
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Splintered Courage

    

    




      
        J.E. Sawyer

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Untitled

        

      

      
        
          1. Gemma

        

        
          2. Gemma

        

        
          3. Gemma

        

        
          4. Garret

        

        
          5. Gemma

        

        
          6. Garret “Doc”

        

        
          7. Weston

        

        
          8. Gemma

        

        
          9. Garret

        

        
          10. Gemma

        

        
          11. Gemma

        

        
          12. Weston

        

        
          13. Garret

        

        
          14. Gemma

        

        
          15. Weston

        

        
          16. Gemma

        

        
          17. Gemma

        

        
          18. Garret

        

        
          19. Weston

        

        
          20. Gemma

        

        
          21. Garret

        

        
          22. Gemma

        

        
          23. Weston

        

        
          24. Gemma

        

        
          25. Garret

        

        
          26. Gemma

        

        
          27. Weston

        

        
          28. Gemma

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Untitled

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPLINTERED COURAGE

        By

        J.E. Sawyer

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Splintered Courage

        J.E. Sawyer

        All rights reserved

        Copyright © 2018 by J.E. Sawyer

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Any similarities of characters to actual people are entirely coincidental. The author holds exclusive right to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Mom, you are dearly missed but may your words carry on. – J.E. Sawyer
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      I lean over my desk to shut down my computer. Gathering my purse and jacket I head for the time clock.

      Two minutes. Two lousy minutes. Tapping my foot anxiously, shifting my purse from one shoulder to the other, the clock finally reads five o’clock. I slide my time card, the clock beeps. Free for two whole days.

      No time clock, no boss breathing down my neck, cut loose from the noose, ah sweet freedom.

      I walk out of the office building into the heat. I unlock the door of my black 1972 Chevy Nova with white racing stripes leaving the door open to allow some of the heat to escape. It's hot enough to bake a potato in there. Leaning against the door, I notice all the spots left by rock and road grime. Black is a bitch to keep clean.

      Standing outside the car looking around for nothing in particular, I squint in the unseasonably hot June afternoon sun. Trying to get my mind off the condition of my old Nova, I scan the neighboring parking lot and that’s when I see it. Parked beside a row of white pines, is the most beautiful 2016 Chevrolet Silverado Z71 2500 I’ve has ever seen.

      My breath catches in my throat. My eyes study the truck from hood to tailgate. Midnight black edition, tinted windows. Absolute perfect condition.

      I wonder what you’ve got under your hood Black Beauty, 445hp and 910ft lbs. of torque Duramax Diesel? What I wouldn’t give to take you around the block a time or two.

      Shaking myself out of the daydream, I clumsily get into the car hoping the truck’s owner didn’t see me ogling.

      I pull onto main street, headed north towards US 221.Traffic is light for a change. I lean forward to adjust the air conditioner and put a CD into the player. Humming along to the lyrics of ZZ Top’s Sharp Dressed Man, throat as dry as cotton, I pull over to the service station at the intersection of NC 221 and NC 421 to buy a bottle of water.

      Waiting in line to pay for my water, I glance out the plate glass window and scan the parking lot and spot shimmering black once more.

      I can't believe this, not twice in one day, no way.

      I pay for my water and twist off the cap to take a long swallow letting the cold liquid soothe my dry throat and frayed nerves.

      My friend, Joey walks into the service station and notices the far-away look in my eyes.

      “Gemma, are you alright, you look like you saw a ghost or something.” Joey asks.

      “I’m fine Joey, is there a car show this weekend,” I reply.

      “Nothing is scheduled until July Fourth weekend,” Joey says.

      “You sure you are okay?” Joey questions again.

      After a final glance out the window, I answer, “yeah, fine and dandy.”

      I pull back onto the highway, checking my rear-view mirror I catch a glimpse of the black truck once again.

      Are you tailing me Black Beauty? We’ll just see about that.

      I apply more pressure to the accelerator. The speedometer climbs to sixty-five, seventy-five, pushing the Nova to nearly eighty. Checking the mirror again, seeing the truck is nowhere in sight, I slow to the legal speed limit.

      I turn onto McGuire Avenue towards home. Pulling into my driveway, I grab my oversized brown leather purse and go inside. After closing the door, I pause to breathe in the familiar smells of cinnamon and vanilla candles and the constant ticking rhythm of the grandfather clock are a comfort to me, relaxing my weary body and frazzled mind.

      I toe off my shoes and realize I forgot to check the mail. I slip on a pair of gladiator sandals and go outside to check the mail box at the end of the driveway.

      Reaching into the mailbox, I hear the low deep rumble of a vehicle with a big engine and dual exhaust. Looking up to see where the noise is coming from, I turn my head to see the black truck creeping up the street.

      Mail forgotten, I run back to the house, yank the door open, scramble for my purse and dash back to the car ready for action.

      Black Beauty slows to a crawl for a moment as if to take in as much of the neighborhood and surroundings as possible. Scrunched down in the seat, I peek out the window as the truck ambles down the street.

      I back out of the driveway and follow the truck for several miles. I keep enough distance from the truck so the driver doesn’t get suspicious.

      I reach in my purse, keeping my eyes on the truck in front of me, feeling around for my cell phone and 9mm.

      The truck pulls into the Edge Town Inn. I pull in a parking space at the opposite end of the parking lot.

      The driver of the truck gets out, turns and locks his door. He reaches into his back pocket to get his room key. While his back is turned toward me I sneak towards him, gun in one hand and cell phone in the other.

      “Who are you and why are you following me?” I ask the stranger.

      Startled by my cold emotionless voice behind him, he turns slowly and looks down into a set of angry gray eyes. After seeming to study me for a brief moment, he replies, “if you’ll put down your weapons, I’ll tell you who I am.”

      “You are going to tell me who you are regardless.” Holding the gun steadily between us, “and then I am calling the police.”

      Holding both hands up in surrender, he slowly lowers his right hand toward his back pocket. I adjust the gun tightly and yell, “Keep your hands where I can see 'em.”

      “I’m only getting you some ID” says the stranger. Noticing my increasing panic, slowly he raises his hands back up.

      Gripping the cell phone and gun, I keep eye contact with the stranger standing in front of me, “Just tell me who you are and why you are following me.”

      “Okay, okay, calm down. My name is Garret Bradford.” He watches me closely for recognition, a flinch, anger, any emotion at all.

      I slowly lower my weapons. “Is that supposed to mean something to me Mr. Bradford?”

      “Can I put my hands down now?” Even though I appear to relax somewhat, he seems to not to want to risk me panicking again.

      Feeling a bit calmer I reply, “yeah, I guess so. Now answer my question.”

      He puts his hands into the back pocket of his jeans, he hangs his head, taking in a deep breath, gathering all the courage he can muster.

      “I thought it might mean something to you. I hoped it would.” Garret said.

      Looking at this stranger, Garret Bradford, I see a sadness in his eyes.

      More anxious now than ever to hear his answer, “I’m waiting Mr. Bradford.” I reply coldly.

      Garret looks me straight in the eyes. Courage wavering. He takes a deep weighted breath. It seems like he’s trying to breathe mud.

      “Gemma, I’m your father.”

      I gasp

      “My father?” I echo.

      But as I keep eye contact I know it’s true. I see the same gray eyes that are reflected to me in the mirror every morning. I see the same chameleon hair that changes with the light, from sandy blonde, to red, to light brown. My heart also recognizes a weary soul.

      But how can that be? My father? I’ve never known my father.

      “Why are you here? Why now?” I question.

      “My child,” he starts and I flinch. I didn’t mean to, but a sentiment such as that bears down on my chest. I try to return to appear impassive so he will continue.

      “I know is this unsettling, and no excuse, but I’ve been trying to find you for the last eighteen years,” he states.

      The last eighteen years? So, he has been looking for me since I was a baby?

      “It seems as though you have been well hidden for quite some time. It never should have been this way. You never should have been away from me” he continues.

      “Hang on, how do I know you are telling me the truth,” I interrupt, even though I am already pretty sure he is telling the truth. I don’t feel any ill will from him, so I don’t feel threatened, at least, for now. I’ve always found my instincts be to spot on.

      “Gemma, I know you can see it. I know you can tell I am telling you the truth. I can see it in your eyes that match my own. I see your curiosity. I see your fear. I see your longing for the family that you should have had. I also see your courage and strength. I see you,” he says as he breaks eye contact and bows his head as if he’s defeated.

      “What about my mother?” I ask. I never knew her either. I was told by my grandmother that she passed away when I was a baby.

      He slowly takes a deep breath, as if the memory of her steals his will away. “I did not know about you until it was too late. I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but we were just kids. I wished she would have came to me. I would have helped. I can promise you that.” He raises his head to make eye contact once again. To gauge my reaction, I assume.

      I just nod my head. My thoughts are so scattered I don’t really even know what to say at this point.

      I have lived with my maternal grandmother my whole life. She passed away this past year. She was all I had. This kind of sounds like something she would do. Try to shield me from a potential life of hurt, or the possibility of being taken away. Perhaps I’m all she had too.

      “So, how did you find me after all this time?” I can’t help but wonder.

      The corner of his mouth lifts, a sly smile and eyes full mischief. “I have a few friends who were able to pull a few strings,” he says with a smile in his voice.

      Ok, so he’s going to start out by being evasive. I guess two can play at that game.

      “Ok,” I say a bit hesitantly. What does he expect me to do? Run into his arms crying? Or to tell him to leave, that I never want to see him again? When I look at him he seems to be just as lost as I am. “So, what now?”

      “Well…” he starts as he rubs the back of his neck and looks towards Black Beauty. He must be nervous continuing with his next thought.

      “Well...” he starts again. “Fuck, this is harder than I thought it would be. You are too much like me kid, steel and stone. More like me than I expected.”

      Ok, that whatever that means. I will take that as a good thing for now. I guess he has a point, as least we can both have an appreciation for a nice machine like Black Beauty.

      “I know it’s a far shot, but I was kind of hoping you would come and stay with me for a while. Give us a chance to get to know each other. I’ve missed eighteen of your life. I don’t intend to miss anymore if you’ll let me.”

      Wow, ok. I wasn’t expecting that. It’s kind of sweet, but I don’t know him. What if he’s some looney and just plans on cutting me up into little pieces to dump along the highway?

      All except I know that isn’t true. I can feel it deep in my bones that this man is my father. The father I never had.
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      “You want me to live with you?” I ask. I’m sure my face reflected my confusion. If Garret’s small chuckle is any indication. Up and move with a complete stranger? It’s not like I have a whole lot tying me to North Carolina right now.

      Sure, I have my full-time job that I’ve had for about 6 months now. I run the office for a local garage. I didn’t get to go to college. Even with my 4.25 gpa, it was never really an option for me. Not that I really wanted to go anyway.

      My house is a rental, with a month to month lease. Most of everything I own was my grandmother’s. I have never needed much. We were more concerned about getting by than possessions.

      The only things that are actually mine that I care about are my car, my gun, my purse and my boots.

      Wait, am I actually considering this? It sure does seem like it.

      I take a deep breath. “So, where do you live anyway?”

      Another small chuckle, Garret seems rather relieved I didn’t head for the hills kicking and screaming. “Texas”

      “TEXAS” I screech. Um ok, I didn’t expect him to live half way across the country.

      Again, am I really considering this?

      “I know this is a lot, why don’t we discuss it over dinner?” He asks, it’s hard to miss the hope in his voice.

      “Um ok, that sounds reasonable,” I reply.

      “You and I are going to get along just fine kid,” he says with a large Cheshire cat smile that shows off his straight bright white teeth, and small wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. Eyes that already look at me with warmth, love, and affection.

      I know I should be afraid. Especially, alone in a parking lot with a stranger well over 6ft tall with massive shoulders and arms probably a big as my leg. It’s obvious with my 5ft frame that I didn’t inherit his genetics in the height department.

      Garret scratches his head. “So is there anywhere decent around here to eat?” He asks impishly.

      I can’t help but laugh. “In this little mountain town? Nope, not really. There is a little Pizza place that pretty good up the river.”

      Garret booms out in laughter, “Yep, going to get along just fine. How about I pick you up at your house at seven? That will give me a chance to clean some of my trip off me a little bit.”

      “Ok, that works, see you then,” I tell him as I turn to head back toward my car.

      I climb in my car and watch through my windshield a moment. Garret is still standing there watching. We hold a silent standoff for several seconds before he turns and continues toward the Edge Town Inn.

      I release the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Ok, so what just happened? I’m totally overwhelmed and confused. It seems wrong but I can’t help but be a little excited too.

      I arrive back home faster than I anticipated, especially considering I don’t remember any of it. I hope I didn’t run any red lights. I’ve been on autopilot since I left the Inn.

      I walk through the door, which I must have forgotten to lock on my way out. I was in such a rush to follow the truck it must have slipped my mind. I head through the foyer which opens up to a modest living room with light gray carpet, beige walls, a stone fireplace to the left and large picture window facing the front of the house. Just past the living room is the kitchen, with uninteresting brown laminate counter tops, linoleum flooring, and black not quite outdated appliances. To the right are the two bedrooms separated by a single bathroom. I enter my bedroom which is the first one and also has a picture window facing the front of the house like the living room.

      I toss my purse on the bed and face plant beside it. Can I really do this? If so, when does he expect this to happen? Oh geez, what am I getting myself into?

      I sit up and begin peeling off my mint green converse, jean shorts and gray t-shirt that reads “Quick and Dirty”. At least with my job I’m not expected to dress up. Thank goodness, it’s too hot for that anyway. Besides, I much rather prefer to be me.

      I’m somewhat of a tomboy. I participated in boy’s sports for a while in High School, but I’m also a girl through and through. Some girls think you either have to be one or the other. Not me. I’m not afraid to mesh the two together, and I don’t care what anyone thinks about it.

      I grab a change of clothes. One of my few pairs of boot cut ‘Rock and Roll Cowgirl’ jeans, a black sleeveless blouse with blush pink dots, matching black undies and place them on the bed for when I get out of the shower.

      I’m not going to have much time before Dad arrives but I take a minute to look around.

      Wait, I’m calling him ‘Dad’ already? For now, it feels right. I’ll have to gauge how he feels about it though.

      I look around my room at my possessions. It’s kinda sad. If I go through with this I should be able to have my stuff boxed up within an hour or so. I don’t really care about the rest. None of it is sentimental or of any value.

      I force myself to head to the bathroom. I deposit my bra and panties in the hamper by the bathroom door. My feet sigh on the cold gray tiles. I take a look in the mirror. I’m not necessarily ugly, but I don’t feel pretty by any means either. I hold my long hair back with one hand and turn my head to the left and right. Ugh, why couldn’t I have the nice bone structure like a lot of other girls? I look at my curvy figure. My wide hips and shoulders, slim waist and flat stomach.

      I try to stay in shape the best I can. My grandmother, told me it was my mother’s heart that took her life so young, so I feel it’s necessary to try and stay in shape. But part of me has always felt as though she really died of a broken heart.

      I turn on the water and adjust the temperature before stepping in. I absolutely cannot stand to step it if it’s too hot or too cold. I shiver just thinking about it.

      I step into the warm stream and let it wash over me. Washing the day away, relaxing my weary muscles, I soap up, rinse off and turn to wash my hair.

      I step out of the shower feeling somewhat human again. Usually I just shower of a morning, but I have a feeling this dinner, even if it’s just at a pizza joint, is going to change my life forever.

      I blow dry my hair with a round brush so it will have a little bit of volume. I apply some rose gold and beige eyeshadow with brown eyeliner for natural look. Dab a little bit of pink blush. I don’t use any foundation just some moisturizer. My grandmother says if you ever start using foundation you will have to use it for the rest of your life. But, I do have some for special occasions. Though today, I just want him to see me. I have a feeling he’s going to do that anyway. I put on some mascara and some nude lip gloss. I can’t wear a lot of the trendy light pink gloss most of the girl’s wear. My lips have rather natural pink tint as it is, so they just end up looking weird if I wear anything different.

      I am just finishing up when the door bell rings. I grab my purse and gray light jacket. The days here in the mountains can be warm, but once the sun goes down it cools off tremendously.

      I head to the door, but first I take a glimpse out of the picture window to make sure it’s him. I’m sure it is since I don’t ever have any visitors.

      It’s definitely him. I take a second to observe him standing there looking rather antsy. I let him sweat it for a minute more.

      When I open the door, he raises his head and smiles an Oscar worthy smile, and hands me a single beautiful fuchsia rose. How did he know? Fuchsia is one of my favorite colors, along with black and gray.

      I thank him and take the rose.

      “Please come in, I’m just going to find something to put this in,” I tell him.

      He steps inside as I walk towards the kitchen. I grab a mason jar and fill it half full with water. I stick the rose inside and place it on the coffee table in the living room.

      “So, you live here alone?” He asks as he looks around the living room.

      “Yes,” I reply cautiously.

      He just nods, as if that was what he was expecting or confirming what he already knows. I’m not sure which.

      He glances at me, “You look nice sweetie, are we ready?”

      I am momentarily stunned by his words but recover quickly, “Yes of course.”

      He heads out first and I lock the door behind me with my purse and jacket in hand

      He goes to the passenger side of his truck and waits with the door open. Like a true gentleman. I notice his nice dark wash jeans, black t-shirt, leather boots, and black leather jacket that has a patch on the chest that reads. I file that bit of information away for later.

      I smile, thank him and hop in the truck. Black Beauty is just as impressive inside as it is out with soft black leather, white stitching, navigation, back up camera, all the bells and whistles.

      He jogs around the front of the truck, hops in and looks towards me “Which way are we headed?” He asks.

      I guide him down main street and through a few developments until we are headed up the river.

      Once we get there, the place is crowed as usual. We are able to get a table close to the front window looking towards the traffic of the sleepy town.

      Garret looks at me over his menu, “Any suggestions?”

      “I usually get a side salad and just a pepperoni, the dough is fresh, made in house, and all the ingredients are fresh and local. I hope you like it,” I tell him thoughtfully.

      He places our order for us and we wait for our waters. The silence is kind of awkward, but I don’t think either one of us really knows what to say.

      He places his hands on the table, “So have you given it any thought, coming to stay with me? I have a room available for you. You wouldn’t have to worry about bills or anything like that. I am already aware you don’t have any outstanding debt, which you highly have my praises for”

      Ok, that’s kinda creepy. “How do you know that?”

      He just looks at me and smiles, “Favors and strings, if you choose to come, you will understand.” He replies a bit cryptically.

      Since he seems kind of anxious, I give him a bone, “I have thought about it. I don’t really have much tying me to home. Home, if you really even call it that. To be honest, I feel like I’ve just been existing for a while. Trying to fill in the spaces. Am I sure about this? No, not really. Am I willing to give it a shot?”

      His head shoots up and makes eye contact with me. I hold his stare for a moment before I continue, “Yes”.

      He gives me that award winning smile again just as our pizza and salads come out. I duck my head down with a smile of my own.

      “Oh wow, this pizza is amazing. I’ve never had anything like it,” he says as he swallows his fifth piece.

      I have to smother my giggle. It really is great pizza.
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      We finish our pizza in record time. Most of the other guests have already finished and left. Now, we have most of the place to ourselves.

      There’s a question that has been nagging at me, “So when did you plan on this happening?” I ask.

      “As soon as possible, I have duties I need to return to,” he replies.

      “Um, I should probably give a notice at my work,” I start. But, I’m interrupted when he says, “That’s already been taken care of. All I need to do is give the word. Trust me when I say they are very understanding and excited for you.”

      Startled I ask, “How?”

      He simply says, “Favors and Strings.”

      There’s that phrase again. I can’t help but wonder what kind of “favors” these are.

      “Ok, my rent has been paid for this month. I don’t really care about most what is in the house. But, I will need to box up my things,” I tell him.

      “Ok, how long do you think you will need to do that? I am more than glad to help,” he says.

      I shrug one shoulder sheepishly, “I don’t know probably about an hour or so.”

      His eyebrows go up towards his hairline. I have to smother another giggle from the look on his face.

      “Ok then, would you mind me helping you when we get back,” he asks.

      “Sure, it’s as good of a time as any I guess,” I reply.

      He pays the tab refusing to let me contribute. We make our way to his truck. He opens the passenger door, before I go to get in I stop turn around and hug him around the waist. I don’t know what prompted me to do so. It just felt like a natural thing to do.

      Stunned, I feel him tense up. I question whether this was the right thing to do. After a moment, I feel him relax as I keep my arms around him, the side of my face just below his chest. He sighs and lets out a long breath that sounds like he’s been holding for years. I feel his cheek come down on the top of my head and I smile. I have a dad. I might not know him yet, but I have a dad. And, right now that is the best feeling in the world.

      He kisses me on the head and l let go. I feel my cheeks heat a little and he chuckles. We get in the truck and head towards my house. I’m not going to say home. I don’t think it ever was my home.

      About 10 minutes later we arrive, he pulls in beside my Nova. I hope out and head to the door with Garret right behind me.

      Not really sure where to start, I turn to Garret, “So Garret, is that what you want me to call you?” I ask.

      He looks at me inside the doorway with a half-smile and replies, “Gemma my darling, you can call me whatever you want, or whatever your heart desires, as long as you are calling me I’m happy.”

      I feeling tears start to well up in my eyes at his heart felt words. I simply smile and give a single nod.

      I head towards my bedroom and go to the closet. I think I still have a few empty boxes in the bottom. I grab them and a few duffle bags. I collect what few clothes I have from the closet and dresser and put them all in one bag. I grab my toiletries, dryer, brush, razor and makeup bag. I place them all in another duffle bag. I get my Kate Spade tote bag and put in my tablet, a few pieces of jewelry, chargers, my favorite water bottle and extra clip and bullets for my gun. I’m able to fit the few shoes I have besides the ones I have on, a pair of gladiator sandals, a pair of running shoes and my converse. Well, it looks like I don’t need the boxes after all.

      I look around my room one last time. I’m kind of sad, but I can’t deny I’m excited for a new start too.

      I walk back in the living room with my bags. “Ok, I think this is it.” I tell Garret.

      He looks at me with confusion written all over his face. “Are you sure? I can wait if you want to get some more of your things.” He says.

      I tell him, “This pretty much is all my things. I really don’t need much.”

      He seems somewhat satisfied with that answer. “Ok, then. If you don’t mind heading out tonight we can cover some ground, get a room somewhere, and then pick back up in the morning.”

      “Sure, that would be fine. I am just going to put these in my trunk.” I tell him as I head for the door.

      He nods and heads outside. I stop in the doorway and take one last look around. “Goodbye Grandma, goodbye old life. I’ll see you on the other side.” I turn off the lights and lock the door. I place the key under the door mat.
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      I stand beside Gemma’s car with her bags in my hands. I give her a few minutes. I know it’s hard to say goodbye. My sweet, brave girl. She probably doesn’t even know it, but she walks around with her heart on her sleeve. I wouldn’t consider bringing her home with me, but after her display in the hotel parking lot, I think she will fit in just fine. Besides, the guys know better than to mess with my little girl if they know what’s good for them.

      Gemma unlocks the trunk and I place the bags inside. I look in her eyes and see a sea of emotions waving over. “All good?” I ask. She simply nods.

      She goes to the driver door of her car. I stop her door with my hand on the top before she closes it. “If you don’t mind following me to the U-Haul store, I figure it might be a good idea to rent a dolly so we don’t have to drive both vehicles. I thought it might give us a little more time together before we arrive if that’s ok,” I tell her.

      “I think I’d like that,” she responds softly.

      I give her a single nod and head towards my truck. I’m grateful she didn’t try to buck with me on this. In truth, I didn’t want to worry about my daughter driving that far. I’m sure she is capable, but she is still my little girl, even if she doesn’t realize it.

      One of my guys already arranged for a dolly. I just have to pick it up.

      We arrive at the U-Haul store, I hook up to the dolly and proceed to back it to the rear of her car. I easily hook her car to the dolly. I look to Gemma, “You ready to head out?” I ask.

      She smiles and nods, her eyes a little brighter than they were when we left her house. I hope I can eventually get the full sparkle in her eye. I want to make her happy. I know it will take some time for her to trust me and feel comfortable with me. But, I feel like we are already taking steps in the right direction.

      I was terrified confronting her for the first time. I have dealt with mafia, drug lords, criminals, gangs, MCs, and some of the scariest people you could meet. But, nothing was scarier than meeting my little girl.

      I was afraid of the hate, rejection, blame, and neglect. All of those things. She has every right to associate with me.

      I didn’t see any of those things. I saw a beautiful young woman who didn’t care to stick a pistol in my face and demand to know who I was before I gathered to courage to tell her.

      She is definitely a Bradford through and through. I chuckle to myself and shake my head. I hope I am not biting off more than I can chew. Who am I kidding, she deserves everything. And, I am going to give her everything I can. I have some lost time to make up for. I have every intention of making it right.

      I walk to the passenger side of the truck and hold the door for her to get in. She climbs in. She has to use the step boards on the side, she is such a tiny little thing. I climb in the driver seat.

      “Alright munchkin, let’s hit the road,” I say with a smile. I am already happier than I can remember being in my whole life.
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      We’ve been on the road for hours. It’s about one o’clock in the morning. Garret suggests getting a room for the night so we can have a fresh start in the morning. I don’t disagree. We’ve fallen into a comfortable silence, the kind where neither feels the need to fill the void with jibber jabber. Suits me just fine. I’ve never been much of a talker.

      I see signs for lodging off of I-40, we’re just outside of Nashville. Taking the next exit, Garret pulls into a quaint motel.

      The Chesterville Inn seems pretty harmless. I don’t think we have to worry about any shady business like some of the seedier places. Still, Garret does a full sweep of the property. Once he seems satisfied, we continue to check in.

      The room is clean and two double beds. I grab one of my bags from the car and toss it onto the farthest bed from the door. I’m ready to call it a night. I’ve never had the opportunity to travel before, who knew riding could be so exhausting.

      Garret tosses his own bag on the bed, “I’m ready to call it a night kiddo, how about you?”

      I give him the best response I can, “Um hum,” I’ve all but fell asleep on top of the covers.

      I feel my shoes being removed and the gentle tug of the covers.
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        * * *

      

      I awake with a start. I look around trying to remember where I am. I hear the shower running and see Garret’s open bag on the bed. I’m still in my clothes with the blanket tossed over me. Garret must have covered me up when I fell asleep. When I hear the shower stop I grab my own bag to clean up.

      Garret emerges from the bathroom, “Rise and Shine sweetie, sleep ok?”

      I stifle a yawn, “Yep, slept like a rock. Thanks for covering me up, I must have passed out.”

      Garret chuckles, “No problem, how about some breakfast?”

      “Sounds good, let me get cleaned up real quick,” I reply.

      Garret just responds with a nod.

      I shuffle to the bathroom and take a quick shower. I dry my hair quickly and brush on some mascara, lip balm and deodorant. I finish with brushing my teeth. I glance at myself in the mirror before I head out and smile. So far, I couldn’t ask for things to go any better.  Maybe this was a good idea.

      There is a small diner across the road from the motel, seems just as good of a place as any for breakfast, so we pack our bags away and head across the street.

      The diner has four booths on either side of the door, red benches with grey tables. It hosts a counter that spreads along the back wall with several stools and a cash register. We choose the second booth on the left. There are menus stacked on the far end of the table. We both grab one.

      The waitress makes her way over in a light blue dress with a white apron adorned in ruffles around the edges. She has big hair that’s been teased, sprayed and apparently fried. It’s yellow blond with dark roots. She’s chomping on a piece of gum and smelling of her recent smoke break.

      She looks directly at Garret, “What can I get ‘ya darlin’?” She asks with a smirk and one hip cocked to the side.

      Garret looks at me, “Do you know what you want sweetie?” He asks.

      I smile and nod, “I’ll have stuffed French toast with bacon and a coffee,” I tell her. I look to Garret who is still looking at me.

      He smiles and says, “I’ll have the same.”

      I smile to myself, it’s hard to deny that he’s making an effort. I guess it’s possible we just have the same taste in food, but I know it’s more than that. I can feel the swell in my heart, the feel of belonging, the realization of where I need to be. My grandmother always told me our hearts are smarter than our brains. I’ve never known her to be wrong.

      The waitress brings our food and places in on the table. This time she makes little effort to get Garret’s attention. I guess he made it clear she doesn’t hold any of his interest.

      We finish our meals in silence. Garret tosses some money on the table and we head out the door and across the road to the truck. Garret hold open the passenger door me and continues to the driver seat. We continue on I-40W for a couple more hours, then onto I-30W.

      I look at Garret who is concentrating on the road. His eyes constantly scan the highway, always aware of our surroundings.

      “I can drive if you need me to, I’m sure you still have to be tired,” I tell him.

      He looks over and smiles, “Thank you, I’ll let you know if I start getting sleepy.”

      We continue down the road, neither of us seems to have much to say. I know we are supposed to be getting to know each other. But, I feel like I’m learning plenty about him just by observing. I can tell he is constantly aware, polite to most drivers, take no crap of those who ignite a slight case of road rage. I chuckle to myself, at least I’m not the only one. The way he holds his shoulders and the steering wheel tells me he demands respect and power, he’s used to being in control. Unlike the Garret I was first introduced to, he seemed more nervous, unsure. He is strong and sturdy, everything a father should be.

      I take a deep breath and settle in my seat. We still have a long way to go.
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        * * *

      

      We continue on for several more hours. I see a sign that says ‘Hot Springs’. I check GPS on my phone. This seems to be the last leg of our trip. I can feel the flutter bugs wiggling in my belly. I’m surprised they hadn’t arrived before now. We’re getting close and my nerves are aware.

      Another two hours and I see the sign ahead “Welcome to Taylorton, Texas”. My heart feels like it’s going to jump out of my chest. I look over at Garret, he’s already looking at me, trying to gauge my reaction. He seems a little nervous.

      We exit off the interstate and take a few roads. Continue through a town that doesn’t seem much bigger than some of the larger surrounding towns where I grew up. Just on the outside of town we travel down a two-lane road called Muskatee Hwy for a couple of miles.

      Garret slows the truck in front a large house. It’s wide and tall, at least two stories, deep grey with white trim. The house has wood stained shutters. It’s beautiful.

      Garret pulls the truck along the ride side of the house and parks in a large driveway. I look at Garret questionly.

      He looks over at me and smiles, “Welcome home sweetie.”

      He opens his door and hops out. He walks around the front of the truck to open the passenger door to help me out. I hope out and look around in awe. This place is beautiful.

      I am a little confused though. Why would he need a house so big? Then it dawned on me, maybe he has a wife and other kids. Maybe they are one big happy family. I don’t know why but this thought squeezes my insides a little bit. I’m hoping for it to just be us.

      I tear my eyes away from the house and see a slew of vehicles in the driveway.

      Garret looks over at me. He already has my bags in his hand. I didn’t even see him get them out of the trunk of my car.
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      I grab Gemma’s bags and motion with my head towards the house. “You ready to head in and meet everyone?” Panic is evident in her eyes. I see a thousand questions bouncing around those stormy grey eyes.

      I place her bags on the front porch and place my hand on her shoulder to get her attention. Those flighty eyes meet my own, “Are you ok?” I ask.

      Her eyes flicker from mine, to the house, to the vehicles parked in the driveway and back to my own.

      “Um, um,” she hesitates.

      “It’s ok, you can ask me anything. Is something wrong?” I ask. She’s making me a little nervous. I wish I knew what was going through her head.

      She tries to tamper down whatever is bothering her. “Is there a Mrs. Bradford? Kids?” She asks and looks towards the vehicles again.

      I relax a little. She’s must be afraid that I have a family of my own. Which I do, just not the type of family she is thinking.

      Before I can answer her, she stammers, “Because I don’t want in intrude. I know you probably have other kids and of course you would have wanted to carry on with your life, but…”

      I interrupt her before her panic carries her away, “First, it wouldn’t be intruding because I am the one that invited you. Second, I want you here more than anything. Third, no wife, no other kids.” I see her visibly start to relax. “But, there are others who live here. We are a family of sorts. Nothing to worry about. I have a feeling you will get along with them just fine. But, first let’s get you settled.”

      I pick up her bags and open the front door. Our home is our sanctuary. Me and the guys spent many hours getting it just so.

      The large walnut stained front door opens up to a spacious living area with hickory barrel handscraped hardwood floors, light gray walls with cotton white trim. The west wall is taken up by a grand stone fireplace with a think wood mantle. There are two couches and three recliners of crème colored butter leather separated by rough cut style end tables and a matching coffee table. Above the fireplace is a 60” flatscreen tv.

      The wall next to the front door is covered in large windows. The living room is adjoined by the dining room that has the same wood floors. It has a large wood dining table that seats twelve.

      The other side of the dining area opens up to the kitchen which is separated by an island with four bar stools. Low hanging lights above the island give it a bit of a glow. The kitchen floors are covered in beige and grey tiles. The countertops are made out of marble. The appliances are all black and top of the line.  We would have got stainless, but they are too hard to keep clean.

      The back wall of the kitchen, next to the counter, are patio doors that open up to a grand deck and patio area. A comfortable area to relax and entertain quests. The east side of the house a bathroom and a guest bedroom as well as a stair case.

      The stairs lead to each person’s living area. Almost like apartments. There are six rooms. Each contains a bedroom, bathroom, kitchenette, and small entertainment area.

      Gemma looks around with her mouth hanging open. She seems surprised. It makes me wonder what she was expecting.

      I had sent a quick text to Jake earlier asking them to give her some space when we get here. I don’t want her to be overwhelmed. However, Weston is kitchen when we walk in. He keeps his back to us, pretending like we aren’t there. I motion to the stairs and usher Gemma up without making any introductions. It doesn’t go unnoticed that Gemma is already aware of Weston’s presence.
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      I heard them coming in when I was in the kitchen, preparing a meal. I’m sure they were starving after their twelve-hundred-mile journey halfway across the country. Garret, or “Doc” as we know him, had requested all of us to scatter when they arrived.

      He didn’t want to overwhelm her, which I completely understand. She has every right to be a little skittish, but hopefully that will change once she gets to know us.

      I knew they were there, but I pretended otherwise. Doc would have said something if he wanted to make introductions. He led Gemma to the staircase with her bags in hand. As they were walking away, I caught sight of her out of the corner of my eye. Beautiful.

      I placed my hands on the counter and lowered my head, “Doc is going to kill me.”
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      Garret, led me up the staircase. I was trying to calm my heart. Whoever was standing at the kitchen sink had my immediate attention. I need to concentrate, or else I am going to bust my face on the stairs.

      At the top of the stairs there was a long hallway with three doors on each side.

      Garret motioned to the first door on the left, “This is my room, across the hall,” he pointed to the right, “Is Chandler’s room.” At the next set of doors, “On the left is Jake and the right is Jason.”

      We continued down to the last set of doors. He pointed to the left again, “This is Weston’s room and you are across the hall.”

      He opened the last door on the right and my mouth about it the floor. I couldn’t believe my eyes. My new room was practically an apartment in itself. There is a small living area with a loveseat and recliner stationed in front of decent size flat screen tv.

      To the left is a small kitchen area, with a small fridge, microwave, and sink. Beyond that is a bathroom with a large garden tub, walk in shower, and a long counter with double sinks.

      The right side of the room adorned a king size bed and night stand. Just beyond the foot of the bed were double doors leading to a walk-in closet the size of my old bedroom. It had a vanity with a mirror on an island in the middle, constructed with several drawers on each side. I couldn’t believe it. This place was like my own suite.

      Garret slowly followed behind me as I went from section to section. He had a look of uncertainty.

      When I turned to face him he asks, “So, what do you think?”

      Stunned I reply, “Are you kidding me? This place is amazing! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Garret chuckles seeming pleased with my reaction, “I’m glad you like it. I am going to place your bags in your closet. Feel free to take a nap, freshen up or whatever. It smells like dinner will be ready shortly,” he informs as he turns to head out of the room.

      I catch him around the waist before he makes it out the door, “Thanks Dad, this is more than I ever could have imagined.”

      I feel him stiffen, and then relax, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close. He kisses the top of my head. We stay like that for a moment. We both seem to just to want to take it in. Relish in the moment.

      Garret releases me and placed a hand on either cheek, staring directly me, “Welcome home Gemma,” he said. He kisses me on top of the head again and heads for the door. He gives me a look over his shoulder before he closes the door and heads back down stairs.

      I walk around the room again trying to take in all of its features. It all seems too good to be true. There has to be a catch somewhere, I’m just waiting for the ball to drop. I lay down on the bed for a minute, not intending to go to sleep, just rest a moment after our long trip.

      I let my mind wonder. Dad told me who each room belonged to, I couldn’t help but notice they were all guys. Who are these people? Are they relatives? Friends?

      Not to mention, who was the guy downstairs? I could feel his eyes on me as we ascended the stairs. It was like pins prickling my skin, and I felt the same flutter bugs from earlier. Who was he and why didn’t Dad say anything? I guess I will find out eventually. I just seemed kind of odd.

      He mentioned dinner was going to be ready soon, I figure I might as well clean up a little bit. I don’t feel like unpacking my bags just yet.

      I grab my bag with my toiletries and go to the bathroom to wash my face. I’m brushing my hair when there’s a knock at the door. I open it immediately expecting to see my father. Boy was I wrong, in front of me is the man from the kitchen. He’s a mountain of a man, tall and broad with short black hair that’s styled on top. He sports a slight tan, covered by a simple black t-shirt, well worn jeans, and brown boots. What captures my attention more than anything are his stunning emerald green eyes.

      When his eyes meet mine, I feel my heart thunder in my chest. My breath has momentarily been shocked out of me. It would probably be a good idea to close my mouth at this point. As if on cue, he smirks noticing my interest. I feel his eyes pursue me as well. I tingle, itch and burn every place his eyes run over.

      He clears his throat, “Gemma, Garret sent me up to tell you dinner is ready.” He holds out his hand for a shake, “My name is Weston, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I shake his hand a little longer than necessary. I can’t seem to pull my eyes away from his. I feel a blush creep up from my neck to my cheeks. “Likewise,” I manage to reply breathlessly.

      I couldn’t believe his room is going to be across from mine.

      I drop my eyes from his, Dad is going to kill me.
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        * * *

      

      Weston holds out his arm for me to lead the way downstairs. W head down the stairs and towards the dining area. The slick, dark dining table is lovely. There are six place settings around the table.

      Weston leads me to the last one on the right. I notice Garret is placed at the first one on the left.

      Across from Garret is a guy I would guess to be about twenty-four or twenty-five with brown hair that touches his ears, light skin and glasses. I don’t want to call him nerdy, but I can’t think of another term to describe him. He’s tall, with long strong arms.

      Garret decides to make introductions, “Gemma, thank you for joining us.” He points across the table, “This is Chandler Byland,” he says.

      He then motions to the person beside him. This guy is tall but not as tall as the others, he has dark brown hair that close cropped on the sides and longer on top. He is more broad than the others. He flashes me a bright white smile and nods his head. “This is Jake Nichols, and,” he points across the table to the person beside me, “This is Jason Nichols.  Jake and Jason are brothers.”

      They might be brothers, but they don’t look anything alike. Where as, Jake is short and stocky, Jason is super tall and lean. He has close cropped blonde air, bright blue eyes, and what I hope is not a permanent scowl on his face.

      “Hello,” is all I can seem to muster.

      Garret, refocuses my attention to the last person, who is across from me, “And last but not least, I believe you have already met Weston Marks.”

      Weston nods his head to me. He still has that small knowing smile from earlier. I can feel my blush creeping back up.

      I glance at Garret. He looks at me, then at Weston, but he doesn’t say anything. However, if I was a betting girl, I would place my money on him seeing right through us both.

      Garret motions to the food, “Please help yourself, ladies first of course.”

      I smile, feeling a little embarrassed and awkward going first in front of all these strangers. Especially, when it feels like they are dissecting my every move.

      Dinner is spaghetti with meatballs, salad, and garlic bread. It smells divine.

      Once everyone has filled their plates we commence eating. The guys all chatter amongst themselves. I don’t really pay any attention to what they are saying. I’m sure none of it pertains to me. That is until I hear my name.

      “So, what do you think Gemma?” Chandler inquires.

      “I’m sorry?” I reply, now even more embarrassed from being spaced out.

      Chandler chuckles, “So are you going to be joining us at the shop?” he asks.

      I look to Garret for help, confirmation, denial, I really don’t know what. In truth, I don’t have the answer to Chandler’s question. So, Garret answers for me “I am hoping she does, we have much to discuss though.”

      “Ok cool,” Chandler replies seemingly satisfied with Garret’s answer.

      Next Jake looks to me, “Is that your car outside?”

      “Yes,” is all I can force out. They probably think I have a very limited vocabulary at this point.

      “It’s a sweet ride, how long have you had it?” He asks with his head tilted to the side. I realize all eyes are on me at this point.

      “My whole life, it’s been around since I was little. My grandmother gave it to me when I got my license,” I reply.

      Curiosity evident on his face, “And you didn’t trade it for something else?” he questions.

      “No, I love that car. I don’t want anything else. If I did, I would still keep that car. It’s never going anywhere.” I reply

      Jake smiles and nods, “I don’t blame you, it’s pretty bad ass.”

      Garret clears this throat, he looks to me and then glances at the others, “The car was mine. I left it with Amelia before Gemma was born. Amelia always loved that car.”

      My breath catches and I just stare at Garret. I really don’t know what to think, but one thing is for certain, I am NEVER getting rid of the car. I always knew it was special. It looks like I was right. I’m glad my grandmother held onto it for me. I will forever be thankful, I have the feeling Garret will be too.

      The guys continue to chitter chatter when we finish supper. I feel their glances and curious stares every so often.

      I volunteer to wash the dishes since they prepared the food. Chandler volunteers to help as well.

      I am rinsing the dishes and putting them in the dishwasher. While Chandler puts away the leftovers and wipes down the counters and table.

      “So, how has your trip been so far?” He asks.

      “So far, so good. It’s a lot to take in.” I reply.

      “I’m sure, I really do hope you like it here though. I’ve never seen Doc so excited,” he says with amusement.

      “Doc?” I question, a little confused.

      “Garret, we call him Doc most of the time. He’s usually the one who fixes everything.” He goes on to explain.

      “Huh,” well that’s interesting I think to myself.

      “So, he hasn’t talked to you about the shop yet?” He asks.

      “No, he hasn’t said anything about it.” I confirm.

      “Well, we all work at the shop. It’s kind of how we all came together. We’re a family. Our own family. Sometimes the best families aren’t those built by blood, but those built by choice, trust, and loyalty. We worked together to build this house. Doc started the shop and brought each of us on one by one. I was the last to arrive. Well, now there’s you. Weston was first. Then, Jake and Jason. I’m not going to go into detail, it’s their stories to tell. But I was lost and alone. Sometimes when you are desperate you can find yourself in a world of trouble. I came from a home that was very broken. So, when I got the chance, I left. But, I didn’t realize how hard it is to try and make it on your own. I work on electronics, anything from computers to cars. Doc spotted me a Mel’s Diner one day. I guess he recognized a lost soul. He offered me a job, I took it and never looked back. I’ll always be grateful to him and the others. There’s no telling where I would be if he hadn’t come along.” He tells me. I see all sorts of emotions cross his face, anger, sadness, longing, but most of all peace and acceptance.

      “That’s really great, I’m sorry about before though. But, it sounds like Dad is lucky to have you.” I reply.

      I see his eyes light up when I refer to Garret as ‘Dad’. Garret must really mean a lot to him. I can’t help but wonder if that’s how he sees me, as a lost soul that needed saving. I like to think not. I can’t help but wonder though.

      Chandler must guess my line of thoughts, “Doc has been talking about you every day ever since he found your location. He never stopped you know, looking for you. Your grandmother must have kept you hidden for a reason. I must say she did a hell of a job. We were only able to find you after she passed and you applied for a full-time job.” He scratches the bad of his head. It seems to be a nervous jester of sorts. “The day he found you though, I’ve never seen him so happy, or determined. He really is a great guy, I hope you give him a chance. I hope you give all of us a chance for that matter. This is a great group of people and you don’t have anything to be afraid of,” he continues.

      “I’m not afraid,” I retort.

      “It’s ok if you are,” he replies.

      “Overwhelmed yes, confused yes, out of sorts yes, afraid no. Trust me, I know he’s not going to hurt me, at least not on purpose.” I tell him.

      I feel more than hear someone enter the kitchen, I look around and Garret is standing there with his arms crossed over his chest. He offers a small smile and glances at Chandler.

      Chandler takes this has his cue to leave. “I’ll talk to you later and let you get settled in. Let me know if you need anything,” he says as he gives me a small hug and jogs up the stairs.
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      I stand there a moment and listen as Chandler and Gemma talk. I am grateful he’s trying to make her feel comfortable. Everyone in this house is important to me. My heart swells when I hear her confirm she knows I care about her. It’s more than she knows though. It saddens me to think I could hurt her and not even realize it. I know I’ll have to tread differently with her than I did with the guys. Most importantly she is my own, and I want her to feel that way. I regret every moment she had to endure away from me. I should have been there for her. All I can do now is try to make it right.

      “Gemma, so Chandler mentioned the shop earlier,” I start.

      “I was going to talk to you about it earlier, but I figured one thing at a time would be best. Would you be interested in working the office for us?” I ask. “We could use the help, and it shouldn’t be much different than what you were doing before.”

      “I think I would like that,” she says with a small smile. She ducks her head to hide her blush. I guess she is thinking about someone in particular working there too. I chuckle to myself. These kids are going to kill me, I just know it.

      “We all work there, we all work together. We all pitch in. We help each other when in need. That goes for inside the shop and out. It’s a solid system we have that works for us, and I believe it will work for you too. It allows us to have a solid, safe place. That’s something some of us have never had.” I explain.

      “Is that why you brought me here? You see me a damsel in distress that needs saving?” She asks with a little fire lit in her eyes.

      “No, no, pumpkin. I brought you here because you my dear are my daughter, and I want to be your father. If you’ll let me,” I confess.

      She looks off to the side with a look of guilt. I don’t blame her though. I would be more concerned if she didn’t ask questions.

      “Well, I guess this old man is going to head on up to bed. Thank you for cleaning up, we all appreciate it. Let me know if you need anything,” I walk over to her and wrap my arms around her shoulders to pull her in for a hug. She wraps her arms around my waist. I kiss the top of her head. “Goodnight pumpkin, I love you.”

      I feel the dampness on my chest through my shirt. I hear the sweetest little sniffle and hug her a little tighter.

      “I love you too Dad,” she says. I can feel she does, or she at least wants to. My heart feels like it’s about to explode. I’ve waited nearly two decades to hear those words. Never in my life would I have thought they would have meant so much to me. I let her go to head upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      I spot Weston in the hall as I top the stairs. I open the door to my suite, and nod at him to join me. He doesn’t hesitate, he enters and I follow behind shutting the door.

      Weston takes a seat on the loveseat and waits. I’m sure he knows what’s coming. Weston’s gaze reaches my own holding steady. Out of all of the guys he’s the strongest, a leader of sorts. I know he won’t back down. Not that I expect him to. I already see the fire dancing behind his eyes. A challenge perhaps. Very well then.

      Before I can speak he says, “I’m not going to hurt her.”

      “Not intentionally at least, I see the way you two look at each other. She is an adult, but don’t forget she is my little girl. My little girl that I just got back. Just don’t break her heart, that’s all I ask. You know how much I love our family, please don’t make me have any regrets.” I remind him.

      Weston drops his head and nods, looking at the ground. “I won’t,” he says as he looks back up to me, that fire still simmering. I believe him, he hasn’t let me down yet, I don’t expect him to start now.
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      I woke Sunday morning the most rested I’ve been in ages. The wonderful bed and soft sheets might have helped with that a little. I can smell the strong aroma of coffee brewing downstairs. Yep, got to head that way soon. I shower quickly, dry my hair and put on some eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss per my usual.

      I make my way downstairs not sure what to expect in the morning of the Taylorton boy’s household. However, I’m not disappointed. I’m greeted with a warm smile and side hug from my father.

      “Good morning sweetheart, you’re just in time for breakfast. I hope you like bacon, eggs and pancakes. Did you sleep well?” He asks while eyes roam my face.

      “Yes, to both. That bed was almost as amazing as breakfast smells,” I tell him with honesty. I haven’t slept that well in a long time. The room was surprisingly relaxing and all the excitement over the past couple of days finally seemed to catch up with me.

      “Glad to hear it, go ahead and dig in before this rowdy bunch eats it all,” he laughs.

      “Give us a little more credit than that, Doc. We’d never let the little lady go hungry. Geez.” Jake says in jest as he slaps Garret on the shoulder.

      I smile at them both and shrug a shoulder. I don’t have to be told twice, I grab a plate and fill it with a little bit of everything. Unlike last night, everyone seems to be content eating spread out around the kitchen. I choose a spot beside Jake at the island. The food is awesome. The scrambled eggs are fluffy, the bacon crispy and flavorful, and the pancakes are exquisite. A perfect start to a Sunday morning.

      As I finish eating, I can feel the heat of eyes on me. I look up and meet the emerald eyes of Weston. He’s leaned up against the counter in front of the sink with one leg crossed over the other. He still has his plate in hand but he’s already finished and seems rather interest in me finishing mine. I can’t help the blush when our eyes collide.

      I can’t entirely decide the what I see in his eyes, maybe a little bit of everything. Challenge, interest, reluctance, longing. It’s intense but I refuse to back away. That is until we hear a throat clear and we both drop our gaze at the same time. Garret must have noticed the little encounter and decided to put us both out of misery. I look around and apparently everyone noticed because everyone is staring at us now. Oh geez, how embarrassing.

      “So, how does that sound?” Garret asks

      “I’m sorry, what?” I reply a little confused. He just chuckles, he obviously knows I wasn’t paying a lick of attention.

      “A trip to town, to show you around. There’s not much to Taylorton, but we figured we’d give you the tour,” Garret explains.

      “We?” I ask. I wonder who else is going to be going. Most of them have been nice so far. The verdict is still out on Jason. He wasn’t exactly mean or anything, but I have a feeling he’d rather I wasn’t here.

      “Me and Jake, want to tag along too if you are ok with it,” Chandler pipes in a little unsure. Now, I kinda feel bad. I hope they don’t think I don’t want anyone to go with us.

      “Oh yeah, sure, that would be great,” I say probably a little too cheerily. He seems to relax a little after that. I can still feel Weston’s stare every so often. He has yet to say anything this morning. The same goes for Jason, but I’m not surprised, nor am I going to let it bother me. I will give it some time. If he has a problem with me being here, he needs to go ahead and address it. I haven’t done anything to him, so I feel it’s his problem to work out, not mine.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later me, Garret, Jake and Chandler are piled in Jake’s Black Tahoe headed towards town. The trip is short only a couple miles up Muskatee Hwy.

      “I figured we’d just park at the park and walk around town a little so you can get a feel of the place,” Jake says as he looks over to the me from the drivers seat.

      “Sure, works for me. I need to walk off this breakfast anyway.” I say the last part more to myself than anyone else.

      Jake finds a parking spot nestled in a little park that takes up the middle of the town. It’s almost surreal with a large wide-open area surrounded by huge oak trees. It has a walking path that winds all around the park. There’s a play area for kids, a picturesque pond in the center with geese lazily floating about. There are benches and picnic tables throughout. There are public restrooms which seem pretty convenient for downtown shoppers and then there’s the most beautiful flowers scattered all over the property. It almost reminds me of a Thomas Kincaid painting. Jakes breaks me from my thoughts when he explains that the main downtown area is probably where I will spend most of my time. Back closer to the interstate is Walmart, a mall and different chain restaurants.

      “However, most of us around here find what we need right here. We like being able to contribute to our neighbors, and they do the same for us, so it’s a win win,” he continues to explain.

      “I completely understand, I came from a small town myself. Besides, I usually end up ordering stuff online anyway. I don’t care much for being around a lot of people. I guess I’m somewhat of an introvert,” I tell him. He just nods in understanding. I really do appreciate how him and Chandler both seem to be taking all of this so well. I came in and sort of upset their routines. If it’s bothering them, they are doing a good job of hiding it. I only came because Garret asked me to, and I do want to have a relationship with him. He is after all the only family I have now. However, I really want to get along with these guys because they seem to mean a lot to Garret.

      Chandler interrupts my thinking, “So, the north side of town,” pointing to his left as we talk of walking in that direction, “is more shopping related. There is a jewelry store, a couple boutiques, antiques, souvenirs and stuff like that. At the end is Tennison General Store. It’s owned Orville Tennison and has most of anything you need. Everyone thinks the world of Mr. Tennison, oh yeah it’s also the closest gas station.”

      As we continue walking, I peek in the windows of each of these charming shops that remind me a lot of home. Except back home a lot of the shops started being turned into art galleries and craft shops. There’s only so much of that a local can handle.

      We pass “The Jewel Shop” that has several glass cases. You can see the sparkle and shine from the sidewalk. “Taylorton Gifts & Things” has every mug, keychain, T-shirt, and pen you can imagine with “Taylorton, Texas ‘You’re Always Welcome’”. A cute clothing and accessory store catches my attention. “The Charming Chandra Boutique” seems very trendy, with cute subtle clothes, jewelry, purses and shoes.

      Jakes notices me eyeing the store. “A lot of girls around here like to shop there. But, I feel like I should warn you. The owner Chandra Marshall is something else. You’ll know her when you see her. She’s tall with long flaming red hair. She’s also Weston’s ex.” He looks at me with a half smile. “Just thought you should know.”

      “Thanks,” is all I manage as I duck my head a little, instantly losing interest in the store.

      Next, we come up on “Tennison General Store” at the end of the town and it could not be anymore charming. It looks like a large rustic cabin and takes up the remaining portion of the block. There are several gas pumps to the right. It has a large wrap around porch with several tables and chairs.

      “Come on let’s pay Orville a visit,” Garret says as he guides me in with his hand on my back. I just realize I haven’t heard from him much since we left. I guess he’s content with letting the guys showing me around.

      The inside is just as warm and inviting as the outside. It has large exposed timber beams, and tables nestled throughout adorning everything from clothes, fruit, canned goods, bread and household supplies. The back wall is lined with coolers for sodas, drinks and perishables. The wall on the right has bags of chips, snacks and miscellaneous items like you’d find in a gas station. The left is the counter. Behind it is an adorable old man with smile lines, white bushy eyebrows that seem to wiggle every so often and an old gray golf hat.

      “Garret, what brings you by today my boy,” he says with a broad smile.

      “Good morning, Orville, I want to introduce to someone,” Garret says with this hand still on my back.

      “Well, I sure do hope it’s the little lady. I’m telling you, you couldn’t deny that child if your life depended on it. Hello there dear, I’m Orville Tennison, and who might you be?” He says as he comes around the counter holding out his right hand for a shake.

      I take his hand in mine and clasp it with my left. The man exudes so much warmth, it’s easy to see he is cherished by those around him. “My name is Gemma Tate, and you are correct. Garret is my father. It’s very nice to meet you sir.”

      “Well, she’s beautiful and polite. Must do you real proud son.” Mr. Tennison says to Garret.

      “Yes, yes – you can only imagine,” Garret says to Mr. Tennison but it attention is directed at me. I can’t help the slight blush from all the attention. “Well, I hate to run so soon, but we’re showing Gemma around town so we’ll be on our way.”

      “Welcome to Taylorton dear, I hope you’re happy here. We are mighty glad to have you.” He says. I give the old man a hug and can’t but think this must be what it feels like to have a grandpa.

      Jake and Chandler bid their goodbyes as well. We head down the other side of the North side. We pass an overstocked antique store and pawn shop called “The Treasure Chest” that takes up several store fronts. There is a small art gallery similar to the ones at home, and a visitor’s center.

      “Ok, now on the the South side, which happens to be my favorite,” Chandler says as he takes my elbow. “The South side has all the good stuff. Well it’s pretty much food. But, like I said. The good stuff.” Everyone chuckles. First, we come to “Mel’s Diner”. I look at Chandler and he just gives me a nod. This is the place from the story he was telling me last night.

      “Best burgers in town, breakfast around the clock, milkshakes, just about anything.” He explains but keeps walking. Next door is an ice cream shop “Pop’s Marble Slab Creamery”. They have homemade ice cream, fudge and other treats.

      “So, Gemma what is your favorite kind of food?” Chandler asks.

      “Well, I guess it’s a toss up between Italian and seafood. What about you?” I ask

      “Definitely Italian, and this place is the best around.” He says, as I read “Amilifi’s Italian Fare”.

      Already at the other end, the next shop isn’t a restaurant. It simply reads “Dane’s Ink”. A tattoo shop.

      Jake must notice the question on my face, “Dane is the best around. Does real awesome work. We all got our ink from Dane. Well, except Doc. He had some from way back.” They direct back the way we came which leave me a little confused. There’s more shops on the other side of the street. I wonder why we didn’t just cross then head back up like we did on the North side? I don’t ask this out loud though. Back to the center of town, we cross the street and head down the other side. I try and act like I didn’t pick up on it, but I don’t get it past Garret. The corner of his mouth lifts with a half smile as he squeezes my shoulder. Whatever those boys are up to, I’m just going to go with the flow even if it is a little weird.

      “Ok, here’s another one of my favorites. Who am I kidding, I love all these places,” Chandler says with excitement. The boy apparently really loves food. “This is our local Chinese restaurant. “Hunan’s Wok” has the best shrimp fried rice I’ve ever had.”

      The next place takes up several store fronts, but I can tell what it is immediately. Ummm coffee, I absolutely looovvvee the smell of coffee and this place smells amazing. “Bea’s Beans” I can already tell is going to be my favorite. Chandler explains they have all different roasts, cappuccino, frappes, lattes, tea, and just about any sort of pastry, donut, or muffin you can imagine. I have a feeling I will be visiting here quite often.

      “Ok, and last but not least is,” Garret starts, but I don’t let him finish.

      “Taylorton Auto,” I read out loud while rooted in my spot. The place is huge. It takes up the rest of the block considerably larger than Tennison General Store. It is a beautiful dark gray with an expanded paved lot. It has 7 roll up garage doors with an office area the to left. The place is quite impressive. Better yet, if I am going to be working in the office, that means I am going to be just a few steps from Bea’s Beans. I can’t help the few fist pumps in the air that follow. Everyone bellows out in booming laughter.

      “I think she likes it boss,” Jake says as he wipes the tears from his eyes.

      “Are you kidding me this is great!” I exclaim.

      “Glad you like it sweetie,” Garret says just loud enough for me to hear with a tight hug and a kiss on top of the head.

      Everything just seems to keep getting better and better, I know better though. I am just waiting on the other shoe to drop. Life is too cruel and complicated for second chances to come this easily.

      When that shoe does drop, am I going to be strong enough? If it comes down to it would I be able to walk away if needed? Would it be better to walk away now before I get hurt, before it gets unbearable? It’s inevitable, someone is going to get hurt, and it’s probably going to be me. When you heart expands whether its blood, love or joy, sooner or later it also has to deflate.
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      Garret asks, “Do you want to see inside while we’re here?”

      “Can we?” I am curious what it’s like. I know I will be here tomorrow, but it would be nice knowing a little bit more what to expect when I get here. I have to admit I’m a little excited too.

      “Absolutely, let’s go,” Garret responds. I think he is just as excited as I am. Sometimes you get to see a different side of a person in their work environment.

      Garret unlocks the building and we all file inside. The office area is way better than it was at my old work place. This room is super clean. There is a large L shaped antique desk made of solid hickory that takes up the center of the back wall. To the left of the desk is a bathroom. To the right is a private office which I am assuming is Garret’s that has all the filing cabinets, a desk, a couch and two chairs. The rest of the main office area serves as waiting room with a lush couch, several stationary chairs, a kitchenette with a microwave, refrigerator, several cabinets, a drink machine and snack machine. I guess it serves as a break room too. The walls are deep taupe with soft white trim. Huge windows take up the front wall facing the highway.

      There is a side door that leads to the shop area. This place is huge! All of the guys seem to have their own massive toolboxes. Each bay has its own hydraulic lift, except for the last one which serves as a dead stall. What I can’t believe though is how clean it is. It’s like no work has ever been done here. They seem to take great care of this place.

      “Wow Dad, I’ve never seen such an immaculate shop before,” I tell Garret. This earns me chuckles from each of them.

      “We do try to take care of it, there is a lot of blood sweat and tears in this place. We all take care of it because it’s important to all of us,” Garret explains.

      Deciding that’s enough shop talk until tomorrow, we head out and head back towards the park. We’ve been gone longer than I realized, it’s already early evening well past lunch time.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrive back at the house Weston and Jason are waiting for us. Neither looks very happy, apparently, they were waiting on us to get back to eat. Hey, I didn’t ask them to. No need to send the scowls my way. They are big boys, they can take care of themselves. I figure Jason wouldn’t want to eat with us anyway.

      “Hey guys, since it’s already starting to get late let’s just hold out for dinner,” Garret suggests. All he gets is several grumbles in response. This is fine with me, it will give me a little time to rest and then clean up before we go. We walked around a little more today than I thought. A nap isn’t such a bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up about an hour later and go the bathroom to comb my hair and touch up my makeup. I decide to wear jeans and the same black sleeveless top I wore when I ate with Garret on the first day.

      Shortly after, I hear a soft knock at my door. “Gemma?”

      I open the door and I am momentarily lost for words. Weston is leaning against the wall, with one leg over the other and his arms crossed against his chest. He’s wearing medium wash jeans, a dark green long sleeve button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The green in his shirt makes his eyes dance like balls of kryptonite. That is probably what they will be too, my kryptonite.

      “Are you ready?” He asks with that intense stare of his.

      “Yeah,” I say with a hand laid out for him to lead the way. We head downstairs. Everyone is waiting in similar dress as Weston. I’m glad I decided to go ahead change clothes.

      This time we all take Weston’s black H2 Hummer. This thing is massive, with black rims and trim it’s rather intimidating to other vehicles.

      Weston hops in the driver seat and offers me the front passenger seat. I feel kind of strange taking it. Garret should really have it, not just because he’s the oldest out of all of us and somewhat the leader, but because he’s my dad. I tell him as much, but he flat out refuses.

      Weston pulls into a spot in front of Amilifi’s. Italian it is tonight. Not that I’m complaining. I’m pretty much game for anything.

      We walk in and wait to be seated. This is a happening place for late on a Sunday. The hostess is rather friendly as she takes us to a large table in the middle of the room. I am seated with Garret on my left, Weston is on my right. Across from me is Chandler with Jake to his left which puts him also beside Weston. Jason is between Garret and Chandler. Jason still has the scowl he hasn’t managed to get rid of since I first met him.

      I just can’t hep myself. I lean over to Weston and hold my hand up to the side of my mouth to fake whisper “Is it just me, or does Jason have RBF?”

      “RBF?” Weston asks with a crease between his brows showing his confusion.

      “Yeah RBF, it’s a pretty serious condition. I don’t think it’s contagious but I could be wrong. He should really have that looked at. RBF, you know…Resting Bitch Face,” I reply with as straight of a face as I can manage.

      Weston throws his head back and bellows out in deep laughter that makes my belly full of flutter bugs. The rest of the table joins in. Jake can’t catch his breath. Jason sits there with his elbows on the table and his hands in front of his mouth which fail to hide his wide smile. The tension seems to drift away from him.

      The food is great just like Chandler said it would be. I can see why everyone likes this place. With it’s good food, soft tunes, low lights and easy atmosphere.
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      I can’t help but stare at Gemma all throughout dinner. It’s nearly impossible to take my eyes off of her. She just has this infectious spirit about her. She’s easy to be around and has yet to call me out on my brooding behavior. I can’t say the same for Jason. That shit was hilarious. He deserved it too. Even if he didn’t realize he was doing it, he was making her uncomfortable and possibly unwelcome. She easily defused it though. It allowed all us a glimpse at her fire just under the surface.

      I can’t help but stare at her long dark blondish hair, delicate features. When she smiles my heart does a little flip. I want her smile to stay there. I want to always see her happy like that. I’ve barely said anything to her since she’s arrived. I’m not much one for words, but I don’t want to be too forward and scare her away either. If she really knew how I felt she would probably take off. Since I first laid eyes on her I knew. I knew without a doubt that she was mine. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      But she will….
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      I sit here and observe my little family. They chatter amongst themselves. A few jabs thrown in here and there in jest. Everyone seems happy. Laughing, relaxed, carefree. I finally feel complete. Gemma is what has been missing from my life for nearly two decades. She is a piece of me and her mother. I wish she had a chance to know her mother. I was young and dumb when we got together. Not that I was dumb for seeing her, but dumb for leaving. If I had known then what I know now, not just her passing but life in general, I would have never left. Or, I would have wrapped her up and taken her with me.

      However, I might not have my family I have now. These guys all need me, or at least they did at one point in time. I need them just as much. They can all make it just fine now, but they were once lost. Each has their own story to tell and none of them are to be taken lightly. Then there’s my sweet Gemma. I know I can’t change the past, but I will always make it a point to be here for her from now on. I’m not letting her go. I wish I knew what she was thinking. She seems to taking everything in stride. For all I know she could have one hell of a poker face, but I doubt it though. I think she has enough Bradford blood to voice her concerns. Just like she did with Jason. That shit was hilarious. It’s also what he needed. Jason is loyal to a fault, but that loyalty isn’t just given away. It’s not that he doesn’t like Gemma or that he has a problem with her, it just takes him a little longer to come around and to trust people. It was the same with Chandler. Now that bunch is thick as thieves. I love them all and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gemma

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning comes way too soon. It seems like I just laid my head down to rest. I can feel my nerves starting to fester all over again. Little flutter bugs merrily dancing about…I think I’m going to be sick.

      “Rein it in Gemma, you’ve done this before. It’s going to be ok,” I tell myself.

      A new job, at least I’ve already met everyone and I’ve seen where I’m going to be working. It’s not like it’s something I haven’t done before. I liked my job at the old shop. It’s more than that though, I don’t know if I’m nervous about starting the job, or if I’m afraid I’m going to let Garret down. Probably a little bit of both. He seems to have a lot of faith in me.

      I hop in the shower and get ready. The warm water is like a soothing balm to the bugs in my belly. I let myself relax. Breathe. I finish my shower and get ready for the day.

      With one last look in the mirror, “Let’s do this.”

      When I get down stairs everyone is bustling out the door. Garret gives me a quick side hug and tells me he will see me at the shop. I guess I’m left to my own devices then. It doesn’t look like anyone had breakfast. I’m not sure what the hurry is, it’s not like anyone is in danger of being late.

      Humph
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        * * *

      

      Man, I didn’t realize how much I missed my car. The old Nova carries I piece of my soul, a piece I didn’t realize I was missing until we got reacquainted. I drive the few short miles to the shop and it hits me, “Bea’s Beans”.

      Whoop, Whoop

      I almost forgot already. I can almost taste the rich bitter smoothness of pick me up in a cup. I could really use that right now.

      I park in my assigned parking space and head next door to the coffee shop. I take a deep breathe. This place smells amazing. I can’t help but do a little happy dance in my head. Just in my head, ain’t no way I’m doing it where people can actually see me.

      “What can I get you dear?” The sweetest looking little old woman in the history of old women asks from behind the counter.

      She has on a floral mock dress covered in a simple apron with the “Bea’s Beans” logo across the chest. Her gray hair is up in a bun and her rosy cheeks remind me of a chipmunk. I just want to pinch them. She patiently waits while I make my decision.

      “Um, I think I’ll take a dozen of the cinnamon rolls and half of dozen of the Bavarian cream bear claws and six large coffees to go,” I tell her.

      “Sure, thing dear,” she says as she starts boxing up the gooey cinnamon goodness that’s covered in thick cream cheese icing. I’m probably drooling, I wipe my mouth, yep, I’m drooling a little. I’m in too much of a sugar trance to care.

      She places two boxes on the counter and a drink tray full of coffee and a bag of little creamers and sugar. I settle the bill and head next door.

      I stumble in the office, after fighting with the door since my hands are full of what smells to be a piece of Heaven. I’m shocked to find all of the guys sitting around the office. Staring at me. Or, staring at what’s in my hands. Ok, well it looks like both. After a beat, Chandler shakes it off and goes to help me with the boxes. Being the foodie, he is, I’m sure he’s curious.

      We place the food and coffee the counter and I feel a presence behind. I slowing look over my shoulder and about knock everything over. Every one of them are hovering behind me and Chandler with some very serious expressions.

      “Oh, my freaking geez, give somebody a heart attack would ya?” I grab my chest and will my heart to slow down a little bit.

      No one says anything. They just stand there and stare. It’s really starting to freak me out. What in the hell are they doing?

      “Go ahead and help yourselves. There’s cream and sugar in the bag.” I say to no one in particular as I go to put my purse under the desk.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” someone says. Then it’s absolute chaos. Thank the Lord for small miracles because I moved just in time. I decide to just wait until its safe before I grab my own. Garret makes his way over to me, he decided to let them fizzle out first too.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders and gives me a kiss on the head, “You didn’t have to do this, but we all really appreciate it. You’ll now have all their hearts forever.”

      I give him a chuckle and shake my head. Boys. I grab a roll and a cup of coffee just as Jason acts as though he going to take it away.

      I jerk it back and turn away, “I will stab you,” I warn him with faux seriousness. I guess it isn’t just the boys.
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        * * *

      

      My first morning has gone by smoothly and rather quickly. We’ve seem to fall into a comfortable rhythm, like I’ve been here all along. I haven’t run into any major hiccups so far, and if I do I’m sure we’ll figure it out. As far as a new job is concerned, I couldn’t have asked for things to be any better. Talk about a relief, one less thing to stress about. Who am I kidding? This whole ordeal has gone better than anyone could have imagined, almost too good. Life isn’t some fru fru fairytale, I probably shouldn’t think like this, but you know what they say “hope for the best but expect the worst.”

      In between customers, I work on organizing all the files and making sure they are on the computer instead of just handwritten. I work on compiling a customer profile system. I’ve looked at these files until my eyes feel like are crossing, time for a break. I figure it’s time for a potty break, a cold soda and some fresh air while it’s quiet at the moment. I make my way to the restroom; my thoughts are elsewhere until I’m practically flattened on my ass.

      Stunned, I look up from a pair of black boots, worn denim, black t-shirt stretched across a massive chest and into a pair of emerald green eyes. Those eyes hold my own. Those eyes made a star appearance in my dreamworld last night.

      With a little furrow between the brow Weston snaps out of the moment, “I am so sorry Gemma,” as he gets down on his haunches and offers me a large calloused hand to help me up.  I take it and we both stand. The small hall leading to the restroom only allows us to be a few inches apart. I haven’t taken my eyes from his, almost as though his eyes won’t let me. They arrest me, hold me captive. They create a burn deep in my chest, branding me. I can feel it. I can almost hear the sizzle. I wonder if he can too. He still has ahold of my hand, which is wedged in between us. I am close enough to breathe in his scent. It reminds of the Abercrombie store in the mall, strong, steady, masculine. I take it into my lungs, mentally making a pocket for it, so I can keep it there. Oh geez, if he could hear my thoughts he would think I was a looney psycho. He definitely wouldn’t be looking at me the way he is right now.
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      I wasn’t paying attention, I’m paying attention now.

      I pay attention to her soft hand in mine.

      I pay attention to how there is only a few inches separating us.

      I pay attention to the rise and fall of her chest that becomes more and more rapid as we stand here.

      I pay attention to the storming grey that has swept me up and held me prisoner.

      I pay attention to the pink pouty lips…

      

      “Gemma…” I breathe out as I bring my other hand up to the side of her face and continue my hand down to her neck. I tilt her chin towards me with my thumb. Her skin is so soft beneath my rough hands. She has yet to say anything. I know I should let her go. I’m not so sure she wants me to. I close the distance between us and ghost my lips against hers. I see the storm continuing to brew and churn. Oh, but this is the storm of a different kind. I continue, with a little more force as I start to work my lips against hers. I let go of her hand to grasp the other side of her neck allowing our bodies to become flush. Her eyelids flutter and a soft noise escapes the back of her throat. That’s all I need. I run my hand to the back of her head, entangling my fingers in her soft hair and the other to the small of her back as I pull her to me. I can’t get her close enough. My heart pounds in my chest, it only seems to beat like this for her. I run my tongue along the seam of her lips as she opens them in invitation.  Our tongues run against each other as our lips dance. I’m breathing as though I’ve run a marathon. I have to make myself break away as I lay my forehead against hers.

      “Weston…” she breathes as if she’s been holding that breath forever. Her body relaxes. I hold my hands on either side of her face and place a lingering kiss on her forehead as I breathe her in. As much as I would love to see where this goes, I have work that’s got to be done, and I’d rather not have an audience. I leave her in the hall and head back into the shop.
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      Holy Moses, what in the heck just happened? He kissed me. I can’t believe he kissed me. I hold my hand to my chest and lean back against the wall willing my heart to slow down. I can’t believe that just happened. Does he realize that is my first real kiss? I lay my head back and re-live the whole encounter in my head. I bring my finger tips to my lips. I can still fill the soft pillow of his lips as they consumed mine like he was starved. I can feel the hard lines of his body against mine.

      I make my way to the bathroom on shaky legs. I finish my business, but my mind is in a fog. Did that really happen or was it a fantasy that took over and just seemed real. I look at my reflection in the mirror as I wash my hands. My cheeks are red, and the grey in my eyes is brighter. My lips are full and bruised. Oh, it most definitely happened. I smile and head for my soda and fresh air. Though I’m not so sure I want fresh air. I want to keep Weston’s scent trapped with me for a little longer.

      The rest of my day continues much like the morning. Steady with plenty to keep me busy for the time being. But, mind continues to drift off the encounter in the hallway. I haven’t seen Weston since. I can’t help but wonder if he is hiding from me. Maybe he regrets it and is disgusted by me. I don’t know, but I’m not going to seek him out like a lost puppy. I might not have much experience in the men department but I’m not naive either. To me, that was my real first kiss. I’ve had pecks and fumbling here and there, but nothing like that. I’ve always had so much on my plate, between working, taking care of grams, and the tight leash she liked to keep on me, there wasn’t much time for boys. I think she made it her mission to keep me under the radar, away from as many people as possible. I could be wrong but it sure does seem that way, if that was the case, then why? What was she hiding from, or more likely who was she hiding from? She was not a weak woman, nor was she a push over. She had a fire streak a mile wide and Heaven help whoever got in her way. She would burn you down. So, whatever was holding her back had to be pretty important for her to tuck tail when it came to me, and I don’t think it was Garret either. He has a soft spot for me, and I think he did for my mom as well. He’s a gentle soul who would never wish me any harm. I know this for a fact. So, again, who could have ruffled her feathers? I guess I will never know, but I will always wonder.

      Garret strolls up to my desk just as I am gathering my purse to leave.

      “So, what do think pumpkin?” He asks as leaves a hip on my desk with his arms crossed on his chest. He eyes me, does he know about what happened in the hall? I can feel myself start to blush. I try to push it back down.

      “Great, I’ve been super busy. I think you’re going to like the new system I’ve come up with. It’ll allow a little more personal interaction with your customers.” I tell him. I’ve worked really hard on it, so I really do hope he likes it.

      “It isn’t finished yet, and it will take some time to do so, but I think it will be worth it once it is, “I tell him.

      His eyes soften and a small smile plays on his lips, “I’m sure it will be great sweetie, I can’t tell you how much it means to me for you take such initiative,” he responds. It means a lot hearing him say that. It’s like an ingrained requirement to get is acceptance and approval. I want to make him proud. I don’t want him to regret bringing me here, especially since him and the guys already seem to have things figured out. I really don’t want to screw that up.

      “You ready to go?” He asks as he heads towards the door.

      “Yep,” I grab my purse and walk out as he locks up behind me. I stop just short and turn to wrap my arms around him. My ear against his chest, I can hear the rapid beat of his heart as he tenses. Then, he slowly relaxes and returns the hug with his cheek and the top of my head.

      “Thank you…for everything. I came here not really knowing what to expect, and so far, it’s been greater than I ever could have imagined. Thank you for coming for me.” I tell him, and I mean it. It he hadn’t come I would have been all alone. I would have been fine, but I wouldn’t have realized what I’ve been missing.

      “Always sweetie, I will always come for you. You are my reason for breathing, even if you didn’t know it. I love you pumpkin,” he says as he kisses me on the top of the head.

      “I love you too Dad,” I reply with an extra squeeze before I let go to get in the car. I get in the driver seat with my purse shotgun and let out a long sigh. My first day was a success.
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      I flop down on my bed when I make it home. I really don’t know what to make of the first day I just had.  My heart picks up thinking about the boy across the hall and the kiss we shared. I guess it isn’t fair to call him a boy. He’s far from it. It was unexpected though. We’ve shared a few looks and some heated tension, but I never believed it would  have ever escalated to anything.  I graze my lips with the tips of my fingers; I can’t help but to want it again, and again…. oh boy, we’re both going to be in trouble now. I have to force myself to get up and wash up. Dinner should be about ready. I should probably start figuring out what I can do to contribute. I don’t expect them to do all the cooking and cleaning. Since I’m a lot more settled I want to do my part. I want to pitch in and stop feeling like I’m mooching off them. I don’t like to feel indebted to anyone. I’ve had to learn to take care of myself and I have every intention of keeping it that way. In this world the most reliable resource you have is yourself. You are the person you can count on the most. You will always be there, and you will always know what your own best interests are. In truth, I’m afraid of letting anyone else help, of letting them in. I can’t let anyone get too close, they will just let me down. For whatever the circumstances, people can’t stay forever. Everyone leaves at some point or another. Where does that leave you when they go? Alone?  I don’t have it in me to find out. As well as my stay has been going here, I have to keep them all at arm’s length, because they were to let me down I don’t think my heart could take it.

      As I make my way down stairs, I find myself in the same predicament as earlier. Weston seems to be taking most of the hall.

      “Gemma, I was just going to get you,” Weston says he grips a hand on each of my shoulders. “Dinner is ready.”

      He bends the knees a little to be able to look me in the eye. Once he has my full attention. Well, let’s be honest he’s had my full attention for most of the day. It feels like we can communicate with just a look, no words are even needed. I can easily read the hunger, vulnerability, hesitation and infatuation in his eyes. You know they say the eyes are the window to the soul. There has to be something to that. Have you ever really thought about it? When you look into someone’s eyes, what do you feel? It’s not the same as looking at their nose or shoulder. When I look in Weston’s eyes I feel everything.

      “Gemma?” He gives my shoulders a little squeeze. I guess I was in my head a little longer than I realized.

      I nod and as the corner of my mouth turns up. “Yeah ok, thanks I was just headed that way, I’m getting hungry.” Oh yeah, I’m hungry, but not for whatever delicious concoction is downstairs. I’m hungry for whatever this is brewing between us. It seems to get a little heavier each time we’re together.  Weston must read what I’m thinking on my face. His hands leave my shoulders to cradle my face.

      “I’m hungry too little Gem,” he breathes out as he closes the distance between us. His lips are just a breath away. His eyes never leave mine asking for permission. Once he’s satisfied with what he’s looking for, his soft lips skim across my own. I feel his fingertips tighten as he angles my head towards his own. I open up to allow his entrance as our mouths give and take in a dance like we both need the other in order to breathe. Taking a little of each other’s life essence to mingle and combine and forge with our own. I bring my hands up to his forearms and continue until my hands reach his own. Our fingers lace together, my back arches as his fingers tighten. Then a throat clears. Wait. What?

      “Uhhh Ummm,” Garret indiscreetly announces his presence.

      Oops

      “Well Weston, I guess that answers my question. I believe you found Gemma. Gemma, as in my daughter Gemma, my sweet little girl Gemma.” Garret turns to leave with a little shake of his head, but not before I catch a slight little satisfied smirk on his face.

      I start to follow Garret downstairs, but Weston has yet to release me. He rests his forehead against mine and takes several deep breaths. He doesn’t seem the least bit worried by Garret’s interruption.

      

      “Gemma, please tell me this is ok. Just give me your word and I will walk away. Tell me to leave you alone and I will.” I don’t miss the longing in his voice. I know what it is because I feel it to. Whenever he’s near it’s like a string has been snapped tight between us. I don’t even have to see him to know he’s there.

      “Yes Weston, it’s ok. It’s more than ok.” I tell him as I close my eyes and try to calm my own breathing. Geez, you would have thought I ran a marathon. He pulls away and I feel his lips on my forehead. His hands return to my shoulder to turn me towards the steps.

      “Alright, let’s go get some grub,” he says, his tone much lighter and infused with a laugh, as he swats me on the butt.

      “Yipp,” I squeal as I jog to the stairs.

      The smell of fajitas assaults me as I make my way down the stairs with Weston on my tail. The food is already spread out on the table. We both take our respective seats. I take a deep breath as I realize I’m to have to consume messy fajitas under the dark observant gaze of Weston, since his seat is directly across from mine.

      “Nice of you two to join us,” Garret quips.

      Weston just replies with a short nod. Me? I do nothing. I mean what do I say? He just caught us swapping spit for crying out loud, I’d rather not bring it up, especially in front of everyone else. However, I don’t think Garret is as put off by it as he’s trying to appear.

      We all eat and enjoy the company. The food is amazing as I suspected. I did my best not to make a fool out of myself in front of Weston, or anyone else for that matter. I clean up since they were nice enough to cook. I’m surprised when Jason joins me to wash the dishes.

      “So, you and Weston, huh?” He asks carefully. I don’t miss him watching me out of the corner of his eye. Makes me feel kinda itchy.

      “Yes, maybe, I don’t know.” I reply truthfully. I don’t really know what we are if we are anything. There is no denying there is something there though, we both feel it and I suspect everyone else can sense it. It’s nice being around Jason without being smothered by his hostility. Ever since our dinner at Amilifi’s we seem to have come to a mutual understanding of each other.

      Jason leans down to bump my shoulder with his, “Maybe I should ask him?” He taunts with a raise of a brow.

      “No!” I quickly exclaim as I jerk my hands out of the water ever so gracefully slinging suds everywhere. “Don’t do that” I plead.

      Jason snickers enjoying my embarrassment. “Well, there’s something there. A person would have to be blind not to see it. But, in fairness, we’ve known Marks a long time. He doesn’t dish out attention very often. No matter how hard some girls try to get it. And try they do. Most of the girls around here would be beside themselves to ‘land Weston Marks’. Believe me when I tell you this though, I see the way he looks at you. You already mean something to him. Trust him.”

      I flick my gaze to his. He must notice my hesitation. “Trust him, you feel me? Marks is as loyal as they come. No matter what you hear, trust him, go to him. He will not lie to you. He won’t lead you on. He doesn’t play games. I’m also telling you, be sure you don’t play any with him, not that I expect you to.” He hesitates before continuing. “I think you two are going to be good for each other, but it’s not going to be easy. Nothing worth anything ever is. Girls can be some real catty bitches. They are going to come at you. I don’t doubt it for a second. Once they realize you’ve caught Weston’s attention, they will be green with envy. Some will pose a new friend, some might confront you head on, others will be more than willing to stab you in the back. Don’t take it from them Gemma girl. If he means to you what I think he does, then you show them where you belong.” He finishes while looking at me expectantly. I don’t know if he expects me to be afraid, tuck my tail and run, decide Weston’s not worth it. I’m not sure. Who knew he could be so passionate about someone else’s love life. The response he gets isn’t one I think he’s expecting though.

      I go ahead and drain the water, dry my hands and toss the towel on the counter. I turn my shoulders towards Jason with a snarl, “Oh, don’t you worry Jack and the Beanstalk.” I see the smirk on Jason face at the reference to his height with this head in the clouds. “If some chick wants to come after me, then she is more than welcome to try. I don’t have a problem chewing up and spitting out anyone who stands in the way of what is mine. As for friends, that’s not something I make easily. It usually takes more trust than I am willing to hand out. I’ve been let down by too many people, so I tend to keep my circle pretty close.” Satisfied with my answer Jason gives a smile and slap on the back as leaves the kitchen without another word. Ok, so that dude is a little weird, but it’s obvious he cares, otherwise he wouldn’t have slapped a warning label on my forehead. As, I watch Jason leave I’m not entirely surprised to see Garret leaning against the wall. He’s good at the whole sneaking around thing. There isn’t a doubt in my mind he’s fully aware of everything and anything that goes on in this house.
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      I should really probably stop sneaking in on Gemma and conversations where she is involved, but I can’t. I can’t stand the thought of her getting hurt, taken advantage of, vulnerable, any of those things.

      “So, I guess you heard?” Gemma asks already knowing the answer. I give her a slight nod in confirmation.

      “Is this where you tell me this is a bad idea, to stay away, we’re not good for each other, so on and so forth?” She asks, I catch the hostility in her voice. Good, that means she’s willing to fight me for what she wants.

      “No sweetie, I’m not going to tell you what you should or shouldn’t do. It probably wouldn’t even do any good if I tried.” She’s too much like me, it would just push her that much more. “Jason is somewhat right though. Weston has been on the girl’s radar around here since he came to town. I don’t doubt that you will be able to hold your own against them just fine. We could be wrong and they might just let it be, but it’s doubtful. Jason just wanted to make sure you had a heads up. He’s also right to trust Weston. Or any of us. Come to us. No matter what you hear or what someone does, come to us. Trust us with your concerns, your safety. If I didn’t trust Weston myself, I wouldn’t be comfortable with his infatuation with you.”

      “It’s more than infatuation” I interrupt with certainty.

      “Yes, I believe so too. All I’m saying is, if you are serious about perusing this with Weston you are going to need that Bradford steel backbone you were born with. I know how hard it is to trust someone. Trust isn’t necessarily something that’s earned. It’s given out, until it’s broken. In order to trust someone, you have to allow yourself to be vulnerable. Respect is earned. When someone is proven trustworthy the down payment for respect has been paid.

      An interruption from behind causes Gemma eyes to dart over my shoulder, from the bottom of the stairs. Weston continues, “That is why Garret is respected here in this house and across town. He’s earned it.”

      That’s all he says though, I would let them continue this conversation on their own, but West has already went back upstairs. Gemma eyes return to me. She has been quiet as a mouse, taking in my words. I want what I have to say to sink it.

      “Weston doesn’t give out trust easily either,” I tell her with a pointed look. As much as I love her, and she is my daughter I don’t want to think about any of my boys getting hurt either. “This isn’t a one-way street, not that you expect it to be. It’s just that you will need to remember to pick your battles. Give and take. Compromise. These are things people tend to forget, especially in a new relationship. I have no doubt in my mind Weston will take care of you, love and cherish you if you let him. But, you have to let him. First you have to let him in. I know that scares you sweetie, I can see it all over your face. If you don’t try and you don’t let him in, then you will never know. Get what I’m sayin’?” I see her work though it as she swallows the lump that formed there. She closes her eyes and nods. My brave girl. This is a big leap for her. We will all be there to catch her if she falls. I don’t tell her this though. I want her to dig up her strength on her own first. The reward will be so much greater if you can overcome your fears without the knowledge of the safety net below.

      “I trust you, I want to trust him. I want to try. I want to open myself up. I want to take the journey,” she opens her eyes and the look she gives roots me where I stand, “I trust you to not let me lose myself along the way. I trust you to bring me back if this journey is off course. I trust you to bring me back to life if my heart doesn’t survive it.” With tears in her eyes, there is no doubt in my mind I would go to hell and back for this girl.

      “I love you Gemma. Always. And, I will always here for you. You can take it to the bank baby girl.” I wrap my arms around her and lend her some strength she’s going to need. This is a new world and new life for her, no cowards are allowed. That doesn’t mean you can’t be afraid.

      “I love you too,” is all she says. I can see the wheels turning. I have no doubt where she’s headed as she starts to the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Weston

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel bad for listening in on their private conversation. But, some things you just can’t un-hear, especially if you are the center of the conversation. I heard more than either one of them probably realize. Her conversation with Jason nearly gave me a heart attack. I know he means well, but that talk could have went either way. She could have decided it was going to be too much for her to handle. He’s right, the women around here will give her a hard time if she lets them, but then she said the word that stole the breath from my lungs…. “mine.” This girl has my insides knotted up. Garret is right though, I do have a hard time trusting people, especially women. I’ve been burned, tossed aside and let down too many times. It’s different with Gemma though, or at least I want it to be. The chemistry between us has its own natural flow. It’s not forced. It just is.

      There is a soft knock at my bedroom door followed by the sweetest melody “Garret?” Little Gemma has sought me out. If she can be brave then so can I.

      I open my door, no matter how many times I see her she steals my breath away just as much as the first time I saw her. I don’t say anything but I step aside granting her entry. She warily steps inside, discreetly looking around, probably trying to get an insight to my mind. Good luck with that baby. I allow her to be curious as she gets a little more comfortable, not trying to hide her interest.

      Gemma turns towards me, “Wes”. My heart stutters hearing her call me by my nickname. Only those who are close to me dare to do so. But, I like the sound of it coming from her lips. “Wes, I…ummm…” she tries again.

      “Yes, what can I do for you sweetheart?” I try to help her along. She looks to me with wide eyes as she keeps turning her hands over each other, over and over again. She’s nervous.

      I gesture to the couch in my sitting area, “Why don’t we have seat,” I suggest. She quickly complies and runs her hands over her denim shorts as if her palms are sweaty. I take a seat to her left, close but not too close.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she admits as deflates, her shoulders turning in on themselves.

      “What haven’t you done before?” I ask curiously.

      “Any of it,” she says as those stormy grey eyes look at with so much vulnerability that I can feel it in my bones.

      “Any of it?” I echo needing a little more clarification.

      “The kissing, touching, hell even the talking. Well, mostly the talking. Not that I haven’t ever talked to anyone before. I have. Just not like this. Especially about us, whatever this is between us.” She rambles.

      “Whoa slow down. Gem it’s ok,” I try to calm her. I don’t like the anxiety written across her face, and I definitely don’t want to be the one to put it there.

      “Help me, I don’t know what to do,” she pleads and my resolve crumbles. That’s when I know. She trusts me, whether she’s aware of it or not. Maybe not fully, but she trusts me. It makes me feel like puffing my chest and pounding it with my fists.

      I scoot a little closer and take her hands in mine. Her hands are so tiny, I could about fit both hers in one of mine. She watches me still as a statue, trying to anticipate what is to come.

      “Gemma,” I start my voice soft, cautious.  I take her left hand and place it over my heart. I let her feel the staccato rhythm beating wilding. “Do you feel that? That’s what you do to me.” Her eyes widen a little farther. I place her hand back in mine and rub my thumb over her wrist where I feel her heart in tune with my own. “You stole my breath as soon as you and Garret walked through the door. Now, I can only breathe whenever you are near. This between us, I know you feel it too. Is it scary? Hell yes. Is it going to be easy sailing? Probably not. Is it going to be worth it? Fuck…. baby, I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.” Before I give her a chance to respond I lean in and take her mouth showing her how serious I am, how I feel about her, what it could be even though it’s just a taste. It takes her a minute to respond, but when she does I know she feels the same way I do. “Whatever you need baby, if you need to take it slow then that’s what we’ll do. But, I’m not ignoring this…us. It’s not going to go away, and I don’t want it to. I want it…you…us…” I trail off taking her mouth again. She winds her fingers in my hair pulling me closer, like she can’t get enough. I know the feeling. “If you can find the courage to trust me, especially with something as precious as your heart, then I can too. I might end up with mine shredded in the process, but I owe it to the possibility of ‘us’.”

      My words fuel an already ignited fire. She moves to her knees on the couch and then over to straddle my lap. I like this Gemma, the one that follows her instincts and doesn’t think about it so much. I grasp her hips in an attempt to keep my hands from wondering. I am a man of much self-control, but the little noises she’s making in the back of her throat are nearly my undoing. My fingers graze the soft skin of her legs, then I move my hands to her ribs where I will them to stay. As we break apart, I’m stunned when her arms work their way around my neck and she lay her head on my shoulder for a hug, an embrace. I wrap my arms the rest of the way around her and pull her to me. Right now, there is no other place I’d rather be.
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      Holy crap, what am I doing? I start to hope off Weston like my ass has been set on fire.

      “I’m so sorry, I…” I begin to apologize but Weston prevents my escape and cuts my words short.

      “Never apologize for showing me how you feel baby. You got that? If you want to show me affection, then show me. If you are angry, don’t hide let me know it. If you’re excited, let me be excited with you, for you. Never be ashamed, and as far as what we’re doing now. I sure as hell don’t have any complaints,” he says with a blinding smile that’s enough to turn any woman to mush.

      I return his smile and we hug again. I’ve never been much of a hugger, but with his arms wrapped around me I feel safe, precious, and I’m not going to say loved but something along those lines. This that’s blooming between us is more than lust or infatuation. It walks a fine line with words that would be spoken too soon. Weston and Garret can both read me like a book, like they are both in-tuned to channel Gemma. They know what I need before I even know I need it. With each moment that passes I look a little more forward to the moments that are to come. Not days, weeks, hours or years, but moments. Our lives are made up of moments, some we cherish, some we rather forget. Our age is a timeline, but it’s the moments in time we will remember. No one is going to be happy or sad every second of every day. It’s those moments in between that help define us. What will my monument look like? I think it’s vastly improving.

      Me and Weston bid our good nights. I return to my room to lie down. It’s still kind of early but I have a lot to process. I’m doing my best not to over think it, but I admit it’s hard. I can’t deny that it feels natural being around Weston almost like a reflex. It happens before you think about. I drift off with dreams of stolen kisses, light touches, emerald eyes and the feeling of home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next few days that follow are much the same. True to his word Weston never rushes me or pushes. For that I am grateful. We learn little things about each other, like his favorite color is black and he prefers soft rock, his favorite food is lobster. He works out every day; he has amazing discipline, and plenty of patience. With me he will need it. Everything is going better than I could have ever expected, until it’s not.
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      It’s Thursday and I rode to work with Garret this morning. He really has been great. He doesn’t hover, bull doze his way in, or make me feel like a naïve child. Yet, he lets me know he’s there. All of which I appreciate. Between the move, the job, the new family...and Weston, I could really use a few minutes to myself. After work, instead of riding back home with Garret I decide to go for a walk. I head towards the town’s center that is encompassed by the enchanting park. The grass is so thick and green. There’s flowers are varying rich and vibrant colors. The trees are huge and shade the picnic tables and walkway with their canopy of leaves. It’s almost magical. The sun glistens across the top of the pond where the geese glide along the water. I take to a bench off to the side of the pond just under the trees. I lie down with my feet in the bench, knees bent and my arm thrown across my eyes. Sometimes we all just need a few minutes. That’s exactly what I need, a few minutes. I can’t say I’m not pleased with how things are going, but they are going a little fast. I haven’t had time to breathe. What if I’m making a mistake? Sure, I’m glad I met Garret, but could I have learned more about myself if I would have stayed? It kind of feels like I’m not living on my own, and well I guess I’m not, but I was back in North Carolina. It might have been a struggle but it was my struggle. One of the reasons I agreed to come was with the hope of “finding myself” as cliché as that might be. But, when I think about it, this whole ordeal is kind of the opposite. I wonder if my house has rented out yet. My job, have they found a replacement? They took a chance on me and I dropped them like a hot piece of coal.

      Then there’s Weston. If I hadn’t come I never would have met Weston. He’s been great, though a little intimidating, and a lot intense.

      I let myself mull over everything, taking it in. I really haven’t had much of a chance to do so. Maybe that is Garret’s intention, so I don’t over think thing. I’m just scared. Scared of not really finding out who Gemma really is., scared of opening up and taking a chance on getting hurt. Isn’t everyone though? It’s always just been me and Grams. Now it seems like there are people everywhere and I’m not sure how I feel about it. It’s not that I don’t like them, it’s just overwhelming. I’m not too good with people.

      Something touches my knee. I take my arm off my eyes and squint into the sun.

      “Everything ok?” I recognize the voice of the silhouette. Garret

      Dropping my feet from the bench and sitting up, “um yeah, everything is fine,” I reply unconvincingly.

      “Gemma, it’s ok to tell me if it’s not. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to me. You will not get judgement from me.” He runs his hand along my hair, “what’s the matter baby girl?” I can hear the concern in his voice, but do I tell him? He said he wouldn’t judge me, but I don’t want to hurt his feeling either. “Listen kid, just know I am here for you…always.” He hands me a small box that I didn’t notice he had earlier. It’s black and roughly the size of a rubix cube, but it’s the type jewelry usually comes in. I gasp my eyes shooting to his, “go ahead and take it, I thought of you when I saw it the other day.” I take the box and open it carefully. Inside is the most gorgeous rose gold watch I’ve ever seen. Its large face shines yet the strap is feminine and delicate.

      “I love it! But, really you didn’t have to,” I tell him as I continue to take it out of the box.

      “Really, I wanted to. It never needs charging, it’s waterproof and can sync with your phone to get messages and such.” He tells me, I think he’s about as excited about it as I am.

      “Thank you, thank you. I’ll wear it every day,” I proclaim excitedly as I put it on.

      “It’s a little big, we’ll get it sized down when we get home,” he says as he examines it.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention. I see a flash of red just beyond the pond. It’s gone so quickly I wonder if I imagined it. I have that creepy feeling like someone is watching though. I turn my head and continue to scan the area.

      “What is it?” Garret asks picking up that something has caught my attention.

      “I’m not sure. I just thought I saw something.” I tell him a little unsure as I rub my arms. The creepiness gave me goosebumps. Garret follows my gaze and does a sweep of his own, then looks back to me. When he does, I relax a little. He doesn’t look at me questioning or like I’m crazy.

      With an arm around my shoulders he asks, “are you ready to head home, or did you want to hang out for a little while? I’m not…”

      “Yeah, I’m ready,” I interrupt. I am most definitely ready to get out of here. I still feel eyes on me, as we turn to leave the back of my neck burns hot with the heat of someone’s gaze.

      “Dad, do you care to stop by the store? I’d like to make dinner tonight if that’s ok. Everyone else has been so great about cooking; I’d like to pitch in.” I ask before we reach Black Beauty.

      “Sure, thing sweetie,” he says with a smile.
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      Me and Gemma, make our way back from the store. I insist on carrying the groceries in.

      “Do you need any help with supper?” I ask

      “No, I’m good. Go ahead and relax, thanks though,” Gemma replies with a smile. She stands with her shoulders a little straighter and she bears a small confident smile. This must be more of her element, taking care of people. She took care of her grandmother for so long, why didn’t I realize it sooner? Granted, I don’t want her to feel like she’s expected to do anything. It’s just unsaid organization around here. We all help cook and clean taking turns without bickering about it. No one even needs to ask, we all pitch in where needed and it just works.

      “Alright then, I’ll leave you to it. Just holler if you need anything,” I tell her with a kiss on top of the head before I head upstairs.

      I top the stairs just as Chandler is coming out of his room and Jake’s door is open.  Chandler gives me a nod as he makes a quick exit to head downstairs.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?” I ask

      “Need to get supper ready,” he replies with his back to me.

      “No need, Gemma is taking dinner duty today,” I inform him. He pauses and turns back toward me.

      Jake must hear our conversation, he pops his head out of his open doorway “Really, that’s awesome,” he says.

      “We can do it though, it feels like she just got here,” Chandler quips with a furrow of his brow. He’s right, it does feel like she just arrived. I don’t want her to feel like anything is pushed off on her.

      “She volunteered,” I tell them both. “It’s fine, she seemed excited about it.”

      Still seeming a little unsure, “Ok then, I’m going to go outside for a little bit and check the area. I’ve been a little on edge today, but not sure why.” He says as he continues down the stair. I leave it be for now. It’s a little strange after the way Gemma acted in the park. Jake retreats back to his room and I hear the faint sound of his television.

      I go on to my room to change clothes and clean up a bit. Fresh clothes that aren’t heavy with grease and grime make a world of difference. I don’t think it will be too long until dinner, so I head to Weston’s room and knock.

      “Come in,” Weston hollers from the other side of the door. I walk in and it looks like he just got finished cleaning up himself. “How did it go, Doc?” He asks.

      “It’s done, she doesn’t suspect anything.” I tell him. “She really liked it and said she’s going to wear it every day.”

      Nodding and rubbing a towel across his wet hair Weston replies, “That’s good, real good.”

      I think he feels the same way about it as I do. I wasn’t lying when I told her I thought of her when I saw that watch, I really did. It appears beautiful and delicate just like her yet looks can be deceiving. Both are built stronger than they appear.

      “I hate to invade her privacy, but I feel better knowing where she is if need be,” he says as he clenches his jaw.

      “I don’t like the thoughts of doing it either, but sometimes it’s necessary for those we love.” I tell him and leave that thought there. Let it fester. I know he loves her. He might not realize it yet, but he does. Instead of going back to my room, I head to the living room and sink ink in the soft leather couch resting my head back and shut my eyes. I hope the watch is just a precaution and we never have to use it. I’m not sure how she will take it if we ever have to tell her. I slip away for a few minutes peace.
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      I am finished with supper. I’m a little nervous and a little excited. I’ve only ever cooked for me and Grams. I really hope they like it. I made one of my favorite meals. After I’ve placed out all the food in the serving dishes and set the table, I hear a faint snoring in the family room. I walk to the couch and try not to laugh. Garret has his long legs sprawled out in front of him, his head laid back against the back of the couch, his mouth open like he’s trying to catch flies. One arm is laid across his chest and the other is flopped over on the cushion next to him. Poor Daddy must be worn out.

      I squat down next to him and lay my hand on his forearm, “Dad?” I shake his arm a little, trying not to startle him too much. “Dad? Supper is ready,” I tell him softly, just as the front door opens and Chandler walks in.

      He looks from me to Garret and back again, “YO DOC FOOD IS READY!” He yells and I cringe. He chuckles, “You wouldn’t have woken him up otherwise. He’s a heavy sleeper when he’s worn out.”

      Garret’s head pops up with wide eyes and looks around. He seems to relax a little when he realizes it’s just us, so I try again.

      “Hey Daddy, supper is ready,” I tell him while still squatted next to him. He looks at me and smiles, a real genuine heart- warming smile and nods. Chandler watches the interaction between us and smiles too.

      “Let me go wash my hands and I’ll be back” he says as he heads to the downstairs bathroom. I nod and head upstairs.

      Jake’s door is already open. I knock softly on the facing. He’s sprawled out on his couch with the remote on his tummy watching tv.

      He looks up to me, “supper’s ready,” I tell him.

      A big smile spreads across his face, “Sweet!” He says and immediately hops up. I turn across the hall to Jason’s bedroom and knock on his closed door. I begin to wonder if he’s home or asleep it’s so quiet.

      Suddenly, the door opens and Jason’s six-foot five frame is standing there without a shirt on looking me expectantly. “Um, supper is ready,” I tell him hesitantly.

      As I turn to leave Jason grabs my arm halting me, “Ok thanks, I’ll be right down.” He says with a soft smile. Sometimes I’m still a little uncertain around him. I just nod and head to last door on the left. My feet feel heavy and my palms begin to sweat. I feel my heart beat a little faster.

      I knock on Weston’s door, “Come in,” he yells. I open the door and I forgot what I was going to say when my eyes land on him. He’s standing there in a pair of low hung cargo sorts, and sleeveless shirt and barefoot. I’ve never seen him look so relaxed. His hair is still a little damp from a shower.

      He looks at me with a knowing smile. I feel my face heat from being caught ogling him. I’m still at loss for words as he makes his way across the room.

      He places his hand on my hips, “Hi,” is all he says and I melt.

      “Hi,” I reply on a sigh. He just chuckles. It’s enough to clear my mind fog and recall why I came here in the first place. “Supper is ready,” I tell him.

      He moves his hands from my waist to either side of my head and places a kiss on my forehead, “Great, because this guy is starving.” The green of his eyes seems to darken and I have the feeling he’s not just talking about food. Feeling a little brave I grab his hand and pull him down the hallway.

      We arrive at the table hand in hand. I catalogue the looks from everyone. A small smile from Chandler, as he pushes his glasses up on his nose. Garret leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest, he doesn’t seem surprised though. I think it’s mostly for show. I have to stifle a giggle when I see the hair sticking up on his head from his nap. Yep, much less intimidating with bedhead. Jake gives us a wide smile seeming happy. Then there’s Jason. He glances back and forth form our hand to each of us. He shifts his weight in his seat and gives us a small nod. At least I don’t sense any hostility this time. We go to our respective seats and everyone begins to dig in.

      “Wow Gemma, this is something else.” Jake says as he places some parmesan crusted tilapia on his plate, followed by corn on the cob, sautéed asparagus, and garlic rolls. I relax and everyone fills their plates and digs in. I receive thank yous and praises all around.

      I can feel the heat of Weston’s gaze every so often. I return each gaze with a smile. I feel something hit my leg so I readjust my feet. Then my feet are encased by two long legs and I look up to Weston who is eating like nothing is happening. We finish our dinner with our legs tangled, our bellies full and my heart full and content.
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        * * *

      

      I have officially been in Taylorton, Texas for a month. So far, it’s been the best month of my life. No disrespect to Grams, I loved her with my whole heart, but I feel like I wasn’t living. She was hiding from who knows what and we were just getting by. I’m working in the shop office on the phone scheduling an appointment with a customer when the door chimes and in comes a walking sex ad. I kid you not, this chic is Jessica Rabbit in the flesh. Long thick red hair, curves galore, long legs, pouty mouth and mini dress about two sizes too small. She has at least six inches on my five feet. Not that I have anything against red heads, but I can already tell this chic is trouble.

      I almost forget about the customer on the phone, “Sounds good, see you then Mr. Wellington. Take care.” I end the call and address Mrs. Rabbit, “Hi, can I help you?” I ask her in my most professional manner. Professional is the on verge of going out the window. I don’t miss the cold look in her eyes, the slight snarl of her upper lip, and no one can notice the jut of her hip where her hand rests. In other words, in female talk, she just basically said I’m the gum beneath her shoe. She just better reel it back or it’s about to get sticky.

      “I need Weston, my car won’t start.” She says in a sultry voice. Really lady? I know that’s not really how you talk, it’s not like you’re trying to seduce me. Geez.

      “Let me see which one of the guys is available, I’ll be right back.” I get up to head into the shop, but she speaks up.

      “No, I just need Weston.” She says and my hackles go up.

      “Can I tell him who’s here? He’s currently working on a large project that’s on a deadline. I’m sure one of the guys will be willing to look at it for you.” I tell her honestly.

      “You don’t understand. I only need Weston.” She says as she puts her hand on my desk and leans towards me like she thinks she’s going to intimidate me. Ha

      “And you are?” I ask her losing my patience.

      “Chandra. Chandra Marshall,” she says extending the pronunciation of the ‘ll’s a little more than necessary. Geez, who does this chic think she is?

      “I own ‘The Charming Chandra Boutique’, “she says, ok so she’s apparently a mind reader. Wait. Chandra? Then it dawns on me. She must see that I just put the pieces together from the smug look on her face as she stands back up to her full height. Chandra, as in Weston’s ex-girlfriend Chandra. Great.

      “Wait here, let me see if he has a minute.” I tell her, still trying to remind myself I’m on the job.

      “I’ll just go back there and get him myself. I’m sure I could give him a nice break.” She says as she starts to sash shay to the shop door.

      Work place be damned. I’ll take it up with Garret later. “Oh no you won’t. Wait here, or you can go elsewhere. Customers are not permitted in the shop.” I tell her sternly.

      “Well, I don’t know who you are,” she starts and I give her a don’t push me look. “Fine, just hurry,” she huffs.

      Reluctantly I go to the shop. I pass Jake’s bay first. When he sees my face he asks, “Uh oh what’s the matter short stuff?”

      “Jessica Rabbit is here looking for some lettuce. I’m about ready to shove a carrot up her ass.” I tell him and keep walking. I hear him bust a gut behind me.

      No one else stops me as I make my way to Weston’s work station. I almost stumble when I see him in all his glory. His full biceps fill out the sleeves of his shirt as he strains to break a bolt loose. My mouth goes dry for a second.

      Noticing my presence, he looks up, “Hey baby, what ya’ doin’ out here?” He asks with a big smile and crinkle at the corners of his eyes. Then he takes notice of my tense shoulders and balled fists.

      “Everything ok?” He asks concerned as he wipes of his hands.

      “It would be better if there wasn’t a fire to put out up front” I tell him. He looks at me confused. I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Red is here to see you. Says her car won’t start and refuses to let anyone else look at it.” I exhale. His jaw tenses as he looks over top of my head towards the shop door. He just gives me a silent nod and heads that way. I follow behind him. This can go one of two ways, one of us is going to be upset.

      As soon as he opens the door, I hear “Hey Baby,” but Weston holds his hand up halting her from saying anything else. I go to step around him but he grabs me by the wrist and pulls me to his side. This doesn’t go unnoticed by her. She tries to hide her scowl. It what little bit of time I was back there her dresses somehow got a littler shorter and the top a little lower. I wonder how that happened.

      I mentally slap a hand to my forehead, aye yay ae.

      Glancing at me and back to Weston she tries again, “Weston,” she starts in a whiney voice. You know the one the whole male population just looovess – not. “My car won’t start honey.” She continues and sticks out her bottom lip in a pout and gives some lame attempt at ‘doe eyes’. Ok, so I might be a bit crabby about it.

      “Chandra,” Weston addresses her in a cold voice that I hope I never hear directed towards me. He steps up to her, and she thinks he’s giving in, but she’s wrong. Or at least I hope. “I will go outside and look at your car, even though I don’t have time for this. If you are playing games, you will regret it.” He barks at her. “You got it?”

      I almost feel sorry for her. Almost. He walks out with her and I can see them from the large windows out front, thank goodness. He sits in the drivers seat and tries to turn it over. She’s right it won’t start, apparently, she had it towed in. He pops the hood and looks around. Awe gee look, is the face he makes. The battery cable was disconnected. I can see the red creep up from under the collar of Weston’s shirt, up his throat and to his face. He is not happy. I can’t hear what he’s saying but there is no doubt he’s letting her have it.

      I about jump out of my skin when someone starts talking next to me, “It’s about time he tells her.” Jake chuckles at my near heart attack. “I would have done it a long time ago. He’s been too easy on her. She tries pulling this crap all the time. Like he’s ever going to take her back. It’s because of you, you know.” He continues at glances at me.

      “Me?” I’m confused.

      “Yeah you, she’s acting out towards you and he’s not going to tolerate it. She made a big mistake. Can’t say I’m sorry though. Good riddance.” He says while watching them out the window. Weston hooks the battery cable back up and walks back to the office. Me and Jake both scramble to look busy instead of two nosey creepers.

      “Gemma?” Weston says and I look up from my desk. He gives me a half smile. The twinkle in his eye lets me know we are busted. Well, that and he points out the paper I’m supposed to writing on is upside down. Crap. Guess I’m not stealthy. “Gemma, I’m sorry about her. She has no business here.” He says.

      “Did she finally get the hint this time?” Jake asks, clearly frustrated with her.

      “She better,” I hear from the doorway to the shop. Jason is standing there with his arms across his chest.

      “I’m just glad we don’t have a salad bar or Jessica Rabbit might not ever left.” I interject. The chuckles all around confirm my teasing helped relieve some of the tension. Weston walks over and gives me a kiss on the temple and goes back to work. Jake follows him out.

      Jason looks at me contemplating if he should say anything. “She really did a number on him. She’s the reason he has a hard time trusting. It’s not my place to go into detail, but he’s different with you. He was in a rough place for a while and I don’t want to see him back there.” He says in a somber tone.

      “Jason, I know you care about him. I do too, trust me when I say I’ll do my best to make him happy.” I reply truthfully.

      “You already do,” is all he said before he went back to work.

      The rest of the week creeps by without incident, until Friday. I love Fridays. I decide to start my day off right with coffee and cinnamon rolls for everyone from Bea’s Beans. I’ve been trying to hold them to a minimum, but man they are to die for. I sit at the counter and wait for my order. I hear someone place an order at the register, vanilla latte fat free milk no whipped cream. Said person decides to take a seat beside me to wait. Out of all the open seats at the counter they decide to sit directly beside me. When I look over the ginger nut next to me tells me everything I need to know. Chandra.

      She doesn’t look at me when she says, “He was mine you know.”

      “Was being the key word, and I didn’t take him from you, you know.” I retort

      She chooses that moment to look at me. I take on her stare directly. Two can play this game as I see the hatred for me in her eyes. Little Red Riding Hood…meet the big bad wolf.

      “I know, he’ll get tired of you little girl. Wait and see. And when he does, guess who he will come running to? Ummm? That’s right…me. I can give him what he needs.” She stands and snarls in my direction.  She takes her latte from Bea without so much as a ‘thank you’.

      “Now you listen here fire crotch, you lost him. That’s on you. You had him and you lost him. I don’t plan on giving him up.” I stand and step closer to her, not really a good idea since it puts my face too close to her boobs, “Now he’s MINE. Mine to love, mine to take care of.” With a finger pointed to her sternum, “Back off. I’m not stupid enough to screw it up.” Bea hands me my tray of coffee, and I look around for the to-go box of cinnamon rolls. She points to the door where Jason is standing with said box in hand and a cat caught the canary smile. He must have heard. “Thanks Bea”

      “You’re very welcome dear. You tell your Daddy and those boys I said hello.” She replies extra chipper. I’m getting the impression not many people care for the ginger snap. I ignore Chandra and meet Jason at the door.

      As soon as we clear the door Jason busts out laughing nearly dropping the box with all the cinnamon gooey goodness.

      He looks down to me as we walk to the shop side by side, “Made my day”. I have to admit, it kind of made mine too.
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      It’s been two months since Chandra tried her little stunt at the shop. In her attempt to lure me out she faked her car being messed up, typical. I still see her around from time to time, not by choice though. If I decide to have a drink with the guys in the next town over she just magically appears. I make it a point to brush all of her advances, a brush up against me here, a hand on my arm there. She needs to get it through her head that I’m not interested. I only have eyes for a petite girl with storm grey eyes. At least Chandra has left Gemma alone for the time being. Gemma can hold her own, but I don’t want her to have to deal with it, it’s not fair to her. Chandra and I have a history that I have to desire repeating, good riddance. I don’t need anyone that toxic in my life. Gemma is like a breath of fresh air. Speaking of whom, she walks into my room.

      “Knock, knock,” she says as she walks in. I meet her halfway and grab her around the hips and bury my nose in her soft hair and breathe in. It’s as if my lungs can finally fully expand when she’s near, a weight lifted off my chest.

      “Baby, I told you, you don’t need to knock.” I tell her teasingly. We’ve been over this several times and I know she’s going to knock anyway. She just chuckles and sways slightly as if she feels lighter in my presence. I know the feeling. I can’t get enough.

      I lean back slightly to catch her gaze, “Do you have any plans for today?” I ask. All we seem to do is go to work, come home, eat, clean up, sleep and repeat. Sure, we go to one of the local restaurants in town occasionally. She doesn’t complain, but I’d like to give her more. Who am I kidding I want to give her everything.

      “No plans, why do you have something in mind?” She asks shyly.

      “There’s somewhere I’d like for you to see if you’re up for it.” I all of the sudden feel a little nervous. “Nothing fancy, but you might want to wear something cool and comfortable,” I suggest.

      “Not going to tell me where we’re going?” She teases.

      “No, it’s not far, but I think you’ll like it.” I tell her softly. I need to be close to her, alone. We hardly ever have a moment to ourselves. I’m not complaining, I love the guys, but we are still learning about each other and it’s hard to do under the watchful eye. I know they will give us our space, but it’s not the same as actually being alone. Just us. “Twenty minutes?” She nods in confirmation. With a swat to the butt I send her out to get ready. I meet Garret in the kitchen, he’s the only one aware of my plans. He was nice enough to put together a little lunch to take with us. We pack the chicken salad sandwiches on croissant rolls, Caesar salad, and a jug of strawberry lemonade into a basket with utensils. I grab a blanket and a couple of big towels from the linen closet and pack it all in the back of my Hummer.  Gemma is coming down the stairs when I come back inside. Just in time. I think to myself. I meet her at the bottom of the steps, she’s still standing on the last one bringing our faces close together.

      “Ready?” I ask. I don’t miss the look she shoots to Garret who is still standing in the kitchen not trying to be discreet about watching our encounter. I take it she is still wary about any PDA in front of pops. I just shake my head, kiss her on the nose, grab her hand and say, “come on let’s go,” I pull her towards the door before she has a chance to protest. I look back over my shoulder and Garret is still there leaned up against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, silently chuckling. He gets it. I look down to Gemma and she’s looking at me with the wide eyes, as if she’s not sure what to do. I give her a sincere smile asking her to trust me.

      We don’t have far to go, Lake Tuckaseegee is just about 5 miles south, the opposite direction of town down Muskatee Hwy. Gemma still hasn’t said anything. When she sees the sign up ahead, her eyes light up. Lake Tuckaseegee, also known as ‘Lake Tuck’, is beautiful, serene, quiet and for the most part, private. We exit the Hummer and she follows me to the hatch, I grab the basket and she automatically grabs the blanket. I really like that about her, she doesn’t mind pitching in without prompting. We make our way to a grassy spot under a huge oak tree just by the water. We spread out the blanket, casting glances back and forth. I set the basket on top of the blanket and spread out the food.

      “Wes, this looks great. You really didn’t have to go through the trouble. I would have helped you know.” She says without much conviction. I think she enjoys someone looking after her even if it’s an alien concept.

      “I know sweetie, it was not big deal, besides Garret helped,” I inform her, letting her chew on that for a minute. I see almost see her wheels turning, the idea Garret was more than willing to help with a date for his daughter. Then I see the upturn at the corner of her mouth. She’s pleased. We eat in companionable silence, looking over the glistening water, just enjoying each other’s presence. That’s hard to find, someone who doesn’t need to fill the silence with chatter, it’s refreshing, just like everything about her. She watches the water seemingly deep in thought and I watch her. She’s so beautiful and it’s all her. She doesn’t need to spend hours getting ready to make herself look like someone she’s not. She’s perfect just as she is. She must feel my gaze on her as she looks over and when she does the heat in her eyes matches my own. What was she so deep in thought about? I think I might have an idea. I lean over and wrap my fingers around the edge of her delicate jaw just beneath her ear. The tips of my fingers dig into her soft hair as I pull her the rest of the way to me. With hooded eyes she doesn’t offer any resistance. I shift our positions to where she gently lays under me on the blanket. I prop my weight on my forearm, the other not letting her go. Her breathes are becoming more rapid in our closeness. Finally, my lips touch hers and I feel it hijacking my veins, like grabbing an electric fence. Our lips become more frenzied and a small moan escapes her between us enlisting a growl of my own. My hand travels down her throat, my fingertips graze her collar bone. My hand slides down brushing the side of her breast and her breath catches. I smile against her lips. I love how affected she is by my touch. I follow her ribs with my fingers as I grasp her sides. Her back arches of the ground and I wedge a knee between her legs. Hers fall to the side in an invitation. I settle on the ground between them. The heat between us in the hot Texas sun is almost too much. My hand touches the soft skin of her stomach and follows the generous curve of her hips. I open my eyes and pull back to catch my breath. Her eyes are squeezed shut, painfully so. Concerned, I watch her until she relaxes. Her eyes meet mine, both of us breathing heavy. My fingers dip in the waist band of her shorts while I continue to watch her. A quick look of panic crosses her face.

      “Wes, I…I’ve…. I’ve never done this before,” she stammers as her cheeks turn pink. I figured as much from her sheltered childhood.

      “It’s ok baby, we’ll take it slow. Tell me to stop if you’re uncomfortable and I will. No questions asked, I promise.” I swear to her. I would never hurt her or push her too far. She nods in acceptance and pushes off the ground, her mouth finding my neck. I’m in Heaven. The woman I love beneath me, trusting me to shield her from the heat of world and her heart in my hands. We discover and re-discover each other until we doze off in the still shade with her head on my chest. I’ve never been happier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gemma

          

        

      

    

    
      Weston and I have been spending more and more time together and I love it. I’ve never felt so in tune with another person. It scares me how much he has come to mean to me so fast. I’m falling, who am I kidding I’ve already fell, busted my ass, cleaned up the scrapes and bruises and owned it. I don’t know if I should tell him exactly how I feel or not. I know he cares about me, but is it too soon for those three little words? I’m not sure. This is all new to me. I replay our picnic by the lake the other day. When we’re together the rest of the world just fades away.

      It’s Friday and they guys are pumped about a bonfire tonight at Lake Tuck. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of booze and girls, hence the excitement. Me? Not so much. I’ve never been much of a drinker, but I might have to indulge in order to survive tonight. I can’t find it in me to be excited being around half the town that’s been pining for my boyfriend since who knows when. Also, I wonder if she is going to be there. Who am I kidding of course she is. She’ll probably spike my drink, knock Weston over the head and drag him away to have her way with him. That’s the only way she’ll get it. She won’t give up. She hasn’t confronted me since the day at Bea’s but I’m not stupid. I’ve seen her around. I’ve seen how she paws at Weston any chance she gets. He doesn’t know I see, but it hasn’t gone unnoticed that he doesn’t accept any of her advances. That makes me breathe a little easier. I don’t know what I would do if he did. Actually, scratch that, I do know. I’d leave, simple as that. I couldn’t stand to be here to witness it that is if I wasn’t locked up for murder.

      We all pile into Weston’s Hummer and head to the lake. Garret made us promise to call him if we need a ride home. He tried to act like he was glad to have the house to himself, but he wasn’t fooling anyone.

      With a kiss on the cheek I bid goodbye at the door, “See you later Dad, I love you.”

      Garret pulls Weston to the side before he makes it out the door. There was a bunch of tense talking on Garrets part and lot of nodding on Weston’s. I can figure what they were talking about. Garret was trying to be the intimidating father. His loyalties don’t stop at me though. Weston helps look over all of us. He is a born leader. His tense jaw tells me he understands. Other than Garret there’s no on I trust more.

      The lake is insane, I didn’t realize there were so many people in Taylorton. The party didn’t just extend to the younger generation, there are all kinds of people here. Weston and the guys are obviously well respected around here, people go out of their way to greet them, shake their hand, offer a drink. They’re almost like celebrities. I could do without half the female population practically throwing themselves at them. Have some class ladies, come on. Weston politely declines their advances and pulls me to his side. It’s sweet. Chandler and Jake break away to mingle and probably find someone to hook up with. Jason grabs a beer and makes his way to the fire and lowers himself in a chair ignoring those around him. With this eye on the fire, he exudes a ‘stay the fuck away’ vibe.

      There are trucks backed in a semi-circle around the party, one has a stereo cranked up with Starboy by The Weeknd flowing through the speakers. I grin at Weston and grab his hand I drag him to where there’s a makeshift dance floor. He shakes his head “no” at me. I let go of his hand and with a mischievous smile I walk backward to the dancing ground leaving him where he stands. I feel brave with his eyes on me. I raise my hands above my head and a move my hips to the rhythm. The cool night breeze feels good on my bare midsection. I turn my back to Weston as I let the music flow through me. It feels good to let loose for a minute. It doesn’t take long until I feel familiar strong arms wrap around me. His hips pressed up to the back of me we get lost together. Weston moves with a masculine grace that can’t be defined. He humors me through a couple more songs. I think he was just more bothered by the chance of anyone else looking at me. The girl in me feels like a fucking Queen.
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        * * *

      

      Weston bends down to whisper in my ear, “So how are you enjoying the party?”

      I respond on my tippy toes he shivers as I run tongue up the shell of his ear, “good so far, but it could be a lot better,” I give a knowing smile. A couple of guys I’ve haven’t seen before walk up to Weston.

      “What’s happenin’ Marks?” Asks the shorter of the two. They do that bro hug thing. You know the one, they fist bump, knock shoulders and a thump on the back.

      “Not much Trevor, how’s it goin’?” Weston replies. They must be buddies of his, he seems happy to see them. “Trevor, Niles, this is Gemma my girlfriend” he introduces us. He keeps a possessive arm around my waist. My heart flutters at the label. “Gemma, Trevor and Niles are from Watesboro just on the other side of town. We go way back.

      Niles snorts, “Yeah, the three of us were always stirring up some shit. I think the whole town was glad when we finally cooled our jets. Your boy Marks here used to be a wild one, let me tell you. We used to set the town on fire. Well figuratively, well except that one time.” He laughs.

      I gawk at Weston and playfully slap his chest. The tips of his cheeks turn pink. Its adorable. “Don’t listen to him, he’s the crazy one. He’s the one who rode in a flaming shopping cart into the lake.” Weston challenges.

      I just stare at the three of them with my mouth open not sure if I should take them seriously or not. They all bust out laughing.

      “Good times my man, good times,” Trevor carries on. They talk amongst themselves catching up. I let them be. They seem to enjoy the company.

      However, the few drinks I’ve had went to a pay phone and placed a collection call to mother nature. It’s time to foot the bill. I place a hand on Weston’s arm to get his attention. I motion for him to bend down so I don’t have to let the world know my business. I nod to the woods on the outskirts of the party and tell him I’m going to take care of business, that I’ll be right back. He’s reluctant to let me go by myself. I really don’t think I’d be able to pee if he was standing guard. We aren’t to that place in our relationship yet. I remind him even though I might not be a Texas cowgirl, I am however an Appalachian mountain girl. Peeing outside is a right of passage. He just chuckles and tells me to hurry and be careful. He doesn’t like me out of his sights, especially since I don’t really know anyone. I leave him with Trevor and Niles, they continue in their ‘bromance’. I’m just kidding, it’s nice to meet other people who Weston grew up with. I make my way to the woods as I keep checking over my shoulder. The farther I get away from the crowd the more I feel like I did at the park. Like there are eyes on me. I really, really don’t need eyes on me while I take a piss. That’s just disturbing and gross. The woods are almost pitch dark. There’s a faint ring of light that reaches in about 30 feet from the party. I trek through the underbrush to the edge where the light fades into the night. Come on Gemma, get in, get out, and back to Wes. I tell myself. I undo the top button on my jean shorts but I stop when I hear a twig snap. My head pops up and my eyes try to adjust to scan the area. Ok, so two things I haven’t told you about myself.

      First, the woods kind of freak me out, especially by myself. My imagination likes to play tricks on me and I’m almost certain my form of death will be being eaten by a mountain lion. No joke, it’s going to happen.

      Second, I am terrified of the dark. So, the woods at night, by myself? What was I thinking? Oh yeah, I know, if I didn’t relieve myself I was going to be known as the girl who pissed herself. Right now, it’s looking like that might happen anyway.

      I pause unsure if I should continue or just run back and get Weston. I’d say my hoo-ha has probably gone into shock and isn’t going to be tinkling anytime soon. Weston it is. I’m getting out of here. I don’t care if he has to stand over me and hold my hand while I pee, I am not getting eaten in these creepy ass woods. Just as I start to button my shorts back up I feel a presence at my back. I hold my breath, I don’t want to turn around. I catch a flash of red to my right in the distance, just like that day in the park. Then I swear I hear the distant sound of laughter, like wind chimes a few houses down just before a storm. I start to step forward but a crunch of leaves directly behind he makes me hesitate. Then I feel it. A body presses flush with the back of me.

      “Nuh uh uh, where do you think you’re going?” A gravely voice asks. It sounds like he’s had about two packs a day for too long. I gasp and a hand wraps around my mouth pulling me to him. The stranger keeps me pressed against him even though I continue to try to pull away, panic starting to set it. What’s going on? I chant to myself. Don’t give up, don’t stop fighting. I try to shake him. I stomp my foot trying to make purchase. I’m on the verge of a scream when cold metal presses under my chin. My eyes widen, of course this prick would have a gun shoved under my chin on the day mine is at the house. Go figure. Otherwise we’d be finding out who’s balls are bigger.

      “Are you done?” He rasps. “This can go the easy way or the hard way,” he says. How cliché, really? If you haven’t noticed I try to distract myself with humor in stressful situations. It helps a little. Really all he is doing is pissing me off. Sure, there are things that scare me, emotions, love, rejection…normal things, don’t forget the woods and the dark. Then there’s the things that would scare most people. Things like fighting, guns, the need for speed, safety of those I love. If one of these things puts me in a position to be scared, well, I just get pissed off. I don’t know why, but I get angry when I should be scared. Oh geez, why can’t I be normal. Why does the mushy everyday human stuff have to terrify me and the nitty gritty stuff flip my bitch switch?

      I hear it again, that chime of laughter. I don’t think the man is working alone. I need to calm down and assess the situation. I don’t have anything to defend myself with. The dude has an arm wrapped around me pinning my arms to my sides. He’s got to be at least six foot three and built like a brick house. He smells like smoke and leather. His other hand is still wrapped over my mouth. At least he hasn’t blocked my nose so I don’t pass out.

      “Either way you choose, you are not going back to pathetic group of boys you’re latched to. So just forget it. You can continue to fight me, I lose my patience, and scatter your brains over the forest floor,” ok I really didn’t need that visual. I guess it worked though, he has my attention. “Or you can come quietly and Daddy dearest won’t be picking pieces of your skull out of the leaves. So, which is it?” He asks jostling me for an answer. I jerk my head to the side indicating we can leave. Daddy dearest? I have the feeling this isn’t a coincidence. We take a few steps then I feel something wet running down the side of my face and everything goes black.
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        * * *

      

      I come to in a semi dark room. My wrists are cuffed above my head and are connected to chain that extends to the edge of the ceiling. I can move my feet, but I can only pull about a foot away from the wall before my shoulders protest. I’m surprised he doesn’t have me gagged and/or blindfolded. I could scream for help but I know it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, the constant thumping in my head gives me suspicion that I probably have a concussion. I try to survey my surroundings, the room is large, dank and cold. I’m guessing a warehouse of sorts. Isn’t that where all the rough dudes refer to? Abandoned warehouses and shut down factories? I haven’t seen one around Taylorton, but I wasn’t looking for one either. I have no idea how long I was out for. Surely by now Weston realizes I’m missing. Will he be able to find me though? I don’t know where I am, or who took me. Please Weston…if this is it…. I have to tell you. I drop my chin to my chest and will my tears to stay at bay.
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      “ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME?” I bellow to Weston and the others. “What do you mean she’s gone?”

      Never flinching, with his jaw tight I see his muscles working as he grinds his teeth. “She didn’t just leave. You know that as well as I do. She’s not stupid. Besides, she didn’t even know anybody there.” He tries to convince himself more than me. The glassy look in his eyes tells me he’s had to repeat this to himself numerous times.

      “Ok, so you said she went to the woods to take a leak and just didn’t come back? How long did you give her before you realized she wasn’t coming back?” I ask. I’m really trying to keep my temper in check. I asked for one fucking favor. I asked him not to let her out of his sight. If he can’t do that one little thing, how can I ever fully trust him with her?

      “I don’t know. I was talking to Trevor and Niles, you know just shooting the shit. Then, Chandra comes over trying to rub up all over me. She just doesn’t give up. If I had to guess, I’d say probably twenty minutes,” he says defeated. I know the boy is torn up. I know how he feels about her. He drops to his knees and hangs his head. What he doesn’t know is the gravity of my past. He knows some, but not in depth.

      I throw my head back and roar “FUCK!!!”

      All four boys flinch, they haven’t seen this side of me. My breathing is getting out of control. I feel the heat taking over my chest. The ringing in my ears keeps getting louder and louder. I clench and unclench my fists.

      “We have to find her. We have to find her NOW!!” I take a breath. “I can’t let anything happen to her. I just got her. She went out on a limb trusting us to keep her safe and we have failed her.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to get into recon mode from my younger days with the Tortured Rebels MC as ‘Road Captain’ and second in command. We didn’t have a vice president at the time so his responsibilities fell to me. “Ok, Chandler, I want you to pull any and every bit of surveillance footage you can and as fast as you can. I don’t think I need to remind each of you that time is of the essence. I don’t care what government agency you have to hack into, I need a tag number, car, face…something. Jake, I need you to hit the payment. I need you to look around without being seen. They couldn’t have gotten too awful far. Jason, we all know you can be one scary mother fucker. I need you to head to that drifter’s dive bar in Watesboro. I need you to be ears, let me know if you some across anything interesting. My gut is telling me this wasn’t a random act. We’ve all made enemies along the way, someone has been waiting for the perfect time. It couldn’t have played into their hands any easier. The second she is out of our sights they pounce. Weston you’re with me. Alright let’s go,” I dismiss everyone. This can’t be happening. I finally get the chance to be a father to her and she’s with me for three months and taken away. Her grandmother had the right idea. I guess the old lady wasn’t crazy after all. I can’t help but wonder if she wouldn’t have been better off if I had never came into her life. She might not have had the best life, but she was getting along ok.

      “No,” Weston says watching me. I swear that boy can read a person from a mile away. “You can’t think like that. She’s happy,” he throws his arm across his chest, his fist over his heart. “I damn well know she is happy here. We don’t know who has her, who is to say it wouldn’t have happened anyway. She would have been completely alone. No one. She had NO ONE. Do you understand that?” Weston starts breathing faster and faster. The sharp look on his face could cut glass. Maybe he loves her more deeply than even I realized. “Now, she has us. We ARE going to find her. And we ARE going to bring her home.” Taking a deep breath, he locks eyes with me and with more fight than I’ve ever seen from him he says, “Then I am going to put a ring on her finger because she is MINE. MINE. I am going to marry her. I LOVE HER! So, don’t go acting like I let her get away while screwing around. That shit didn’t happen. I’m sorry if she didn’t want me to hold her hand while she took a piss. DAMMIT.” He exhales.

      Chandler about mows Weston down when he comes barreling into the room. “Doc, what about the watch?” This kid really is a genius.
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      I’m not sure how much time has passed. It feels like I’ve been hanging here forever. There is a guy who comes to check on me every so often. He’s  medium build with light brown military hair. The sleazy looks he gives me makes my skin crawl. I don’t want to be left alone with him for any period of time. Especially while I’m tied up. I try not to give him any attention. I’m sticking with indifference for now. I watch him though. He comes in what I suspect is about every 15 minutes. If someone is sending him in that often, that tells me they are paranoid. I haven’t really talked to Dad much about his past, but I have a feeling that is where these leeches crawled from. From the leather cuts they wear, they are from some motorcycle club. I’ve heard of a few in passing, but I’ve never had to deal with anyone from one. What would they care about me? What did I do?  Daddy Dearest replays over and over in my head. If the dicks really are from an MC I don’t doubt the guys who ate the crusher run gravel would have blew my head off. He probably would have done it and smeared my blood all over is face or something deranged like that. When sleazy dude comes back I am going to try to see if I can read the patch on the back. He’s done a good job of keeping it faced away from me so far.
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        * * *

      

      I must have dozed off. I awake to someone patting my cheek. Squatted in front of me is a man roughly the same age as Garret. He’s surprisingly handsome. I expected a grease pit, pointed goatee, beady eyes…you get the idea. No, this guy is stacked, muscle on top of muscle. Sandy blonde hair in a buzz cut, square jaw, denim blue eyes. His thick thighs fill out his worn blue jeans.

      “Gemma, have a good nap?” He taunts in his gravel voice. So, this is the douche who grabbed me.

      “Would have been better, but I couldn’t get your boy toy to fluff my pillow,” I smart off. Shut up Gemma, just shut up. This dude could snap you in two with one hand. He just chuckles, shaking his head. He reaches forward and grabs my jaw, not roughly, but enough to get my attention.

      “I see so much of your mother in you, the smart pouty mouth,” he says as he absently rubs his thumb across my lower lip. “The curves that could bring any man to his knees. You know they nearly did. Your mother practically had me wrapped around her little finger.” He breaks contact looking off to the side as if to dispel something painful. “I see him too though. The hair, the eyes, the fire. Oh, but I can over look the fire. I kind of like the fire,” he says with hooded eyes. He licks his lips and flicks his eyes between my mouth and my eyes. A sound beyond the door breaks the moment. Thank goodness, I feel like I can breathe again.

      The door bursts open and in comes the creepy sleaze, “Boss, we have a problem” he panics. ‘Boss’ heaves a sigh and stands up following the other guy out. I lean my head back and take a deep breath. What in the hell is going on? Did this guy have a thing with my mother? It’s not like I can ask her, or like I could do anything about it. What am I, like a rage outlet from some old love triangle? Shiesh. I try not to let my thoughts wonder too far on that. I have to have faith that my guys will come. They have to. They just do. Garret is probably going out of his mind. I love them and I’m not going to give up. The door opens again and in walks the slimy little prick.

      “Finally, alone at last. I knew that would keep him occupied for a little bit.” He says as he stalks to me. This dude really must think he’s something. He makes me want to gag. He comes up to me flush against the wall. He grabs my face and forces a sickening kiss that I refuse to return. I snag his lower lip with my teeth and yank my head back. “You stupid bitch” he roars as he wipes the blood from his mouth. He returns to me, “Oh, so you like it rough, do you? Tit for Tat? Blood for blood? Just how rough do you like it little girl?” He clenches my center in a vise like grip through my shorts. One thing I can’t stand is a thief. You should never take what isn’t yours. I swing my head forwards and crack it against the bridge of his nose. He steps back with his eyes watering, when he can refocus he stalks back my way “I am going to make you pay for that you little whore.” I don’t give him time to continue. With my hands wrapped around the bottom of the chain, I clench my abs, bringing my legs up as high as I can in one swift motion. I wrap them around the twerp’s neck and squeeze with all my might. Idiots should have chained my feet too. He claws at my legs trying to get air. I’m not done yet. If he will do it me, he will do it to someone else. With my mind made up, I force all my weight and turn at the hip while I still have ahold of the chain. I can feel my grip starting to give. I hear the snap, then quiet. He falls to the ground in a heap, his cold soulless eyes staring at me. Except, I know they don’t see anything. His days of praying on those weaker than him are done. No more. I let go of the chain, letting my wrists hold my weight once again, as the gravity of what I’ve done sinks in. What’s done is done. I harden my heart and take my foot and push his body as far away from me as I can. Then, I do the only thing I can. I wait.
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      Garret called everyone back as soon as possible. We all loaded up in the Hummer and headed toward Watesboro. Chandler has pinged her location. I will forever be indebted to Garret for giving Gemma that watch. We didn’t tell her we modified it to be equipped with a GPS tracking device and a on demand microphone. On call we can pick up what is being said, as well as, pin point her location. I can feel the bile rise up at the things that son of a bitch was saying to her. I want to watch the life extinguish from his eyes with my hand around this throat. It’s been quiet for a while. Sometimes that is worse. Garret recognized the other voice. He identified him as Leo one of the members of his old MC. Leo had a thing for Garret’s old lady, whom is also Gemma’s mom. According to Garret, Amelia didn’t feel the same way for Leo. She only had eyes for Garret. Leo must have been reason for Gemma’s hidden existence all this time. Amelia probably knew Leo would retaliate. All we can do is speculate since she’s gone. I hold the Hummer down trying to reach our destination as quickly as I can. No matter how fast we get there, it will never be fast enough. They already have her. I can guarantee over my dead body, they are not going to keep her though.

      Garret has me park a block over from the abandoned warehouse. Garret, Chandler, Jake, Jason and myself are all dressed in black and packing our heat of choice. I opted for my Springfield XDM 45mm. I’m not fucking around. This thing could knock big foot for a loop. Chandler is going to stay in the vehicle and monitor her watch and the area. Jake and Jason are going to scout the perimeter and then man the doors. The rest is up to me and Garret. We will go in and we will get her out.

      Light as a feather we hunch over and jog to our respective positions without making a sound. I don’t want to take anyone’s life but I will if necessary. For now, a good pistol whip to the temple to enough to lay out the first guard cold. Jake and Jason nod their all clear. Garret and I nod to both of them. Chandler informs us through our micro Bluetooth communication devices that it’s still quiet in Gemma’s room. We open the door and keep our backs along the wall with our guns before us. Quiet as a mouse we navigate the old office area of the building. Gemma is being held in the old boiler room on the far side of the building. It’s quiet, almost too quiet. We are fairly certain the Tortured Rebels didn’t bring many reinforcements with them. The MC isn’t huge in the first place. We know several of them are already down for a fact. Once knocked out outside, they have been restrained by the Nichols duo, Jake and Jason.

      With surprise on our side we take down three more Rebels. We drag and lock them in one of the old offices. It won’t keep them forever, but it will buy us some time. I never wanted to make an enemy with these people but you don’t mess with what is mine.

      I can see the door to the room where Gemma is being held. My heart thunders in my chest. Please let her be ok. Chandler interrupts my internal panic, “I hear something, I believe Leo is in the room with her. It’s faint, so he must not be standing too close.”

      This steels my spine. That fucker is going to pay for bringing havoc on our family. We inch towards the door. Garret on one side, me on the other. We silently agree to wait and listen instead of barging in gun blazing. I’m sure he knows we are here by now. The door opens and a huge tanker of a man stands in the doorway looking over his shoulder into the room. I use his moment of distraction as leverage. I put my foot on the bottom of the door and push with my gun aimed straight into his face. You don’t know how tempted I am to go ahead and pull the trigger to end this. His look of surprise is quickly replaced by a smug smile.

      “Oh, Weston is it? How nice of you to join us. Come in, come in.” He tries to get a rise out of me. I stalk forward keeping the gun trained on his face. Garret follows in behind me. We continue until he is forced farther into the room, away from the door and away from Gemma. I can’t afford to look at her right now. I can feel her though, her agony, relief, pride…courage. It’s rolling off her in waves. That is just how in tuned we are with each other.

      “Gentlemen, to what do I owe this pleasure?” He drawls on as if he is some dignified douche canoe. When his eyes land on Garret I see the instant change. The hatred flashes over his face. Still keeping my gun trained on the piece of shit in front of me, Garret goes to Gemma to make sure she is ok. I can hear them mumbling low amongst themselves. Leo and I continue to circle, both to wound up to idle. Then I start to trip over something in the floor…not something but someone. I glance down, realizing my mistake too late. Leo is out the door, gone in a flash. I sprint out the door to chase him. There’s no sign of him anywhere. He’s fast for an old man. Instead of chasing shadows, I return to Gemma’s room.

      Garret is inspecting a gnarly place on the side of her head. Dried blood runs the side of her face to under her chin. She’s still chained to the wall. Noticing the leather cut of the dead guy on the floor I search him for keys. Bingo. I release the cuffs and Gemma falls into my arms. I scoop her up and bring her to me. It’s time to take my baby home.
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      Weston never let’s go of me as we exit the warehouse. He settles me in his lap for the ride home. I refuse to go to the doctor. All they managed on me was a hit to the head. Garret thinks it best to not get the police involved which I totally agree. I killed a man. Granted he was going to rape me and who knows how many others, but still there’s a fine line when it comes to the law. The line changes the deeper the pockets get too.

      After I’ve been cleaned up by Garret, he gives me a hug and a kiss on the head bidding me goodnight. I hate the look of remorse in his eyes. I know he blames himself. Truth is it goes back to my mother too. This could have happened regardless. From the looks Leo was giving me, it could have been much, much worse.

      Weston carries me upstairs refusing to let me walk. I think he just likes keeping me close. He takes me to his room instead of mine. I don’t protest, I don’t want to be alone tonight. He lays me on his bed. I see the pained look when he sees the bruise covering the side of my head. He oh so gently runs his fingers along my jaw as if I might break. If those guys didn’t break me earlier, Weston isn’t going to break me now. The only chance he has of breaking me is if he isn’t careful with my heart. That has the potential to shatter me. At a loss for words I wrap my hand around his neck and pull him to me. With my back against the headboard, he positions himself between my legs on his knees. He rests his forehead against mine. We take a moment to just breath. I tilt my head back, rubbing my nose along his. I am not going to go another day not telling him how I feel. I lightly rub my mouth against his. Not willing to go farther yet. First, I have to tell him. Part of me was afraid I’d never see him again.

      “Weston, I knew you’d come for me,” I tell him. I place my hand over his frantic heart. “I felt it here, I just knew. I knew the moment you walked into the building. My heart recognized its other half. It felt whole again.” Weston closes his eyes, his nostrils flair to keep up with his rapid breathing. “Look at me Weston.” His eyes pop open finding my own. The deep green is swirling with emotion. Finding the courage, I never knew I had, I wrap my fingers around Weston’s strong jaw, “I love you Weston Marks.” I profess as a single tear rolls down my check. Weston’s eyes flash, he doesn’t say anything as his mouth crashes to mine. My heart swells and a fire grows.

      Weston relaxes against me, “I love you too Gemma Tate, more than I ever thought possible.”
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      We showed how much we love each other for the first time that night. Over and over again until we were exhausted in each other’s arms. It was raw, it was beautiful, it was us.

      We might have made it out of that warehouse, but we all know it is far from over. We still haven’t been able to locate Leo or any of his goonies.

      Nothing has been mentioned of the body in the warehouse, for that I am thankful. I do find it odd that since the incident, miss Chandra has been conveniently low key. I don’t tell Weston, but some nights the flash of red and the tinkling of laughter wakes me up, taunting me. No, this is far from over.
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