I can’t help but chuckle a little, too.

      “You’re on speaker, dipshit, and Mav’s driving.”

      Unphased, Dave asks, “oh yeah, where you guys headed?”

      “Grabbing a to-go order at Café Paradise then swinging by Delilah’s.”

      Dave makes a noise of interest but controls his “oh yeah?” but I can hear the intensity of his casual question. When I glance at Anna, I see that she takes it at face value. I scratch at the side of my face, wondering about how well Anna knows Dave. They’re best friends.

      But Anna is my best friend now and we’ve thoroughly discussed Dave.

      She explained to me how they met in her darkest time and how he immediately loved, accepted, and provided friendship to her all those years ago. That they’ve been best friends since, even if most of their recent years of friendship had taken place over FaceTime, text message, email and packages.

      I make a note to revisit this topic with my girl later, once my own plans have been finalized with her.

      I listen to the back and forth of their playful banter and when their laughter over Dave’s personality being beastly when his blood sugar is low dies down, I inject.

      “Ingram, it’s Wilde.”

      Anna rolls her eyes. “Why do guys always call each other by their last name? Like, I’m going to think you want to rub your dicks together if you use your first names or something?”

      I shoot Anna a look that confuses her but she doesn’t seem to understand it’s meaning.

      “Hello, Maverick,” Dave says after a moment that hangs awkwardly between the three of us.

      “Hello, Dave.”

      “Is that better Anna?” Dave asks, annoyed.

      Anna nods happily, as if this new greeting pleases her. “Yes.”

      “Great,” Dave draws out with sarcasm.

      “Dave, I appreciate you reaching out. I’m glad you came by a few days ago.”

      Anna presses her hands to her heart and blinks madly in a silent, jokey swoon. I roll my eyes but my lips curl up slightly at her cute dramatics.

      “No problem. Thanks for the cookies.” He yawns and says something to someone near him and a gruff voice is muffled in the background. “Listen, I have shit to do, I can’t just talk to you two love birds all day.”

      “Alright,” Anna says, but before they end the call, I interject.

      “Hey, Ingram,” I say out of habit, then offer Anna a small shrug. “You working next weekend?”

      “Nope, this is my on-weekend, what’s up?”

      “Anna and I are having a dinner party at our place.” I feel Anna’s eyes tamp down on me and when I look to her, she mouths the word ‘what’ to me with confusion in her brows. “Come at seven and bring,” I keep one hand on top of the steering wheel when I knock my baseball hat up and scratch my head. What do people bring to dinner parties? “I don’t know, something.”

      Heartily, Dave laughs. “I’ll bring fondue and all of the accoutrements,” he says proudly.

      Anna is temporarily distracted by my surprising statement that we’re throwing a dinner party. “You have a fondue maker?”

      “You don’t?” Dave scoffs, and that makes me laugh. I tug my cap back down and let the wheel slip through my fingers as I turn my truck down the alley behind Delilah’s.

      “I’ll text you later, okay?” Anna says, wrapping up her conversation with Ingram.

      Once I throw the truck into park I turn to her, and find her already facing me with a cute little grin curling those full pink lips.

      “Dinner party, huh?”

      I shrug, doing my best to utterly and completely control the ridiculous grin that hides behind my lips. Give nothing away, Wilde, I say to myself.

      “I was thinking it could be nice for Delilah and Gabe to have some other couple friends. I mean, I know they’re younger than us and she’s like the kid sister I never had but, they’re embarking on serious shit, having a kid and all. Some responsible adults in their lives isn’t a bad thing.”

      Her lips turn down as she coos a gentle ‘ahh’ to my statement. “You’re so cute, Mav,” she says, leaning across the console, pressing a chaste kiss to my cheek.

      “I thought I could pick up Lloyd and Evelyn, too. Bring them here, feed them a nice meal, send them home with Evelyn’s favorite strudel from Wilting Daisy’s.”

      She claps her hands in approval and internally, my heart fucking races. I’m nervous now. By the time next weekend rolls around, hopefully I’ll have a better handle on the nerves.

      “Oh, that will be so fun! Couples’ dinner.” She cocks her head to the side as she finger-combs her wavy blonde hair. “I wish Dave had someone. I’m sure he gets tired of being third wheel.”

      I bypass the comment and instead add colorful commentary. “Technically, seventh wheel in this case.”

      She swats at my arm playfully before we both click off our seatbelts and meet in the front of my truck.

      “Why did you park out here?” she asks, glancing back over her shoulder at the dumpster, her glance lasting a moment longer than I expected.

      Fuck, that must be where it happened. I didn’t think of all of that when I came back here. Rather, I thought with the limited downtown parking, I wouldn’t waste a spot and I’d just park out back. I wrap my arms around Anna’s waist and pull her small body into me, her knee nudging the metal cage I’m still wearing.

      “Oops,” she says, looking up to me. She pushes my hat up and feels my hair before tugging it back down and cupping one of my cheeks with her palm. “I can’t believe it’s coming off tonight.”

      I nod. “Believe it.” I lean down and let my lips graze her neck then I move up to her ear, where I whisper “I’m sorry I didn’t think of what happened out here the other night. I should’ve just parked up front.”

      She presses her hands to my chest and pushes against me just enough to peer up into my eyes, which are shaded by the bill of my Broken Wheel MC baseball hat. “It’s fine. Because you’re here and when I’m with you, I always feel safe.”

      I seal our lips together in a quick but powerful kiss.

      “Come on, let’s go check on Delilah and invite them over next weekend. Then let’s get our food because even though I’ve been eating your pussy all day, I need food if I’m going to fuck you all night.”

      Her cheeks flood with pink and her eyes grow wide before narrowing sluggishly, her lips slowly curling into a mischievous smile. “I like your dirty mouth, Mr. Wilde.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “You just wait.”
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      Mav

      Waiting for eight o’clock is some new form of torture I’ve not yet experienced. I’ve been in this cage, haven’t laid a hand on my damn cock in months, and yet, the last ten minutes proves to be the hardest.

      After our errands, we came back to the house and I set up our food while Anna took a shower

      I ordered Creek burger from Café Paradise. The menu claims it’s the most popular burger in Oakcreek. It had thick slabs of center-cut bacon, melted pepper jack cheese, crisp leaves of romaine, red onion sliced to perfection and a fried egg on top.

      I couldn’t taste it.

      I ate it, watching Anna slurp pasta off a fork, my leg bouncing like a fucking crack head under the table the entire time. Occasionally, she’d look up from her meal and give me a little grin, but for the most part, there was a knowing and comfortable quiet between us.

      Now on the couch, Anna runs her lithe fingers over the key that sits on her collarbone. She bites her lip as she scrolls on her laptop. From the kitchen, I wrap up our leftovers and stash them in the fridge for later and pull out a bottle of wine that Anna brought back in her suitcase from her place in New York.

      I pour us each a glass of wine but because I don’t drink wine and we don’t have her things yet, we sip out of mis matching mugs, almost physically unable to look away from each other at this point.

      It’s seven fifty. We have ten minutes.

      “I feel like how I did as a kid, waiting for the magic hour when I can get out of bed on Christmas morning. My parents always made me wait until six in the morning but I’d be awake at like three am, just staring at the clock, willing it to be six.” She tucks her hair behind her ear and rubs her earlobe, studying me. “I feel like that, times a million.”

      I look down to my crotch and look back to her. “I don’t have any idea how that feels,” I say with gentle sarcasm.

      She laughs and closes her computer, sliding onto the table in front of us. Looking at her phone she looks back at me. “Nine minutes.”

      I snap my fingers as I remember the folder Mr. Sanderson gave me yesterday when I went to see him.

      “Hey, I forgot,” I jump up from the couch and walk over to the counter where there’s a shoebox on the counter. I start rifling through it.

      “What’s that? I’ve wondered a few times.”

      I hold up the silver shoe box and has a tiny picture of my steel-toed work boots on the size next to the number fifteen.

      “This is my filing system.” I turn the box at all angles to display it. She presses her knuckles to her lips as she listens. “See, I check the mail and drop it in this box and never look at it again until six months later I throw it all away and start over.”

      She snorts. “How do you pay your bills then?”

      “Auto pay. I never open the paper statements. And everything else is junk.”

      She snorts again, folding her legs underneath her as she gets comfortable on the couch. “You live with me now. We’ll have a system in a week.”

      I nod. “I figured.”

      “If it’s all trash, what are you looking for?” she asks as soon as I see the banded folder at the bottom of the big box.

      “This,” I hold it up to her. Her brows pull together in question.

      “My grandpa saves the rubber bands from his broccoli and repurposes them, too. Don’t tell me you are also a depression-era hoarder, too?”

      I chuckle at that because I suspected the blue band came from produce. Taking a seat next to her, I run my hand up her back, resting at the base of her neck. Her eyes flutter closed as she gently moans to my touch.

      “Okay, seven more minutes of focus,” she says, forcing the heaviness out of her eyelids. The hazy looks still lingers and I smile to myself, loving how reactive she is to me.

      I hand her the folder. “Lloyd gave this to me yesterday. It’s for us.”

      She’s about to tear off the rubber but when she clasps her hands together and rests them on the folder. “You went and saw grandpa yesterday?” she asks with love in her tone.

      I nod. “I did. I mean, we usually go together on Saturday and I know you told him you were going to the city but, I don’t know,” I trail off, raking a hand up the back of my head.

      “You wanted to see him,” she finishes for me.

      I nod. “I did.” Then I sit a little taller. “We did a puzzle.”

      She grins at me and scoots closer on the couch. Our thighs touch. I can feel her warmth through our clothes. I swallow, my cock pulsing in the metal. Soon, buddy, soon.

      “He gave this to me for us, I don’t know what it is, I didn’t really ask. Evelyn was coming back from therapy and they were about to take their afternoon nap.” It’s a jumbling of the facts but I can’t admit to her that I was asking for her hand in marriage.

      She slides the band up off the folder while her blue eyes melt into me. Before she opens the folder, she says “I love you, Maverick.”

      She flips it open and I watch her beautiful eyes fly over the words on the first paper.

      “What?” she murmurs, licking her thumb and flipping through the rest of the pages, eyes very quickly scanning each one. “Oh my gosh,” she murmurs, rereading that first page again before shutting the folder and pulling her laptop off the table again.

      With haste, she flips it open and begins typing and I sit there, wondering what was in the folder and what she’s looking up but because my cock is about to explode, my brain is working slow. As I’m about to ask, she turns the computer towards me. Wide and watering eyes, she looks at me. “Look.”

      On the screen is a folder full of photos. My eyes scan over the photos and I drag a finger down the mousepad, trying to figure out what exactly I’m looking at.

      “Oh shit,” I say, realizing that this is a house in Oakcreek, down by the river. “Lloyd’s been hanging onto this?” I ask, seeing that the photos of the interior home show it as vacant. I smile to myself, happy that Lloyd hung onto some property. But if he’s giving this folder to us now, he probably wants to sell. And that makes me sad, seeing my mentor transition into the final stages of his life.

      I scan the photos again, getting more and more amazed at each.

      “Damn, this is place is pretty badass. I love the deck and the built-in spa is cool too.” I look to Anna, prepared to tease her about Evelyn and Lloyd skinny dipping, when I see the tears freely flowing.

      I push the laptop onto the table and pull her into my lap. I love that I can pull her up tight next to me and swallow her body with mine.

      “What’s a matter, baby?” I ask, thumbing tears off her cheek.

      She reaches behind me and places the folder in her lap, flipping it open. “Look,” she says, tapping the paper.

      I skim through the paper, seeing words like granted ownership, deed, trust, and other things. Finally, she taps at the bottom where the owners of the deed are listed.

      Anna Blake Harmon

      Maverick Matthew Wilde

      I blink a few times and look back up at Anna. “I don’t, I don’t quite understand,” I stammer like a fool as I turn back to the paper and read it again and again.

      “He gave it to us, Maverick. He signed it over to you and me.” She presses her fingers to her mouth to hold in a surprised and overwhelmed sob, and I hug her tighter, kissing her temple.

      I swallow the emotion that clogs my throat. I’ve always respected and looked up to Lloyd. He had this drawn up and ready before I asked him for Anna’s hand in marriage.

      He knew we’d be forever before we even knew.

      I wipe my eyes and Anna puts the laptop and folder onto the table, leaning back against me. Now she moves her thumbs across my cheeks, taking my overwhelmed emotional reaction with her.

      “I love you, Anna,” I say as she presses her lips to each cheek, then slowly to my mouth.

      Our tongues twist together and after a moment, my hand is up her shirt, cupping her bare breast while my lips roam over the curve of her neck. Her hands pull at my shirt and she moves herself to straddle me, knees pinned to my hips.

      “What time is it?” she whispers as she walks her fingers up my chest. I look to the clock on the wall behind her.

      “Eight o’clock exactly.”
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      Mav

      Standing up, I outstretch my hand to Anna and guide her into the bedroom. The room gradually darkens as I drag the curtain across the window, blocking out the red glow of summer sunset.

      “Take off your clothes,” I command. The cage isn’t off yet I no longer feel the weight of it, tugging and tethering me to the same place.

      As I watch Anna slowly peel off her crop top and leggings, her short hair getting fussed in the process, the entire twelve weeks rushes through my mind like a hurricane of unavoidable memories.

      When she handed me the cage in the box that night twelve weeks ago, and swallowed me to relief before she put me in.

      Her grinding on me as we swayed to silent music.

      The dirty little recording she’d made me listen to during church.

      How she took me into the bathroom then touched herself.

      The prostate orgasm.

      The spa.

      The strap on.

      Not being able to take her mouth all this time.

      The teasing.

      Feeling her arousal, tasting her arousal without even having her on my tongue until today.

      After I take off all my clothes, we stand before each other. No sudden movements have been made yet we both seem breathless, our chests rising and falling in a way that causes my dick to thrum.

      Anna’s fingers twist the key at her clavicle.

      “Use it,” I reply.

      She takes two steps towards me and turns around, my caged cock brushing up against her round, naked ass. My large hands fumble with the tiny hook and eye of the necklaces and after a moment, they fall open and the key tumbles to the ground.

      We stand there for a moment, me staring at the key on the ground over her shoulder, she looking down at it between her feet.

      Bending at the waist, she reaches for the key, my cage sliding into the crack of her ass. I let a low laugh sound off in my throat, and she turns to face me.

      “Wait,” she says, twisting the key in her fingers. “I have to ask you something.”

      I reach out and cup her breasts in my palms. This is new to me still. The nakedness and touching only started yesterday. I stroke my thumb over her hard nipple, over and over and it becomes increasingly harder for her to speak.

      Lowering my head to her, I place a chaste kiss on her lips before I take one of her nipples in my mouth. Her fingers weave through my hair, nails grazing my scalp in a way that makes my balls pulse.

      “Take it off, Anna,” I say with a mouthful of hardened nipple and supple breast.

      “Maverick, why did you let me do this to you?” she asks, and as much as I want to lay her down and spread her open, there’s something in her tone I can’t ignore.

      Placing my thumb on the wet spot I’ve left on her breast, I raise my head up only to press our foreheads together.

      I look at her, surprised she has to ask. “What do you mean why?”

      Suddenly the key in her hands becomes interesting and she studies it while her jaw works, as if she’s trying to find the exact right words for my question. I move my hands to her shoulders and smooth my palms up and down her arms, softening her tense shoulders.

      “Why did you give yourself to me so freely, with so few rules and zero promise of more? What if Ry was right and at the end of this I said, I didn’t want you or this? I could’ve done that. But you trusted me.”

      I shrug. The truth is simple.

      “Because I love you Anna and I’ve loved you for ten years. And trust me, I thought about that. I wondered if at the end of this you’d walk away from me. Have your fun, torture me and move on.” I cup her cheek and kiss her. “Even if it ended in utter and terrible heartbreak for me, it got me twelve weeks with you. And time with you was better than no time with you, so I did it.”

      Tears form in her eyes but she doesn’t blink them away. She stares up at me.

      “But that didn’t happen, Anna. Because you’re a good fucking person. You gave me a chance to apologize and prove how God damn sorry I am. You’re so good, Anna, that you make me good.”

      She shakes her head; her tears are unable to hold on. She wipes her face.

      “You’re good, Mav. You did so much work on yourself. You’re good. You’re good and I wish I could’ve seen it back then, that day in class.”

      I shake my head. “No, because then we wouldn’t have this, would we? We can hope that it would’ve turned out this way but we don’t know.” She slowly moves to her knees and my hands go to the tops of her shoulders.

      “I had to earn you, Anna.”

      “You have,” she whispers while positioning the key at the lock. “You have a million times over, Mav. And I love you.”

      “I love you, too, and no matter what I do with the rest of my life, earning your love will be my life’s single greatest accomplishment.”

      Her lips turn up in a small smile but as the conversation comes to a close, I can see the lust taking her over. Her blue eyes fade into a hazy gray and when she turns the key and the lock pops open, we both gasp.

      Gripping the metal cage, she turns it gently until my already hardened cock is free. In a few gentle moves, she works the ring off my cock and balls and sets the contraption on the floor.

      She stares at my immediately thickening cock as if it’s the first cock she’s ever seen.

      Placing her hands on my thighs, she looks up at me and in this moment, there are no more words we need to speak. The most important things have been said: I’m sorry and I love you.

      She rises to her feet, letting her fingers lightly graze my dick.

      “Take me how you want me, Mav. I want you to have everything you want.” She walks backwards to the bed until her heels connect with the frame. Sitting back, she opens her legs and drops a hand to her slit.

      “My body is yours for the taking, Mav,” she breathes out. “Take me, have me, make me yours.”

      “Get up on the bed.”

      She scrambles backwards, licking her lips like she’s waiting to be fed.

      “I’m going to feed that pretty mouth of yours and I’m going to stuff that little pink pussy, too,” I say to her as I grip my cock at the base. Holy fuck. This feels like the first time I ever touched myself in a sexual way.

      Looking down at my rigid cock, I see the cherry pink strain in my length, veined and angry. I stroke myself once, growling like a wild animal as precome leaks freely from my slit.

      “How does it feel to see and hold yourself?” she asks in a kitten-like tone that makes my chest hum.

      “Good,” I say, my eyes flitting between my raging erection and her spread thighs.

      Crawling up onto the bed, I lie flat and grab her by the hips until she’s on top of me, our mouths immediately falling into frenzied kissing. Feeling her silky hair in my hands, her arousal on my now bare and throbbing dick—I push her up by the shoulders.

      “Sit on my face now.”

      Without question she turns her body around and straddles my face, her knees at my shoulders. Her swollen lips spread over my face, exposing her wet, hot core. I move my tongue thickly over her clit as she rocks her hips over me, moaning my name.

      “Maverick, oh Jesus,” she exhales.

      “Let me feel those lips on my cock Anna,” I say into her pussy before dragging my tongue up and down her sex. It’s only been a minute and already, sweat caresses my hairline, my spine feels tight with urgent need and my thighs are slowly beginning to tremble. My cock bobs heavily against my belly and just as I’ve managed to tune out my own building orgasm and bury my face in her, she touches me.

      Her thumb moves tiny, calm circles on the underside of my cock. Then her tits are on my groin and her tongue is working hot circles on the crown of my swollen sex.

      “Fuucckkk,” I groan, feeling that intensity in the base of my spine building quickly. Too fucking quickly.

      “Maverick,” she utters, and I feel her lips say my name against my turgid flesh, and it causes me to lift my hips off the bed, my cock magnetizing to her hot little mouth.

      My cock slides onto her tongue and she moans, the vibrations of her noises sending urgency to my groin. Fuck, not yet.

      “Anna,” I pant out, feeling like the more she touches and handles me, the less tethered to this world I am. It feels so God damn good. Like, unfuckingbelievable.

      She sits up and I feel the absence of her mouth immediately. “Do you want me to stop?” she asks, wiggling her hips over me.

      I try to regain even a small percentage of composure but with her honey sweet taste on my tongue and her spread cunt hovering over my mouth, it’s nearly impossible.

      “Sit back Anna, let me feel you come on my tongue, baby,” I say, tightening my grip on her hips. She sits back as I pull her down and with the first swipe of my tongue through her folds, she grips my ribs, leaning forward.

      “Oh Maverick, oh my God. You’re so fucking good at this,” she says breathlessly. She uses my core to steady herself as she begins to ride my tongue, her ass practically twerking over my face.

      “That’s right,” I say into her clit as I suck and lick it. I’m not like a man starved; I am a man starved. “Fuck my face, baby. Smear your wet little cunt all over me and come in my mouth.”

      Her hips and movements all still for a moment. Her chin drifts to her shoulder and I can only see her profile when she speaks.

      “I like your dirty mouth.”

      I reach around her tiny core and move two fingers to her clit, stroking it while my tongue slides in and out of her.

      “Oh God, Maverick, oh my God, yes.”

      In and out, I fuck her tight pussy with my tongue, feeling the precome pool on my belly. Fuck I need her to come.

      When I feel her hands move over mine and we start strumming her clit together, she tosses her head back and warns me.

      “Oh God this is way too hot, Mav. I’m going to come. Your mouth feels so fucking good.”

      Applying more pressure to her clit, amazed at how fucking wet she is, I glide my fingers over her swollen nub, getting harder and harder from the feel of our hands working together. God damn I want to blow.

      Her hips roll quicker and my tongue works into her deeper, my fingers moving tighter, more methodical circles.

      “Yes,” she pants, dropping her head back on her shoulders. She reaches out, bracing herself on my core again as she jerks her pussy up and down on face.

      I can feel her orgasm is nearing. God I want her to come so bad. I want to feel her contract and twist on my face, hear my name fall from her lips, feel her nails dig into my skin from how much pleasure I’m making her feel.

      I eat her hard, with my whole face, working my nose up to her clit as my tongue moves expertly through her folds. Her arousal coats my face and drips down my chin as her body falls motionless.

      “Maverick, holy shit, I’m going to come, I’m going to come,” she cries.

      I bury my tongue deeper inside her, moving my face all around her pussy until I feel her tightening around my tongue. I reach around her and rub her clit furiously as her body gives in, her orgasm tearing through her with reckless abandon.

      She rolls, she grinds, she screams out, she digs her nails into flesh and as her orgasm fills my mouth and throat. When she’s so sensitive that she can’t take it anymore, she climbs off of me, turns around, and positions herself between my legs.

      Wrapping her hand around the base of my cock, she pumps me once as she watches me lick her off my lips.

      “Anna,” I say, reaching forward to stop her hand.

      She tilts her head. “Yes?” she questions, a teasing smile on her lips.

      “Give me a second, please, give me a second,” I pant, my chest moving up and down so fast right now that my vision is starting to tunnel and grow dark around everything but her and my dick. “I haven’t touched myself or been hard in twelve weeks. I don’t want my first time out of that cage to be blowing on my fucking stomach.”

      She doesn’t say anything. Instead, she lowers her mouth to the crown of my cock and starts to slowly suck the head.

      “Oh fuuuck,” I growl, reaching out and taking her head in my hands.

      She slips my cock from her mouth and it slaps against my belly, heavy and so fucking hard. “Fuck my face, Maverick. I want you to fuck my face. I don’t care if you come fast.” She swallows. “We have forever.”

      “Fuck,” I moan, not wanting to admit that her saying we have forever makes me want to come harder than her saying fuck my face. “Tell me if it’s too rough, okay?” I warn before gripping her by the hair and tugging her mouth down onto me.

      First, I move slow but the hot sand crawling up my spine reminds me that I haven’t had an erection in months. I don’t have time to go slow. My orgasm is quickly sneaking up on me.

      She moans on my dick as I pull her down hard, filling her until I hit the back of her throat.

      “Oh Jesus, Anna, do you feel that?” I say, pushing the hair back from her face so I can see her swallowing my cock. “That’s my cock in the back of your throat, baby. Look at you taking that dick.”

      She purrs and it vibrates up my cock. My groin tightens and my toes begin to curl as the familiar intensity of orgasm surges through my core, swirling in my already full and aching balls.

      “I’m close already, fuck,” I say, wishing this could last longer but honestly impressed that I didn’t blow when she came on my tongue. I was fucking close. And now that I know I can ejaculate through a metal cage with no erection, I’m fully aware that this woman can do crazy things to my dick.

      She works her tongue in circles around my shaft, bobbing down me fast a few times, then slowing down for another few pumps. Her lips tighten around me as she slowly takes me to the back of her throat, again and again.

      My cock hardens in finality as I pull her head back down on me hard, her lips flush with my body. Looking down, I see her eyes water, I feel her thrilling moans on my cock and I let go.

      “I’m gonna come,” I warn her just once before my hips start to lift off the bed in rapid fire bursts, my cock spewing shot after shot of thick, hot relief straight down her throat. She swallows and swallows, watching her take me down makes me come even harder.

      I slam her face against my groin and thrust my hips, cursing and groaning, coming so hard that when I’m done, I physically cannot speak or move. She sits up and opens her mouth, showing me the last few shots of relief pooling on her tongue.

      Closing her mouth, she swallows and it is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      She falls against my chest and drapes her leg over one of mine, stroking her hand through my chest hair.

      “Thank you,” I manage on a broken breath, placing a kiss on her forehead.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” she giggles, kissing my nipple a few times before resting her cheek against me again.

      I move my fingers through her hair, something I know is soothing to us both. “Any time you bring me to release and give me relief with your body, I’m going to thank you, Anna, because I never want you questioning what you mean to me. Ever.”

      I can feel her lips curl into a smile against my body.

      Reaching down, she wraps her hand around my partially softened cock and begins to pump, lazily.

      “I love your dick, Mav. I can’t believe I’m saying that because I’ve never been a woman who dirty talks or compliments penises or heck, I’ve really never even wanted to keep my eyes open when I give head. But with you, I just, I’m so horny and needy and turned on but it feels like who I always wanted to be.” She thinks out loud and I fucking love hearing this. “It’s like that key unlocked your dick but your dick unlocks who I’m meant to be.”

      I chuckle at that. “Magic dick.”

      She turns slightly, propping her chin up on her hands, which are stacked on my chest. “Magic dick,” she repeats, with a lazy smile on her lips.

      I look down at the swell of naked ass and see my cock rising from my belly, angry and hard, ready to make up for lost time.

      I cock a brow, wondering how in twelve weeks we didn’t talk about this but now is a pretty good time to know. “You on the pill?”

      She bites into her bottom lip and glances down to my cock. Turning back to me she says, “I am. And you’re the first person that will be inside me completely bare.”

      “Fuck,” I groan, stroking my hand up and down her spine, loving the feel of her soft and sweaty skin against mine. “That’s fucking hot as hell.”

      She pushes up and straddles me, positioning my eager cock at her entrance. “First, only and last,” she whispers before feeding my cock into herself, one slow inch at a time. She spreads her knees apart until I’m fully seated inside of her and then she reaches up, pinching her rosy nubs between her thumb and forefingers.

      “Yeah,” I groan, hating that I can already feel the orgasm building between my legs. “Touch your nipples. Show me how hot it makes you to play with your tits.”

      She rocks her hips forward and I move mine too, finding an angle that pushes me so deeply inside of her that she stops. Pressing a hand to her flat belly and one to my chest, she bites into her bottom lip.

      “I’m so full, Maverick. You fill me up so much.”

      “Oh shit, Anna,” I groan, all conscious thought gladly drowning in a swirling sea of serotonin. She leans down, sealing our lips together, her sex working up and down my length with the rising and falling of her hips.

      She fucks and grinds me, finding pressure on her clit from the base of my cock. “Yes, Maverick, oh my God you feel so good,” she rasps, kissing my cheeks and tugging my hair. Her bare breasts are pressed against my chest and I can feel the sweat coating our bodies, making us slippery and sticky with lust.

      “I need you to come, Anna,” I grit out, hating that even on the second go-around I’m nearly buckling. But her pussy is so tight and I’ve thought about this moment not just for twelve weeks but for years. Years I’ve slid into other women, closing my eyes, seeing this instead. And now it’s real and here.

      “Oh my God,” she screams out, pushing back up to ride me just in time for her orgasm to tear through her. And it does.

      Her head falling back, her nails dug into my belly, her pussy contracts and tightens around my cock. My body seizes as her sex clenches mine and with a lift of my hips, my orgasm takes over.

      White-hot pleasure sears us both as she clenches and I fill her, pulsing and groaning for what feels like minutes until she leans back and holds up her exhausted body on her palms.

      Her tits are pink from rubbing against the barbed hair on my chest and sweat rolls down her belly over her mound. Slowly, while keeping me inside of her, she moves from her knees to her feet, one leg at a time.

      Still leaning back on her palms, she lifts her hips until just the head of my cock is inside of her.

      “How’s the view?” she whispers, looking at where our bodies are barely joined. I look at her pink, used, swollen pussy and up at her.

      “Best view of my life,” I smile, draping my arm behind my head in a sated daze.

      I didn’t expect Anna to be so God damn dirty but I’m glad she is. I cannot wait for us to defile and then tenderly love one another. Explore all the seedy corners of our deepest desires—together—and also fulfill all our emotional and physical needs.

      With a pop of her hips, my softening cock slips out of her sex and flops against my belly. I watch as an impressive stream of spend drips from her open lips down onto my dick. Then, as if straight from a damn fantasy, she lowers her sex to mine and grinds over it slowly, spreading the white warmth over both of us.

      “Annnaaa, babbbyyyy,” I drag out, pushing myself up to my elbows.

      “I’m not done with you, yet, Maverick Wilde.”

      In my slowed down post-coital state, I reach for her but I’m too slow. A moment later, the shower comes on.

      Her adorable messed up hair comes around the corner a moment before her flush face.

      “You coming? If you come, you’ll come,” she winks with a satisfied grin then disappears into the bathroom again.

      “I’m so coming.”
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      Anna

      As hot as it was having Maverick constrained and wanting for me? It’s even hotter having all of him.

      The night we took the cage off, we were insatiable. After the mutual oral sex and the first time fucking on the bed, Maverick bent me over in the shower and fucked me hard from behind. He wrapped his hand around my throat and kept an arm around my waist and pumped into me until we both exploded, in unison, with no prompting.

      Unison orgasms are definitely something I thought I’d never have, not real ones at least. I’d been able to pretend to come with guys in the past but with Maverick, neither of us had to pretend anything.

      When I woke up to the feel of his erection at my back, I got so excited because in my waking haze I’d forgotten that he wasn’t in the cage anymore. Immediately I had him roll over and then I tenderly stroked him, giving him the slowest, most intense reach around hand job I’ve ever given.

      Each time he was about to come, I’d take my hand off of his cock and rub his groin, squeeze his balls, and knead his inner thighs. He’d groan and growl and his body writhed but as soon as I touched him again, he floated down to reality, enjoying my tender pumps of his cock through my fist.

      It was like wanting me drove him insane but once he had my hands on him, all was well in his world. It was sexy is hell.

      A week later and we’ve been fucking like bunnies. Seriously.

      I’ve never owned a bunny and I’m not particularly fond of that simile but I’m so tired from the mind blowing, earth-shattering orgasms I’ve been having that my creative brain is in a self-induced coma, saving and rationing all energy for him.
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      “You looking forward to dinner tonight?” Maverick asks as he pulls the razor up my soapy leg. He dips it in and shakes it, making another swipe over a shaving cream-covered part of my calf.

      We’re in his bathtub, I’m snuggled up tight with my back against his chest, my leg propped on the edge so he can shave me. Something he wanted to do. He’s already washed my hair and slid his tongue up the slope of my neck, nibbled my ear and whispered some very dirty things to me.

      “I am,” I admit, excited at the prospect of having a table full of loved ones. Finally, able to opening share our own love with them. It’s corny but I don’t care. I am excited.

      “Me too,” he says against my cheek as his chest strains against my back, his long arm reaches hard for the last swipe up my leg. He rinses the razor and sets it in the soap dish, then dips his hands under the foamy surface.

      “Do you want me to go get Lloyd and Evelyn? I don’t mind. I can run by Wilting Daisy’s and grab some pies for dessert.”

      I rest my head against his shoulder and turn slightly, so I can glance back up at him. He takes my mouth with an adoring kiss and works his lips down my jaw and across my shoulder.

      “Mav, we don’t have time,” I moan, loving how just his lips get me ready for him.

      He nuzzles into me and wraps his arms around me under the water, one of his hands cupping my mound.

      “Mav,” I exhale, slowly, not sounding at all like a protest.

      “Do you want me to pick them up and grab pies?” he asks again, as if the tight grip he’s got on my sex isn’t distracting as all hell.

      “Mmm, hmm,” I moan, realizing that my plans to blow dry and wave my hair are going out the window with each pass of his fingers through my folds.

      “Empty the tub,” he says, releasing his hold on me.

      The water glugs loudly down the drain as we stand, Mav wrapping me in a towel before he pulls one off the rack and wraps one around his own waist.

      Before I know it, the towels are in a damp heap on the floor and Maverick has me pushed up against the hallway wall, my legs wrapped around his waist. He thrusts his hips in between my thighs, fucking me deep and urgently.

      I tug at the ends of his hair, our wet bodies slapping together as he thrusts in and out.

      We couldn’t even make it to the bedroom. That had happened a lot the last week.

      We’ve officially sanitized the following surfaces: the kitchen counter, the kitchen floor, the shower, the passenger and driver’s seat in his truck, (shamefully) the spa and not so shamefully- the coffee table which couldn’t survive round two and now needs to be replaced.

      Digging my heels into his bare ass, I pull him into me deeper, loving the absolutely stuffed sensation of having Maverick’s impressive dick all the way inside me, to the hilt.

      He braces himself against the hallway wall with one hand, and holds my jaw tight with the other. Tunneling and spreading me over and over, he growls things at me each time I pulse around him.

      “Oh yeah, I can tell your little pussy loves this dick.”

      I moan, my eyes flutter closed in a blaze of urgency and he stuffs himself into me one more time as I give up the fight and allow myself to quench and pulse around him.

      “Yes, yes, I’m coming, I’m…” I trail off, open-palmed grabbing at the wall behind me as he stops, that familiar heat spreading through my core as he empties himself inside of me. I drink him up, my sex clenching and gulping him in as if I never want him to pull out of me.

      My core fills with his release, warming me, making me wanton and heady.

      He lowers to me down, quickly grabbing a towel off the ground to press it between my legs. I wobble on my feet a bit, feeling the heat of our love in my cheeks, a bit dizzy from the intense orgasm. Without asking, Mav grabs me up and takes me to our room, finally putting me down on the bathroom counter.

      “Take your time getting ready. I’ll get dressed, go get the pies, pick up Lloyd and Evelyn, and text you when I’m on my way back, okay?” he presses his lips to my cheek before he winks, pulls on clothes and a hat in less than two minutes and then he’s gone.

      I give myself two full minutes of sitting on the bathroom counter, basking in the glow of my new relationship. It’s all worked out, I think to myself, finally, it’s all worked out.

      I get dressed pretty quick, throwing on a red smocked bodice sundress that falls just above my knee. Maverick loves it and since I’m home and can be barefoot, I don’t mind wearing something a little shorter around family and friends. I think about mascara and blush but decide against it, going instead for lip gloss and some moisturizer. Years of working in an office with a tight chignon and eyeshadow has me craving just being me.

      While finger combing my hair, waiting for the curling wand to warm up, the doorbell rings. I pull my phone off the counter to see if maybe Dave had text about coming early but I have zero messages.

      Quietly, in case I need to duck down and hold my breath to avoid a solicitor, I tip toe to the front door. Taking a sniper breath, I peer through the tiny circle in the door.

      On the porch stands a man with shoulder length hair, his nose is pierced and though it’s hard to see detail through the tiny microscope, I know after a moment that it’s Orion. My heart beat increases a bit as I swivel the lock and pull the door open.

      “Hey, Ry,” I say, with a small but genuine smile. I don’t want to hate this guy. I never have.

      He rocks on his feet and looks at me with a million thoughts on his lips, but closes his mouth and doesn’t say a word.

      “Want to come in?” I ask, pulling the door open and stepping aside.

      He gives the world’s tiniest nod and steps inside, standing awkwardly in the foyer. I keep the lock off the door so that Dave can just come in.

      “Is Maverick here?” he asks thickly, his eyes working their way around the space. My boxes had been delivered just a few days after I got home and with all the fucking we’d been doing, we hadn’t had much time to unpack yet. We moved them to the far all, stacked them, to make the house nice for company tonight.

      I watch his eyes work them over and digest their meaning.

      Then he looks back to me.

      I shake my head. “He’ll be back soon. We’re having some people over for dinner.” I move to the table, hoping he follows me. When I take a seat, I see he’s still a statue near the door.

      “Sit, Ry,” I advise, and surprisingly he does.

      He clears his throat and leans back in the chair, trying to force himself to be casual but I can see the battle. He’s so nervous.

      “I was wrong about you,” he blurts out loudly.

      I quirk a brow because while I know he thought I was pulling some long-con on Maverick, I don’t think I fully understood how one possible thought would make him hate me and cut off his own best friend.

      “Elaborate,” I say, not wanting to make it so hard that he can’t fix this with Maverick, but also not wanting to let him off the hook completely.

      Mav had been hurt by Ry, more than he wants to admit. And that hurts me.

      He scratches at the side of his face in thought before locking his eyes to mine.

      “I thought you were just fucking with Maverick, for like, payback or some shit. Coming back from the city with all your money, changing things around town, taking control of Maverick. It felt off to me.”

      I nod, able to understand someone else’s perspective. “I understand how it looked that way.”

      He nods, his shoulders softening as he realizes I am easy to talk to. “And I also was hurt that Maverick told you that he was burning himself, that he’d gone through that shit on his own. I mean, not only did he not tell me at the time but then he told you about it first.” He blows out an unsteady breath, his eyes full of emotion. “I was hurt and I placed the blame on you rather than asking myself why Mav wasn’t comfortable telling me.”

      I nod. “I understand that.”

      We sit at the table, staring at one another for what feels like an hour but must only be moments.

      “I know what you did for Delilah. You saved her life, Anna, and we all know that.” He rakes his palm over his jaw and swallows again. When his eyes meet mine, moisture pools in them. “We fucked up and made her think she couldn’t come to us. And she went to you. Someone who was nearly a stranger to her. And you took care of her like she was your own blood.”

      With the heel of his palm, he wipes away a tear. “I owe you an apology. I was wrong. I misjudged you and I’m very, very sorry.”

      “I understand you’re hurt, and I also get feeling hesitant to trust me. That makes me like you, Ry, because that tells me that you really love Maverick and want what’s best for him.”

      He rakes a large, gruff looking hand up the back of his head. “I’m a shitty brother and a shitty friend.”

      I laugh at that, because it’s the opposite.

      “Oof, laughing at my agony,” he smiles weakly at me.

      Shaking my head, I give him a soft smile. “Ry, you realize Delilah was scared to tell you guys because she didn’t want you to be disappointed. To not want to disappoint someone means you respect them. That means you’re doing it right, Ry. You and your brothers have done right by her.”

      “And yet, she still ended up pregnant,” he deadpans.

      I volley my head. “I wouldn’t consider that a fail. I would say that’s a different road that you previously didn’t see as an option.”

      “I want her to have the life she would’ve had if mom and dad were still around,” he admits, his brows growing heavy with guilt.

      I reach across the table and take his hand between mine and squeeze it gently.

      “She is in love, she’s going to be a mom, she has a successful business and family and friends who love her.” I shrug. “What else is there?”

      He smiles at me, and I see Delilah’s eyes in his. “You’re a down chick, Anna. I’m glad you and Mav are together.” He looks around the house and back to me. “Moved in, huh?”

      I nod, just as I hear Maverick’s truck in the driveway. I look to my phone and see that he did text me ten minutes ago but my conversation with Ry had distracted me.

      Ry looks nervously over his shoulder as he too hears Mav’s truck. “I need to talk to him,” he tells me with a plea in his eyes, as if he’s fearful Mav won’t hear him and he may need me to help him. I smile.

      “Make it fast because you’re staying for dinner which means you’re making the salad.”

      He shakes his head and puts his hands up as if to say he can’t intrude but I push my finger into his chest after we stand. “You’re having dinner because we are friends.”

      “If he talks to me,” Ry says, his comment a fear of his.

      “He will, I promise.”

      Maverick brings in grandpa and grandma, then goes out back with Ry.

      Grandpa and Grandma are both dressed in their Sunday best, grandma’s hair having just received a perm from the in-house salon. They’re seated on the couch, looking through a photo album of my parents that I’d shipped back from New York. We’re visiting and I’m cooking when Dave comes in, looking sharp in dark jeans and a white linen shirt.

      My grandpa shakes Dave’s hand and they talk about boring adult male shit, like parking meters on the downtown strip and measures on the next election ticket. Shortly after, Gabe and Delilah come in and I clap my hands like an excited toddler when she holds up two cellophane bags filled with her parmesan asiago dinner rolls.

      I get so excited having our home full of people we care about that briefly I forget that Ry is out back with Mav, so when they walk in through the sliding door, Delilah looks like she’s seen a ghost.

      “Did you tell him?” I whisper from the side of my mouth to her, where we’re slicing vegetables together at the kitchen counter.

      Through the side of her mouth, she whispers “yeah and he stormed out. That was over a week ago and I haven’t seen him since.”

      I set my knife down and turn to her, as Ry follows Mav, both of them coming straight towards us.

      Mav takes my elbow and kisses my cheek. “Let’s give them a minute, yeah?” he whispers huskily, his eyes lingering on my lips. It makes me feel so desirable and sexy when he stares at my lips like that. Like he wants to eat me whole because he needs me that bad.

      As we head towards the living room where Dave is perched on the side of the couch with a glass of wine, chatting away to Gabe, I whisper to Mav.

      “Quickie?”

      He snorts, choking on his mouthful of wine. What unfortunate timing for him to take a drink.

      Dropping his hand down, he steels mine, weaving our fingers together. “Bad woman,” he says for only me to hear.
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        * * *

      

      The night is perfect. Grandma isn’t having an awful night and that in itself makes me happy. Grandpa loves seeing both Maverick and Dave, and the three of them get along so well that it makes my happy little heart sing. Gabe joins Delilah and Ry on the patio after they share a private conversation for the better part of ten minutes and the three of them rejoin us visibly on the same page.

      Ry and Maverick catch up in the kitchen while they finish the green salad, and Gabe and Delilah do well set out plates and silverware. Dave drinks wine, flipping through photos of the house that Lloyd has gifted to Mav and I.

      We thanked him with hugs and tears, kisses and more tears but he wouldn’t hear it. Wouldn’t even acknowledge a single thank you because, “one day, you’ll do something nice for someone and you’ll want them to spend their energy enjoying it, not thanking people for it.”

      The funny thing about that is that Mav and I understood what he meant.

      After we quickly decided that we’d move into the house on the river sooner than later, we had to figure out what to do with Maverick’s place.

      He’d spent years of his time and money fixing it up. It’s a cute little home but living in that gorgeous property by the water, with a dock and walls of veridian keeping us private from the world? Can’t say no to that. Plus, the home has a shop attached for Mav to work from if he needs or wants, and it has five bedrooms.

      You know, for when we turn our love into more.

      Having sold off by business while also personally retaining ownership of a handful of properties both in the Oakcreek area and back in the City, money isn’t an issue for me.

      For Maverick, Wilde Welding had been thriving and while he wasn’t Scrooge McDuck-ing into pools of gold, he was doing good. Together, we were going to venture into business together which gave us even more growth potential and financial security.

      We didn’t really need to sell his home.

      At the end of dinner, as Lloyd cut pies in the kitchen and the rest of us rubbed our stuff bellies, I gave Mav a little nod. Winking, he reached behind him to the counter where he grabbed the folder we’d set out just for tonight.

      Looking similar to the folder Lloyd has given us, Maverick handed a folder to Delilah, this time with a green produce band holding it together.

      Lloyd slid the pies down onto the table and I worked to begin unstacking dessert plates. Spotting the folder, he looked to Maverick and gave him a soft, knowing smile.

      “What’s this?” Delilah asked as she topped Gabe’s blueberry pie with whipped cream.

      Licking her fingers, she tugged the band off with her pinky and flipped it open. Her eyes moved across the documents and mid-bite, mouth full of blueberries and sugary crust, she gasps.

      Cupping her mouth with her hand, she struggled to chew and finish the bite. Swallowing with a wince, quickly sipping her water, she wipes her mouth.

      “Maverick,” she whispers, eyes filling with moisture. Gabe is moments behind, now reading the documents, shaking his head, too. He stands without words, meets Maverick on his side of the table and pulls him up into the ultimate, back-patting bro hug.

      “Thank you,” Gabe gruffs, obviously strangling the emotion in his tone.

      “I don’t know what to say, you guys,” Delilah says, coming to me with her arms spread, ready for a hug.

      We embrace and it feels like she doesn’t want to let go.

      “Thank you,” she whispers to me. “For everything.”

      When we break our embrace, I see Ry is out of his chair, holding the folder in his hands.

      “You’re signing over your house to Delilah and Gabe?” he asks with surprise in his tone.

      Maverick nods. “For their family.”

      When settle back at the table and start eating our pie, Dave raises his wine glass, we raise our coffee cups, and we cheer to us all.

      “To Anna and Maverick, to Gabe and Delilah, to new homes, to new life.”

      We clink and on the words.

      We clink on the future, which looks beyond bright.
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      Anna

      The gentle roar of laughter coming from a table filled with people we love sends me into an emotional tailspin. After I finish washing the dishes, Maverick appears in the kitchen.

      “Ready to play Skip Bo?” he asks, popping open the game cupboard. I don’t respond right away and after he looks up, he comes to my side.

      “Anna,” he says in an empathetic tone. “What’s the matter? You look upset. Is everything okay?”

      I swallow hard. I’ve really come to the realization that this is where I’m supposed to be, who I’m supposed to be with and these are the people that matter most. I put down the dish towel and he tucks a piece of hair behind me ear before kissing me on the temple.

      “Talk to me,” he says so gently that my sex clenches in appreciation to his emotional sensitivity. That is hot.

      “I don’t want to be like Cher anymore,” I say to him, hoping he remembers that silly conversation from a few weeks back. 

      “What?” he asks, a wrinkle in his forehead. 

      “The day after we sold grandpa’s house, when we were dancing at the house. I said I didn’t feel like Anna Harmon and I didn’t feel like Anna Blake, either.” 

      He nods slowly, recognition of that memory on his face now.

      “I can never not be Anna Harmon or Anna Blake, because those are still a part of me. But I think they’ve merged to make a new, better Anna. One that doesn’t have to give it all or take it all. One that isn’t powerless or completely powerful, either.”

      “A beautiful blend of the two Anna’s,” he says, softly.

      I shake my head. “I mean, yes, I am a blend of me ten years ago and me in New York. But adding you, adding all these lives to mine, this town, everything,” I shake my head again, a tear breaking past my lashes. This is why I didn’t wear mascara tonight. “I feel like I’m finally the me I am supposed to be. Right here with you.” 

      He takes my hand and smooths his thumb over my fingers. 

      The living room filled with our loved ones grows silent, in unusual unison. 

      Maverick falls to his knee in front of me.

      My heart stops. 

      He sticks his hand out and Ry is there, slapping a little blue box into his hand. 

      Oh Jesus. Oh my God. Holy shit. Oh my God.

      He pops open the box, revealing a large diamond ring. I don’t look at it long enough to know the cut or the setting because eyes immediately go back to his. 

      His eyes are filled with emotion and tears fall freely down my cheeks as he strokes his thumb over just my ring finger now. 

      “How does Anna Wilde sound to you?” he asks, voice wavering with emotion.

      “Good,” I sob, tugging his hand to get him to stand up next to me. First though, he slides the band over my finger. It fits perfectly. He moves his thumb over the band and then the stone.

      “Will you marry me, Anna?” 

      I nod my head quick, updownupdown, a huge grin on my face, tear floodgates shot to hell at this point.

      I look up at the faces around us. The people who have loved us individually, and who are proud and happy to love us together. Some blood, all family. Ugly crying now, I say yes repeatedly and Maverick rises and presses my face into his chest. Kissing my head, he cups my face and pulls me from him, sealing his mouth over mine.

      Because everyone is staring at us, he doesn’t do the kiss I know we both want to cap this moment. That will be later, when everyone has gone. Instead, he kisses me modestly and when he pulls away, he takes my breath with him.

      “I love you Anna,” he utters, holding my face.

      “I love you too Maverick,” I reply, “and I can’t wait to be Anna Wilde.”

      Anna Wilde. The perfect name for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stretched and sore from a thrilling fast fuck after our company left, I’m laying on the bed, sweaty and naked. Maverick is in the kitchen getting us drinks and as I wait for him, I raise my hand up over me, adoring my ring.

      “I brought a strawberry sparkling water and a lime sparkling water. Take your pick,” Mav says, walking into the bedroom also completely naked. Eyeing his naked cock as he approaches the side of the bed, I get a strange urge.

      “Strawberry,” I say, reaching for the can while I sit up on the bed, leaning back against the headboard.

      We both crack and sip, Mav sliding into the bed next to me.

      “You tired?” I ask, peeking at him over the top of my can.

      He smiles, holding the can to his lips. “Why?”

      I look forward towards the turned off television and casually become quite interested in my feet in the sheets. “No reason,” I say, also very casually.

      “Got ring sting?” he asks after a drink so big that his eyes water.

      “Ring sting?” I ask, brows pinched.

      He nods as if it’s as plain as day. “Yeah. When my cock was inside a metal cage for you, I had cage rage. Saw everything sexual, came from you just touching my balls, horny, irritable, you get it. And you,” he takes my hand and rubs his big thumb over the banded finger. “You have ring sting. That pussy is stinging, aching for my cock. She thinks about the ring, she feels the sting.”

      He takes a drink from his sparkling water, and swallows with a cute smirk.

      I nod. “Ring sting, a sexy fiancé, being able to say fiancé, whatever you need to label it as, I am going to need to fuck you again, right now.”

      He finishes the drink, crushes the can with his hand and throws it across the room. I laugh at him and he grins at me. “Hey, I don’t take sexual promises lightly.”

      “I see that,” I say with a smile.

      He gets on his knees, leaning back on his heels. Between his thighs, he’s growing hard and on his face is a seductive smile.

      “You looked at my dick,” he says goofily.

      I roll my eyes and get to my knees, matching his position. Reaching out, I wrap my hand around the base of his cock and stroke him slowly, root to tip. Passing my thumb over the head of him, I lean over and let a thick trail of saliva coat his length.

      I pump him again, loving the slick noise of my spit on his skin. He leans down as I stroke him, taking my breast into his mouth. The pad of his tongue works the sensitive peak of my breast and I can feel the moisture forming between my thighs already.

      “What do you want right now, Anna?” he asks, switching from one breast to the other, starting with a gentle bite this time. I moan to the nibble, loving the dichotomy of the painful sting and the ripple of pleasure.

      Still standing upright on my knees, like Mav, I turn around so his chest faces my back. Pressing my hands against the wall above the headboard, I spread my legs and look back at him over my shoulder.

      “I want you to fuck me from behind while you touch me everywhere.”

      He nods, and I lick my lips when I look down to see his thick hand pumping his straining cock. I love how he is the perfect mix of dense and long, how he fills me just a little bit more than what I’m comfortable with, making me feel like I could explode… in a good way. I swallow but my throat is dry. My pussy pulses as my fingertips become comfortable against the painted wall.

      “I want to feel those hands all over me, Maverick,” I whisper just as I turn back to face the wall. I drop my head down between my shoulder blades.

      His hands are on my hips, kneading and holding as his tip moves up and down my slit.

      “Fuck you’re so wet, Anna. You’re always so wet,” he groan-whispers. He positions his sex at my opening and before he enters me, he reaches around my body. Cupping my breast with one hand, he wraps his powerful fingers around my throat, using careful force.

      “Are you ready for my dick?” he grits out against the back of my ear, sending a trail of blazing heat down my spine. Then his lips are on the back of my neck and all I feel is a immediate sharp and breathtaking fullness, Mav’s groin pressed tight to my ass.

      In one fast thrust he entered me and immediately bit into my shoulder.

      “Oh fuck!” I scream, loving the searing pain and pleasure mixing in my core. His size thrusting in so fast is shocking, but as my sex adjusts to him pumping in and out from behind, the pain turns to intense pleasure.

      “Yes, Mav, yes, just like that,” I moan, feeling sweat bleeding from my hairline, down to my eyebrows. My nails bend against the wall as I claw and cling. “Fuck yes!”

      Our bodies curve into one another, moving together as he drives his cock inside of me, over and over.

      I lean forward, he leans over me, his chest always pressed to my back. His hands swim over my torso, pinching my nipple, swiping over my clit, gripping my belly. He bites my shoulder and licks up the side of my neck. He groans into my ear and pulls my hair back hard as his balls slap against my ass.

      I moan. I beg. I cry out his name.

      He leans me against the headboard, my body flush against the wood. His fingers tangle in my hair as he presses my head tight to the wall.

      When he begins to pump into me fast and hard, I know the burning in the base of my spine is beginning to uncoil. I can feel it as warmth creeps up my thighs and blackness eats away at my awareness. Pressure between my legs, heart beating in my ears, his last thrust pushes me over the edge.

      “Maverick,” I moan as my sex clenches and releases, gripping and freeing his rock-hard cock, over and over until I’m back down from my high.

      His hands cup the slope of my neck and shoulders, and he squeezes me gently as he groans my name into my hair. Ribbon after ribbon of his warmth spreads through me, with each pulse of his cock.

      When he pulls out of me, we collapse in a heap on the bed, our skin sticky with sweat and orgasm.

      He wraps his arm behind me, hand reaching over my forehead, smoothing my hair back. “Was that too rough?” he asks, struggling to catch his breath.

      I run my fingers over my face where the grooves of the wall remain faintly. “That was so fucking hot, Mav.”

      He chuckles and presses a kiss to my lips. “I like ring sting.”

      I look up at his green eyes, sated and glowing. His sandy hair is tousled and, in this light, he looks just how he did all those years ago at the car wash. Handsome, intriguing. Only now he’s not my bully.

      He’s my everything.
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      Anna

      Dave, Ry and Gabe helped us move into the new place by the river, and afterwards, we hosted a take-out dinner at our new place to show appreciation.

      It had been a great, but tiring, day and while Mav and I plated up food for everyone, I expressed to him how I wanted to hook Dave up with one of the girls from Delilah’s deli. The new manager, exactly.

      Maverick’s words stopped me in my tracks. “Ken wants Ken, not Barbie.”

      He’d said it easily and casually and I could see in his face by my reaction, he regretted his words.

      “What?” my mouth felt so dry.

      “Anna, you know it’s okay. I know. Dave’s gay.”

      Maverick’s words began to fade into the back of my brain as I turned and stared at Dave. I could hear Maverick muttering he wasn’t sure if I knew but that he thought maybe I didn’t want to tell him for Dave and…. But it all fades to quiet as Dave picks up my eyes.

      I know for sure now how Ry felt when he’d learned of Maverick’s inner demons. Not knowing such a huge part of someone does feel like a betrayal. My eyes narrow and my head involuntarily shakes. He should have fucking told me!

      Somehow, my look encapsulates this exact, extremely precise situation. Eyes wide, ears back, Dave’s mouth opens a few times before he struggles to put his wine glass down.

      Mav rests his hand on my lower back, bending over my shoulder. “This is a big thing for him. Try to not be hurt that he wasn’t ready to share.”

      My core softens as his words settle inside of me. He’s right. This isn’t about me not being told. This is about what is clearly a battle within Dave. And I love him. I need to be there for him.

      Dave rushes towards me and takes me by the elbow, pulling me towards the hall.

      My mind is a turbine of thoughts, tossing themselves over one another, fast and wild. I can’t hold onto to any one of them because as soon as I try to focus, another thought breezes through.

      Why didn’t he ever feel like he could tell me?

      How did I not know?

      What kind of person doesn’t know their best friend is gay?

      He closes the door behind us and moves me to the bed, where we sit together. I don’t know if he guided me to sit or if I did it on my own. When he takes my chin and makes me face him, all of the chaos in my mind melts away. It’s just his blue eyes on mine. His hands hold mine now, fingers laced together, resting on the bed between us.

      “I’m sorry you found out this way,” he opened, his voice shaky and low. His hands trembled against mine and suddenly the anger I’d felt at him not confiding in me, it fell away as soon as I saw the fear and shame in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t share this part of yourself with me,” I said, stroking my thumb over the top of his palm. Feeling like I needed to defend Maverick to Dave, after everything that had happened between us, I added, “he thought I knew. He didn’t mean to out you to me, he really thought I knew.”

      Dave’s head bobbed solemnly with acknowledgement. “I know. I mean, you should’ve known. I should have told you, I just, I’ve struggled with it.”

      Though he’s bigger than me by a lot, still, I break our grasp and reach up, pulling his head down to my chest. I hug him tight and his breathing steadies against me. “I’m sorry, Dave, I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you for this.”

      He pulls away and shoves a hand through his hair, eyes still on mine. “Don’t apologize. You couldn’t be there for me if I didn’t tell you.”

      I nod, not wanting to take any moments from him right now. This is his time to say whatever he wants and needs to say to me. The moment is his.

      “I went to Catholic school. My entire life it’s been drilled into me that how I feel is wrong. A poorly wired brain. God made a mistake when he made men like me.”

      I can’t help but interrupt now. “You know that’s not true, right? Right, Dave?”

      I smooth a hand over his leg and he smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, as if he doesn’t believe my words.

      “I’m trying to get there. But it’s, it’s pretty complicated.”

      “I can’t imagine but just know, I’m here for you. I love you.”

      He nods and leans forward, pressing a kiss to my cheek. We sit there, silently, and I give him the chance to tell me anything. Instead, he tilts his chin to the side, and his brows pinch together, confused.

      “Did Maverick tell you how he knows?” he asks. I shake my head.

      “No, I just suggested that maybe the new girl at Delilah’s could be a good match for you. She hired a manager for when she’s on maternity leave and she’s great. Beautiful, smart. A woman version of you.” It sounds really silly now, knowing what I know. “She looks like a Barbie doll. And you look like Ken, so I thought, who knows, maybe?” I laugh to cover up the ridiculousness that is glaring through now. What a stupid reason to think he’d date her. Or maybe I just feel incredibly stupid right now period.

      How did I not see it?

      “What’d he say?” Dave asks.

      I pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs, getting comfortable on the old bed. “He said ‘good one’ and then I asked what that meant,” I say slowly. “He said you know Ken wants Ken, not Barbie.” I rock a little, still in a ball, now pressing my cheek to my knee as I face him.

      “How did he know?” Dave asks again, still nervously moving his hands anywhere. Over his face, behind his neck, down his thighs.

      “I asked him what that meant and he said, you know, because Dave’s gay. And then, I guess, all the years of little to no girlfriends, the way you always compliment my clothes, the way you never hit on me, how you never even look at my ass or breasts, how clean and perfect you are, I don’t know, it just all clicked when he said that.”

      Dave laughs a tight and uncomfortable laugh. “Those are all stereotypes you know. Not all gay men are those things.”

      “I know, I know,” I say, “but you are.”

      He clears his throat. “I am,” he says in a sobering tone.

      “Dave, there’s nothing wrong about loving men. Being gay is okay. The church is an antiquated and outdated ideology that was created in a time when people didn’t understand human nature.”

      He waves a hand at me. “There’s nothing you can say, Anna, that I haven’t said to myself already.”

      I hate how he feels and even more than that, I hate that he’s struggled with this for so long. I press my fingers to my eye. I’ve been so self-involved that it never even occurred to me.

      “I’m so sorry I have been such a bad friend. I should’ve known.”

      He shakes his head, not allowing me the guilt. “How could you know, Anna? Look at me.” He waves his hands down his body. “I may have the traits of a gay man but I don’t act like one. I’m the fucking Sheriff.”

      Then it clicks. His career. He’s been the hometown hero for years. Eight years, to be exact. Oakcreek creams their panties for Sheriff Ingram. That must be part of his reason to stay closeted.

      “You could be the Sheriff and gay,” I tell him, smiling softly.

      He shakes his head staunchly and rises from the bed. “No, I couldn’t. Not here.”

      “You could,” I tell him. “It’s 2021. People are more understanding and times are different. Even in Oakcreek.”

      “Anna,” he says, lips in a thin line, eyebrows dipping down between his eyes.

      “You could.”

      Then I become sad. Very sad for Dave not living his life. I know what that’s like. I know what it’s like to avoid and pretend you don’t need the very fucking thing that you avoid. It’s not a way to live life, I know that now.

      “Dave, you can have all of the things you want.”

      “Not all,” he says, pacing the bed in front of me. Then, there’s a gentle knock on the door and it opens a sliver.

      “Everything okay?” Mavericks voice rumbles through the door and my belly stirs. Dave nods to me that it’s okay to let Maverick in.

      “He already knows,” he says, growing agitated as his pace across the room quickens.

      Maverick comes in and sits on the bed next to me, pulling me into his lap, pressing a kiss to my temple. I keep my arms wrapped around my legs as he holds me close to him, loving how small I feel against him. I could have had this for the last ten years. I wouldn’t have given birth to Blake Investment Properties, but life would have been beautiful in its own way, I’m sure.

      I have him now though and that’s what matters. I want Dave to have that, too.

      Dave stops pacing and looks up to Maverick, whose face is behind the curtain of my hair. “How did you know and who else knows?” his voice is deeper now, and I can see the news of Maverick knowing is settling into Dave’s veins, making him anxious and nervous.

      Maverick clears his throat and moves me off of his lap, getting to his feet. Dave stops pacing and the two of them stand there, facing one another.

      “I saw you with Mars last year when I was delivering some shit to their shop off of Heron Road. It was like, one in the morning. I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d get it over with. When I pulled up, I saw some lights behind the shop. Headlights.”

      “I didn’t know if shit was being boosted or if it was Ry or Thorn but I kept quiet and went back there.” He shoves his hands into the pockets of his dark jeans and repositions his feet. “Your cruiser was there. And I immediately recognized Mars’ truck.”

      He drags his teeth over his bottom lip. “Then I thought maybe you guys were doing some deal of some sort. I stay out of their club negotiations so I wasn’t sure. I decided to keep my head down and move the load of shit I brought anyway. With you there, it at least relieved my worries that the shop was being burgled.”

      “Fuck,” Dave says under his breath, shaking his head. “I knew that was a fucking stupid place to meet. I fucking told him.”

      My head spins again, taking in all this information. Dave went from being straight to gay to seeing someone for at least a year in the span of the last ten minutes. I shook my head.

      “Who’s, who is Mars?” I asked, my voice so quiet that I wasn’t sure if I even asked it out loud. I hated how much I didn’t know about the person who was supposed to be my person all these years.

      “What did you see?” Dave asked, standing up straight. Still, his cheeks were flushed.

      Maverick skated a hand up the back of his neck and cleared his throat. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, man,” he said, and God, I loved him for that. I loved that he was gentle and kind and had the inkling to protect Dave’s feelings because I love Dave and that meant something to him.

      “Tell me,” Dave replied, “because if you know, others could.”

      Maverick nodded, accepting Dave’s need for the information. I can’t say I’d be any different.

      “After I moved the load into the front of the shop, I went around the back again to see if you guys were done or back or…” His voice trailed off as well as his thought. Dave shifted and his nervous energy spurred a hesitant Maverick to continue.

      “The cab light in the cruiser was on. It wasn’t on when I’d been there earlier. And you were leaning back, one hand on the wheel and the other hand holding a head in your lap.”

      “Right away, I turned to leave. But at that exact second, you were... he was... it was over, and he sat up.”

      Dave pinched his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Fuck.”

      “I saw Mars.” He clears his throat. “I thought maybe it was something like, you were blackmailing him and making him do that but you really didn’t seem like a prick like that. And then when I went home that night, I started thinking about all of Mars’ ex-girlfriends and, hell, there weren’t many. And then I remembered Ry telling me that all Mars did with his last girlfriend was watch movies. She’d complained to Ry about it. Ry just chalked it up to Mars getting old.”

      “Forty isn’t old,” Dave said, somewhat defensively, though it wasn’t directed at Maverick.

      “Dude,” Maverick said, approaching Dave so that there was only a foot of space between them. “I didn’t and won’t tell anyone. I’m sorry about the slip in the kitchen, but I thought Anna knew.”

      Then he surprised the three of us by putting both of his palms flat on Dave’s shoulders, squeezing him gently. “You have my word as a man, as the man that loves your best friend, as a friend—you’re safe with us. Love is love, man. And know that we’re here for you.”

      Dave’s eyes were misty. In all the years I’d known Dave, I’d never seen him emotional. When my parents died and I moved in next door, he didn’t even flinch when I’d recounted the moment I found out about it. When I told him how Mav and Dani hosed me down, stole my food, teased and tormented me, he stayed calm. He was an even-keel type of man who let his brain drive him, not his emotions. But Jesus, years upon years of denying who you truly are? I knew how that felt. And I understood the sudden rush of emotion he was feeling.

      Dave reached out between he and Maverick and they shook, then hugged, their manly back pats making my heart swell.

      I’m so glad to be here, the two people I care about most getting along. My heart healed. My mind right. With the man I’m supposed to be with.

      Now I want that for Dave, too.

      He turns to me, remembering the question I’d asked. “I’ve been seeing Mars for five years.”

      My mouth falls open. Five years of hiding your love, stolen moments and whispered words in the shadows, I don’t know how he did it. My heart cracked a little for him.

      “We’ve never woken up together. We’ve never spent a holiday together. All we have is a half a day here and there, far away from here usually. He’s never even been in my house.” A tear slips down his cheek.

      “You can have him if you let yourself be who you are,” I say, as Maverick takes a seat next to me on the bed, wrapping his arm around my back. His fingers smooth over my arm as he holds me and I want to sob. I want to cry all the tears because now that I have him, it feels so fucking good. I hate that Dave won’t let himself have this.

      “Baby,” Maverick says to me with a gentle tone. He looks down at me, still stroking my arm. “Marshall is Orion’s oldest brother. He’s the VP of the Broken Wheel.”

      Both men stay quiet as they wait for me to put together these puzzle pieces they’ve just given me. Mars is the big burly sexy biker I saw at Delilah’s. Ry’s oldest brother. Oh my God.

      The Sheriff and the VP of the MC.

      “Oh,” I say, realizing that a motor cycle club that thrives on manliness and bassassery and pussy and tits probably wouldn’t take too kindly to their VP being homosexual. No matter what the year or how far we’ve come socially as a society, there are still groups of people that simply do not accept homosexuality.

      We leave the conversation there because none of us know exactly what to say anymore. Dave isn’t ready to be himself and its apparent that the man that he loves cannot be himself, either.

      I pat the bed on the other side of me, coaxing Dave to take a seat. He does, and I lace our fingers together, Maverick’s arm still around me.

      “Will you let us help figure it all out with you?” I ask, quietly, feeling the seriousness of this moment in Dave’s silence, his sloped shoulders and weak spine.

      He sighs. “I don’t know, Anna. We’d lose it all. And in the process, we’d lose each other.”

      “They can’t fire you for being gay, Dave. You’re on the city council. You’re the Sheriff.” I want to shake him and make him see that this is complex, yes, but workable. He can be happy. He can have his love in the light of day.

      Maverick’s arm tightens around me and he leans down, his scruff catching in my hair as he presses his lips to my ear.

      “Let’s just take a minute. Okay? People knowing about this huge part of his life is new to him, it’s only been a few minutes. Let’s just let him breathe, okay baby?” Maverick says, pressing a kiss to my cheekbone. A kiss that ignites me.

      I nod, silently.

      I don’t know if there’s a way for two masculine, tough, protector-type men can be together in a small town like Oakcreek. I don’t know if anyone would ever accept it here.

      But now that Maverick and I were together, happy, now that we’d overcome so much together—I needed Dave to have that too.

      And as much as I wanted to respect his choice, I couldn’t. Because it didn’t seem like an intentional choice born from thought and logic. It felt like fear and giving up.

      Turning to face me, in true Dave fashion, it’s like he’s reading my mind when he smiles and says “I don’t know what I’ll do, but I won’t give up.”

      His eyes are bright, his body language speaks determined.

      I believe him.
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5 IGHTECH PARKWAY UNIT 4
OAKCREEK, CA 05200

Dear Mr. Hay

This property is under new ownership. Your current lease and payment terms
will stay intact for the remainder of your signed contract, When said contract
expires, you have thirty davs to vacate the premiscs.

Until then, your cash deposits for your lease payments can be made to the
aildress on e enyelope.

Alenant information forn is enclosed. With your next payment, please return

e completed farm at your eariest convenience.
Aninspeetion will ke place in the following weeks where winor concerus
will be noted and repaired. Please notify via phone if you will be unable to let

us int for inspection, and a more optimal time can be scheduled.

Llook forward to providing vou with exceptional management for the duration

lyourlease.

Sincerely.

ABlake
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