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PROLOGUE

Sitting up, I look around as my eyes adjust to the darkness surrounding me. Someone’s screaming my name over and over again.   

The voice is so familiar that it causes a prickling sensation that runs up and down my spine. Suddenly, a feeling of dread washes over me; my heart bangs wildly inside my chest.

Getting up from the chair, I stumble because my legs feel like lead. 

I follow the voice as he chants my name. Hunter, Hunter, Hunter. The waves crashing against the beach are no match compared to that deafening wail.

Once I’m down by the shoreline I desperately search for the person who’s beckoning me. He’s lying on the beach about fifty yards away and even with the blackness of night there’s no doubt in my mind. It’s Brady. 

Instinct takes over and I’m running as fast as I possibly can. Dropping to my knees I can’t help the desperation that consumes me. There’s so much blood... no...no...no...no...no! Taking him in my arms I cradle him against my chest as my tears join the blood that’s congealing in the sand. 

Brady keeps telling me over and over again how sorry he is, then there’s only silence.

The guttural scream that’s clawing at my chest is finally set free as I look up to the heavens for answers. The sky’s blanketed with a twinkling of stars gazing down at me, my only light in this now dark world. They are the only witnesses to the gut wrenching pain that rips through me, body and soul.

Jerking awake I feel the sweat pouring down every crevice of my body. My heart’s pounding against my ribs. My throat’s parched and sore, making it hard to swallow. I tell myself it’s just a nightmare, but it’s just me reliving his death over again.

Taking in my surroundings, I realize I’m still sitting on the lounge chair by the pool, waiting for Riley. I guess she never showed up, or maybe she never heard me when I asked her to meet me here. Yeah right.

As I stagger around the corner I see her getting into Scott’s car. Her eyes lock on mine for a brief second before turning away. Climbing up the stairs I grab my phone so I can text Connor. I so need a diversion tonight and it starts with alcohol, then we’ll see what else comes up—no pun intended. 
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Chapter One
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RILEY

It’s a miracle that I’ve made it seventeen years with a mother who’s constantly told me that I was a mistake. I’ll be eighteen tomorrow and I’ll be out of her house and her life forever. God knows; she’s told me as far back as I can remember that when I’m an adult, her job is done. I know what this truly means—her child support checks will stop so she can throw me out just like yesterday’s trash. 

My dad left when I was six and I’ve only seen him a handful of times since then. Mom always blamed me for his leaving, telling me if I hadn’t been a bad girl he would’ve stayed. I wasn’t a bad girl—she was—I heard them arguing the day he left. She stopped cooking and doing the housework; I remember all I ate for a week was stale bread, cheese and peanut butter. Going to school was my safe haven, where I could interact and be myself. Unfortunately, after the last bell rang I didn’t have a choice but to get on the bus and go back to the one person who hated me the most.  

So when my dad called offering to pay for my college if I moved to South Carolina, how could I pass it up? I was able to register online for all my classes and Dad did all the paperwork on his end. Between the e-mails and faxes it wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be.  

I’ll miss my best friend, Ashley—we’ve been inseparable for the past six years since she moved in next door. Ashley’s mom said I would be welcome to stay with them for as long as I needed, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable living so close to my mother. No; it’s best to make a clean break. 

As I unzip another suitcase and throw it on my bed, my bedroom door opens. Ashley is standing there with tears in her eyes.

“You’re really going to South Carolina? There’s nothing I can say that will change your mind?”

“Ash, we’ve been over this a thousand times. Dad wants me to move down there so we can get to know each another. You know this is the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make but he’s willing to pay for college.” She has to understand that I have to do this for me.

“Why would you want to move so far away to be with a stranger?” Walking over I wrap my arms around her. My heart’s breaking. “You and your mom mean the world to me, and I don’t think I would have survived without the both of you these last six years. But we just graduated last week and your future is all laid out for you. Mine’s not.” I let her go so I can continue packing.

She sits on the edge of the bed wiping away her tears. “All right, but we need to get you a cell phone so we can keep in touch. I can’t stand the thought of not being able to tell you about all the hot guys you’ll be missing when I’m on campus.”

Smiling, I look up at her. “Well, it will have to be one with a camera so I can take pictures of all the hot guys I’ll be seeing on the beach and at school.” I’m relieved that she’s finally accepted  the fact that I’m leaving, and that makes me feel a whole lot better about my decision.

––––––––
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HUNTER

It feels like I’m going through life in slow motion; my feet are stuck in the sand and it’s a struggle to pick them up and put one in front of the other. There’s an emptiness inside of me that at times consumes me. My shrink tells me that I can’t dwell on the past; I need to move forward with my life. Easy for her to say, sitting in her cushy chair with her husband and house with the white picket fence. 

For those times when I want to forget, which is quite often, I pick up a girl after work and let her blow me in the back seat of my Jeep. If she has a place of her own I let her take me there and for a few hours I forget about my fucked up life. I have mind-blowing and meaningless sex and walk out the door. I never take them to my place, never.

When you’re a lifeguard at one of the most popular beaches in South Carolina you can have your share of women anytime you want, and they are always wet and ready, just the way I like them. Don’t get me wrong—I take my job very seriously, but after I’m off the clock my time’s my own.

I’m heading over to Connor’s house to shoot some pool and have a few beers. He’s the only friend I trust with my deepest, darkest secrets and he doesn’t judge me. As I round the corner I see a few more cars than expected. I’m tempted to bail but pull into the driveway anyway.

“I thought for sure you weren’t going to show.” I look up to see Connor leaning on the porch railing, smoking a cigarette.

“You know those things will kill you.” Walking up the stairs I grab the cig and throw it to the ground, crushing it with my boot. “You told me last week you quit. What the hell?”

“I was doing great until Beth showed up. I needed something to calm my nerves. Did you know she was back in town?” He crosses his arms and studies my reaction. If looks could kill I’d be dead.

Running my hand through my hair I let out a groan. “No, I didn’t know she was in town. We haven’t spoken since the day she stormed out of your house.” Beth had been one of our best friends until Connor took it to the next level and fucked it up.

“Well, she came back to tell me she’s pregnant and swears the baby’s mine.” He looks so miserable that the only thing I can think of is to get him far away from here, now.

Throwing my arm over his shoulder I say the only thing that comes to mind. “You need to get the fuck out of here for a few hours, so let’s go to The Sands for a couple of beers.” So much for a boring Friday night of playing pool. Shit.
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Chapter Two
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RILEY

My eighteenth birthday was a whirlwind to say the least. After the impromptu party that Ashley and her mom gave me—I got my cell phone—and all the tears, hugging and promising to keep in touch, they dropped me off at the airport. To say I was nervous would be an understatement; I’ve never flown before and I’m meeting my father whom I haven’t seen in two years. 

When I hear the pilot’s announcement letting us know we are ready for takeoff I can’t help but feel a sense of sadness wash over me. My mom wasn’t even home to say goodbye or wish me a happy birthday. This shouldn’t bother me considering we never had a relationship, but some small part of me wanted her to be there. She never physically abused me, but she left me scarred for life emotionally.

After the plane takes off I reach inside my carry-on bag for my Kindle, hoping that reading a good book will make the time go by faster. It doesn’t take long before my eyes feel heavy. I didn’t sleep well last night.   

“Miss, we’ve landed. You can de-board now.” I feel someone lightly shaking my arm.

“I’m sorry; I must have dozed off. Thank you.” Giving her a shy smile I stretch to work out the kinks in my neck before getting up. I can’t believe I slept through the whole flight. Standing up on shaky legs I feel the butterflies circling in my stomach. This is the beginning of my new life.

As I step off the plane I anxiously search the crowd for my father. I’ve only seen him a handful of times since he left, truly making him a stranger. I have no clue what I should call him but I have to decide like yesterday since he’s standing ten feet away from me. 

“Riley, it’s so good to see you. How was your flight?” He leans into me, giving me an awkward hug and kiss on my cheek.

"I was asleep for the whole flight.” Whenever I’m embarrassed my cheeks blush instantly. 

“I know this move can’t be easy for you so your friends are welcome to come for a visit, anytime,” he says, smiling down at me. 

“That would mean a lot to me, thank you.” My thoughts wander to the only true friends I have—Ashley and her mom.

Hunter

After dropping Connor off last night I thought better him than me. I know that makes me an ass but I couldn’t help it. If it were me I would definitely request a paternity test just to be sure.

Scott dropped by a few nights ago to let me know he was picking up his daughter from the airport today. Her name’s Riley and she turned eighteen the same day I celebrated my twenty-first birthday. What are the chances? I’m sure she didn’t celebrate hers quite the same way I did. The guys took me to a strip club for my first “legal” drink. That’s when I met Trixie and was fortunate enough to participate in one of her famous lap dances. Good times.

Before Scott left he invited me to dinner on Sunday night. He wants to formally introduce me to his daughter. Fine by me—one of Rosie’s home cooked meals is worth the torment I’ll have to endure for the evening.    

Apparently she’ll be attending college in the fall and living with him until she graduates. Damn, I hope this isn’t going to screw up my routine I’ve had for the last three years. On my days off I like to swim laps in the pool, then relax in my favorite lounge chair. 

Since the house is on a private part of the beach I always invite my friends over for a bonfire on Friday nights. It’s like my own place since Scott’s never home, but I’m sure that will change now that Riley’s here. 

I suppose it could be worse; I’ll have an eighteen-year-old to contend with and Connor might have a baby to deal with. I shudder at the thought. I suppose I don’t have it too bad; at least mine’s potty trained. Chuckling as I walk out the door, I can’t help but think I’m such a dick.
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Chapter Three
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RILEY  

On the drive from the airport there’s this creepy silence that takes over and I don’t know what to say to ease the awkwardness. So I look out the window and watch the beautiful homes zooming by with the smell of the ocean heavy in the air. We must be close. 

When I feel my dad staring at me my cheeks blush instantly. “This is your home now too, so I want you to make yourself comfortable. Rosie’s my cook and housekeeper and her husband Paul’s my driver and groundskeeper. They live in the in-law apartment,” he says.

As I turn to look out the window, my breath catches. I see a beautiful Mediterranean home at the end of a cobblestone driveway. The windows are lit up against the darkening night, making it look even more elegant and inviting. I’m staring in wide-eyed wonder when my door opens and Paul looks down at me, smiling.

“Riley, let me show you around before it gets too dark. Paul will take your bags to your room. You can unpack later.”

When I follow them into the house I’m speechless; it has boxed beamed ceilings, a fireplace in every corner, a loft, and retractable sliding glass doors. This is so not like anything I’ve ever seen before, considering I lived in a pre-fab house back in northeastern Connecticut. Our whole house would have fit into the great room alone.

“Let me show you the outside; you are going to love it! Do you remember going to the beach with your mom and I when you were younger?” Dad asks with a touch of sadness.

I nod as he takes my hand, leading me outside. There’s a large in-ground pool with a Jacuzzi sitting off to its right and the whole yard’s fenced in. The patio’s huge with everything you can imagine: a patio set, lounge chairs, bar, grill and off to the left-hand side I see the in-law apartment that Dad mentioned earlier. He’s still holding my hand as we cross the yard to look out over the ocean.

“Let’s go down by the water,” he says, opening the gate to let me go first.

Slipping out of my shoes I feel the warm sand between my toes. It brings back emotions I had buried since I was a little girl. Letting go of his hand I race to the water’s edge as the tears slide down my cheeks. A long time ago we had been a family, then one snowy day he packed his bags and out the door he went. The few times he had come to visit I never asked him why he left. I’m thinking there’s no time like the present.

“Why did you leave us, Dad? Mom told me if I had been a good girl you would have stayed. Is that true?” My body’s trembling as I wait for his answer.

“Oh Riley, you are not to blame for any of this—I am. When your mom told me she was pregnant I didn’t know what to do. I was a seventeen-year-old kid who had no clue how to take care of a child but we stayed together for seven years.” He runs his hands through his hair as a darkness washes over him. “I found out your mom was cheating on me and it wasn’t her first time—that’s why I packed my bags and left the next day.”

All this time my mom had accused me and it was her fault our family was broken. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” 

“I didn’t want you to hate your mom, so it was easier for you to detest me. But I never realized she blamed you for our split. I’m sorry you had to go through that by yourself.” Taking my arm he guides me back to the house. “I’ll show you to your room where you can freshen up before dinner. We can talk more about this at a later time.”

My bedroom’s freaking awesome—the walls are a light shade of lavender with a matching comforter and curtains. A desk sits in the corner with a brand new laptop and I have my own bathroom! But the best part’s the balcony that overlooks the ocean, where the sun is setting. It’s simply breathtaking.

“If there’s anything that you want to change just let me know.” He’s leaning on the doorframe watching me.

“It’s more than I ever expected. Thank you. Would you mind if I skip dinner? I’m really tired.” I can’t help yawning.

“No that’s fine, I’ll have Rosie fix you a plate in case you’re hungry later. I’m going to the office tomorrow so feel free to do what you want. Just let Rosie know if you need anything. “Night Riley. I’m glad you’re here.” He strides over to kiss my cheek.

There’s so much closet space that there’s no way I can fill it with my measly belongings. All my personal stuff is tucked away in Ashley’s basement. Dad said if I wanted anything he would have it sent to me but it’s full of old memories. I’d like to make some new ones.

The minute I slide between the silky sheets I feel myself slipping into oblivion, down, down, down...

Hunter

I’m just getting out of the shower when I hear the slamming of car doors. Wrapping a towel around myself I go to stand by the window, pulling back the curtain very slowly so they won’t see me. I can’t help but stare at those perfectly shaped legs as Riley climbs out of the car. Her long brown hair’s blowing in the breeze, making me want to reach out and tuck it behind her ear.

I’m in big trouble if just a glimpse of her is making my dick hard. Fuck, I need to go get laid. I can’t call Connor and ask him if he wants to go to The Sands because he has his own shit to deal with. 

Going into my room I throw on a pair of dark jeans and a blue Henley, my Nike’s and I’m good to go. It really doesn’t matter what I look like, all the girls will be shitfaced and won’t remember in the morning, just the way I like it. 

I’ve been at the bar for a couple of hours now and I’m disgusted. I definitely have to find a new place to hang out in. I don’t like slumming. Just as I’m walking out the door three potentials come walking in and they all look ripe for the picking.

“Hey handsome, where do you think you’re going?” One of them grabs my arm pulling me back to the bar. She has shoulder-length hair the color of coal and the greenest cat eyes I’ve ever seen. Her shapely body’s definitely meant for pleasure—mine.

I guess I’m staying here for a while longer. Smiling, I lean in closer, whispering in her ear. “Why, what do you have in mind?”  

“Well, I’m thinking really naughty thoughts right now.” She smiles as she glides her tongue over her bottom lip.

Instantly, my dick comes to life in my jeans. Saying a silent prayer, I hope she has her own place because I want my cock buried deep inside her wet folds. Before I left home I put three condoms in my wallet; I’m hoping that’s enough.

“I would take you up on that in a heartbeat, but my roommate’s there with his girl and I don’t think he would appreciate the extra company.” I’m thinking, please, please, please have your own place, my dick’s thinking the same thing.

“No problem sugar, just let me tell my girls that you’re giving me a ride home.” When she gets up from the bar she brushes her tits up against me, almost making me come in my pants.

We climb into my Jeep as she gives me directions to her place; it’s only a couple of miles from the bar.   

“I don’t remember seeing you at The Sands before. Have you lived here long?” I ask out of curiosity.

“I’m here just visiting for the summer, so I don’t want to know your name or your life history.” She winks at me as she slides her hand over my thigh. 

Wow, talk about crushing my ego. Now I’m thinking she didn’t care who she picked up at the bar. Little does she know that this is how I roll, too?

We no sooner get in the door when her clothes hit the floor and she’s turning and slowly peeling mine off of me.  

I wanted to go slow so I could lose myself for a couple of hours. But I see that’s not going to happen because she wants it rough and fast. Taking my condom out of my wallet I rip it open with my teeth and slide it down my length in record time. Grabbing her ass I lift her up so she can wrap her legs around me as I lean her against the wall, thrusting inside of her. It feels amazing. But I’m a greedy bastard and I want it deep—the deeper the better.

Walking down the hallway with her legs still wrapped around my waist, I ask, “Which bedroom’s yours?” 

“Second on the left,” she moans in my ear.

Throwing her on the edge of the bed without separating our bodies, my mouth seeks her warm and tender flesh. As I flick my tongue over her very erect nipples she grabs a fistful of my hair. I’m banging into her so hard the bed’s hitting the wall when I hear her cry out. “Baby I’m coming.” Her legs tighten around my waist as I feel her body shudder underneath me.

That’s all I need to hear before my own release. But in that instant, I’m thinking of Riley’s legs wrapped tightly around me and that’s when I come harder than I ever did before.

What the Fuck...
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Chapter Four
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RILEY

When I wake up the next morning my stomach’s complaining about skipping dinner last night. To say I’m starving would be an understatement. Jumping out of bed I throw on a pair of shorts with a tank top before heading downstairs in search of food.

There’s a woman in the kitchen singing softly as she pulls something out of the oven that smells heavenly. She can’t be more than five feet tall and her dark curly hair’s pulled back with a headband. She’s wearing a pair of black pants with a white shirt rolled up at the elbows. This must be Rosie. A smile tugs at my lips as I picture her husband Paul. He’s a good head taller than her and as thin as a rail. Turning around, she smiles when she hears my stomach rumble.

“Riley it’s so nice to meet you.” She walks over and envelopes me in her arms. Awkward.

“I’m sorry I didn’t come down for supper last night. I was exhausted.” Giving her an apologetic smile I feel my ears heat up.

“That’s quite all right; you don’t have to apologize. What would you like for breakfast?”

“A cup of coffee and whatever came out of the oven. It smells delicious.”

“It’s banana chocolate chip muffins, my own secret recipe,” she says, handing me a mug full of steaming coffee. She plucks a muffin from the tin putting it on a fancy plate before placing it on the table before me.

As I take a bite I can’t help rolling my eyes as it melts in my mouth. This causes Rosie to chuckle. “This is the best muffin I’ve ever tasted,” I say. “I’m going to gain a ton of weight while I’m here.” I thank Rosie for breakfast as she heads into the laundry room to start a batch of clothes. 

Once I’ve placed my dishes in the sink I decide to go soak up some sun by the pool. After changing into my bikini I bought at one of the big retail stores, I throw my lotion, towel, Kindle and sun glasses in a tote before heading down.

Plopping down on one of the comfy lounge chairs I slather some lotion all over. I’m fair skinned and the last thing I need is a sunburn. I’ll have to take pictures of this place so I can send them to Ashley later. She’s going to freak out!  

Leaning back I close my eyes, letting the sun ease the tension from my body. When I feel a spray of cool water hit my feet I yank off my sunglasses to see what the hell’s going on. 

There’s a man swimming in the pool! He pulls himself through the water with such speed and fluidity that I see every ripped muscle in his back and arms. He goes under, flips, kicks off the wall starting another. I lose count after thirty. He slowly turns around, dives underwater, then ambles up the stairs. I have to remember to breathe. In all his glistening glory he’s by far the most gorgeous man I’ve ever laid eyes on. He has honey-colored hair with piercing blue eyes and HOLY SHIT he notices me as he makes his way over. 

“Hi, my name’s Hunter Davis.” He saunters over with a cocky smile on his sexy lips. “You must be Riley. Your dad’s told me so much about you.”

What I want to say is, “Really? He doesn’t even know me,” but I refrain. “Well, that’s nice but I’m sorry—he didn’t mention you at all.” I give him my best sarcastic smile, but I don’t think I pulled it off because he’s chuckling.

He places his hand over his heart as he shakes his head. “I’m crushed he didn’t mention me; I live in the apartment above the garage. I have access to the pool area and Rosie’s amazing culinary skills.”

“I didn’t even know there was an apartment up there.” I look around and for the life of me I don’t see any garages.

“It’s on the left side. The house is L-shaped; I even have my own entrance by the gate.” He runs his long fingers through his wet hair.

“You’re a great swimmer.” I can feel my cheeks burning as I stare at him like I’ve never seen the male species before. 

“Thanks. During the summer I’m a lifeguard so I like to do laps on my days off to keep in shape.” 

A lifeguard, Holy Shit...

I’m watching as his eyes scrutinize every inch of me from the top of my head to the tips of my polished pink toes. When his eyes lock on mine the corners of his mouth curl up into a mischievous grin. “You better put some of that sunblock on. You’re burning already.”

“I was getting ready to go inside to get something to drink, could I get you anything?” That damn smile has my belly quivering.

“Maybe some other time. I’m meeting some friends in an hour for lunch.” He walks over, extending his hand out to me. When I put mine in his, he pulls me up from my chair, placing me in front of him. His hands glide up and down my arms as his tongue skims over his bottom lip. “You better go get that drink; it’s really hot out here today,” he whispers as he walks around the corner with his towel slung over his broad shoulders.

I’m still standing there five minutes later because my knees feel weak. Did he know I was out here and put that little show on just for me? I don’t know if I feel flushed from the sun, from Hunter, or from both.

He was right about one thing—my throat’s dry like the desert and I desperately need a cold glass of something.

Hunter

When I walked through the gate and saw her sitting by the pool in that skimpy blue bikini, I had to do extra laps just to get my shit together. Her breasts were spilling out over the top of her suit and her long dark hair was secured in a ponytail atop her head. All I wanted to do was lick my way down her throat to the silky flesh bursting out of her top. 

She didn’t notice me as I was walking through the gate because her eyes were closed like she had fallen asleep. But when I dove in, I could feel her staring at me with every stroke I made as I pulled myself through the water. I won’t lie, it felt exhilarating.

When I stepped out of the pool to introduce myself, I was mesmerized by her eyes. They are the same stormy shade of blue as her bikini and they were scrutinizing every inch of me. Her long, shapely legs are even more amazing up close and personal.

I hated leaving her just standing there, but when she asked me if she could get me anything my dick responded instantly. That’s when I remembered I had fantasized about Riley’s legs wrapped around me last night and it had been the most explosive orgasm I’ve ever had. 

How was I going to have dinner with them on Sunday night if she has that kind of effect on me? When I held her small hand in mine there was this connection that I hadn’t felt in so long. I have to keep this on friendly terms no matter what her touch does to me. Riley’s way too young and innocent for the likes of me.

After I shower, I jump into my Jeep so I can head down to Jake’s. They have the best burgers in town. I’m meeting Connor and a few friends for lunch and I’m hoping he didn’t ask Beth to tag along. That would definitely put a damper on my perfect day so far.

As I walk in I see everyone sitting at a corner table so I head over. Beth is here, fuck. She’s sitting so close to Connor she’s practically in his lap.

“Hunter it’s so nice of you to show up. What took you so long?” Emma asks as she tries to suppress a smile. Every time I’m late they assume I’m getting laid.

“I did a few more laps in the pool than I normally do, and it put me behind. You didn’t have to wait for me to order.” I feel like an ass once again.

“You could be a bit more considerate, Hunter. I’m eating for two now and I try to keep on a schedule.” Beth rubs her belly as everyone’s eyes widen. I’m guessing Connor didn’t tell anyone but me.

Connor puts his hand on Beth’s leg; he might be pinching it for all I know because she’s giving him a look that could kill.

Connor clears his throat. “I was going to wait until after we had lunch to tell you guys the news, but I think Beth just did.”

I look at all their faces, Emma, Zoe and Grayson look like they’re about to cry. And Alex—the only other male at the table besides me and Connor—looks pissed. 

Alex speaks up. “Beth, have you ever heard of birth control? In this day and age no one gets pregnant unless they want to, so I’m guessing you wanted to.” 

Beth stands up so fast she bumps the table as everyone’s drinks spill over. We hurry to grab our napkins so we can try to clean up the mess before we wear it. Shit; too late. “I should have known this would be the reaction I would get from all of you. Bro’s before ho’s, right Alex?”

Beth grabs Connor’s hand, pulling him out of his chair. But he follows her right out the door like a little puppy dog, without as much as a goodbye. 

The waitress walks over, helping to clean up the mess. We apologize a hundred times as she waves her hand telling us not to worry about it. She sets down more napkins just in case, as she takes our orders. 

“What the hell just happened?” Grayson asks, she’s pale, her bottom lip trembling.

Customers are still staring at us as I decide to tell them what I know. “Connor just told me she was pregnant last night. He needed to let it sink in before telling everyone, but he should have known bringing Beth here would fuck that all up.”

“Well let’s talk about something else. If Connor needs us, he knows where we are. This is between him and Beth.” Emma has always been the voice of reason.

So we talk about work which was what brought us all together to begin with. This is our third summer working together, and we’ve been friends ever since. I’ve had to console Emma and Zoe through some major break-ups. Grayson had a death in the family, which was the hardest for me to deal with and the only thing I had to do for Alex was cover for him a few times with his girlfriend, who is now an ex. But I had no idea how I was going to deal with Connor’s problem. Nothing I can say or do could fix this.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Five
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RILEY

Picking up a cold bottle of water from the fridge before I head upstairs, I decide to call Ashley to tell her about the eye candy I had the privilege of gawking at this morning. 

The phone rings for a bit and I think for sure it will go to voicemail. “I miss you like crazy already,” I hear Ashley yell in the phone as she catches her breath.

“Where were you?” I had a vision of something naughty and prayed I didn’t interrupt anything.

“Just getting out of the shower. Me and Mom are going shopping in a bit; hold on while I put my clothes on.” I hear her giggle. “How are things going with your dad?” she asks.

“Oh Ash, we had a talk last night and it was my mom’s fault, not mine. He told me she had cheated on him and that’s why he left. All these years he never knew that she blamed me for his leaving. He feels terrible about it.” I can feel the tears streaming down my face.

“He should feel bad; this went on for twelve years! You were just a kid and had to deal with this shit all by yourself.” Ashley sounds pissed.

“I know it was you and your mom that have been there for me and I’ll always be grateful. But it would be wonderful to have the love of a parent. I have to give my dad a chance.” I’m sobbing uncontrollably. 

“Riley, I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to make you cry. You deserve to be happy more than anyone else I know.” 

“I’ll let you go, Ash; I have to shower and get my shit together before Dad gets home.” I’m trying so hard not to sound angry.

“Please don’t be mad at me Riley.” When she ends the call I feel let down.

After talking with Ashley I’m so annoyed that I decide to go for a run. Changing into a pair of shorts, tank top, and running shoes, I twist my hair up into a ponytail as I head downstairs. Since I’ve never run on the beach before I opt out of taking my iPod, hoping the sounds of the ocean will calm me down.    

Standing by the back gate I do a few stretches before I take off running down the beach.  The salty air licks at my face as my feet find a rhythm with the crashing of the surf. My lungs expand with each breath I take and it feels exhilarating. 

As I slow down I can see the lifeguard towers up ahead letting me know I’ve gone too far. When I bend over to catch my breath that’s when I realize I’d forgotten to take a water bottle with me. I’m sure I must be well past the private beach so I decide to head home anyway. I’m dying of thirst.

But by the time I get home my tank top’s soaked with sweat, so taking off my socks and shoes I dive into the cool ocean. As I ride the waves, a feeling of déjà vu causes me to giggle one minute and burst into tears the next. A feeling of such loneliness consumes me that I can’t catch my breath so I start to hyperventilate as a wave crashes over me. 

Suddenly, I feel strong arms wrap around my waist as I look up to see Hunter staring down at me. He scoops me up, holding me tightly against his chest as my arms circle around his neck.  When he’s back onshore he sits down, cradling me in his lap. I can feel him trembling as he lifts my chin with his fingertips. “I gotcha; you’re okay now.” He uses the pad of his thumb as he wipes away my tears. “I thought you were drowning,” he whispers as he leans his head against mine.

“I was crying so much I couldn’t catch my breath... I guess I started hyperventilating. That freaked me out.” It feels so good with his arms wrapped around me that I don’t want to move. Then I realize no one has ever held me, comforted me the way Hunter is right now. I feel safe snuggled up in his lap with his arms secured around me.

“There you are, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” My dad says as he makes his way towards us.

Hunter stiffens at the sound of my father’s voice. When he stands up he places me on my feet as he rubs his hands up and down my arms. “Are you all right now?” I nod my head as he bends down, leaving a warm lingering kiss on the corner of my mouth, now I’m going to faint.

Hunter

All I wanted to do was go for a swim and follow it up in the Jacuzzi with a bottle of beer. I’m fucking twenty-one years old and alone on a Saturday night.

That’s when I see Riley in the water laughing hysterically, then in the same instant this beautiful woman is sobbing uncontrollably. Without hesitating I dove in, reaching her just as a wave crashed over her, ready to drag her under. When I grabbed her around the waist and our eyes connected for a split second, my heart shattered. I know that look very well, because it’s the same one I see every time I look in the mirror—forsaken.

Suddenly I’m so angry that I want to punch the wall or scream until I lose my voice. I feel my demons about to drag me under again. I need to get the hell out of here. Grabbing the keys to my Jeep I bolt out the door.

I’m driving with no clue as to where I’m going, destination unknown. A bar or anyplace that requires a shirt and shoes is out of the question because I still have my shorts on. Before all this happened I was going for a swim and I can’t call anyone because I left my damn phone at home.

After I’ve driven around aimlessly for about an hour, I decide to head home. I’m thinking the only thing that’s going to help me recover from this night is to get shitfaced. My only dilemma is, should I do that before or after the Jacuzzi? 

First I sprint upstairs to grab a six pack before heading back down to take off the cover and start it up. As I slip in I let the heat from the bubbles envelope me before twisting off a cap and tipping it back. When I feel my body relaxing I close my eyes, but all I see is Riley’s sad face looking back at me. 

Hearing a shuffling noise behind me I tighten the grip on my bottle as I whirl around. Riley’s standing there, wide-eyed, clutching a towel to her chest. She turns to walk away.

“There’s plenty of room in here for the both of us. I don’t bite.” It comes out desperate instead of teasingly. 

“I don’t mean to intrude. I couldn’t sleep.” She smiles, walking over. 

“You’re not intruding; in fact, if you’d like to be alone I can leave.” When I stand up she places her hand on my arm. 

“Please stay; I’ve been alone enough to last me a lifetime.” Riley leans back as a sigh escapes that perfect mouth before she says, “I wanted to thank you for today but my dad interrupted us. When I came back from my run I was so hot I jumped in to cool off, but it must have been a shock to my body.” She laughs nervously.

She’s staring directly into my eyes; there’s so much I want to say but I don’t know her well enough. She’s only been here for twenty-four hours and she’s already crawled under my skin. Her eyes are the darkest blue, like storm clouds rolling in off the ocean. Her hair’s the color of melted chocolate and she has the face of an angel. She’s smoking hot and I’m fantasizing about her body quivering underneath me, screaming my name.

“You’re more than welcome, but let’s not have an encore performance any time soon.” When I wink her cheeks take on a healthy blush.

Riley moves closer. She’s staring at my chest. “I don’t remember seeing that tattoo earlier; it’s beautiful.” My hand immediately tries to cover it as she pulls my hand away. “Whoever did this is a true artist. The details are incredible. Who’s Brady, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“When I’m working I can’t have any tattoos showing so I use actor’s makeup to cover it up.” I’m stalling, I’m not ready to answer her question.

She looks up at me confused. “Earlier today your tattoo wasn’t covered?” When I shake my head no, she says, “I must have been really out of it because I never noticed it.”

This is a good time to leave. When I stand up, Riley reaches out to grab my arm trying to stop me. “So you never told me who Brady is.” 

“It’s late; I should get going. Do you want me to put the cover back on?” I see the hurt in her eyes as she gazes up at me.

“You can put the cover on; I’m tired now.” She starts to walk away. 

Reaching out to grab her hand, my thumb sweeps the inside of her wrist. It feels like silk. “Riley please don’t be angry. I promise I’ll answer all of your questions, but not tonight. It’s too complicated to get into right now.” 

“I hope you’re not the kind of guy who makes promises he doesn’t keep.” She lays her hand on my chest over my tattoo. Putting my hand on top of hers I lean into her so that our foreheads are touching. “I never make promises that I don’t keep; I’m not like other guys.” Why did I say that, because I so am one of those guys! Bending down I lightly brush my lips against hers. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight.” 

When I watch her walk away I breathe a sigh of relief; it’s only a matter of time before I have to answer all of her questions and I’m dreading it already. The last thing I need is for her to feel sorry for me; I’ve been on my own for three years. However, there’s a difference between need and want. I want Riley Hamilton.
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Chapter Six
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RILEY

When I try to fall asleep there’s a slideshow being played out on my eyelids. Hunter’s in the Jacuzzi with a beer in his hand, his head’s tipped back, lips parted and he looks like he’s in ecstasy. I felt like I was intruding on a private moment and that had me wondering if he was alone. 

Then I heard him say that there was plenty of room for the both of us, so I joined him.

As I sat down my eyes roamed over every inch, of exquisite inch, of his tanned and chiseled body. I could never get tired of looking at him. He’s perfection. Then I noticed the tattoo over his heart—a picture of a young boy, and he’s laughing. It’s done in black ink so it makes me wonder what color his eyes are. His hair looks like it would be wavy, not straight. The details are incredible; it looks like a photograph that was stuck permanently to his skin. The name “Brady” is curved underneath. Who could it be and why doesn’t he want to talk about him?

When I asked him about it, he immediately shut down. One minute we were flirting with each another and the next minute he’s dismissing me. I’ve run into him three times in one day and every time I meet a different Hunter. One is flirty and sexy as all hell, then there’s one who is gentle and loving, and the last one is sad and guarded. I’m not liking that one much.

The last boy who made me promises he didn’t keep was the one I gave my virginity to, back when I was sixteen. I wanted someone to love me so desperately that I believed anything he told me. I was so gullible. He never told me he was moving to Colorado with his parents, and three weeks later he was gone. It happened almost two years ago and I promised myself I would never be that stupid girl again.

But when I felt Hunter’s heart pulsating underneath the palm of my hand as his lips brushed against mine, I became that stupid girl again. There’s a connection between Hunter and me; I feel it every time his eyes meet mine, especially when he touches me. It’s like the air surrounding us is electrically charged, like after a storm. His lips brushing mine is the last thought I have before finally drifting off to sleep.

Someone’s knocking on my bedroom door, waking me up from the best dream I’ve ever had. Now I’ll never know if the girl gets the guy or not. Damn.

“Come in.” It comes out kind of raspy.

Dad walks in looking embarrassed. “Morning Riley, we were worried since we hadn’t seen you since last night. Why don’t you get dressed and Rosie will make you anything you want. I’ll see you downstairs in a bit.” 

After he leaves I throw on some clothes, brush my teeth and run a brush through my hair. I check my phone to see several missed calls from Ashley. I’ll call her back later when I have more time to talk. Right now I’m starving! 

The smells that are coming from that kitchen are amazing!  Rosie must be cooking something Italian because the smell of onions and garlic are wafting through the air. As I round the corner I see several pots simmering on the stove.

“Good afternoon, Riley.” Rosie calls out from over her shoulder while stirring a pot. “There are last night’s leftovers, unless you would like me to make you something.” 

“Leftovers are fine.” Heading over to the fridge I grab some cold fried chicken and pasta salad. After fixing my plate I sit at the island so I can talk to Rosie.

“So what are you making that smells so delicious?” I ask.

“I’m making my famous lasagna and garlic bread. Your dad requested it for dinner tonight.” She looks up at me smiling.

“Rosie, can I ask you a question?” I hope she won’t think I’m prying.

“Sure, anything you want, Riley.” She turns around, leaning against the sink. 

“Do you know the boy who’s tattooed on Hunter’s chest?” I can’t believe I’m putting her on the spot like that.

“Why don’t you ask him?  Her brows pinch together.

“He wouldn’t tell me.” When I finish eating I place my dishes in the sink.

Why doesn’t anyone want to tell me who Brady is? Now what the hell am I supposed to do with the rest of my day?

Hunter

I’m getting ready to head down to dinner with Riley and her dad. I’m looking forward to spending more time with her, but I get the feeling her dad isn’t too happy about it. I’ve never done anything for Scott not to trust me, but I get the impression that I wouldn’t be someone he would pick for his daughter. The look he gave me yesterday when he found us on the beach makes me a little uncomfortable.

I met Scott three years ago when I needed a lawyer for some personal shit I was going through. At the time I was looking for an apartment, so that’s when he suggested the one above the garage. He knows about the guilt I carry around about my past, but he never judges me.   We’ve been friends ever since, but I might be about to put that friendship to the test. I have my sights set on his daughter and there’s no way I’m backing down. I’ve never felt this way about a girl, like I want to be with her every minute of every day and night.

As I walk into the kitchen I see Rosie on her tiptoes trying to reach something on the top shelf.  “Let me get that down; I’m a little taller than you are.” I reach up and grab the bowl for her.

“Thank you. I knew there was a reason why we invited you.” She smiles at me, touching my cheek.

“Rosie, I would marry you in a heartbeat, but Paul would kick my ass.” Bending down I give her a kiss on the cheek. 

When I look up I see Riley standing in the doorway, laughing. “I’m trying to picture Paul kicking your ass,” she says before threading her fingers with mine. “Rosie, how much time do we have before dinner?” She asks. 

“Don’t wander too far, it’ll be ready in less than thirty minutes.” Rosie looks away, and suddenly my stomach bottoms out.

Riley pulls me out by the pool, setting me down in one of the chairs. Now I’m worried because I’m thinking she wants to talk. I’m not ready for this emotional hell right now.

“I wanted to talk to you in private.” She pulls the chair directly in front of me taking my hands in hers; my heart’s beating out of my chest and I’m sure she can see it. “I did a stupid thing today and I wanted to be the one to tell you. I asked Rosie about your tattoo,” she whispers so I can barely hear her.

My body stiffens as I let go of her hands to run my fingers through my hair, trying to compose myself. “What did she say?” Taking my index finger I lift her chin so she’s looking into my eyes.

“She wouldn’t tell me; she said I have to ask you.” She says it so softly as one tear slides down her cheek. I use the pad of my thumb to wipe it away. 

I knew Rosie wouldn’t sell me out; God I love that woman. “Give me some time to get to know you before I dump all my personal shit in your lap. Last night I promised I would tell you and I will.” 

Cupping her face I pull her up to my mouth so I can kiss her, taste her. I suck on her bottom lip before nipping the tender flesh with my teeth, pulling her onto my lap. She straddles me, clutching my hair in her hands while rocking against me. Fuck, she feels so damn good I’m about to explode. Reality smacks me when I realize I can’t treat this sweet thing like one of my bar girls. 

“Riley we have to stop, shit. I don’t want your dad coming out to see me humping his daughter.” When she gazes up at me I see the hunger in her eyes, her lips are swollen, and her cheeks are flushed. Our eyes lock as we stare at each other until we catch our breath.

When we walk into the kitchen I see Scott look from Riley to me. He looks pissed. “Hunter, I invited you to have dinner with us tonight so I could introduce you to Riley, but since you two have already met there’s no need for you to stay.” He says this so calmly it takes me a second to comprehend.

Riley’s head snaps up as she glares at him. “Dad, are you joking?” She keeps looking from him to me.

Scott’s fuming. I’ve known him a lot longer than Riley. I need to leave now before this goes any further. “It’s all right, Riley. You spend time with your dad and I’ll see you soon.” The whole time I say this I’m staring at Scott; I want him to know that this is far from over. As I head out the door I hear her say, “If he can’t stay for dinner then I’m not eating either. This is bullshit. You haven’t told me what to do for the last twelve years and you’re not about to start now.” She storms out of the room. 

As I’m closing the door I hear Scott say, “Well it’s about time someone takes care of you.”

That didn’t go quite the way I expected it. Now what am I going to eat?
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Chapter Seven
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RILEY

I’m so mad at my dad right now; he embarrassed me in front of Hunter by treating me like a child. I’m eighteen years old, a legal adult and he can’t tell me what to do. I’m so angry I want to scream. 

I need to call Ashley. I never returned her calls from yesterday. She picks up on the second ring. 

“Riley, I’m so glad you called; I thought you would never talk to me again.” I hear her sniffling.

“I’m not mad, in fact I’m wondering why I came here myself. My dad just pissed me off so bad.” Touching my lips I think of Hunter. 

“Didn’t I tell you going there would be a mistake? Come home so you can live with me and mom.” I hear music playing in the background.

“Ash, I met a guy. His name’s Hunter. He lives in the apartment above the garage. He’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen and he likes me—me! He was supposed to have dinner with us tonight, but for some reason Dad asked him to leave. He was mad but I don’t know why. Ash, I like him so much and I don’t know what to do.” By the time I’m finished, I’m crying.

“It sounds like you need to go have a talk with your dad, let him know how you feel. Then you can ask him why he doesn’t want you hanging out with Hunter.” She sounds hesitant.

That’s when I hear a knock on my door, “Ashley I have to go, I think my dad’s here so we can talk.” 

“Call me and let me know how it goes, and next time I want to hear all about Hunter.” We say our goodbyes.

When I open the door, Rosie’s standing there with a plate of piping hot lasagna. “I didn’t spend my day cooking for nothing.” She brushes past me as she sets the plate on my desk.

“You didn’t have to go to all that trouble.” Sitting down I blow on it several times before taking a bite. It’s delicious. “I feel bad that I’m eating and Hunter was invited to dinner.”

“I brought him some before I came up here,” she winks as a grin spreads across her cheeks.

“How’s he doing?” She pats my shoulder, and sighs.

Rosie sits on my bed. “He’s fine; he wants me to tell you not to be mad at your dad.” She studies me as I take another bite.

“Too late because I’m furious with him.” I look up at her as she meets my gaze.

She shakes her head. “You have to realize that you’re a beautiful young woman and Hunter is an attractive man. You’ve only known each other a few days and it’s obvious there’s chemistry between the two of you. Your dad’s worried it’s happening too fast; that’s all I’m going to say.” She throws her hands in the air. “The rest is up to the three of you to work out.” Rosie takes my plate when she walks out the door.

Now my belly’s full and I’m exhausted, so I decide to go to bed and talk to my dad in the morning. I have to figure out a way for him to understand that I’m going to see Hunter with or without his permission. 

Hunter

Scott told me to leave so I did, only because it’s his house and I didn’t want to make a scene. I don’t know what it is about this girl that makes me want to wrap my arms around her and protect her. 

Walking over to the fridge I grab myself a beer and when I turn around Scott’s standing in the middle of my living room. “I saw your Jeep parked outside. We need to talk.” Is he fucking joking or what?

My hands clenched at my sides, I take several deep breaths before striding over to him, nose to nose. “Last time I checked, it was appropriate to knock before you enter my house,” I say. The tension in my neck is evident as we glare at one another.

He puts his hands up, taking a step back. “I knocked. I thought I heard you say come in. Look, I didn’t come here to fight with you. We’ve known each other a few years now and that’s why I’m here.” He sits on the edge of the couch, his elbows resting on his knees while he scrubs his hands over his face.

“Scott, just spit it out,” I say, sitting down in the recliner opposite him.

“I walked out to the pool to get you for dinner. When I saw your hands all over her and her legs wrapped around you, I almost lost it. In that instant I could have killed you, so I walked away.” He’s scowling at me.

The worst part about it is I see the disappointment in his eyes. But I can’t worry about that now, when I can still taste her on my lips, feel her rocking against me. “I’m really sorry you had to witness that. You’ve treated me like a son since I’ve been here and maybe that’s why this situation makes you uncomfortable.” Shrugging my shoulders I lean back in the chair. 

“You could have any girl you want, so why does it have to be Riley?” He holds up his hand to stop me. “You don’t have to answer me right now, just think about it.” He stands up to head out the door.

“You don’t have to wait for an answer, I can tell you now.”  He doesn’t turn around but he nods his head. “When I look into her eyes I see the boy I was three years ago staring back at me.” Saying those words out loud terrifies me. 

Scott rests his head against the doorframe when I hear him whisper. “That’s the answer I was afraid of.” With that he opens the door and leaves.

When I arrived in Scott’s office three years ago, I was damaged beyond repair. But he must have seen something hidden behind my vacant eyes because he helped me focus on the present and not the past. That’s why this is so damn hard for me to understand. He had a beautiful daughter at home and he just walked away, yet he helped a stranger like me. 

Finishing my beer in a few long pulls I head over to the fridge and grab another one. Scott was my second visitor tonight. Rosie stopped by to bring some lasagna before heading over to see Riley.

She told me I needed to slow it down with Riley... that I was moving too fast. She doesn’t understand that I need Riley like I need air to breathe. We have a connection unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. I used to laugh when someone would tell me they found their soul-mate. I’m not laughing anymore. It scares the shit out of me; it feels like I’ve known her all my life. When I saw her fall apart on the beach yesterday, I wanted to be the one to take away her pain. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to stay away from her; I don’t know if I want to.
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Chapter Eight
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RILEY

Hunter and I haven’t seen each other all week, and it’s breaking my heart. I thought he felt the same connection that I did but apparently not. Following Ashley’s advice, I did have a talk with my dad; he told me he apologized to Hunter and he was sorry that he embarrassed me. 

My days were spent down by the pool hoping to bump into him, but he wasn’t there. I’ve even been down to the Jacuzzi a few nights this week, and he’s not there either. I’m starting to go crazy thinking I did something wrong. 

My dad’s throwing a Fourth of July party this Sunday, so he’s inviting his friends and a few clients that he’s close to. It’s his way of introducing me to everyone. A week since the dinner disaster, hopefully the party will end better. 

I’m sitting on my bed when out of the corner of my eye I can see flames and smoke down by the shoreline. Throwing open my balcony doors I step outside and see a small bonfire on the beach with several people sitting around it. When I scan the crowd I immediately spot Hunter. His head’s tipped back and he’s laughing. This man takes my breath away; I know what I need to do now.

After grabbing a sweatshirt I head down to the beach. As I approach, he smiles as he strides over and meets me halfway. 

“I don’t want to intrude; it’s just that I haven’t seen you all week.”  When the words roll off my tongue they sound needy.

“Riley, you’re not intruding, I see them every day.” He chuckles as he threads his fingers through mine. “Let me introduce you to everyone before we take a walk.”

“Hey guys, this is Riley.” They all wave and say hi. I can feel my cheeks burning. He lets go of my hand as he points to each one. “This is Emma, Zoe, Alex, Connor and Grayson.”

“It’s nice to meet all of you; I’m sorry for interrupting.” They’re all inviting me to join them when Hunter walks over to grab a blanket and a couple of waters from the cooler.

“We’re going for a walk; clean up if you all decide to leave before we get back.” We both wave as we head down the beach. “I’m sorry we haven’t seen each other since Sunday but I’ve been filling in for vacations and it’s been a crazy week.” 

“I thought maybe I did something wrong so you were avoiding me.” My eyes sting with the threat of tears. Dammit. 

Hunter stops walking as he turns to look at me. “Why do you always assume that you did something wrong?” He puts his warm hands around my waist, pulling me against him. Laying my cheek against his broad chest I feel his strong hands stroking my back. That’s when I lose it and feel the tears sliding down my cheeks. I feel so damn safe when I’m with him that I never want to let him go.

He spreads out the blanket on the sand before sitting down and pulling me into his lap. His arms circle around me as he gently tucks my head under his chin. I feel the rapid beating of his heart under my cheek as I tuck my cold hands in my lap. If I could freeze one moment in time, this would be it.

“I don’t know much about your past, Riley. But I do know that your dad left when you were young and that must have been devastating for you. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the last few years it’s that we can’t blame ourselves for every bad thing that happens. 

“Did something happen in your past that you blame yourself for?” The minute it spills out of my mouth I feel his body stiffen underneath mine. I regret it immediately. “You don’t have to answer that. I’m sorry.”

“I blame myself because I’m still alive, and my family, everyone I love, is dead. They were killed in a car accident coming home from a wedding. A tour bus hit them head on when the driver had a heart attack.” His body’s trembling and I know it’s not from the cold.

“You can’t blame yourself for something you had no control over. You should never feel guilty because you’re alive and they’re not.” Turning around I straddle his hips when our eyes lock. When I place my hands on his face I see the tears glistening in his eyes. Remembering his tattoo of the beautiful laughing boy, my heart breaks for him. “Was Brady your brother?” 

He nods. “He was only ten; he had his whole life ahead of him and in one second it was snatched from him.” Hunter grabs my waist, setting me on the blanket before standing up and heading towards the water. He’s looking up at the stars as he shoves his hands in his pockets, I can’t even imagine what he must be feeling. When I walk slowly around him I see the tears spilling down his cheeks. As I wrap my arms around his waist, his strong arms circle around me, burying his face in my neck. 

He’s the first to walk away as he bends down to pick up the blanket. When it’s tucked under his arm he grabs my hand as we head back in silence. We’re almost home when he turns to me. “I was so happy that you came out to see me tonight and I had to spoil it by getting all emotional. I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t ever have to apologize to me for being emotional; I’m the queen of it.” He smiles down at me, dissolving me at his feet. I’m falling hard for this guy and I hope I can keep my heart from getting broken, again.

Hunter

It wasn’t my intention to tell her about my family on Friday night. I hadn’t seen her all week so I was hoping to spend more time kissing and touching her than talking and crying like a damn pussy. After I had my meltdown I was too depressed to be around Riley, so I thought it best to go home and call it a night.

Saturday was a bust; I spent the day with Connor and it wasn’t pretty. It’s hard to be around him now with all his excess baggage, namely Beth. He’s my best friend, so I told him I would support him no matter what his decision is. After all, he’s been there for me since day one.

Riley invited me to the Fourth of July party today, but Scott never did. Was that intentional on his part or did my invitation get lost in the mail? Yeah right. Fuck it; if he doesn’t want me there he can ask me to leave. It won’t be the first time.

When I get downstairs the party’s in full swing. They have a bar set up by the pool and the catering station is off to the side, under a tent. If I had to guess on the head count I’d say there were at least one hundred and fifty people. Some of the guests have even wandered down by the beach. I can see their blankets, chairs and umbrellas set up.

Scanning the crowd I try to catch a glimpse of Riley. This has got to be a bit overwhelming for her; it’s impossible to introduce her to all these people. Then I see her, she’s breathtaking in a white strapless sundress, which looks amazing against her lightly tanned skin. She has her hair pulled to the side with a yellow ribbon and lacy sandals to match. 

When I get closer to her I see some dude with his arm draped casually over her shoulder. Now he’s rubbing his hand up and down her arm. He looks like some rich preppy dude with khaki pants and a blue polo shirt. 

What the Fuck!

Immediately I turn around and head for the bar. I’m on my second beer when I get the feeling that someone’s watching me. When I turn around I catch Riley staring at me, a sad smile playing on her lips. I tip the beer bottle at her as I finish it in two long pulls, slamming it on the bar as I walk away.

Walking around the house I take the stairs two at a time. I just need the keys to my Jeep and then I’m getting the fuck out. That must have been why Scott didn’t invite me. He wants her to mingle with the rich guys her own age. 

When I turn around, Riley’s standing in the doorway...

“You’re not going anywhere until I explain.” She puts her little hands on my chest, shoving me back into the room, slamming the door behind her. “The guy’s name is Parker Montgomery and my dad’s trying to fix me up with him, but I invited you because I want you, not Parker.” She’s standing there with her hands on her hips, she’s so damn sexy.

Montgomery... why does that name sound so familiar?

Grabbing her by the waist I pull her to me. We’re nose to nose and it takes everything in me not to assault her mouth with mine. “Your dad obviously doesn’t want us together, Riley. So he’s picked out some preppy dude to occupy your time for the summer.”

She wraps her arms around my neck, tugging on my hair. Standing on her tiptoes she licks my bottom lip then nips it with her teeth, causing a reaction inside my shorts. “I want you to occupy me for the summer, not Parker or anyone else my dad wants to fix me up with.”

Crushing her body against mine I explore her mouth with my tongue. When her tongue flicks across my bottom lip I suck it into my mouth. She tastes so fucking good, like berries and lemons.  A moan escapes the back of her throat, sending me over the edge. “Riley, we need to stop or I’m going to throw you on my bed right now.”

She looks at me with her lust filled eyes. “What’s wrong with that?” She grabs my hand trying to pull me down the hallway.

“We can’t do this now; there’s a party going on because of you! Scott’s probably looking for you right this second and believe me it won’t be pretty if he finds you here with me. We’ll talk later, I promise.” She needs to go, now!

“Can I come back up here later when the guests leave?” She looks at me with those huge eyes and my heart skips a beat.

“Why don’t you meet me down at the beach after everyone’s gone. Here, I’ll write my number down and you can text me.” Grabbing a sheet of paper I jot down my number and fold it into her palm.

“I’m still learning how to text.  Can I call you?” Her cheeks turn pink. Funny how they were flushed moments ago.

“Do whatever is easiest for you.” Kissing her lightly on the lips I fix her hair before sending her out the door. 

I’m a dead man walking.
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Chapter Nine
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RILEY

The party’s finally over, and I’m exhausted. My face hurts from wearing a fake smile for the past twelve hours. All I want to do is crawl under the sheets and sleep for days but I told Hunter I would call him. I’m thinking it’s too late to meet him at the beach so I’ll just go knock on his door and if he doesn’t answer, I’ll leave.

Changing into a pair of yoga pants I throw on my USC shirt before heading out. Peeking up and down the hall I make sure no one’s there before sneaking out the side door. As I climb the stairs I’m thinking of the way his mouth tasted my tongue earlier and my body starts to tremble.

I knock on his door once, twice. I’m ready to flee when suddenly the door opens.

Oh. My. God!

He’s standing in the doorway with no shirt, and a pair of old pajama bottoms that sit low on his hips. When he runs his hands through his hair and licks his lips, I see those blue eyes burn with passion. Hunter’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever had the privilege to lay my eyes on.

He scoops me up in his arms as he uses his foot to slam the door. He walks over to the couch, and sitting down he settles me in his lap. “I thought you were going to call me so I could meet you at the beach?” He whispers in my ear, his breath warm against my skin.

“It was late and I thought it would be easier to come to you.” I gaze into his eyes and he looks mad. “If you don’t want me, I’ll go!” I try to get up before I start to cry.

“Oh, I want you.” He tightly wraps his arms around me so I don’t run off. “I have never wanted anyone so badly in all my life. But it won’t happen tonight, Riley. As much as I want to throw you on my bed, tasting every inch of you, it’s too soon.” He brushes a kiss across my cheek.

He wants to taste every inch of me? Oh why did he have to tell me that? “Are you worried what my father would do?” I have to ask.

“Scott doesn’t worry me, but I have a lot of respect for the both of you. I would never treat you like a bar girl who’s only good for a hook up. You mean so much more to me; I’d like to get to know you first.” He brushes his thumb over my bottom lip.

I want to pinch myself, because I must be dreaming. This man says he wants me and I know it’s true. I see it in his eyes. I’m the happiest girl in the world right now—until I remember the date that my dad set me up with—Parker.

“I want to tell you more about the guy you saw me with today.” I feel his body go rigid beneath me, so I bury my face in his neck, placing small kisses there. 

“If you keep doing that we won’t get a chance to talk about Parker.” He groans when I nip at his earlobe.

“He’s only around till the end of July and my dad’s determined we go out on a few dates while he’s here. I also explained to my dad that I want to see you and I told him there’s nothing he can do to stop me.” It comes out so fast I’m hoping he heard me.

“I must admit when I saw his arm around you today, I wanted to tear him apart. I’m not crazy about the idea but I can’t stop you from seeing him.” He traces my jaw with his fingertips. When I gaze into his eyes I can see his desire before he crushes his mouth to mine. This time my tongue dances over his as I graze my teeth against his bottom lip. He growls as he flips me onto the couch, his hardness pressing against my thigh.

He jumps up quickly as he wipes his hands down the front of his pajamas. “I need to go take a cold shower,” he says as he looks down at me with a sexy grin.

Standing up I circle my arms around his waist. “We can satisfy each other without having sex.” I’ve never been this bold before, but I need him to know how badly I want him.

“This is the reason I asked you to meet me at the beach; it’s too dangerous for us to be alone at my place.” Leaning his forehead against mine he takes a deep breath. “I want to lock you in my room and keep you naked for days, exploring every inch of you with my hands, fingers, mouth, and tongue.” Every time he would name a part of his anatomy he would lick my neck. I’m beginning to think he’s just a tease!

“I’m going to take a cold shower first, unless you want to take it together?” I wiggle my eyebrows as he shakes his head, chuckling. Grabbing my hand he pulls me to the bathroom, placing a kiss on my cheek. He then pushes me in, alone. 

After we’ve both showered, separately, we relax on the couch all cuddled up. I must admit this is nice because we’re talking and spending time getting to know each other. He was right and I was wrong. I’m glad he put on the brakes tonight but I would never admit it to him.

Hunter

I’m still groggy when I hear someone banging on the door. Trying to sit up I see Riley with her head pressed against my chest. I get up very quietly so I don’t wake her, placing her head gently on the pillow before walking to the door. When I open the door Scott storms past me. He sees a very tousled Riley curled up on the couch and immediately jumps to the wrong conclusion.

“It’s not what you think, Scott.” He looks at me, takes in my appearance, then strides over and punches me. 

Fuck that hurt! 

I run my tongue over my teeth to see if there all intact. “That’s the only shot you get, because I didn’t see it coming. If you try again, YOU will be picking yourself up off the floor.” Riley leaps off the couch.

“Dad what are you doing?” She walks over to me, lightly touching my jaw. She turns to glare at her father. 

“You have no right to come into his home and assume that we slept together! OH, believe me I did everything I could think of to seduce him but he turned me down. You know why, because

He respects you too much to take advantage of me! Now you owe him an apology.” She walks over, kissing me lightly on the jaw. She mouths “I’m sorry,” before storming out the door.

Walking over to the freezer I pull out a bag of frozen corn and place it on my jaw. I pull out a beer while I’m there and guzzle half of it. 

“I knocked on her bedroom door this morning. When she didn’t answer, that’s when I realized she hadn’t slept in her bed. I knew she had to be here. She was furious with me because I hadn’t invited you to the party.” He rubs his hands over his face.

“What do you want me to say, Scott? We have this connection that even I can’t explain. I know it’s too soon and that’s why I didn’t let it go any further last night, but I can’t keep denying what I feel for her.” I might have just signed my ticket out of here, but I’m not going to lie to him.

“It’s not that I don’t think you’re a good man; you’ve proven that to me many times. It’s just that I was eighteen when Riley was born. That’s too young to make that kind of commitment, believe me, I know. I want her to experience life, go to college and have fun before deciding to settle down.” He’s concerned I’ll break her heart, just like he did.

“I’m sorry I punched you and if you want to press charges I know a really good lawyer.” He grins at me as he heads for the door.

“Scott, I know you want her to date that Parker dude so I won’t stand in her way. But she’ll be back and when she does, I might not be able to say no next time.” I shrug my shoulders.

He stops dead in his tracks, turns around and says, “I know how she feels about you; she’s made that clear several times. All I ask is that the two of you are cautious, use protection, and get tested for STDs if you think it’s necessary.” With that said, he leaves.

Damn, I had to hurry if I was going to make it to work on time. This week was going to be a bitch, being a holiday everyone takes this as their vacation week. It’s going to be packed on the beach with all the families that come down here. I’m ready to head out the door when I realize I drank a beer this morning. Fuck.

Grabbing my phone I text Connor to see if he can cover for me.

Me: can u cover for me, I had a beer this morning.

Connor: U owe me big time ass. Why u go do that 4.

Me:  long story tell u later. Thanks.

Connor:  I could use the extra money anyway, call u later.

Needing coffee desperately I head downstairs to see Rosie. When I open the kitchen door the smell of coffee has my mouth watering. “Morning Rosie, mind if I snatch a cup of your famous coffee?” I saunter over, giving her a peck on the cheek.

She smiles at me while handing me a cup. “Morning Hunter; help yourself to the French toast that’s in the warming dish by the stove. What happened to your face?” She lightly touches my jaw.

“I was attacked by a soccer ball. No big deal. I’ll take some to go, if that’s all right. I’m going to do my laps before I eat, that way Paul won’t have to clean the pool.” Winking at her I head out the door. 

I’m relaxing in the chair while finishing my coffee when my mind wanders to the first day I saw Riley sitting in this chair. One of the first things I remember was her breasts spilling out over the top of her bikini. Then my eyes ran down the length of her body, taking in her taut belly and her long shapely legs, ending with her pink toes. When my eyes scrolled back up every delicious inch of her, I met her gaze and was captivated.

Heading over to the pool I dive in as I think of a song that’s been playing in my head for days now. “Demons” by Imagine Dragons. I’m concentrating on the lyrics as I glide through the water when I realize that Riley might be the only one who can save me from myself.
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Chapter Ten
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RILEY

I’m so angry at my dad right now. He punched Hunter! He has no right to judge me when he walked out on us all those years ago. Just because he’s footing the bill for college doesn’t give him the right to keep me under his thumb.

With my mom she didn’t beat around the bush. I had a place to live, clothes on my back and food to eat. But the one thing I so desperately needed was her love, which walked out the door with my father the day he left.

I wanted to be open and honest with Hunter last night, especially after he had told me about losing his family. So I told him about my childhood, how my sadness and loneliness had almost destroyed me. Until Ashley and her mom moved next door, becoming the family I so desperately needed. 

As I opened up to him last night, Hunter held me tightly against his chest and played with my hair. He wiped away my tears with a sweep of his thumb as they slid down my cheeks, replacing them with tender kisses. I remember him laying me down on the couch and telling me to get some sleep. When he lay down next to me he pulled me close as we fell asleep in each other’s arms.

After spending the night with Hunter, the last thing I want to do is go out with Parker. I’m sure we don’t have anything in common. I grew up without a dad and I have a mother who didn’t know I existed; he had the love of two parents and siblings. 

Putting on a nice pair of jean shorts and a light blue tank top I slip on a pair of comfy sandals just in case we do a lot of walking. Looking in the mirror I consider putting on a bit of makeup but settle on a touch of lip gloss instead. I’m so not high maintenance like all the girls I went to school with back home. The doorbell rings just as I’m heading down the stairs.

“I got it,” I yell to no one in particular. When I open the door Parker’s leaning on the door frame with a dozen coral roses and a cheerful smile. Damn, the boy brought me flowers.

“If I remember correctly, you did mention that roses were your favorite flower.” He bends down kissing my cheek.

“I can’t believe you remembered. Thank you so much, they’re beautiful. Come in and sit while I give these to Rosie to put in water, then we can leave.” As I walk away, I realize I have to have the friends only talk.

After I hand the flowers over to Rosie while she squeals with delight, I head back into the living room.

“Are you all set to leave or did you want to hang out by the pool?” I sit down on the recliner so I’m not too close to him.

“I asked you out, so I’m ready to go if you are.” He stands up, heading over to grab my hand.

“Parker, I think we need to talk before we head out.” He crouches down so we’re eye to eye.

“I want to be honest and tell you that I’m not looking for a relationship right now, but we can hang out as friends.”

“Did I come on too strong with the flowers and the kiss?” He winks at me as he pulls me up against him. “Riley, I’m not looking for a relationship either. I’ll be gone in less than a month and I thought it would be fun to hang out.” He holds his hands up in surrender.

I can’t help but laugh at the innocent look on his face. “I don’t care where we go as long as it gets me out of here.”

“I have a great week planned for us, but I hope you’re wearing some comfy shoes today.” He grabs my hand and with a shout out to Rosie we head out the door.

It was such an amazing week! Every morning he would pick me up by ten and some nights we didn’t get home until after midnight. Monday we went to the boardwalk and spent the day browsing through the shops, eating and laughing and getting to know one another. Tuesday we went to the waterpark... I’ve never had so much fun in my life! Wednesday we hung out by the pool, Rosie made us steaks on the grill with her famous potato salad, which was delicious. Thursday was the actual Fourth of July so Parker took me to his family cookout. Later that night there was an awesome fireworks display out over the water. It was a perfect ending to our week. My only regret about going out with Parker was wishing I had experienced all of those moments with Hunter instead. 

Parker knew that I was busy Friday through Sunday—Hunter had invited me to the Friday night bonfire with his friends. Then the weekend was ours to spend alone. I couldn’t wait!

When Parker dropped me off Thursday night he told me he’d pick me up on Monday at the usual time to start our new week of adventure. 

Hunter

I’d seen Parker dropping off Riley a few nights this week, and it made me hate him even more knowing that he was spending time with her instead of me. Yes, I had been that creeper who peeked out the window hoping to get a glimpse of her.

Fortunately, today is Friday and she’s all mine for the weekend. I made reservations for a few things I hope she’ll enjoy. I’m hoping Parker wasn’t smart enough to take her to these places already. I’ll find out soon enough.

I’d just finished setting up for the bonfire when that tugging feeling started in my chest. I turn around slowly to see her standing about ten feet away from me, her hair blowing gently in the breeze, and a smile brushing her lips. Rushing over I pick her up and spin her around. I stop suddenly and slide her slowly down my body, crushing her mouth to mine. I hear her moan as my tongue enters her parted lips, exploring what’s mine.

“I missed you so much,” she breathes into me as her hands caress my back.

“I missed you more,” I whisper, holding her tight against me.

“I had fun this week but I would have given that all up if I could have spent it with you.” She grabs my face and pulls me down to hers as she devours my mouth. Clutching her ass I lift her up so she can wrap her legs around me, while my hands wander under the hem of her shorts. 

“Why don’t you guys get a room already?” Alex calls out.

Pulling away from her sexy mouth I lean my head against hers. When she tries to get down I hold her in place. “Please don’t move now or they’ll see how excited I am to see you.” She nods while nuzzling my neck, which doesn’t make things any better.

“Let’s get this party started!” Grayson yells out. “Put her down, Hunter; we’ve all seen hard-ons before.” Everyone roars with laughter.

Busted. I’ll never live this one down.

“Come over here Riley, and tell us all about your week. What did Parker show you?” Zoe yells out as I glare at her. She smiles, then shrugs her shoulders.

Riley looks back at me, winking as she heads over to have some girl time. I know she didn’t have many friends growing up, so I want her to have this experience. I’ll gladly share my friends with her if that’s what makes her happy. 

I love being out here with my friends on a Friday night. Especially since Riley’s sitting between my legs with her head resting on my chest. With my arms wrapped around her I could stay like this forever, she feels so damn good.  

“Well I have to go.”  Connor stands up, fist bumping all of us before heading out. It was great that he was able to come without Beth tagging along. 

Emma’s the next to leave. After she heads out, the party starts breaking up so I tell everyone it’s my turn to clean. They can take off. After putting out the fire it takes Riley and me two trips to lug everything back to the house.

“I had a great time tonight. Thanks for inviting me.” She walks over, snuggling into my chest.

“If I didn’t invite you my friends would have been pissed. They really like you and so do I.” Looking down into her stormy blue eyes I brush my lips gently against hers. Her hands tangle in my hair as she deepens the kiss, exploring my mouth as she nips at my top lip. If I allow this kiss to continue I won’t be able to control myself.

“It’s getting late; I’ll see you first thing in the morning.” When I try to grab her hand, she pulls away. She feels rejected.

“I don’t know what more I need to do for you to want me.” Her eyes fill with tears that are ready to spill over any second. It suddenly hits me like a slap in the face; this beautiful woman has no self-confidence.

Taking her hand in mine I lead her to the backside of the bar, pushing as many bottles out of the way as I can. Immediately her eyes widen as she sees her reflection in the mirror. Standing behind her my arms wrap securely around her. Her tears are streaming down her face, but I don’t wipe them away.

“I don’t know what you see when you look in the mirror, but I see a woman who’s beautiful, loving, courageous, forgiving, selfless, and so damn sexy she takes my breath away. I promise you when the time is right, we will be together and it will be explosive.” When I let go of her arms she buries her face in her hands, shaking uncontrollably. I take her in my arms, curving her into my chest. When she stops crying I take her hand, kiss her on the cheek and walk her as far as the kitchen, then slap her on the butt. I tell her to be ready by seven, because she’s all mine for the weekend. When Riley smiles as she walks away, my heart soars.
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Chapter Eleven
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RILEY

To say I didn’t sleep well last night would be an understatement. I can still see my reflection in the mirror and it makes me wonder what he sees in me. I’m just a plain Jane compared to the gorgeous women he knows, Emma, Zoe and Grayson. If I had to place a bet I’d say Emma really likes him. She hangs on his every word, and the way she looks at him; it’s like she could eat him up. The thought of the two of them together just breaks my heart.

Jumping as my alarm goes off I reach over and send it flying.

I’m not sure whether I need a coffee or a shower to wake me up. As I’m standing under the warm flow of water I realize I made the right choice. It feels so good that I don’t want to leave but then I think of a steaming cup of coffee, so I’m dressed and ready in fifteen minutes. 

Heading down to the kitchen I can’t help smiling when I see Rosie by the stove. “Do you ever go home or are you here twenty-four seven?” I ask as she spins around.

“Well you’re up early for a Saturday.” She pours me a cup of coffee.

“This coffee is just what I needed, thanks. Do you ever get a day off?” She places a warm blueberry muffin in front of me.

“What would I do with a day off?” she asks.

“So you can do all the fun things I have planned for Riley and me today.” Hunter saunters over, kissing me gently on the lips while holding my gaze. I suddenly feel like he can see right through me, which causes me to blush.

He chuckles, “Rosie I would love to have a cup of coffee before we start our day.”

“You never told me where we’re going. Am I dressed okay?” When his eyes glide over me he breaks out in a devilish grin. By the look on his face I would say he likes my short shorts and crop top that I picked out.

“You’re dressed perfectly, but you better have a bikini under that outfit.” Shaking my head, he cups my face and whispers in my ear, “You are going to spend the day being hot, wet and excited, so go put it on, now.” Feeling my whole body quiver as he releases me, I run upstairs.

This man tells me we need to wait, but the sexual tension that exudes from his body is heady. I’m hoping with every fiber of my being that he keeps his promise because I want him with an ache I never knew existed. Hunter is waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, with to-go coffee cups in each hand. He’s so wonderful...

As I slide into the Jeep he hands me the coffees so I can put them in the holders.

“So where are you taking me?” I give him a playful smile.

“You will see soon enough. Just sit back and drink your coffee.” He grabs my hand, bringing it to his mouth for a kiss. 

Hunter

When she gets close enough to read the signs she squeals with excitement. She now knows we’re going jet skiing. Once I park the Jeep she jumps out and flings herself into my arms.

“How did you know this is on my bucket list?” she questions me.

I shrug my shoulders. “Isn’t a bucket list for people who are dying?” Suddenly I have this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

She shakes her head quickly when she sees the fear in my eyes. “No, it’s a list of things you want to do before you die, not necessarily because you’re dying.” I’m glad that’s cleared up. 

Making my way to the rental office I see Craig sitting behind his desk. “Hey, I saw your name down here for reservations. Haven’t seen you in a long time.” He stands, shaking my hand.

Pulling Riley close to me I introduce her. “Riley, this is Craig—we go to USC together. Craig, this is my girlfriend, Riley.” Well that just flowed out of my mouth, shit.

Craig’s eyebrows lift up in surprise. That’s understandable because I’ve never had a “girlfriend” since I’ve lived in South Carolina. “All you have to do is show me your driver’s licenses to make things legal and I’ll see you in an hour.”

Riley’s shoulders slump as I take out my license. “I forgot to tell you to take yours. We’ll go back and get it.” 

“I don’t have a license.” she whispers so softly only I can hear.

“She can ride with me, no big deal.” Bending down I look into her eyes. “That way you can put your arms around me and hold me tight.” As I’m grinning down at her she punches my arm.

She strips off her clothes to reveal a sexy black bikini underneath. My hands are sweating as I help put on her vest. It takes every bit of self-control I possess to step away and not run my hands up and down her body.

I give her a quick lesson before we get on the skis. When her arms snake around me, they are pressed so close to my groin that I have to concentrate on driving this thing. I wanted to stick close to the coast so I could show her the sights, but I feel her breasts rubbing up against my back with every wave I take. I’ll actually be glad when this hour’s up, she’s so fucking tempting.

As I turn around so we can head back I feel her hands skimming over my hips and stroking back up my thighs. My dick comes to life. If I had to guess I’d say payback’s a bitch for all the times she was turned on and I put the brakes on. Little does she know that I can flip this situation in a heartbeat? I stop the ski jet so fast she bumps into my back. Spinning sideways I wrap my right arm around her waist and have her straddling me in less than thirty seconds. Her eyes open wide and her mouth is shaped in a perfect “O.” It’s an open invitation so I pull her mouth to mine, thrusting my tongue inside. My hands automatically slide down to her breasts, rubbing my thumbs over her very erect nipples. When I hear her moan my hand glides slowly down her tight stomach until I find her center. 

The next thing I know we’re flying through the air as we plunge into the ocean. We don’t go under too far because of our vests. Looking around I see Riley about five feet away from me. She looks pissed. After swimming over to her I take her in my arms; when she looks up at me we both crack up laughing.

After swimming back to the jet skis and climbing back on, she whispers in my ear. “I hope we can pick up where we left off.”  

I’m suspecting someone might have seen us getting down and dirty so they decided to cool us off. I don’t know how I feel about that at the moment but I do know Riley expects me to finish what I started, that’s for certain.
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Chapter Twelve
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RILEY

After the “jet ski” incident, Hunter takes me parasailing. I’m afraid of heights, petrified. Let me rephrase that: I’m downright, pee-in-my-pants scared shitless. I told him there’s no way I was going up alone so he checked all my straps and bindings to make sure I was safe, and once we were both in the air it felt amazing!  

After we finished all our water adventures he looks at me and asks, “I do remember telling you earlier that you would spend your day, hot, wet and excited. So did I keep my promise?” I look at the smirk on his face.

I punch him lightly in the arm. “You’re an ass, but a sexy one.” Standing on my tiptoes I pull his mouth down to mine so I can ravish that smirk off his face. His hands slide down my arms, stopping on my waist. As he pulls me closer to him his thumbs skim gently under my breasts. 

Placing my hands on his chest I give him a little shove and his eyes snap open. “Are you all right?” 

“Just a little dizzy, that’s all,” I say as I lean my head on his chest.

“I’ve been told I have that effect on women.” I hear the laughter in his voice. “Seriously, let’s go change, then we’ll grab some lunch. You might just need something to eat and drink to make you feel better.”

I don’t need food. I need him. His touch ignites a fire in my belly that can only be smothered by him inside of me. He’s either too blind to see this or he’s stalling, big time. I’m only eighteen and I’m sexually frustrated already, go figure.

We decide to eat at The Lobster Pot. Hunter says the food is to die for. The waitress seats us on the back deck and we have a perfect view of the breakers. We place our order at the same time, without even seeing the menus. We both order the cold lobster rolls and fries with sweet tea.

“I’ll be right back with your drinks.” She gives Hunter a wink as she struts off.

I’m looking out the window when Hunter cups my chin, turning my head to meet his gaze.  “You’re awfully quiet today. Everything okay?” 

“Everything’s fine. I guess I’m not used to being hot, wet and excited all in one day.” The minute it’s out of my big mouth I regret it. 

“Riley, I like to tease you or flirt with you; that’s who I am. If it bothers you then I’ll try to back off.” He stops speaking the minute the waitress comes with our drinks.

“I’ve already placed your orders so they’ll be ready in a bit. Is there anything else I can get you?” She looks directly at Hunter. She’s old enough to be his grandmother for God’s sake!

“We’re all set, thanks.” He places his hand on top of mine.

When she finally leaves, Hunter picks up where he left off. “I know I got a little carried away on the jet ski today. If it made you uncomfortable, I apologize.” I see the regret in his eyes.

“It didn’t make me uncomfortable, that’s the problem. I know you keep telling me we need to wait, but the more I’m around you the more I want you.” Someone clears their throat and I don’t have to look up to know it’s our waitress. Damn!

“Here you go, enjoy.” She places our plates in front of us as she tiptoes away. Great. 

We eat in complete silence.

Hunter

When we finished lunch yesterday I decided to call it a day and bring her home. After she admitted to wanting me I knew I was in trouble because I want her just as bad, so what’s stopping me? My shrink would say it’s because I’m afraid of loving her, of getting close to her, because I’m afraid she’d leave me just like everyone else did. And she’d be right.

I’m going to stop by and see if Riley will go out with me today. I have a surprise for her. She told me yesterday she didn’t have her license so I want to teach her how to drive. I’m thinking she would look really hot driving my Jeep, with her hair blowing in the wind.

As I head downstairs I decide to go by the front door instead of the kitchen; hopefully she’ll answer. Ringing the bell I hold my breath...

The door slowly opens and Riley’s standing there in a pair of yoga pants and a tight black shirt to match. Damn she’s sexy!

“Why didn’t you come through the kitchen?” she asks with one hand on her hip and a frown on that gorgeous face.

“Because I wanted to bypass Rosie this morning to see if you’d like to take a drive with me?” Bending down I kiss the corner of her mouth, and she shivers.

“Where are we going?” I hate it when she doesn’t trust me.

“I’ll show you as soon as you go put some shoes on and get your pretty little ass out here.” Pulling her to me I brush my lips against hers. “Please come with me,” I whisper against her mouth.

She pulls away, frowning. She shakes her head as she turns around and runs up the stairs. I’m guessing she’s still hurt about yesterday. I can’t blame her. I’m always sending her mixed signals and it’s not her fault she misinterprets them. I’m such an ass...

As I get into my Jeep I hear the front door slam. As I glance up I see Riley running down the walk.

“Now are you going to tell me where we’re going?” She slides into the seat and I can’t hide the stupid grin on my face.

“We’ll be there in less than five minutes, be patient.” Taking her hand in mine I bring it to my lips for a quick kiss.

When I pull into an old supermarket parking lot she looks at me like I’m crazy. “Is this some kind of joke? Why are we here?” She looks pissed!

“Yesterday you told me you didn’t have your license, so I want to teach you how to drive.” Hopping out of the Jeep I sprint over to open her door and she’s glued to her seat. I hold out my hand after I unbuckle her. When she slides out she folds her arms around my waist, burying her face in my chest. Shit, she’s crying.

“I won’t make you do anything you’re not ready for, baby. Don’t cry.” I’m rubbing my hands up and down her back to comfort her, when she looks up at me with tear-stained cheeks.

“Wanting to teach me how to drive is the sweetest thing you could have done for me. I’m not crying because I’m sad, I’m happy.” She places a salty kiss on my lips, then squeals as she runs around to the other side, slipping in and buckling up.

The next three hours I patiently teach her how to drive. She’s actually very good; I’m not surprised because she’s like eighteen going on twenty-five. I’m going to stop by the DMV tomorrow to pick up her driver’s manual so she can study while I’m working. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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RILEY

I’m so excited that Hunter’s teaching me how to drive. Since I was sixteen I’ve wanted my license, but my mom wouldn’t let me. She didn’t have the time nor the money to send me to Drivers Ed, so I had to depend on Ashley or her mom to drive me to school.

Hunter and I had so much fun this past weekend and he did tell his friend Craig that I was his girlfriend. But am I, really? Why would he let me continue to see Parker? If it was the other way around I wouldn’t want Hunter seeing anyone else, even as friends.

It’s such a beautiful day, so I convinced Parker to hang out at the beach. He’s not supposed to get here until lunchtime so I decide to go running first. Strapping on my iPod, I search for one of my favorite playlists and begin my jog. I concentrate on the beat of the music and my breathing as I make my way down the coast. 

When I get to the spot where I normally turn around I see a familiar face ambling their way towards me. I never get tired of looking at him, he’s even sexier with his lifeguard trunks and his whistle around his neck. The only thing missing is his tattoo, which makes me miss the smiling face of his brother.

“Hey beautiful, fancy meeting you here.” Hunter cups my face and crushes his mouth to mine, leaving me a bit light-headed.

“I’m all sweaty, babe.” Chuckling, I pull away.

“Can’t a guy be glad to see his girl?” He smiles down at me. “I picked up your manual this morning. Is it okay if I stop by later to drop it off?” 

His girl, well hell. 

“Yeah, Parker and I will be hanging out at the beach all day. Just stop by after work.” Looking up at him I try to gauge his expression, but he doesn’t look angry. 

“Sounds good; I’ll see you later.” He pulls me in, kissing me senseless. He has my toes curling. Damn.

I watch him jog down the beach before turning around and heading home. He called me his girl, what does that mean? He never flinched when I mentioned that Parker and I would be hanging out. I don’t get it. I pegged him for the jealous type—guess not.

After showering, I change into my most modest bikini before heading down to the beach so I can soak up some sun before Parker gets here.

“Hey Riley, thanks for waiting for me.” Glancing up I see a staggering Parker heading my way. 

“It’s not like the beach is so crowded you won’t find me.” What’s with that look on his face?

“Even if the beach were crowded I could pick you out immediately, gorgeous. He leers at me as he sits down too close to me. Trying to scoot over I realize my blanket has ended and I’m right near the sand. Great!

I’m not comfortable with him this close. “Could you move over a bit? I’m almost off the blanket.” 

“Why don’t you just lie on top of me. You can be my blanket?” he snorts as his hand shoots out to wrap around my waist.

When I try standing up I stumble, landing flat on my back, which gives him the perfect opportunity. He straddles me, pinning my wrists to my sides before he asks, “Did I interrupt your little moment with Hunter on the jet ski the other day?” He wiggles his eyebrows, taunting me.

That Bastard!

I’m so angry that I can’t catch my breath when he forces his mouth on mine. I’m starting to hyperventilate so I try biting hard on his lip before passing out. When he presses his arousal against my core I realize he thinks I’m turned on. Dear God, help me or I’m going to be raped on this very beach. There’s no one home but when his mouth wanders down my chest I scream bloody murder, praying someone will hear me. 

Hunter

I asked Alex if he would mind finishing my shift for me today. After running into Riley on the beach, I don’t want her hanging out with Parker anymore. She’s mine. I’m getting out of the Jeep when I hear the cry of the gulls flying over. Then I hear it again but the gulls are long gone. I go racing around the corner to see Parker on top of Riley by the edge of the water. 

What the Hell!

Racing across the yard I fling open the gate as I sprint down to the beach. He’s got his mouth against the curve of her breasts, I’m going to fucking kill him! Putting him into a choke hold causes him to let go of Riley as I jerk him off her. When I stand him up in front of me I see the fear in his eyes before I punch him in his preppy face. Hitting the ground he throws his hands up in surrender. He doesn’t want to fight me, the pussy.

My body’s shaking from the adrenaline rush that’s pulsating through me. “You have ten seconds to get the fuck out of here, or I won’t be responsible for what happens next.” Riley steps between us, wrapping her arms around me. I nuzzle my face in her neck and breathe her in. I realize at this very moment that I couldn’t survive if anything happened to her.

Glancing up I see that preppy’s long gone. “You know I could have kicked his ass with one hand tied behind my back?” She smiles against my chest.

“I’ve no doubt in my mind you would have won, but I don’t want you getting in trouble because of me.” She gazes up at me and my heart melts.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I want to know if he tried this before.

“That wasn’t the same Parker who hung out with me last week. It was almost like he was drunk, but he didn’t smell like alcohol.” She stares into space as she trembles.

“Maybe he’s high on drugs or something. You should talk to your dad about it.” I watch as she picks up the blanket.

“Maybe I will; he can talk to Parker’s dad. What are you doing home from work so early?” Her smile lights up her face.

“After seeing you earlier today, I wanted to talk to you.” Grabbing the blanket from her I lay it on the ground. Sitting down I pull her onto my lap, circling my arms around her. My chin rests on her shoulder as she snuggles against me.

“Riley, before you came there was an emptiness inside of me. But the moment I saw you sitting by the pool that morning, I knew what I was missing. You. I have never wanted anyone the way I want you. I don’t want to fight it anymore. You already stole my heart, now I need you to take the rest of me.” My heart’s thudding inside my chest, I just bared my soul and I’m hoping she feels the same.
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Chapter Fourteen
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RILEY

This is the moment I’ve been longing for. For him to admit that he wants me as much as I want him. But after what just happened on the beach with Parker, it feels wrong. There’s no way I’m telling him it was Parker who caused the jet ski debacle. He would lose it. 

Grabbing his hand I place it over my heart as I gaze into his anxious eyes. “I want you to know that you already own my heart. I gave it to you the day I looked in the mirror and discovered the person you see when you look at me, not the devil my mother made me out to be. You know I’m the one who’s been pushing you to take this to the next level, but after everything that happened today with Parker, I don’t want our first time to be a reminder of that.” Suddenly I think of Parker’s lips on my breasts, causing me to shudder. 

He leans his forehead against mine. “I would never push you to do anything you’re not ready for. You know that, right?” 

“I know, I trust you completely. Would it be okay if I spend the night with you after the bonfire on Friday night?” I ask nervously.

He rubs his hands up and down my arms. “If that’s what you really want, then I would love for you to stay.” He gazes tenderly at me. “All I want is to spend the night with you curled up in my arms and to be the first person I see when I wake. I won’t be the one to rush you into anything you’ll regret later.” He kisses me gently on the lips before he stands up, placing me next to him.

As we’re walking to the house it finally sinks into my pea little brain what he just said. “Do you think I’m still a virgin?” I ask, stunned.

He turns to me while he shrugs his shoulders. “I know you led a sheltered life, so I assumed you were.” He brushes my cheek with his thumb while trying to hide his embarrassment.

“Well you know what happens when you assume, right Hunter?” I’m smiling like the cat that ate the canary.

“Yeah, I do, but please don’t make me say it.” He starts laughing while his cheeks turn a nice shade of red. Finally, he’s blushing instead of me!

“You make an ass out of you and me.” As I say the word ass I slap his for good measure. Wow, talk about buns of steel! Now I have to fan myself.

“I knew you had to go there. You couldn’t drop it, could you?” He lowers his eyes, shaking his head.

When we get to the kitchen, he leans down and whispers in my ear. “I don’t want to spoil the moment, but I think you should see if your dad’s home and talk to him about Parker. If you want me there all you have to do is call.”

His hands are splayed tightly around my waist as I turn my head, capturing his mouth with mine. I hear his sharp intake of breath when I taste him for a change. When I pull away, I look up into those steamy blue eyes. “Thank you for rescuing me today. I don’t want to think...”

He puts his finger over my lips to quiet me. “I will do anything to keep you safe, you know that.” 

“I know you want to protect me, but I don’t want you getting in trouble because of me. I will talk to my dad about what happened.”

“Talk to me about what?” 

Shit, I didn’t know Dad had walked into the kitchen. I’m so busted.

Hunter

I left Riley so she could talk to her dad about what happened. It’s up to her now how she wants to handle the situation. Although, I know Scott won’t force her to do anything she doesn’t want to. She’s basically been on her own since she was six, which has given her a maturity beyond her eighteen years. 

I wonder how old she was when she lost her virginity, how many guys she’s slept with, if she’s on any form of birth control. I have a million questions running through my brain. Damn I need a beer.

Grabbing one out of the fridge I flop down on the couch and put my feet up on the table. Then it hits me like a ton of bricks; I’m crazy about a girl I don’t know jack shit about. I don’t know what her favorite color is, what kinds of music she likes to listen to, what her favorite food is. Wow, this is starting to bother the living shit out of me.  

Alter finishing my first beer, I realize that these are trivial things that you learn about someone after you’ve dated them for a while. 

The reason my heart beats faster and I get this stupid grin on my face when I see her is because she’s courageous, forgiving, gentle and kind.

The thought of being on my own when I was six years old terrifies me, yet she did it, and that makes her courageous. The fact that she has forgiven her father for walking out on her and her mother makes her a much better person than I ever could be. I see the gentleness in her eyes every time she looks at me, touches me, or kisses me. 

When I told her about my family, she didn’t pity me; she showed nothing but kindness and affection. Now I feel like a dick because I haven’t been totally honest with her but if I tell her the truth, I could lose her. I’d rather die.

Getting up to grab another beer my cell phone vibrates in my pocket.

“Hunter, could you please come to the house?” she’s hysterical. “My dad wants me to press charges against Parker.” She’s sobbing uncontrollably.

“I’m already out the door. Don’t cry baby, it’ll be okay.” Taking the stairs two at a time I open the kitchen door and she flings herself into my arms. Slipping my hand under her hair I rub the nape of her neck while stroking her wet cheeks.

She has her arms securely around my waist and I can feel her hands fisting my shirt, trying to pull me closer. “You have to make him understand, I can’t do it! I won’t do it!”

Cupping her face in my hands I use my thumbs to brush away her tears. Tilting her head so she’s looking up at me I say, “Riley, why don’t you let me talk to your dad, alone? I’ll give him my version of what I saw and we’ll go from there.” I kiss her forehead, the tip of her nose and then her pouty lips.

“He’s in his office,” she says as I’m walking out of the kitchen.

I get ready to knock on his door when it opens. “I only have a few minutes, come on in.” He walks over to his desk, leaning on the corner. “First I would like to thank you for being there, I don’t even want to think...” He shakes his head, too upset to finish.

I hold my hand up to stop him. “You don’t have to thank me. Just give me some time to tell you what I saw.” He nods, so I start talking.

My jaw clenches as I tell Scott what happened. I don’t want to sugar coat it so I tell him about the way Parker was acting—as though he were high.

“I’m leaving now to talk to Jim, Parker’s dad. I will see how this meeting goes first before we do anything drastic. My main concern, and it should be Riley’s also, is that this doesn’t happen to any other girl. The next girl might not be so lucky; she might not have a hero to save her.” He walks over to shake my hand before heading out the door.
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Chapter Fifteen
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RILEY

After Hunter talked to my dad, he took me out for another driving lesson. I know he did this to take my mind off of everything, that’s why I’m crazy about him. We went to the same lot as before and when he thought I had practiced enough, he let me drive on the road. My hands were sweating so much I had to wipe them on my shorts every time we stopped at the light. I could hear him chuckling as I kept my eyes straight ahead.

He had me drive to Jake’s so we could grab a burger for dinner. I didn’t realize how famished I was until all the smells assaulted me as I walked through the door. The last thing I ate was a muffin and a cup of coffee before my run this morning. 

Feeling a warm hand glide over mine, I look up to see Hunter staring at me. “What are you dreaming about, Riley?” He lifts my hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss to my palm.

“I just want to close my eyes and have this nightmare over with.” Shrugging my shoulders I give him a weak smile.

“Your dad will make sure Parker will never do this to you, or anyone for that matter, ever again. He’s a good lawyer. Let him handle it.” He looks at me with those baby blues, making my heart flutter. 

When the waitress brings us our food, a comfortable silence fills the air. I’m so hungry at this point, I can’t shovel it in fast enough. 

When we finish eating I lean back in the booth and close my eyes. I feel myself drifting off to sleep when a pair of strong arms wrap around me. I can barely open my eyes when I feel Hunter scoop me up and carry me to the Jeep. Cradling my head against his neck I take in his manly scent, along with a hint of coconut against his sun-kissed skin.

I open my eyes only when he buckles me up and closes the door.

“I’m sorry I dozed off on you, my belly was full.” A giggle erupts from me as I stifle a yawn.

“I won’t take it personally. You’ve had an emotional day.” He rests his hand on my leg and fans his fingers out, touching the inside of my thigh. The heat from his hand ignites a path directly to my girlie parts, which in turn makes my nipples instantly hard. I’m awake now with my body on high alert, begging for more.

When he pulls into the driveway, I can’t wait until the vehicle comes to a complete stop before jumping out. “I have to use the bathroom. I’ll call you later.” A smile fans across his gorgeous face as I race through the front door, slamming into my father.

“Here you are. I’ve looked everywhere for you. I just came home from Jim’s; it seems like Parker started using drugs again.” He leads me into the den, so I sit down on the sofa. “Jim assured me that he was placing Parker into rehab and this would never happen again. They both wanted to apologize in person, but I told them I didn’t think that would be appropriate under the circumstances.” He pats my leg like I’m two years old.

“It’s a good thing they didn’t come here. Hunter would have kicked his ass and I wouldn’t have stopped him. If you don’t mind I’m going up to bed. I’m exhausted.” As I start to leave, I turn to look back at him. “Thanks for going there to talk to them... it means a lot to me.” He nods as he gives me a sad smile.

I’m so tired, I don’t even bother to call Hunter. Going in the bathroom I brush my teeth before throwing myself on my bed, fully clothed. It doesn’t take long before I feel myself slipping into oblivion.

Hunter

It’s sweltering out here today, and the beach is packed. I always get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach when it’s this crazy. People don’t realize that their life can change in an instant; you take your eyes off someone for one split second and it’s already too late. It wouldn’t be bad if they actually listened to you when you warned them about the danger of riptides, but it goes in one ear and out the other.

Riley never called me last night, so I sent her a text around eleven. I’m wondering if she really was going to call me or if she wanted to get out of my Jeep for a different reason.

I’m thinking about yesterday and the way her cheeks flushed when I spread my hand over her thigh. She bolted so fast she didn’t wait for me to put the Jeep in park. I have to chuckle when I think about it. She’s so damn cute.

I have a shrink appointment tonight so I won’t be able to see her. I’ve been going once a month for over a year now. Just after the accident it was twice a week. Should I be honest, and tell Dr. Adams about Riley? What happens if she thinks I’m not ready for a serious relationship?  Aw hell, I couldn’t stop seeing Riley now even if God himself told me to stay away. She’s too far under my skin.

Other than having to blow my whistle a few times because some kids were too far out from the swim zone, the day went by without any problems. When I had lunch with Alex and Emma, I asked them if they would mind skipping the bonfire for this week. I have something special planned just for me and Riley. It’s a surprise.

When my shift’s done I have just enough time to head home to shower and change before my appointment. I don’t even have enough time to thumb through a magazine before I’m called into Dr. Adams’s office.

“How are you doing today, Hunter?” Dr. Adams sits in her cushy chair with her notebook in hand. 

“I’m doing well, you?” A small smile tugs at the corners of her mouth.

“I’m very good, but we’re not here to talk about me.” Her smile fades as she puts her game face on. “Why don’t you tell me about the anniversary of the “accident,” since it’s coming up soon?” She looks at me so intensely my hands begin to sweat.

“I would like to talk about something different today. I met a girl; her name’s Riley and I’m crazy about her.” I’d rather talk about the girl who stole my heart than the accident any day. That’s all I’ve been reliving day after day for almost three years now.

“Our next session will be after the anniversary. Are you sure you’re all right with this?” I nod my head. “Well I’m glad to hear that you’re comfortable talking about something or someone else. So tell me about the mystery girl who’s put a permanent smile on your face.” She scribbles something in her notebook before looking up, waiting for me to start.

So I do. For the next fifty minutes I tell her everything about Riley Hamilton that has me so excited about my future, that I’m finally pumped about getting up in the morning. 

The hour goes by so fast the next thing I know she’s walking me out. As she opens the door she says, “If you need me between appointments all you have to do is call my cell.” She tells me this after every visit.

I’m thinking that the visit went well—she didn’t discourage me from seeing Riley. She thinks it’s a good thing I’m focusing on something positive. As I’m heading for the door, it opens and I’m met with those stormy blue eyes looking right into mine.

“Hi, baby. This is a nice surprise.” Folding her in my arms I brush my lips against hers. 

The receptionist clears her throat. “Riley, Dr. Adams is ready to see you now.”

“You have an appointment here?” I don’t know why this surprises me, but it does.

“Thanks for the text last night; it was sweet. I’ll talk to you later.” She places a soft kiss on my cheek, then walks into the office, the same office where I just poured out my heart and soul to my doctor, about her. 

As I walk out of the building it occurs to me that Dr. Adams took an oath, because if not I’d be so screwed right now. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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RILEY

I’m feeling self-conscious talking to Dr. Adams after seeing Hunter leave her office. Did he talk about me?  

“So how are things going at home with your dad?” She breaks into my thoughts.

“It’s going okay. He’s not home much; it seems like he’s always working.” I try to smile but it doesn’t touch my lips.

“Have you tried to talk to him about it, tell him how you feel?” She leans forward, trying to get closer.

“He assured me that he’s trying to clear up some of his cases, then he won’t take on so many once he’s caught up.

I shrug my shoulders. I hate talking to strangers about my crappy childhood. I’ve learned to solve my own problems early on, but Dad insists I see her. He told me he was seeing her too, because of all the guilt he feels about leaving me. He also told me he’d like to start having sessions together when I’m ready, so we can work on our relationship.

The hour drags by. I can’t wait for Paul to take me home. All I can think about is relaxing in the hot tub while ending the night with some Rocky Road ice cream. 

After seeing Hunter come out of the office, I don’t bring him up at all. I wanted to talk about him instead of my mom and dad, but I chickened out. 

As I head out the building I see a familiar Jeep in the parking lot, and there’s this sexy guy leaning against it with his arms folded, his legs crossed at the ankle. I drink him all in. He’s so damn sexy and he’s all mine. 

“Did you send Paul home?” I ask as I run my hands up his strong arms, hooking them around his neck.

“I did; he was hesitant to leave you, but I told him you’re in good hands.” A wicked smile spreads across his face. He cups my cheeks, licks his lips and dives in for a kiss that curls my toes while turning my insides into molten lava.

When we break apart I see those stunning blue eyes fill with desire, making my cheeks turn crimson. “How about you take me home? We can raid the fridge and end the night in the hot tub.” Suddenly the need for ice cream becomes secondary over spending time with Hunter. 

“That sounds like the best idea you’ve had in a long time.” He opens the door on the driver’s side, “But you’re driving. I’m going to kick back and relax.” He winks at me and settles in for the ride.

He’s the first to bring up Dr. Adams. “So is this the first time you saw the good doctor?” 

I can’t take my eyes off the road. I haven’t mastered that yet. “No, this is the second time; the first was when I had been here for a few days.”

“Do you like her? I guess I’m curious to know if she’s helping you.” He takes a deep breath.

“You know, I don’t like to talk about myself with strangers. I think what’s in the past should stay there, that I should concentrate on my future.” I shrug my shoulders. “Too much damage has happened for it to be fixed; I don’t see anything coming out of this.”

“That’s how I felt when I started going. Promise me you’ll give it some time before making your decision. She’s really helped me come to terms with what happened, not that the pain will ever go away, but it does make the load a little lighter.”

How can I deny him anything? He’s my voice of reason. I nod my head to let him know I’ll try—that’s all I can do.

Hunter

I can’t even begin to imagine what it was like for her growing up. She’s told me that the thought of hugging or kissing someone used to freak her out. I guess that’s what happens when you have no physical contact at a young age. It’s just too overwhelming for me to even think about. But yet, she’s sitting here with me, we’ve only known each other a few short weeks, and she trusts me with her heart.

When I glance up, I see she’s already pulled into the driveway. Riley touches my arm and says, “Hunter, where’d you go? I thought I lost you for a minute.” 

Grabbing her hand I hold her palm against my cheek. “Did I ever tell you how amazing you are?” She looks bashful as she shakes her head, while biting her bottom lip. “Well, let it be known, right here right now, you are the most amazing person I’ve ever met.” Gazing into those stormy eyes I kiss the palm of her hand before getting out of the Jeep.

When I hold out my hand she buries her face in my chest, fisting my shirt in her hands, like she’s afraid to let me go. Suddenly I’m afraid of what’s going to happen next. Did my therapist tell her it’s too early for her to be involved in a relationship? My heart’s slamming inside my chest and I’m finding it hard to breathe.

“What’s wrong baby?” I rub my hands up and down her arms as I wait for her answer.

She looks up at me with tears glistening in her eyes. “I think you’re pretty amazing too.”

Crushing my mouth to hers I skim my tongue over that bottom lip she loves to bite so much. When her lips part for me, I suck her tongue into my mouth. She tastes so damn good. I can’t get enough of this girl; she consumes my every waking moment, and she’s also gifted me with some mind-blowing wet dreams. I can’t help but smile as I think of a few.

“What’s so funny?” she asks as she jabs me in the ribs.

“Nothing, I was just thinking about something. Let’s go raid the fridge, then we can make a picnic by the Jacuzzi. How’s that sound?” Grabbing her elbow I lead her into the kitchen door.

“That sounds like a game plan to me.” She winks at me before heading inside.

We grab some cold pasta salad, cheese, olives and some crusty bread. I grab a few beers, while she takes some sweet tea. Scooting her upstairs so she can change I hurry to set up everything before going upstairs to put on my shorts. When I round the corner I see she’s already relaxing in the warm bubbles.

Sliding in beside her I lean in to kiss her neck just above her collarbone. She gasps as her body trembles against my mouth.

“If you keep that up I’m going to straddle you right here and now.” She looks at me like she could eat me up.

I throw my hands up in surrender. “We better stick to food; I don’t want your dad seeing us grinding against each other tonight.” 

“That’s a very wise decision,” she laughs. I hand her a plate of food.

After we finish eating we sit in the hot tub until our skin shrivels up like prunes. When we finally climb out I cover her with my shirt before sitting in the lounge chair and tucking her between my legs. We talked until one in the morning. Whispering in her ear I tell her, “I’m looking forward to Friday so I won’t have to say goodnight.” 
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Chapter Seventeen
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RILEY

When I wake up I realize it’s Saturday morning. Mommy always makes me pancakes on the weekends. So I jumped out of bed and put on my slippers.

Taking a quick peek out the window has me squealing with excitement because it’s snowing!  That means Daddy will take me sledding or help me build a snowman.

I run down stairs as fast as my feet will carry me. “Mommy, Daddy it’s snowing! Can I go out after breakfast?” When I round the corner I see a couple of suitcases sitting by the front door. Are we going on a family holiday?

Then I hear the loud voices; they’re fighting again. When Daddy storms out of the kitchen, he looks mad until he sees me standing there.

“Riley Bear, what are you doing up so early?” He scoops me up in his arms, peppering my face with kisses which causes me to giggle.

I shrug my shoulders and stick my thumb in my mouth. 

“I have to go on a trip, so you be a good girl for mommy. I’ll call you in a couple of days.” When I touch his cheek it’s slick with tears. He hugs me so tight I can’t breathe. Then he kisses the top of my head and puts me down. He leaves me standing there as he picks up his suitcases and walks out the door, never looking back.

Running into the kitchen I see Mommy sitting in the chair, her head lying on her arms as she cries. 

“Mommy what’s wrong?” I ask while reaching out to touch her.

She whirls around in her chair, glaring at me. “It’s because of you, Riley. That’s why Daddy’s leaving, because you’ve been a bad girl and he’s never coming back!” 

Feeling the tears streaming down my face I race out of the kitchen and go flying up the stairs. Flinging myself on the bed I cry myself to sleep. And so begins the nightmare of my life.

Waking up I struggle to breathe as I clutch the sheets like they’re my lifeline. My body’s covered in a cold sweat, my hair plastered to my face. My heart’s slamming against my chest, like it’s going to explode any second. 

Sliding out of bed I stumble my way to the bathroom. I peel the clothes off my trembling body as I toss them on the floor. Turning the water on as hot as I can stand, I plunge myself under the spray. I scrub myself over and over again until my skin feels raw. The pain’s unbearable as my body slumps to the floor. Then I sit there, sobbing for the little girl who had her childhood snatched away because everyone blamed her for their mistakes, and all she wanted was to be loved.

Hunter

Everyone at work has commented on how different I am since Riley moved here. They even told me they would cover for me if I decide to take a few days off so I could spend more time with her. I’ve never played hooky from work since I started this job, but lately I’ve been thinking I should take them up on their offer. If I could take a week off, that might give her enough driving hours for her to get her license. I’ll make sure to talk to her about it next time I see her.

I’m planning something special for her on Friday night. I’m taking her to the club for a nice dinner, then finish it up with a little dirty dancing so I have an excuse to hold her as close to me as possible. Maybe we could end the night in the Jacuzzi before going back to my place.

Having some time to kill before heading for work I decide to go grab a cup of Rosie’s coffee. As I open the kitchen door I can’t help the stupid grin that spreads across my face.

“Hey beautiful, we have to stop meeting like this.” Walking over I pour a cup of coffee before glancing back at her. 

Holy Freaking Shit!

She’s sitting at the island with a pair of sweats and the shirt I gave her last night. Her hair’s thrown up in a messy twist on top of her head, but her eyes are rimmed in red and her skin’s all red and raw.

Striding over to her I slip my arms around her waist, leaning my head against hers. “What’s wrong, Riley?” She doesn’t respond so I lift her chin to look into her eyes. They look empty. I’m starting to freak the fuck out!

Running out of the kitchen I scream, “Rosie, Scott, Paul, is anybody home? I listen for a few seconds but no one answers. Where the hell is everybody...?

When I go back into the kitchen, she’s still sitting there, and she hasn’t budged an inch. Scooping her up in my arms I let her know I’m taking her upstairs so she can stay with me. As I hold her protectively in my arms, I realize that I love this girl, she’s my forever.

I throw open the door so hard it slams against the wall. Carrying her into my bedroom I lay her on my bed. She instantly curls up into a fetal position. I’m starting to flip out... what the fuck happened between the time I left her last night and now?

I’m hoping Zoe can cover my shift on such a short notice. She picks up on the second ring. “Hey Hunter, you never call this early. What’s up?”

“Zoe I need a big favor—could you cover for me at work today and tomorrow? I went downstairs this morning to find Riley having some kind of breakdown.”

“Sure I can. No worries. What’s up with Riley?”

“I don’t know. She won’t talk to me... she just stares into space. Her eyes look like shit though, like she’s been crying all night.” When I peek inside the bedroom she’s still in the same position.

“If there’s anything I can do, just let me know.” We say goodbye as I walk in my room.

Crawling into bed I pull her against my chest so we’re spooning. I wrap my arms around her as I nuzzle her neck. “Please talk to me, baby. Tell me what I can do to make it better.” We lie like this for what seems like hours; I’m thinking she finally fell asleep she looked so exhausted. 

I don’t want to move for fear of waking her up, but I really need to use the restroom. Leaning in to give her a kiss on the cheek I whisper softly, “I love you, Riley; you own my heart and soul, forever.”

Without warning, she suddenly turns around and circles her arms around my waist while sobbing into my chest. My heart aches for her, but I can finally breathe again. Unfortunately, my bladder will have to wait a little while longer. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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RILEY

This man who’s holding me, stroking my hair and planting sweet kisses all over my face, just told me he loves me. I thought I had cried enough tears last night to last me a lifetime. I didn’t think I had anymore to give. But these are happy tears, because there’s someone in this world who finally loves me.

We both pull away at the same time, while his eyes lock on mine. “You scared the shit out of me, I’m not going to lie. What happened?”

Touching his face I give him my best smile. “You are the first person in my life to tell me they love me.” He pulls back. He looks shocked.

“Baby, that can’t be true. I’m sure your parents or your friends have told you that before,” he says, shaking his head in disbelief.

“They might have told me they loved me before, but I have no recollection.” I shrug my shoulders.

“My timing sucks but I’ll be right back, I desperately need to use the restroom.” He gives me a quick kiss on the lips as he heads out the door. I can’t help chuckling; it feels wonderful.

I think about what he just said, racking my brain to see if I can remember if Ashley, my BFF, ever told me she loves me. No, I don’t recall her ever saying anything remotely like it. I do recall when she used to try hugging me, we were twelve and she would want to hug me goodbye when I would leave. Yeah, I didn’t want any part of that. It took her almost a year before I would put my arms around her to hug her back. Her mom was the same way; they showed their affection by kissing and hugging. They weren’t big on the verbal stuff.  

Watching Hunter as he saunters back into the bedroom causes my heart to race. When he lies on the bed he pulls me on top of him, stroking his hands up and down my back, while pressing me into his chest. His heart’s thumping wildly against my hands, which are fisted tightly, clinging onto his shirt. Looking up I see his eyes connect with mine and they’re filled with a longing that matches my own. I could drown in those blue eyes.

Placing my hand on his face I tell him about my meltdown. “I had a nightmare last night that plunged me into chaos... it was after I had remembered things I had buried years ago. Going downstairs today I was hoping to find someone to talk to, but no one was home.” Hunter tries to speak but I place my finger over his lips, shaking my head. “If you hadn’t found me I would’ve let the darkness take me.” I choke back a sob that tries to escape. 

He sits up with a jolt, while grabbing my thighs so I’m straddling him. His hands cup my face while his thumbs stroke my cheeks. “Please don’t ever say that, Riley. Promise me if this ever happens again I’m the first person you call. Promise me!” he shouts. 

“I promise, but let me finish.” He leans his head against mine, our lips inches apart. Placing my hands on top of his I say, “I want you to know that it was you who saved me today.” He sucks in a deep breath and closes his eyes while shaking his head. When his eyes open they’re filled with fear. “Yes, Hunter; it was you who found me, comforted me, brought me back from the darkness that had threatened to consume me. I never knew how to express my feelings, my emotions; I couldn’t learn that in a text book. But I believe everything happens for a reason and you are my reason for being here at this time, in this place. If everything I had to endure in my life was preparing me for this moment, I would do it again in a heartbeat. I love you, Hunter Davis, with everything I am or ever will be.” 

As I lean in to kiss him he flips me on the mattress, blanketing my body with his. He crashes his mouth over mine, my lips part while his tongue glides over the roof of my mouth. He abandons my mouth long enough to explore my neck with his lips, teeth and his tongue. My back arches up to meet him; he growls as my belly rumbles. Damn!

He glances up at me. “Well, I thought I had some bad ass skills, but you just slammed the door and locked it.” I feel the laughter rumbling inside his chest, and I start to giggle. Before we know it we can’t catch our breath; tears are pouring down our face and my sides hurt with an aching joy. 

He pulls me to my feet and says, “Go take a cool shower while I make us something to eat.” When I get ready to leave, he pulls me back. “You can use my shower; I’m not letting you leave anytime soon. There’s some lotion in the cabinet for sunburns. Rub that all over instead of drying off.” It’s obvious he’s noticed my “sunburned” skin.

“I have no clean clothes to wear. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.” He brings me to his closet, opens it and pulls out a Maroon 5 concert t-shirt and a pair of sweats. 

“These should be good enough for now; if you want to look in my dresser for something else go right ahead, but you’re not leaving.” He lifts my chin with his fingertips while pressing his lips to mine. “I might just kidnap you until Sunday night, how’s that sound?” He winks at me as he saunters out of the room, my cheeks heating instantly.

Hunter

I have to take a minute to get my shit together before making us something to eat. Sitting on the edge of the couch I rest my arms on my knees. There are so many emotions running through me, I feel like I’m going to implode. First of all I don’t want her to tell me she loves me just because I told her or because she thinks I’m the one who saved her today. That is so screwed up. 

I should have called Dr. Adams to see if she could schedule an emergency appointment. She needs a professional to help her sort this out. I have my own baggage that I’ve been dealing with for three years and I’m the last person she should come to for advice.

Walking into the kitchen I grab my cell on the counter and dial her number. When her secretary answers I ask to speak to Dr. Adams. After a few minutes she picks up. “Hunter, is everything all right?” 

“I’m not calling for myself, Doc, I want to know if you could squeeze in Riley for an appointment sometime today?” I give her a quick rundown on what happened.

“If you could bring her here at seven this evening I would be happy to see her.” She thanks me for calling because it was the right thing to do. Now I just have to convince Riley to go....

Heading into the kitchen I grab the bacon and eggs with all the fixings so I can start cooking.  I’m going to make her one of my veggie omelets. I’m hoping she won’t get too pissed when she finds out what I did, if her belly’s contented.

“Something smells yummy in here. It looks like you know your way around the kitchen.” She walks over with an amused smile tugging at her lips. “I’m going to spill my guts, and tell Rosie that you’re an imposter. You can cook.” She stands on her tiptoes so she can plant a kiss on the corner of my mouth. 

Smiling down at her I can’t help but think she looks so damn cute wearing my shirt and sweats. When I reach for the plates on the top shelf it causes my shirt to ride up. Her hands instantly glide over my stomach as she runs tiny circles with her thumbs up and down each of my abs. Instant hard-on....

“Riley, if you keep doing that I won’t be eating an omelet for brunch.” Arching my eyebrows I lick my lips as it dawns on her what I meant. The blush instantly creeps up her neck while settling on her nice round cheeks.

I place an omelet, bacon and coffee on the table in front of her. “You can’t leave the table until everything on your plate is gone.” After fixing mine I sit across from her.

“This is delicious! I just discovered another one of your many talents.” She looks up, wiggling her eyebrows at me. A slow grin spreads across her face. 

I can’t help getting aroused by that little grin. I stand up so fast my chair crashes to the floor, and her eyes open wide. Lifting her chin with my fingers I caress her bottom lip with my thumb. “I have many hidden talents that you haven’t seen yet, but before this weekend’s over, you will be aware of a few more.” Leaning over I kiss her parted lips briefly before picking up my chair so I can finish eating.

“After we eat, I’ll go with you to pick up your things for a few days. I have something special planned for us tomorrow night.” She frowns at me.

“Friday night we usually get together for a bonfire. We’re not going?” She looks disappointed.

“I canceled the bonfire; it was supposed to be our night together.” Reaching over I grab her hand that’s resting on the table.

“Well, call them back up and tell them it’s on—I like hanging out with your friends. I don’t want that to change, Hunter.” She looks upset.

“Consider it done. I’ll take you Saturday night instead. Are you done eating?” She nods as we both get up to put our plates in the sink. 

She steps in front of me while gliding her hands up my arms. Linking her fingers she pulls me down, her lips pressing eagerly to mine. “I love you, Hunter.” It comes out soft as a breath, as her tongue tangles with mine.

“I love you too, baby, more than life itself,” I whisper into her mouth as my heart squeezes inside my chest. I pray she feels the same way after I bring her to her appointment.
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Chapter Nineteen
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RILEY

Paul had taken Rosie to the store this morning and my dad had an early meeting—that’s why everyone was gone. No one knows about what happened and I made Hunter pinky-swear that he wouldn’t say anything either. 

After we picked up my things at my house, we dropped everything off at Hunter’s. I had changed because he told me he was taking me somewhere special. Imagine my surprise when we parked in front of Dr. Adams’s office. I’m so pissed at him right now I could kick his ass!

“I’m not going in, you can’t force me to do something I don’t want to do.” I’m still buckled in the Jeep and I’m not budging.

“Riley, please just go in and talk to her. What harm can it do?” He’s pleading with me.

“This shit all started when I started seeing her, now you want me to go back. Why, so I can have more nightmares, revert back to the person I was this morning?” I thought if anyone would understand it would be him.

“If she lets me I’ll go in with you. If you don’t like how things are going we’ll leave.” Deep down I know he’s right; I don’t want that to ever happen to me again.

“Fine, only if she lets you sit in on the meeting with me.” Getting out of the Jeep I slam the door. That makes me feel a little bit better.

I spend the next hour reliving everything I spent the day trying to forget while Hunter sits next to me, holding my hand. When the session is done I’m physically and emotionally drained. She told me I had suppressed some of those memories because they were too painful for me to remember. 

Hunter helps me into the Jeep because my legs feel like rubber. He reaches over to buckle me in. “Thanks for staying with me.” I try to stifle a yawn.

“You’re welcome, beautiful.” He kisses the top of my head and that’s all I remember until I wake up in his bed a few hours later.

My eyes open to complete darkness; not even a trace of light seeps through the curtains.  Rolling over I reach for Hunter, but he’s not there. The sheets are cold. Panic clutches my chest. Throwing off the sheets I head for the door. When I swing it open I see my dad sitting on the couch with Hunter.

Hunter’s at my side in an instant, slipping his arm around my waist. “Hey, sleepy head. Your dad stopped by to see you.”

I glare at my father. He still feels like a stranger to me. “Dad, what are you doing here?” 

“Rosie told me you packed a few things; I was curious as to where you went.” He looks up at me, his lips pinched together in a tight line.

“I’m staying with Hunter for a few days; I’ll be back Monday when he goes to work.” Crossing my arms I dare him to convince me otherwise.

“Well that’s fine.” He looks at Hunter, then back at me. “I’m just making sure you two are safe and sound.”  

Hunter walks him to the door as my dad whispers something to him. I see Hunter nod as Dad walks out the door.

“What the hell was that all about? Are you two tag teaming me now? Let’s help Riley; she’s losing her mind.” Throwing myself onto the couch I grab a pillow and clutch it close to my chest as a protective shield.

Hunter scrubs his face with his hands. It looks scruffy, like he needs a shave. He looks so tired, and I’m suddenly overcome with guilt. He’s been taking care of me all day, and I’ve been nothing but a bitch.

He sits down on the couch, our knees touching. “Dr. Adams canceled your father’s appointment today so she could see you, but she told him I was the one who called. Your dad came over to see how I was doing because he thought I was the one who needed the emergency appointment. He thinks you’re staying here this weekend to help me. But don’t you worry, I didn’t tell him the truth, Riley; that’s up to you, when you’re ready.” He throws his hands up as he strides out of the room. A few minutes later I hear the rush of water. He’s taking a shower.

I messed that up big time, but I know a way I can make it up to him.

––––––––
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HUNTER

After washing up I place my hands against the wall, letting the hot water run down my shoulders and my back, hoping to relieve some of the tension that’s been building in me all day. When I turn around to let the water run down the front of my body I hear the click of the bathroom door. As I start to shut the water off Riley pulls back the curtain and steps inside the shower, fully clothed.

“Riley, what are you doing? You have your clothes on.” She looks up at me, tears welling in her eyes. 

“Don’t be mad at me, Hunter.” She looks so small and vulnerable.

I quickly shut off the water and step out. I reach for a towel and wrap it around my waist. She’s still in the shower when I lean in and reach for the hem of her shirt, so I can lift it over her head. I tug on the waistband of her sweatpants and pull them down to her ankles. She’s standing there in a lacy blue bra, her breasts spilling over the top and a fucking thong to match! Wrapping a towel around her, I pick her up as her pants fall to the floor. I walk into the bedroom with her body tucked into my chest. She’s shivering.

Sitting her on the edge of the bed I grab the shirt and sweats she wore earlier today. “Riley, take your bra and panties off and put these on.” She sits there, staring into space. 

I kneel on the floor right between her legs. God help me. Cupping her face with my hands I try to make her look at me. “Baby, I’m not mad at you; I could never be mad at you. Please take off your wet clothes.” I plant little kisses all over her face until her hands get tangled in my hair. She pulls my mouth down to hers, biting my bottom lip. My dick instantly comes to life, making my towel slide off my waist to a heap on the floor. She reaches forward to take me in her hands as she starts pumping me up and down, her thumb gently stroking across the head.

“Baby, I won’t be able to stop if you keep doing that.” A groan escapes the back of my throat.

“Please don’t make me stop. I need you.” She let’s go of me long enough to unhook her bra as it falls to the floor. Her breasts wiggle free. She’s amazing. 

Picking her up I lay her down in the middle of my bed. I grasp the waistband of her panties and tug them over her rounded hips, tossing them to the floor. She’s so damn beautiful she takes my breath away.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Lying down next to her I gather her in my arms. 

“I want you to love me.” She looks up at me with so much sadness, it breaks my heart as her tears slither down her cheeks.

“I do love you, Riley, but we don’t have to make love for me to love you. You’ve had a long day; you need to rest.” Reaching over I dry her cheeks with the palm of my hands.

Standing up I pull on my sweat pants, then reach over to gather her clothes. When I turn around she’s kneeling on the edge of the bed. She lifts up her arms so I can slide her shirt over her head, her breasts inches from my mouth. I’m gritting my teeth to stop myself from tasting each one. Then she lies down so I can slip on her pants. When I’m done tugging them over her hips, she slips under the sheets.

After sliding under the covers I pull her close to me, and she breathes a sigh of relief. I don’t think I’ll be sleeping much tonight; my body’s begging for release, and with her ass pushing up against me I just might have to take a cold shower when she falls asleep. It’s at this time I realize I haven’t gotten laid since the first day she moved here. No wonder I feel like I’m about to burst.
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Chapter Twenty
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RILEY

I had every intention of getting down and dirty with Hunter last night, but when I wrapped my hands around him, he was huge. My hands could barely touch my fingertips, and his length was longer than my two hands put together, with inches to spare. Can it happen that a man and a woman can’t have sex together because he’s too big for her? Oh dear God, I hope not!

His erection was pressed against me until I fell asleep, and it was all my fault. When I saw the towel fall to the floor, the need took over making me reach out for him.

His bronzed skin in contrast to his sun-bleached hair is stunning. His body is hard and lean, not an ounce of fat on him with a rocking six pack that any woman would want to glide her hands over. His eyes remind me of the sky on a clear day, but they get darker when he’s aroused. I found that out last night.

I’m all alone in his queen-sized bed and it smells just like him, making me want to stay in here forever. I’m wondering what time he woke up this morning; I never heard him get out of bed. 

Last night I had the best sleep ever, void of nightmares. Maybe it’s because I had Hunter’s warm body pressed up against mine. If I keep acting strange like I did yesterday he’s going to send me packing tonight instead of Monday morning.

I need to go apologize for what happened last night, but I need to brush my teeth and shower first. Sticking my head out of the bedroom I look around and he’s nowhere to be found. He told me he had the day off from work, but he probably changed his mind after yesterday’s disaster.

The bathroom’s still steamy from my shower as I open the door. When I step out I see Hunter sitting at the island, a coffee in his hand. He looks up at me with a big smile on his face, showing me his pearly whites. My heart flutters in my chest; he’s not mad at me.

“Hey beautiful, did you sleep well last night?” He taps the chair on the side of him.

He wants me to sit next to him, and he doesn’t have to ask me twice. “I slept well. I’m sorry if I snored too much or hogged the whole bed.”

I hear him chuckle. “No you don’t snore. I could fit five of you in my bed, so I had plenty of room. Besides, I wanted you close to me last night; you felt wonderful snuggled in my arms.”

“Hunter, I want to apologize for....” He holds up his hand to quiet me.

“Baby, I’ve told you a thousand times, you don’t need to apologize to me for anything. I’m the one who told you I’d be happy with holding you all night long. I don’t expect anything else from you until you’re ready.”  

“I thought maybe you changed your mind and went to work.” I didn’t mention anything more about last night.

“I realized when I went to make coffee, I didn’t have any. So I snuck downstairs to get some from Rosie. She even gave me some of her homemade blueberry muffins. I left them on the counter if you want one.” He winks at me while taking another sip of coffee. “I called the gang to tell them that the bonfire is still on if they’d like to come.”

When I walk up to him, he turns sideways so I’m standing between his legs. “Thank you, I don’t want you to change anything for me. This is something that you guys have been doing forever.” I kiss him on the corner of his mouth. He hooks his thumbs in my belt loops and pulls me in, his lips crashing over mine. Then his cell phone starts playing, “See You Again” by Carrie Underwood. I didn’t know he listened to country music. Who would’ve thought?

Hunter

“Aren’t you going to answer your phone?”  Riley asks while her lips are still pressed to mine.

“No, it will go to voicemail. I’ll call them back later.” I pull away from her long enough to catch my breath. “Eat your breakfast so I can take you driving again. I want you to have your license so I won’t have to cart your ass around all the time.” I see the smirk forming on those luscious lips. I throw my head back laughing. She’s priceless!

I was glad when my cell phone rang—I needed the distraction. The way my body reacts to her is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. It’s like she’s an outlet and I’m the plug: when the two of us connect, the electricity that flows through my body is erotic. I can only imagine what it will feel like when I finally get the chance to... plug in...

I checked my phone when we got back from her driving lesson. It was Alex. He can’t make it tonight because he made a date earlier in the week. I told him no worries, I’ll see him at work on Monday. Riley went back to her house to grab her cell; she wanted to talk to Ashley. I told her to meet me by the pool when she was ready. I needed to do my laps since I hadn’t worked for two days.

I was just finishing when she strolled up, sat on the edge, and dangled her feet in the water. It took every bit of self-control I had not to grab her, slide her down the length of me and ravish that pretty little mouth with my tongue. If I keep thinking with the wrong head I’m going to have to take another cold shower like I did last night. 

She looks down at me. “I could never get tired of watching you swim; you’re like poetry in motion.” I try not to chuckle at her choice of words. 

I get out so I can sit close to her. I take her hand in mine and turn it over so I can place a tender kiss on her wrist. I hear her gasp, as her cheeks flush a crimson red.

“Did you get a chance to talk to Ashley?” I ask, cutting the sexual tension.

“Yeah, I did. It was nice to get a chance to talk to her. It makes me sad a little, though.” Her cheeks puff out as she lets out a pent up breath.

“Why would that make you sad, baby?” I stroke her hand with my thumb, trying to encourage her to continue.

“Our lives are so different now; it feels like we’re worlds apart.” She looks depressed since she spoke to her. I don’t like that.

“Why don’t you ask your dad if she can come for a visit? Maybe she can come for a week or so before school starts.” She jumps up so fast I nearly fall back into the pool. “That’s a great idea; I’m going to ask Dad now. I’ll be right back.”

I decide now is a perfect time to get things ready for tonight. I’m just about set up when Connor comes strolling down the beach. “You’re a little early, what’s up?” I meet him halfway.

“I had something I wanted to talk to you about before everyone else gets here.” I can’t read his expression, so I have no idea what it is. 

“I wanted you to be the first to know... I’m not going to be a dad.” He looks sad, then it hits me.

“Oh man, I’m sorry. Did she have a miscarriage?” I would have thought he’d be glad to be off the hook.

“No, apparently she was never pregnant to start with, but she was trying. She wanted me to have sex with her all the time without a condom. I don’t know who else she’s been screwing so I told her no. Yesterday I found some tampons hidden in my closet, so I confronted her about it. I threw all her shit out on the front lawn. She’s on her way home.” He shrugs his shoulders. He looks beaten.

“It’s a good thing you were smart, because she came back hoping to get pregnant. Now that’s fucked up. Look, you should be proud of yourself—you were going to do the right thing. That’s more than a lot of men would do, including me.” I hate to admit it but the last thing I want is to have a kid. Although when I see Riley walking towards me, I think maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if they looked like their mother.

We had a great night sitting around shooting the shit. Everyone was happy for Connor, now the girls were back to their matchmaking skills, even trying to get him to join one of those online dating sites. I’ve heard some horror stories from people who have done it—he’d be better on his own.

Riley

I needed to call Ashley about my inexperience in the bedroom, and to ask her if one size does fit all. She laughed so hard she peed her pants. She couldn’t catch her breath for like five minutes.

She tried to explain to me that it’s like wearing a pair of skinny jeans. To put them on you lie on the bed, wiggle them up over your hips, suck in your tummy while you zip them up and button them. They might feel tight when you first put them on, but the longer you wear them the better it feels. 

When I was on the verge of tears, she finally gave me some good advice. She told me as long as he could slide it in, all I needed to do was relax and I would be fine. She also informed me that 95% of the female population would kill to take my place and she’d be in that percentile.

Hunter and I have been home for about forty minutes now. He’s relaxing on the couch with his feet on the table. His hands are clasped behind his head, eyes closed. I don’t know if I should go to bed or sit on the couch beside him. So I decide to sit down on the edge of the couch before I ask, “You coming to bed?” My voice cracks. Shit, way to sound sexy. 

He peeks at me with one eye open. “Go to bed baby, I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Walking into the bedroom I fight to hold back the tears that are about to escape. Changing into my boy shorts with a tank top I slip under the nice cool sheets. They smell like him—a mixture of his soap with that spicy scent that’s all his. I can’t hold back the tears anymore; my heart feels like it’s breaking.

He tries to open the door as quietly as possible, but it squeaks. Walking over to the bed he pulls back the sheets and slides in next to me. His arms circle around me just like last night and I feel a lump catch in my throat as a sob escapes me. He gently rolls me over, brushing his fingertips lightly over my cheeks. “Baby, why are you crying? What’s wrong? Please talk to me.”

“It’s Friday; tonight was supposed to be our first time.” Once I admit this to him, I start to cry even harder.

He leans his head against mine as he sucks in a deep breath. “I want you more than you will ever know.” 

Suddenly I feel very brave. “Don’t tell me, just show me.” If he rejects me again, I will die.

A growl rumbles from deep inside his chest as he crushes his mouth to mine. His tongue slips through my parted lips. He’s demanding, rough, and there’s nothing gentle about this kiss. The warmth’s spreading through my belly and I can feel the dampness between my legs. 

Kneeling on the bed he picks me up so I’m in front of him. Brushing the hair off my damp cheeks he asks, “Is this what you want? Because once I’ve tasted you I will have to have you every day for the rest of my life.”

Resting my hands on his broad shoulders I look up into his lust-filled eyes as I nod my head. He grabs the hem of my tank top and pulls it off, throwing it to the floor. His hands cup my breasts, while his thumbs circle against my nipples. He lowers his head, capturing one in his warm mouth. I can’t help but cry out as I feel an awakening deep within me.

He lays me down gently on the bed, and hooking his thumbs he slides my shorts down to my ankles. I have no idea where they went; I’m too busy watching his eyes travel slowly up and down my body. He hovers over me for an instant before putting all of his weight on his elbows, his erection pressed against my thigh.

His mouth sears along my throat while his tongue flicks against my pulse, making me arch into him, wanting more. His tongue glides down my cleavage, stopping to taste my very erect nipples along the way. His mouth leaves a trail of heat along my ribs, then runs down the curve of my stomach. His hands gently spread my legs apart as his lips work their magic up my inner thighs. My head tips back as my eyes close. I feel the slickness pooling at my center, ready to give him all that is me.

Hunter

The ecstasy is evident on her face. “Riley, open your eyes, I want to watch you come.”

She gazes up at me as I lie face down at her center, reaching for her hands that are fisted in the sheets. She can’t move, she’s all mine. I run my tongue up the length of her. She’s so wet, so sweet and she tastes so fucking good. Flicking my tongue over her hardened bud I hear a sharp intake of breath. She’s closed her eyes again.

“Open your eyes, baby, I want to watch you.” Her eyes lock on mine. 

Grabbing both of her small hands in one of mine I prop them on her stomach as I sink one finger inside her wet folds while circling my tongue on her clit. Her legs tighten around my shoulders, pinning me in place. When I sink one more finger inside of her it almost sends her over the edge. As I pull her into my mouth her body spasms against my fingers that I’m still thrusting inside of her. “Hunter, yes just like that.” She screams out as her body convulses around me. 

Licking my way up her body I feel my erection wanting to spring free. She opens her eyes, and cups my face in her hands as she crushes her mouth to mine. I’m wondering if she likes the taste of herself as much as I do.

“Your tongue has some amazing skills,” she whispers shyly.

“Only for you, baby.” I whisper back. 

She nuzzles my neck. “I love you Hunter.”

“I love you more.” Giving her one more kiss I get up from the bed. 

She sits up. ” Where you going?” 

“To get a condom.” She jumps out of bed and grabs my hand.

“You don’t need one—I’m on the pill.” Sitting on the edge of the bed she slides her hands in the waistband of my shorts, sliding them slowly down my hips. My erection springs free, as she skims her hands up the length of me.

“I want to feel you inside me, now.” She grabs my hips while licking her way up my chest, stopping long enough to flick her tongue over my very erect nipples, until her mouth takes possession of mine. I let her assault my mouth with her tongue, while she nips at my lips playfully with the edge of her teeth. I’m letting her take control so she can set the pace. I’ll follow wherever she leads me. 

She lies down on the bed and pulls me down on top of her, the warmth between her legs rubbing up against me. Kissing the swells of her breasts I run my tongue up her throat to her jaw, then back down. Her hands are clutching me as her nails dig into my arms. I think she might have drawn blood, but I don’t care.

“I’ve never had sex without a condom on, ever. Are you sure it’s okay?” I know she would never trap me, but I want her to know I’m clean.

She nods her head. “Well, today’s your lucky day.” She wraps her legs around my hips while sliding her hand slowly down my stomach until she finds what she wants. I can’t help but groan when her hand tightens around me as she places me at her slick entrance.

Placing all my weight on my elbows I cradle her face in my hands so I can watch her as I slip inside. She never takes her eyes off of mine as I slowly enter her. It takes every last ounce of willpower I have not to bury myself deep inside of her in one thrust. I hear a whimper escape her throat as her eyes close briefly, before locking with mine. She’s so fucking tight I’m afraid I’m going to hurt her.

I crash my mouth against hers. Our lips part as her tongue glides over mine. I pull out of her then slowly slide back in, keeping up this pace until I feel her relax around me. Her hips start to pick up the same rhythm as mine, stroke for stroke until I’m completely inside of her. It feels so damn good.

I hear her moan as she closes her eyes. Her back arches slightly, and her hands slide up my arms and neck, and then they get tangled in my hair. She pulls me down to her mouth. Her kiss is deep, passionate and primal. She whispers against my lips, “I’m coming, come with me, Hunter.” I feel her tighten around me, while her body shatters underneath me. It doesn’t take me long to find my own release, as we watch each other fall apart. 

When our bodies stop quivering, our heart rates quiet down. I rest my forehead against hers as I cup her face in my hands, pressing a tender kiss to her lips. “I love you, Riley.

“I love you more,” she whispers against my lips.

I can’t help but smile; she’s stolen my line now. I roll off of her and pull her tightly to my chest. Her head nestles in the crook of my neck. As I rub my hands up and down her back, she sighs. I’ve never felt this content in my entire life.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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RILEY

After the night I spent with Hunter, you would think I’d be exhausted, but I feel exhilarated!  His every touch, his every kiss, still lingers on my body like a tattoo. He did keep his promise by tasting every inch of me, and we spent the night loving each other over and over again until we were blissfully exhausted.

I’m lying in his arms, while his warm breath skates across my skin, sending goose bumps from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. His heart begins to race against my cheek as his hands tangle in my hair, tugging gently to lift my face to his. 

He looks deep into my eyes before he asks, “Any regrets?” 

I smile up at his perfect face. “Not a one, how about you?”

He shakes his head. “None, not now, not ever.”

He kisses me gently on the lips before asking, “Would you like to go on a road trip this morning? I have someplace that I would like to take you. It means a lot to me.”

Well when he puts it like that, how can I refuse? “Can I drive?” I look up at him smiling.

“It’s about an hour away, so I think I should. We can pack a lunch and make a day of it, but I have a surprise for tonight so we can’t stay all day.” I love it when he smiles; he has such a gorgeous one.

“I get to shower first while you pack the lunch.” As he gets up to head for the bathroom he grabs my wrist.

“Why don’t we shower together, so we can save time?” He wiggles his eyebrows in a seductive gesture as he gazes at my nakedness.

I can’t help but laugh. “We won’t be going anywhere today if we shower together; besides you have me very curious now.” 

After our showers we load up the Jeep with everything he packed. He has blankets, a cooler, and a bag with bathing suits and towels. If I didn’t know any better I’d say we were going to the beach, except we already live here.

It’s such a beautiful day: there’s not a cloud in the sky and it’s so blue it reminds me of Hunter’s eyes. I feel the wind on my face, the sun warming my skin... a feeling of happiness washes over me so suddenly that I feel tears threatening to spill over. I reach up to swipe them away when he captures my hand in his, placing a kiss on my palm before threading his fingers through mine. 

“We’re almost there. About a mile up the road, on the left.” I look out of the corner of my eye—he seems excited. All I can see is the ocean off in the distance. 

He makes a left turn as he drives down a dirt road. Finally, I see it up ahead. It’s the most charming cottage I’ve ever seen, with white shutters and a thatched roof. There’s a swing on the front porch that looks like its seen better days, or in desperate need of a paint job, but there are some beautiful hanging plants that look like they’ve been well cared for. I’m taking it all in so deeply, I didn’t realize Hunter had gotten out of the Jeep until he opened my door.

“Well what do you think?” He’s smiling down at me as I look up at him.

I grab his hand as he pulls me up, resting my back against his chest. He wraps his arms around me as he leans his chin on my shoulder.

“It’s beautiful. Who lives here?” My dad’s house is beautiful but this is more my style.

“It belonged to my grandparents. When they died they left it to me and Brady. We spent every summer here with them as far back as I can remember. Come on, I’ll give you a tour of the place.” He takes my hand in his.

He leads me up the stairs to the deck that wraps around the back of the cottage, or the front, since it’s facing the ocean. I notice a set of white rocking chairs as we make our way over to the glass sliding doors. I can almost picture his grandparents sitting there watching their grandchildren playing. We enter into a nicely sized kitchen with wooden cabinets and old-fashioned appliances, but it works in this kind of setting. He leads me into the living room with the furniture covered in sheeting to keep it from getting too dusty.

When we head down the hallway I freeze; the walls are lined with photographs, so many of them I lose count. I walk up and down the hallway, staring at every one, touching them. It’s all lined up in chronological order from the time Hunter and Brady were born. One picture catches my eye and it takes my breath away. Hunter has his arms wrapped around Brady, laughing, and that’s when I realize it’s the same picture as his tattoo. I don’t have to wonder what color his eyes are any longer—a brilliant emerald green.

When I turn around to look at Hunter, his grief’s still evident in his eyes. “After last night, I’m ready to share this place with you because it means everything to me, and you mean everything to me. Please understand that I’m still not ready to talk about him yet.”

Walking over to him I take his face in my hands. “Thank you for sharing this with me, and I promise I won’t pry into your life anymore until you’re willing to tell me.” He leans his head against mine before I brush my lips over his. 

Grabbing my hand he walks me down the hall. He opens the door to the left so I can peek into his grandparent’s bedroom. There’s a full-sized bed along the far wall with a beautiful patchwork quilt in shades of blue. It looks homemade. All the rooms I’ve seen so far have been painted white, but with the contrasting colors of the curtains and throw rugs scattered over hardwood floors, it’s a masterpiece. Pictures are hanging on the walls, sitting atop their dresser, but he doesn’t let me linger long enough to take a peek. He pulls me out of the room as he leads me upstairs. He walks by the first door without opening it; I’m guessing this is Brady’s room. He’s not ready to share this with me quite yet, and what scares me is I don’t know if he ever will be.

Hunter

When I open the door to my bedroom I hear her gasp. Her eyes take in the view through the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean. She turns around to look at me and she’s speechless. That’s a first, I can’t help but smile. Then her eyes take in the rest of my room as she walks over to the pictures on my dresser. I don’t stop her because I’m ready to share that part of my life with her now. That’s why I brought her here today.

She picks a picture up, and her fingers trace over it with a gentle caress. She puts that one down only to scoop up another one. She does the same to all of them. But it’s the last one that she holds tightly to her chest. I’m sure it has to be the one of Brady and me, the smaller version of the one that captivated her in the hallway.

She’s still clutching the picture when she turns to look at me, the tears glistening in her eyes. “Were these pictures taken in South Carolina?”

I’ve seen those pictures a thousand times; sometimes they make me happy, but right now seeing her face, they make me sad. “They were taken in California when I did a lot of body boarding competitions. When Brady was old enough I taught him how to surf and body board. He loved the ocean as much as I do. I guess you could say I used to be the typical surfer dude.” I can’t help the cheesy grin as I shrug my shoulders.

She sets the picture gently on the dresser, then hurries over to hug me. I can’t help but pull her closer to me. It feels good to finally let the woman I love into my world. Cupping her chin I gaze into her eyes, and brush my thumb over that full bottom lip before I lean in for a taste. I want to throw her on my bed and do all kinds of naughty things to her right now, but that’s not why I brought her here.

“Were your grandparents related to your dad or your mom?” she asks cautiously, not sure if that’s breaking the boundaries I had set earlier.

“They were my father’s parents, and they would have loved you as much as I do.” Wrapping my arms around her I draw her as close to me as possible. I don’t want to tell her that today marks three years since they died, that I brought her here for my own selfish reasons. I wanted to come here today to celebrate their life, not their death. 

“Let’s go get all the stuff out of the Jeep so we can change into our swimsuits. I want to spend the day with you, and without your dad interrupting us every ten seconds.” She throws her head back, laughing.

Once everything’s set up on the beach, we settle down just to relax and enjoy the day. It’s not the same view as I see every morning, looking out my apartment window. This is all mine and once I graduate I want to live here. This is where I belong. I’m hoping I can convince Riley to stay here with me, even if I have to drive her to school and back every day.

I haven’t told her yet that my grandparents were very wealthy and they left everything to me. If she knew what everything meant, she would be overwhelmed, because some days I am too. 

“Do you normally come out here often?” She looks up from the blanket, biting her bottom lip. 

“I used to come up on the weekends, but there’s this certain girl that’s been taking up a lot of my time lately.” Leaning back on my elbows I turn to stare at her. She’s blushing. After everything we shared last night you’d think that wouldn’t happen any longer, but it does.

“If it’s something you did before you met me then you shouldn’t let me stop you.” She sounds annoyed with me.

Shifting my body so I’m lying down next to her, she shields her eyes from the sun to look up at me, and our mouths are inches apart. “I’d rather spend time with you, Riley. You are the most important person in my life. Don’t ever doubt that.” I lean in for a kiss when her arms envelop me in a tight embrace. I can’t think rationally when she’s this close to me; my hands start to glide over her silken flesh, her lips part so my tongue can explore her mouth. My thumb brushes over her nipple when I hear her moan. I can’t wait any longer—I need to be inside of her now. 

“Hunter, I need you so bad.” She arches her back and rubs her breasts against my chest.

I sit up so I can have her straddle me. When she rocks against the hardness pressing against her core, she tugs at my hair, bringing my mouth to hers so she can devour me. I know we can’t stay on the beach if I want to be inside her so I grab her ass as I lift her, her legs still wrapped around me as I stand up. 

“Where are we going?” she asks breathlessly.

“Contrary to the movies, having sex on the beach isn’t physically possible.” She frowns at me. I’m sure it would be romantic but I don’t want sand getting anywhere near her girlie parts.

When we get inside I set her on her feet, but I don’t know if I should take her to my room or throw her on the couch. She makes the decision for me when she grabs my hand, leading me upstairs. She stands by the edge of the bed, her hands at her sides, staring at me with those dark stormy eyes. God, she’s so beautiful. 

Before I know it, she’s striding over to me, my favorite blue bikini already on the floor at her feet. My mouth trails down her jaw as my hands cup her breasts, rubbing her nipples with the pad of my thumbs. I run my tongue down her neck, lingering long enough to stroke over her pulse. She thrusts my hips forward so my erection is pressed against her. My mouth wanders down her chest, tasting, licking, and nipping at her tender flesh until I draw in her nipple with my teeth, flicking my tongue across her sensitive bud. I feel her body tremble against me; she’s so close to shattering, I pick her up and place her in the middle of my bed.

She watches me as I strip down to join her, and soon she is reaching out to wrap her hands around me. I part her legs as I place myself between them. I’m ready to enter her when she catches me off guard and flips me over. Now she’s on top of me. Oh Hell Yeah...

I can’t help the shit-eating grin spreading across my face when I see her straddling me with my dick in her hand. “Are you sure you want it this way, baby?”

She nods as she guides me into her slippery folds. I’m addicted to her warm heat as her body sucks me in, inch by glorious inch. She places her hands on my shoulders as she slides over the length of me. I can’t help but grab those curvy hips as I plunge deep inside of her, over and over again until I feel her constrict around me as she cries out, “Yes, yes... I’m coming.” 

Her body collapses against mine. I grab her face and crush my mouth to hers. Our tongues dance together as I wrap my arms around her, flipping her over, our bodies still joined together. I glide in and out of her with a need unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I grab her shoulders as I thrust deep inside of her, wanting to be one with her. I feel her body tremble beneath me, ready to explode again.

“That’s it, baby; come with me.” I feel her tighten around me as we shatter together. 

I slide off of her so she can catch her breath, pulling her into my arms. We lie like this for several minutes, contented. Then she looks up at me all innocently and says, “I’m starving. Let’s go eat.” 

Riley

It has been the most amazing day that I’ve had with Hunter so far. I’m so happy that he trusted me enough to take me to the cottage where he spent his summers. I can’t believe I’m the first person he has ever taken there. 

To walk into that hallway and see all those pictures hanging on the walls was astonishing. I noticed that every single one of them had been captured at the right moment, when the children were smiling or laughing... not a sad one in the bunch. It proves to me that real love can exist between families; not everyone was dysfunctional like mine.

If someone would have told me several weeks ago that I would fall madly in love with a man in this short period of time, I would have died laughing. I don’t believe in love at first sight, or I didn’t back then, but now I’m not so sure. I planned on moving here so I could go to college and pursue my dream of being a teacher. If someone could have reached out to me when I was younger, my whole world could have changed for the better. That’s what I’m hoping to do, even if I can only save one child at a time.

I don’t know where he’s taking me tonight; he won’t tell me because it’s a surprise. But he did tell me to dress up—“something sexy” were his exact words. When I look in my closet I don’t see anything remotely sexy in there. I have a few skirts, some sundresses and only one formal dress. It’s not a little black dress that all the fashion magazines insist every woman own, but it will have to do. 

The dress is sleeveless with a scoop neckline, showing some cleavage. It’s tight in the bodice but flares out at the hip and ends about mid-thigh. It’s a pretty floral print—nothing gaudy like a comforter. I bought it to wear under my gown for graduation, the one thing my mother did attend, to keep up appearances. I slip on the pair of white heels that I bought to go with the dress, then turn to look in the mirror. For the first time in my life, I feel pretty. I hope Hunter thinks so too.

I head down stairs at the same time he’s walking through the front door. When he glances up at me, a slow grin spreads across his face, and I’m thinking he likes what he sees.

“You look gorgeous, baby. I can’t wait to show you off.” He takes my hands in his as I walk down the last step. As I bring my hands up to his mouth he kisses the sensitive skin on my wrist. He knows how much that turns me on. Damn him!

“What do you mean by show me off? Where are you taking me?” I don’t like that look on his face.

“Just remember that you’re mine and I will not share you with anyone else.” He kisses me gently while stroking his hands up my arms. God the man has me coming apart already.

He looks amazing tonight, with a pair of dark blue jeans that ride low on his hips with a pale blue Henley that complements his eyes. He smells orgasmic; it’s a cross between his body wash, clean clothes and his very own manly smell. I could drown in that smell and die a very happy woman...

We pull into the parking lot of a restaurant called Margaritaville. He knows I’m not old enough to drink. I turn to look at him as he gets out of the Jeep and heads over to open my door. 

“You told me that you like to dance; this club allows eighteen-year-olds.” He grabs my hand, pulling me to the door. He’s trying to be thoughtful but how can I dance in this short dress?

He leads me to a table in the corner and I’m happy to see Connor, Zoe and Grayson already sitting there. But I feel overdressed when I get close enough to see them in shorts and tank tops.

What the Hell!

“You look beautiful tonight,” Grayson says as Connor whistles.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Hunter strokes my cheek with his thumb; he knows I’m overdressed.

“Just a sparkling water with a lemon twist.” I force a smile.

Once he gets back with our drinks I sit back and listen to everyone’s conversation. I can’t tell anyone what we did today because no one knows about the cottage, so I just smile and nod my head.

When nine o’clock rolls around, the music starts. It’s too loud to talk now, that’s for sure. The dance floor fills up immediately. I have to laugh because where I come from it takes a lot longer for us to loosen up. I guess us Northerners are more of a bashful bunch, or we just need a little more liquid motivation.

I feel Hunter grab my arm as he hauls me out on the dance floor. I’m not too embarrassed because I’ll probably never see these people again. I look around to see all three of our friends dancing together—Connor’s a happy man right now.

Hunter grabs me around the waist, holding me close. My hands immediately go to his chest and tangle in his shirt. I can’t stay mad at him, especially when he’s nuzzling my neck like this. His hips sway to the beat of the music, taking mine along for the ride. Our bodies fit perfectly together, in bed or out on the dance floor. 

A fast song comes up next, and just when I’m ready to make a run for it he grabs my arm, spinning me around so my back’s against his chest. Then he splays his hands flat against my stomach as he pulls me closer to him. I feel his hips swaying to the beat of the music. My eyes close as I slide my body down the length of him, gyrating my hips and stroking his legs on the way down. When I slide back up I hear a low growl as he whispers in my ear, “If you do that again, I might have to take you home.” I can feel his arousal through the thick fabric of his jeans.

Hunter’s an amazing dirty dancer; I think we could give Patrick Swayze and Jennifer Grey a run for their money. He laughed when I told him I don’t do lifts, especially with this dress on. The time’s flying by as we dance, gyrate, grope and grab the night away. I’m having so much fun!

When a slow song starts up I turn to see lust-filled eyes staring back at me. That look makes my panties wet. He cups my face in his hands then kisses me slowly, passionately, while my arms circle around his waist. I can’t even tell you what song was playing, because he kissed me like that until the song had finished. Sigh...

He leans his forehead against mine, we’re both breathing heavily, our hearts racing. We stay like this for several minutes until he breaks the silence. “Do you want to leave?” 

I nod my head. “I just need to use the restroom first.”

As I open the door to leave the bathroom I hear a familiar voice. “I can’t believe you fuck him, but you wouldn’t fuck me!” 

Before I have a chance to run the figure pushes me back into the restroom, blocking the door. I look up to see Parker standing in front of me. Shouldn’t he still be in rehab?

“Someone will come in any minute... please, let me go.” I try to go around him but he holds up his hands.

“Did he tell you he slept with my sister? It’s just a matter of time before he breaks your heart too. Why are you slumming with him when you could be with me? He’s a man-whore!” he yells, the alcohol thick on his breath. 

The door comes crashing in, throwing Parker to the floor. Connor smiles at me as he reaches for my hand. “Are you ready to go now?” 

Taking his hand he pulls me out of the door. “Where’s Hunter?”

“He’s waiting for you out in the parking lot. Grayson heard Parker yelling at you so she came to get me. Are you okay?” He looks at me with concern.

“I’m fine, but please don’t tell Hunter what happened; I don’t think I’d stop him from rearranging Parker’s face.” Connor chuckles as he nods.

Hunter

I had to leave the club—I was afraid my zipper would break because of my damn hard-on. I wanted to walk out with her but Connor assured me he would wait for her. 

I can’t wait to get her home so I can peel that sexy dress off of her. All that bumping and grinding just prepared me for what’s yet to come. I want to spend every minute of every day pleasing her and making her happy. 

I look up to see her walking towards me. I’m the luckiest guy right now because she’s leaving with me. When she gets close enough to where I can see her face in the darkness she looks scared.

“Is everything okay, baby?” I open the car door so she can slip inside.

Then I hear him. “Riley, don’t leave with that asshole. You belong with me!”

I look up to see Parker storming across the parking lot with Connor, Zoe and Grayson not far behind him.

I glance inside the car to look at Riley. She shakes her head. 

Oh. Hell. No!

“What the fuck did you do to her?” I rush over to rearrange his preppy face when Connor races forward, grabbing my arms and pushing me backwards.

“Hunter, let it go. He’s drunk; nothing good is going to come out of this.” Connor stands in between me and Parker.

“He’s just a pussy and he won’t fight me because he knows he’ll lose.” Parker tries to get by Connor when Zoe steps in front of him.

“Listen, you low life piece of shit; I called the cops before I came out here. They’ll be here any minute so I think it would be in your best interest if you have a friend take you home, because if you get a DUI you won’t be able to drive your fancy car for quite some time.” Zoe stands with her hands on her hips, looking like a badass.

He points his finger at me while he screams. “This isn’t over, and I’ll pay you back for what you did to my sister.” He storms off.

I try to push past Connor but he’s blocking my way. He shakes his head. “He won’t remember any of this in the morning.”

When Parker turns around before entering the club I can’t help screaming, “If you wanted to fight me you could have when it was just you and me.” I feel like an idiot after I flip him off.

That’s when it hits me like a ton of bricks—Allison Montgomery—is Parker’s sister. She was the only girl that I hooked up with more than once. When she started getting too clingy, I was a dick and hooked up with her best friend. She left town without telling anyone and from what I’ve heard, no one has heard from her since. Why did it take me until now to remember Parker? Now I know he was trying to get back at me by hurting Riley. It all makes sense now. 

Suddenly, someone snaps their fingers, breaking my train of thought. I look up to see everyone staring at me.

“Earth to Hunter, where are you?” Zoe smiles up at me. 

I ask her, “Did you really call the cops?” I see Zoe in a whole different light right now. Damn.

She starts to laugh. “No, but he sure as hell didn’t know that, now did he?”

We can’t help it, but we all start laughing at the absurdity of the whole situation. If nothing else, it relieved some of the tension that was building inside of me. I turn around to see Riley still sitting in my Jeep, her head down. Shit.

I say goodbye to everyone as I open my car door and slide in, reaching over to grab her hand. “Please don’t let him spoil our night.” I kiss the palm of her hand as she looks up at me with tears in her eyes.

“Did you sleep with his sister?” She looks hurt.

There’s no way she could forgive me for treating a woman like that, even if it was years ago. So I cover it up as best I can by saying, “Baby, I’ve slept with a lot of women in the past so I could feel something. For years I was numb. I didn’t realize until you came along that what I was searching for was far greater than sex. I wanted someone to love me, someone I could love not for one night but for a lifetime. And I’ve found that with you.” And that’s the God’s honest truth.

Suddenly she reaches up to stroke my face. “Take me home, Hunter.”

When I’m with Riley the silence is usually comfortable, but driving home I’m getting this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. What if Parker put doubt in her mind and she sees the broken man I am and not the man I could be if I’m with her?

I pull into the driveway as she turns to look at me. “I’m not angry at you; I’m mad at myself for letting that asshole get to me.” 

She doesn’t wait for me to open her door. She storms up the stairs before I’m halfway up the driveway. She’s so hard on herself it breaks my heart; she’s held her emotions in check for the last time.

When I open the door she’s strolling into the bathroom. “I need to take a shower before I go to bed; all that dancing made me hot and sweaty,” she says over her shoulder.

When I hear her start the shower, I shed my clothes. Opening the bathroom door very slowly I slip inside. I’ve been dreaming about washing her up for a very long time, so I can get her all slippery and squeaky clean. Tonight is the night where all my dreams come true. 

Pulling back the curtain I step in right behind her. She doesn’t hear me because she has her hands on the wall, letting the water run down her body. I pick up the soap and lather it between my hands before reaching around to wash her perfect breasts. I hear a quick intake of breath before she leans her head against my chest.

“You scared me, babe.” I hear her moan as my hands lather her whole body, lingering in all the right places. I turn her around so she’s facing me, making sure her hair is wet before grabbing her shampoo. When I finish with her hair, I begin licking the water from her neck and follow it all the way down to her breasts, sucking her nipples into my mouth. I use the pad of my thumb to find her center, she’s so wet from her arousal.

“It’s my turn to wash you now.” She changes places with me so I’m under the shower. She grabs my body wash, pouring some in her hands as she starts to wash my chest. She works her way down, and when she gets to my dick she begins stroking it. I feel my knees begin to buckle. 

“If you keep doing that I’m going to come in your hands.” Grabbing her wrists I crush my mouth to hers. She whimpers against my lips as she tries to free herself from my grasp. I let go of her hands only because I want to grab her ass so she can wrap her legs around me. Her back’s pressed against the slippery wall, her arms secured around my neck when I slip inside of her. While I hold her ass in my hands she rocks her body against mine. It feels fucking amazing.

My lips slide down her neck as my tongue flicks over her wet skin. My teeth nip her tender flesh when I feel her tighten around me as she screams my name. My moans are muffled as her mouth captures mine and I shatter into a million pieces...

Once we catch our breath I feel her muscles begin to tremble beneath my hands. I slide her slowly down my tired body as I hold her in my arms. “I love you, baby.”

“I love you more.” I feel her smile against my chest as she snuggles closer.

Once the feeling returns to our bodies, we towel off quickly as we stumble to the bed. I tuck her in close to me so her back’s pressed against my chest, my hands splayed across her stomach as we drift off to sleep. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two


[image: image]


RILEY

I’ve been awake for about an hour now, not wanting to move because I want to stay in his arms like this forever. It’s moments like these, when I can feel his heart beating gently against my back or his breath tickling the nape of my neck, that I want to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.

When I was growing up I was so afraid that I would never know what it felt like for a man to love me or if I could love them back. Then I catch him stealing little glances at me when he doesn’t think I’m looking and I don’t have to question his love anymore because I see it in his eyes. Some people say that they wear their heart on their sleeve; Hunter shows his emotions through his eyes—pain, love, sadness, happiness, lust—it’s all there.

Hearing a rapping sound coming from somewhere in the apartment concerns me enough to make me jump out of bed. That’s when I realize someone’s knocking on the front door. Shit, it must be my dad checking up on us.

Slipping on a pair of shorts and one of Hunter’s t-shirts, I’m now decent enough to go answer the door.

“Hey beautiful, I have something I want to show you. Come back to bed.” My gaze flicks over to Hunter who’s leaning on his elbows, his hair tousled from sleep. Those bedroom eyes focus on me as I notice the tent pitched in the sheets. Now I know what he wants to show me. It will have to wait because whoever’s at the door is getting impatient.

“My dad’s here so I’ll go answer the door while you get dressed and take down your tent.” My gaze drifts down to his crotch, then back up to meet his eyes. The corners of his mouth slide into a wicked grin. God he’s too damn sexy in the morning. I can feel my nipples harden through the t-shirt I just put on without a bra. Smart move, Riley.

As I open the door I cross my arms to cover my chest, hoping to hide my perkiness. But the person standing before me is not my father.

It’s a woman—a very beautiful woman, in her early forties if I had to guess. She oozes rich with her designer clothes and tall elegant presence. With her three-inch heels she stands at about six feet, towering over me. She’s frowning down at me like I’m not good enough to be in Hunter’s home.

“Can I help you?” I’m now thinking she must be a client of my dad’s or maybe a girlfriend. I shudder to think that this woman who’s throwing out cold as ice vibes would be involved with my father.

“I’m here to see Hunter. He does live here, doesn’t he?” She practically pushes me out of the way as she walks in uninvited.

When I look up I see Hunter walking out of his bedroom, his arms reaching for the ceiling as he slides them through his sleeves before pulling his shirt over his head, his perfect abs on exhibit for everyone in the room to see. “Who is it, baby?” he asks as his head pops through the opening of his Henley, and his gaze locks on the woman standing in the center of his living room.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” It sounds like a snarl as he glances from her to me.

“I’m your mother, Hunter. I have every right to be here.” She smiles brazenly at him.

I can’t breathe when I glance over at him. My heart squeezes inside my chest as I look into his eyes. They tell me everything I need to know—it is his mother and he’s been lying to me all along. Obviously not everyone he loves is dead because she’s very much alive, standing here in his living room, scowling at me. 

I’m glued to the spot as I stare at her. The more I look at her I can see the resemblance: it’s the eyes, they have the same piercing blue eyes. I glance back at Hunter one last time before a sob chokes me up. I cover it with my fist and race out the door.

I don’t even remember running down the stairs or flinging open the kitchen door. I don’t even recall Dad calling out to me as I race up to my bedroom and lock the door behind me. I’m on my bed, face down, pressing a pillow against my mouth when a noise, unlike anything I’ve ever heard, erupts from me. 

This is a nightmare because I can still feel his touch upon my skin, his lips brushing mine, the weight of his body pressed against me. Why did he want me to believe that his family was dead? Does that mean he’s lying to me about Brady or his grandparents too? 

Hunter

My eyes lock on Riley’s as the woman who gave birth to me introduces herself as my mother. I see the shock on Riley’s face as she waits for me to deny it, but I can’t because it’s true.

The expression on her face says it all—she thinks I lied to her. Her bottom lip begins to tremble as the tears spill down her beautiful face. I should have told her the truth from the very beginning, but I was a coward. I was so afraid she would blame me for what happened that I might have just screwed up the rest of my life.

As I’m standing there I shake my head as she bolts out the door. “Riley! Please, let me explain,” I yell out to her, but it’s too late—she’s already gone. My mother strides over to the door and reaches out to touch my arm.

“Let her go—we need to talk. Why do you insist on slumming? You can do much better than her,” she says vehemently.

Looking over my shoulder I can’t help but glare at her. “Don’t talk about her that way; she’s the woman I love—something you know nothing about.” I slam the door in her face. 

I take the stairs two at a time, wanting to get to Riley as fast as I can. I throw open the kitchen door to a startled Rosie, then sprint past Scott, coming out of his office. When I get to the end of the hallway I check her bedroom door. It’s locked. 

I want to take her in my arms so I can kiss away her tears. “Baby, please open the door so we can talk.” It breaks my heart to hear her sobbing, especially since I’m the reason she’s crying in the first place. 

When I don’t get a response I start banging on the door with my fists. “Open the God damn door now, or I’ll break it down!” My jaw clenches as I lean my head against the cool wood of the doorframe, trying to calm down.

“What the hell’s going on here, Hunter?” Scott says, standing there with his fists clenched at his sides. “Remember, you’re in my house now and no one will be breaking down any doors. Do you understand?” He has every right to be pissed at me right now.

Leaning my back against the door I slide down so I’m sitting on the floor. Pressing the heel of my hands against my eyes I try to stop the tears from escaping. “We had a misunderstanding; she won’t let me explain.”

“Give her a chance to calm down; you both might say something you’ll regret later. Go home, Hunter.” He squats down in front of me, and puts his hands on my shoulders. 

“I love your daughter, Scott. Piece by piece she’s taken down those damn walls I created and in just a few short weeks she owns my heart.” He understands now that she’s not just a summer fling. She’s someone I want forever. As I slide back up the door he pulls me in to give me a one-armed hug, a bro hug, as Connor refers to it. Slapping each other on the back like a bunch of cavemen, I summon enough courage to go back and confront my mother.

When I open my front door my mother’s sitting on my effing couch with a bottle of water clutched in her hand. “Why are you still here?” Walking over to the fridge I grab a bottle of beer, wishing it were something stronger.

“We have a small memorial service planned tomorrow for your grandparents and Brady, and we would like you to attend. Hunter, why are you living here when you could be staying at the cottage?” Her eyes mist over; other people would feel sorry for her loss but I know it’s all an act. She’s the best unknown actress from California.

“I have to work so I won’t be able to make it.” I’m sitting in the recliner spinning my beer bottle between my hands. This is awkward.

“What do you mean you have to work? Did you go through your grandparent’s inheritance already?” She storms across the room, the look on her face intense.

Her eyes connect with mine as I stand up, and her hand goes up immediately to cover her face. Without a doubt, I’m pissed, but I would never hit her or any woman for that matter.

I will not tell her that I’m a lifeguard because that would be degrading in her social standings.   “We haven’t had any contact since I walked out after Brady’s funeral.” I’m trying desperately to fight the rage that’s consuming me. “The only reason you had children was so that you could groom us to take over the family business. Well, one is dead and I don’t want any part of either of you or the company.” My fists clench as I head towards the bedroom. 

“Where are you going?” She’s angry because I walked away from Erin Davis, CEO of Davis Records Co. 

“I’m going to change. I need to get out of here, and so do you.” Closing the bedroom door I lean against it. My gaze drifts over to the bed where Riley lay sleeping just an hour ago, the sheets still crumpled from our tangled bodies. Her pillow remains curved where her head lay; the smell of vanilla mixed with a touch of coconut still permeates the air. Snatching her pillow I bury my face in it as I inhale her sweet scent. My heart seizes in my chest. What have I done?

Riley

I’m so angry at him right now for causing this pain that’s tearing my heart into tiny bits. The sad part is I still love him and I thought he loved me too. So why would he lie to me about something this important? Running away isn’t going to give me the answers I so desperately need. But seeing her standing there, looking at me like I was one of his one-night stands, was intimidating.

When I heard him begging me to open the door, I almost did. Then he wanted to break down the door, I’m not going to lie, I wished he would. When I heard my dad’s angry voice, I knew he would make Hunter leave. That broke my heart. 

Someone’s knocking on my door, which makes my heart leap inside my chest. Do I want to see him now or should I make him suffer a few more days? Hesitating for only a brief moment I jump out of bed to open the door. My heart’s thumping wildly in anticipation... what do I say to him? In a split second all the air in my balloon deflates in one loud pop. It’s my dad.

“I can see by the look on your face that you weren’t expecting me.” He steps into my room as I sit on the edge of my bed.

“I should have known that he’s too much of a coward to face me now.” My tears burn my eyes once again.

My dad laughs, which is very rare. “He would have sat by your door for days if that’s what it took for you to talk to him, but I sent him home.”

“Why would you do that?” I see he’s torn as he rakes his fingers through his hair.

“So you both had time to calm down, to think things through. Hunter’s like a son to me, so that’s why I’m going to share this with you.” He looks tense, nervous.

“If it’s going to jeopardize your friendship then don’t tell me.” Maybe I don’t really want to know.

He holds up his hand to stop me. “When he turned eighteen his main focus was Brady. He wanted custody of him so he could live here.”

“You met his brother?” Suddenly I want to know everything.

“Yes, he stayed at the apartment quite a few times; he was an amazing young man. I think that’s why the both of you have formed this bond in such a short time, Hunter had the same kind of childhood that you did. He was a loner, much like how you describe yourself growing up. They had nannies to take care of them when they were younger, but when Hunter was in high school he insisted on taking care of Brady himself.” My dad looks up at me. My mouth must be hanging open.

“Why weren’t his parents involved in taking care of their own flesh and blood?” I would never dream of having someone else raise my children.

“They have a successful business to run, so they let their staff be responsible for their children.  My point in all this is his brother was his world, so when he died, Hunter died with him. Until you came along. Now he has a reason to live again. I know you two love each other and as much as I want to fight it because I think you’re too young, I see how happy he is again, how happy you both are.” He walks over, kissing the top of my head as he gets ready to leave.

“Dad, while you’re here I need to tell you that Parker’s out of rehab.” 

He closes his eyes and listens patiently to my narrative before he storms out to call Jim so he can find out what the hell happened.

Suddenly needing fresh air I step out onto the balcony and see Hunter out of the corner of my eye. He’s just getting back from his run, his muscles taut as the sweat glistens on his hard body. His blue eyes stand out against his tanned skin, even from this distance. I take a step back into my room; I don’t want him to see me watching him. He bends over, his hands on his knees, trying to pull more air into his lungs. All of a sudden he tears his shoes off, then his socks, as he goes racing into the ocean. I can’t take my eyes off of him when he swims through the waves as they break over him. His arms are so powerful. Soon he is just a speck out on the water. I search the surface; I can’t find him... my heart stops. Then I see his head pop up closer to shore. My heart thumps wildly in my chest. For a moment I thought.... No he wouldn’t do that, would he?

Hunter

As I’m running down the beach all I can see is the haunted look on Riley’s face as she raced out of my apartment. I’m so pissed at myself right now for keeping her in the dark about so many things. I can trust this woman with my heart and soul, so why is it that I can’t tell her about my past or my future? I can’t let this go on too long... I’m afraid that if I do she will shut me out and won’t let me back in. When I get home from work tomorrow, I’ll explain to her why I don’t consider my parents my family. Hopefully she will understand. She has to.

I had no idea my parents even knew where I lived. That was a stupid mistake on my part. After all these years, why would they want to make contact with me now? That’s what’s been troubling me since I saw my mother; she’s using a memorial service as a diversion. There has to be some other reason why they’re here now. I’m going to have to use my contacts to find out more.

As I stumble out of the surf, my eyes immediately glance up to her balcony. I don’t know if it’s my eyes playing tricks on me, or wishful thinking on my part, but I could swear I see her shadow moving behind the curtains. I don’t know how I’m going to get through the next twenty-four hours without talking to her, kissing her, holding her, making love to her.

I bend down to grab my socks and shoes. My head snaps up as I see her standing on the balcony; our eyes lock for a minute before she retreats back to her bedroom. Did she want to talk to me then change her mind? Or did she want me to know that she was watching me? It takes every bit of self-control not to run back upstairs and make her listen to me. As I walk around the corner of the house, I glance over my shoulder one more time to see her staring at me from the doorway. It makes me uncomfortable. “Riley, please meet me by the pool in an hour so we can talk.” Then I walk away, not really knowing if she heard me or not.

After taking a shower I decide to make a few phone calls. I want to get to the reason why my parents are really here. Grabbing a beer from the fridge I open it and take a few long pulls before sitting at the island and punching in a number I haven’t had to use in quite some time.

“Hunter, it must be serious if you’re calling me on a Sunday.” I hear the amusement in Jack’s voice.

“Hey Jack, I was wondering if you could do a little digging to find out why my parents are in town. I had a surprise visit from my mother today, using a memorial service as her reason. I call bullshit on that one.” I hear a chuckle from the other end.

“That’s funny. They actually hired me to find you, Hunter. I hope there’s no hard feelings, but money is money.” I hear my cell go dead and know he hung up on me. Dick. 

I met Jack a few years ago when I needed to hire a private investigator. The man’s an asshole. But I never thought in a million years that he would sell me out. I guess I was wrong.

Heading down to the pool I can feel my heart thudding in my chest. I wipe my sweaty palms down the front of my shorts before sitting down in one of the lounge chairs. I’m a little early so I lean back and close my eyes. My muscles ache from all the running and swimming I did today but I can feel my body start to relax. It doesn’t help that I haven’t been getting much sleep the last few nights, but I’m not complaining because she’s so worth it.

Sitting up I look around as my eyes adjust to the darkness that’s surrounding me. Someone’s screaming my name over and over again.

The voice is so familiar that it causes a prickling sensation to run up and down my spine. Suddenly, a feeling of dread washes over me; my heart bangs wildly inside my chest.

Getting up from the chair, I stumble because my legs feel like lead.

I follow the voice as he chants my name. Hunter, Hunter, Hunter. The waves crashing against the beach are no match compared to that deafening wail.

Once I’m down by the shoreline I desperately search for the person who’s beckoning me. He’s lying on the sand about fifty yards away and even with the blackness of night there’s no doubt in my mind. It’s Brady.

Instinct takes over and I’m running as fast as I can. Dropping to my knees I can’t help the desperation that consumes me. There’s so much blood... no...no...no...no...no! Taking him in my arms I cradle him against my chest as my tears join the blood that’s congealing in the sand.

Brady keeps telling me over and over again how sorry he is, then there’s only silence.

The guttural scream that’s clawing at my chest is finally set free as I look up to the heavens for answers. The sky’s blanketed with a twinkling of stars that are gazing down at me, my only light in this now dark world. They are the only witnesses to the gut wrenching pain that rips through me, body and soul.

Jerking awake I feel the sweat dripping down every crevice of my body. My heart’s pounding against my ribs. My throat’s parched, sore; it’s hard to swallow. I tell myself it’s just a nightmare, but it’s just me reliving his death over again. 

Taking in my surroundings, I realize I’m still sitting on the lounge chair by the pool, waiting for Riley. I guess she never showed up, or maybe she never heard me when I asked her to meet me here. Yeah right. 

As I stagger around the corner I see Riley getting into Scott’s car. Her eyes lock on mine for a brief second before turning away. Climbing up the stairs I grab my phone so I can text Connor; I so need a diversion tonight and it starts with alcohol. Then we’ll see what else comes up—no pun intended.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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RILEY  

I wanted to meet Hunter by the pool yesterday like he told me to, but a part of me wanted to hurt him like he hurt me. I know that’s childish and I don’t usually play games, but he broke my heart. I thought that if you loved someone then you wanted to share everything with them, both the good and the bad. 

So when my dad asked me to go out to dinner with him, I said yes. It gave me an excuse to leave, in case Hunter came to find me. But when I saw him walking around the house, and our eyes met, he looked haunted. So I felt guilty.

We ended up going to The Sands for dinner. Dad said they had the best clam cakes and chowder on the whole strip, and he was right. We talked about college, which is soon approaching, and when he told me he’s giving me his Gold Card so I can get some new school clothes, I just about freaked out. Then he tells me he’ll get me my own credit card for school supplies, personal needs, or anything else I want to use it for. Does he realize I’m just an eighteen-year-old girl...?

We were waiting for the waitress to bring us our check when I see my dad’s back stiffen against the seat. He reaches over, placing his car keys in the palm of my hand. “Riley, why don’t you head out to the car. I’ll pay the check and meet you in a few.” He tries to smile but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

I’m wondering why he wants to get rid of me so fast, so I nod as I slide out of the booth. As I glance up to leave, I see Hunter sitting at the bar, tossing back a shot. When he slams his glass down and demands another, his blue eyes connect with mine in the mirror. He slowly spins his body around so he’s facing me. I can feel my heart slamming in my chest. It’s then that I notice Connor sitting on one side of him, but it’s the blonde slut who’s suddenly wedged herself between his thighs, running her hands over his incredible abs, that has me seeing red. I feel my legs moving straight for her, when a hand reaches for my elbow, guiding me in the opposite direction.

“Sweetie, you don’t want to cause a scene in a public place. Too many witnesses.   Remember what I said about doing and saying things you can’t take back,” Dad reminds me as he ushers me outside. Taking the keys from my hand he unlocks the door before glancing over his shoulder. He must think Hunter will come after me but I know he found someone else to keep him up tonight.

So I didn’t sleep a wink last night because I keep playing it over in my head. I remember the look on his face yesterday when he came around the house, and yet I still left. What if he needed me, needed to talk to me about something his mother told him? 

I felt guilty all night for not meeting him by the pool. I’m sure that’s the reason he went out drinking—I didn’t show up like he had wanted me to. But I have no one else to blame but myself. If he hooked up with that girl last night, it would tear me apart.

Throwing on my running gear I grab my iPod and set it to my favorite playlist—“Fallen,” by Evanescence. It’s great for running and has just the edge I’m looking for to take my mind off of a certain someone.

I’m sneaking out the front door so I don’t have to run into anyone this morning. I’m not in the best frame of mind for a conversation right now anyway, but I did notice Hunter’s Jeep was gone.

After a few stretches by the pool I head for the beach. I start by jogging first so I can loosen up a bit. After about a mile, I start running as fast as my legs will carry me, pushing myself to the max. I feel the pounding of my feet against the sand as my arms pump vigorously beside me. The sweat’s trickling down every crevice of my body; the hair that’s fallen from my ponytail’s plastered to my face. That’s when it hits me, I forgot to bring water with me again. Shit. I start slowing down because I’m coming up on my turning point when I see a body fly by me, then he stops suddenly. When he turns around to look at me my heart flutters. His chest’s heaving, he’s out of breath and just as sweaty as I am, but he’s still gorgeous.

Hunter saunters over to me and my knees become weak. “You forgot to take water with you again today.” 

I pull my ear buds out. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I can feel my face flush even redder if that’s even possible.

“You forgot to take water with you today. Here, I brought you some.” He hands me a water bottle and my heart melts at my feet. Did he go out running just to bring me water?

“Thanks... you didn’t have to do that.” I pull back the top letting the cold liquid slide down my throat. It feels wonderful. 

He takes a long drink from his and then we speak at the same time. We look at each other and laugh.

“You first, Riley. What’s on your mind?” His eyes search mine so intensely it feels like he can see right through me.

“I’m sorry I didn’t meet you by the pool yesterday; it’s all my fault.” Maybe it’s the lack of sleep but I feel the tears stinging the back of my eyes.

He’s standing in front of me in a matter of seconds. He lifts my chin with his fingertips. “I’ve told you a thousand times to stop blaming yourself for everything that happens—nothing is your fault. It’s all mine.” 

I shake my head and gaze into his eyes; the emotions swirling in their depths takes my breath away. “I ran away like a little girl instead of facing my fears like I’ve done all my life. I had to grow up really fast with the kind of mother I had, but I was hurt because you lied to me, just like everyone else has.”

He scrubs his face with his hands before looking up at the sky. He takes a deep breath, grabs my hand and interlocks our fingers. “Walk home with me baby; I’ll try to answer any questions you have about my parents. But please understand that I’m not ready to talk about Brady yet.” I hear his voice break at the mention of his brother’s name. He puts our clasped hands over his tattoo; his heart’s beating wildly in his chest, so I nod.





Hunter

We start walking home, hand in hand. I’m so glad I decided to follow her this morning. Even if I’m nursing a hell of a hangover. Connor had to take me home last night because I was too drunk to drive. I’ll have to go pick up my Jeep later when he gets out of work. I took a drunk day.

“Did you sleep with that girl from the bar last night?” She whispers it so quietly I almost didn’t hear her.

“I didn’t sleep with anyone last night; my girl was tucked in her bed all safe and sound.” I bring her hand to my lips and press a kiss to each knuckle.

“I’m still really mad at you right now... or maybe more hurt than mad. You should have told me about your mother.” She shrugs.

“You have every right to be mad at me. I should have told you the truth from the beginning. You have to understand that my parents didn’t play a big part in my life, so it was easier for me to talk about my grandparents. I told you everyone I loved was dead and that’s the truth. I feel nothing for my parents.” My emotions surface so I force them back down.

“So who was actually killed in the car accident, or did you make the whole thing up?” She’s not letting me catch my breath in between these tough questions.

“I didn’t make anything up; the bus driver had a heart attack and lost control of the bus. It slammed into my grandparent’s car, killing them instantly. I received the phone call because I was listed as their emergency contact. I even made all the arrangements. My parents were too busy with the business to take care of it,” I say as I choke back the bitterness in my voice.

“Why did your mother show up yesterday?” My throat’s dry and I’m out of water. Damn.

“She wanted to invite me to a memorial service today, for Brady and my grandparents. I told her I had to work.” She gasps as she looks up at me.

“Why didn’t you go, Hunter?” I see the shock on her face.

“My parents don’t do nice, so I knew they had an ulterior motive. I found out from a mutual contact that they hired him to find me.” Being this close to her is perfect.

We’re almost home when I get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I have to know if we’ll be okay. “I hope I answered all your questions. Is there anything else you need to know?”

She takes a sip of water from the bottle, then hands it to me. I take a few big gulps and when I try to give it back, she shakes her head.

“I have a million questions I’d like to ask, but you’re not ready for them. Maybe we should take a break—at least until you’re ready to trust me.” She touches my cheek before turning to walk away.

Reaching out I grab her wrist. “Riley, I trust you with my life, with my heart. Until you came along I didn’t know how to love. You proved to me that it’s worth the risk. Please don’t walk away; I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you.” I feel the bile rising in my throat... I’m going to be sick.

“How did Brady die? You said your grandparents were in the car, so where was he?” She’s frowning at me, waiting for an answer.

“I’m afraid if I tell you what happened, you’ll blame me as much as I blame myself. I can’t take that chance right now. Please understand. Brady stayed with me that day. He didn’t want to go to the wedding. Either way he lost his life,” I say quietly, barely above a whisper.

She cups my face with her small hands. “I’m desperate to know, why the man I love, blames himself for his brother’s death. You’re scaring me more by not telling me. Just tell me the truth.” 

A part of me wants to tell her but I’m so scared that when I do, she won’t love the man who’s left standing. All I can do is shake my head, because I have a fucking lump in my throat the size of a baseball.

She wraps her arms around my waist, leaning her head against my chest. I nuzzle into her neck, afraid this will be the last time I get to hold her. I want to take in her scent, drown in it, so I can remember every second of the last five weeks. I’m hoping it’s enough to last me a lifetime.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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RILEY

Today marks one month after I turned eighteen. I can’t believe how much my life has changed in such a short time. I moved to South Carolina to go to college, to spend more time with my dad, but that hasn’t happened yet. I moved away from my best friend Ashley, which sucks. I met a guy who wanted to get inside my pants and that turned to shit. I wouldn’t change anything, though—it was all worth it because I met a man whom I fell deeply and passionately in love with, and his dead brother’s ghost is ripping us apart. 

It took every bit of self-control I had not to go to Hunter’s last night. I knew how upset he was when we left the beach, but I promised myself I wouldn’t give in. I want him to trust me enough to talk to me about his brother. If it was another girl I could fight like hell for the man I love, but I don’t know how to compete with a ghost.

I want to call Ashley so I can tell her everything that’s been happening. Hunter was teaching me how to text but I need to hear her voice. I feel sad when I think of all the things he was teaching me—texting, driving, surfing, and the most important one of them all, loving....

I try to call but it goes directly to voicemail. “Hey Ash, when you get this could you call me? I really need someone to talk to.” I feel guilty after leaving the message since I haven’t talked to her in a few weeks. I’ve been so happy spending time with Hunter that I forgot about my best friend.

Opening the doors I go sit out on the balcony, taking my Kindle along with me. It’s such a beautiful day I’d be crazy not to take advantage of it. There’s a light breeze coming off of the ocean; it’s refreshing against my warmed skin. 

I lift my legs up onto the railing, open my Kindle and begin reading. I’m a sucker for a good romance story, and this one hasn’t let me down yet. I’ve almost finished my book when I hear a distress signal off in the distance. The public beach has to be three to four miles away. That’s when I know it’s time to turn around in my jogging routine. I stand up to get a better look, but it’s too far away for me to see. I wish I had a pair of binoculars right now, so I go racing down the stairs, almost crashing into Rosie as she’s heading up to put laundry away.

“Rosie, do you know if my dad has a pair of binoculars anywhere?” She looks puzzled.

“I don’t know about your dad but I have a pair on the kitchen window. Help yourself.” She chuckles as she rounds the corner.

Snatching them from the window I take the stairs two at a time. When I step back onto the balcony, I hear the sirens in the distance. I break out in goose bumps from my head to my toes; I hate that sound. I adjust the binoculars as far as they will go... it’s a little blurry, but I can make out a couple of ambulances and a large crowd. As I take in the scene, my throat goes dry and my palms begin to sweat. My mind starts to play all kinds of tricks on me as I see Hunter lying on the beach, not breathing, EMTS performing CPR, oh my god....

Racing back down the stairs I fly out of the kitchen door. As I round the corner I say a silent prayer that his Jeep is in the driveway. It’s gone. He went to work today... this can’t be happening! 

What do I do? Do I wait to see if he comes home, or do I have Paul drive me there? Then if he’s okay, the joke will be on me, but if he’s not... Yesterday, I told him we needed to take a break. What if it’s a permanent one, what if he died? I didn’t get a chance to tell him how much I love him; I just wanted him to tell me the truth. I decide to sit on the stairs leading to his apartment. I really want to go in and throw myself on his bed and ask God for a do-over. I lay my arms across my knees, burying my face so my cries are muffled into silence.

I don’t know how much time has passed when I hear a couple of car doors slam. I walk slowly down the steps and peek around the corner. When I see Connor and Hunter walking towards the apartment, my knees become weak.

Connor says, “So I guess you’re the real hero now, right Hunter?” 

I hear a raspy chuckle coming from the man I love. “Yeah, my name will be in the papers, only this time it won’t be in the police reports.” They both crack up laughing, until Hunter starts to cough and can’t catch his breath.

When I step out of the shadows, both heads snap up instantly. I’m looking into his eyes when I feel my lip trembling. I’m so relieved he’s okay.

In a few short strides he’s at my side. “Riley, what’s wrong?” His throat sounds hoarse.

“I heard all the sirens down at the beach. I was afraid something happened to you.” A whimper escapes me as he rubs my arms to warm them.

“We were blowing our whistles, yelling for everyone to get out of the water because of the riptide,” started Connor. “There was this kid who got caught in it. He started going under when Hunter dove in; the guy didn’t even hesitate. He saved that kid’s life. He was freaking amazing!”  Connor was all out of breath after his moving narration.

“I was just doing my job, that’s all. Isn’t that what they pay me for?” He smiles at Connor like it’s no big deal.

One moment I’m hysterical and the next moment I’m pissed. When I put my hands flat on his chest and give him a push he’s caught off guard and stumbles backwards. “Do you have a death wish or were you just doing your job?” I jab my finger into his chest with every word.

He lifts his hands in surrender. “I don’t have time for this SHIT right now, Riley,” he growls at me.

Connor steps in between me and Hunter. “Riley, don’t. He’s been through enough today. They wanted to take him to the hospital, but he refused. He drank quite a bit of the Atlantic Ocean so go easy on him.”

Walking past Connor I look into those perceptive blue eyes. He knows exactly what I meant by death wish. “I’m sorry, I was afraid that something happened to you today and I didn’t get a chance to tell you how much you mean to me.” He captures me in his arms like he’s never letting me go.

“Do you have this covered Riley? Because he needs to be observed for twenty-four hours.   I was going to stay, but since you’re here I’ll take off. I’ll bring your Jeep back after work tomorrow, Hunter. Oh, and you’re my hero.” He blows us a kiss before peeling out of the driveway. 

Hunter

I don’t dare tell her that I could have died saving that kid today. I knew I should have waited for backup before entering the water, but I couldn’t. Every second I hesitated could have cost him his life, so I did what I was paid to do. The kid panicked, trying to pull me down with him, but once I got a good hold on him, I knew we’d be fine. Riptides are a bitch, but once you realize you have to swim horizontally until you pass it, you’re out of danger. That’s why I’m drained, I hit it dead on so I wouldn’t waste time. Thank God I’m a strong swimmer.

What she said earlier to me really hit me hard—the part about not getting the chance to tell me how much I mean to her—because that’s exactly how I felt when Brady died. I was angry at him too. 

“Stop fussing over me, I’m fine.” She keeps tucking the blanket around me like it’s winter. It’s summer for fuck’s sake. I’m sweating.

“I just want to make sure you have everything you need.” She’s sitting in the recliner with her legs tucked under her. She doesn’t get it. I Need Her.

“Baby, I would like it much better if you would come snuggle with me over here,” I say giving her my saddest puppy dog look.

She ambles over to the couch, almost reluctantly. “Riley, tell me what’s on your mind. I know something’s bothering you.” When I reach out for her hand, she grabs it immediately. I pull her down right beside me so I can wrap my arms around her. She sighs.

“I was so scared when I heard the alarm. I used Rosie’s binoculars to see what was happening. I started to have a panic attack when I thought it could be you; I almost asked Paul to take me so I could check on you.” She sniffles and I can’t help but smile.

“I’m not going to lie, it was pretty intense. By the time I reached him he had swallowed quite a bit of water. He clawed at me, pulling me under, so I drank my share too.” I cup her chin so she’s looking into my eyes, and stroke my thumb over her bottom lip. “All I could think about was you and what you said yesterday about needing a break. I was afraid I was never going to be able to kiss you ever again.” She gasps before straddling my hips; her arms circle my neck.

“I’m so sorry. I was being selfish and stubborn yesterday. I realize now that everyone’s different. I talk on and on about everything that’s happened to me but you’re more guarded and I have to respect that.” She takes my face in her hands, kissing me so gently, tenderly, that I tremble. 

“I knew you were cold.” She tightens the blanket around us as she whispers in my ear. “I love you so much, babe. Consider our breakup over; it was the longest twenty-four hours of my life.” I can’t help but chuckle.

“I love you more. I’m never letting you go again, no matter how much you bitch.” I tickle her ribs as she squirms in my lap, throwing her head back and laughing hysterically. I’m getting turned on by her jerky movements against the hardness in my shorts, and all of a sudden her body stills as she feels it against her core. Her head snaps down as she searches my eyes; my hands tangle in her hair as I pull her mouth to mine.

My tongue skims across her lips. They eagerly part so I can explore that sweet mouth. Her tongue glides over mine and I can’t help the moan that escapes me; she whimpers against my lips so I know she wants this as much as I do. I run my hands under her shirt, grazing my knuckles across the smooth, flat stomach. Gliding my fingers up further I gently brush them across the soft fabric of her bra. I rub my thumbs against the thin material, causing her nipples to harden instantly. 

“Riley, I need to be inside you. Please let me make love to you,” I breathe against her lips.

“I’m not sure if you’re supposed to have sex; Connor said I need to observe you.” I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face.

“Then why don’t you observe me making love to you.” Grabbing her ass in the palms of my hands I get up from the couch and carry her into my bedroom. 

Standing her up by the edge of the bed with her back against my chest, I peel off her shirt, then slide down her shorts. When she’s standing in just her bra and panties I kiss her neck, shoulders, back, and thighs, then lick my way back up to her neck. Unclasping her bra I let it fall to the floor. I hook my thumbs into her panties and slide them down the curve of her hips. 

As I press my hands against her stomach I pull her tighter against my erection, her hips instantly grinding against me. Sliding my hand down further than the curve of her stomach I can feel how wet she is for me. Using my two fingers I rub her swollen bud as she spreads her legs further apart to give me easy access. Slipping my two fingers inside of her, she moans and leans her head against my chest. I pump them in and out of her while using my other hand to cup her breast. I circle my thumb around her hardened nipple and pinch it lightly in between my thumb and forefinger.

“Hunter, I need you.” She’s rocking against the palm of my hand.

“Baby, kneel on the edge of the bed, I want to bury myself inside you from behind.” Ripping off my clothes I position myself behind her, pushing her down against the mattress with her ass up in the air. Fuck.

I rub myself along her slick folds, lingering on her swollen clit until she’s bucking against me, wanting more. Grasping her hips I’m inside of her in one thrust, she’s so damn tight. I slide almost all the way out before slamming it back in. When I reach around her so I can tug her nipples she cries out, “Oh God, I’m coming, baby.” 

She clenches around me as her muscles suck me in and send me over the edge. My mouth   caresses her back, my cries muffled against her damp skin as I pump my seed inside of her, filling her with my love.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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RILEY

I’m vaguely aware of the sun peeking through the curtains as I stifle a yawn. When I reach out to touch the spot next to me, it’s empty. As I open my eyes I can’t help smiling. I wasn’t dreaming, I did spend the night with Hunter. As I sit up, leaning on my elbows, I can hear someone talking. It’s muffled. Sliding out of bed I throw on one of his shirts and open the bedroom door.

He’s sitting on the couch with his cell phone pressed against his ear. He rakes his fingers through his already tousled hair, and shakes his head. I get bits and pieces of a one-sided conversation. He sounds angry.

“Tell Chris I’ll be there at around ten, and make sure he knows how unhappy I am about this emergency meeting.” As he ends the call, he glances up to see me standing in the doorway.

“Hey beautiful, how’d you sleep last night?” He waggles his eyebrows at me as a devilish grin spreads across his gorgeous face.

I walk over to the back of the couch and reach out to touch his golden hair. I then glide my tongue down his neck. “I slept great when my boyfriend let me sleep,” I say, brushing my lips against his.

He grabs my hands and pulls me around to the front of the couch, settling me on his lap. “Baby, we need to talk.” He stares at me for what seems like forever, which makes my heart plummet to the pit of my stomach.

“Is something wrong? Because you’re scaring me right now.” He leans in, kissing my forehead, no doubt trying to erase the frown that suddenly appears.

“You already know that my grandparents left me the cottage when they died, but I didn’t tell you about my inheritance.” He hesitates, which makes me uneasy.

He takes a deep, cleansing breath before surging forward. “My grandfather owned an accounting firm which was passed on to me when he died. I own fifty-one percent of the company, Chris Dempsey owns forty-nine percent. He made me the majority stockholder so when I graduate, I’ll be running the company full-time.”

I can’t imagine the burden that he must be carrying around with him. This is a big deal. “Where is this company located?” 

“It’s located in the Myrtle Beach area, so after I graduate I will be moving into the cottage permanently. I’d like you to move in with me; I can arrange transportation for you to get to class and back home.” He’s waiting for my answer with hope filled eyes, but I don’t know what to say.

“We don’t need to talk about this right now. It’s still a year away.” The disappointment flashes across his face, then it’s gone.

“Riley, there’s something else you need to know.” I know he’s uncomfortable when his fingers comb through his hair, a tell-tale sign. “The company’s very lucrative; I really don’t have to work another day in my life. I could sell my stocks to Chris and go wherever you want. We could live a good life,” he says pleadingly.

“Your grandfather handed down his company to you, knowing that you are more than capable of being as successful as he was. That’s an honor that you have to accept; it’s your legacy. Don’t sell your stocks because of me. Regardless of what happens in the future, I will always be here for you.” It’s the only answer I can give him at the moment.

He kisses me tenderly on the lips before he snuggles into my neck. His warm breath makes me shiver. He holds me so tight, it reminds me of the day I told him I needed a break. Oh my god, what did I say?

“I need to go get ready; I have a meeting with Chris at ten. I’ll see you when I get back.” He picks me up, setting me on the couch as he heads for the bathroom. He looks so tired after everything that’s happened; last night we craved the intimacy more than ever before, so we didn’t get much sleep. We had come so close to losing one another.

While I wait for Hunter, I check my phone to see if Ashley left me any messages—there are none. She’s supposed to come down at the end of July so we can spend some much needed girl time, but I feel like she’s slipping away. I know I haven’t been keeping in touch like I should; I’m so distracted with spending time with Hunter that I’ve neglected her. It reminds me of the poem I read once about a friend who’s around for a Reason, Season, or Lifetime. It was written by an unknown author but it sure hits home right now. I always thought she would be my lifetime friend, now I wonder if she was a friend for a reason. I needed her so desperately at that time in my life, and that could be the reason she moved next door. When I start thinking like that I get very sentimental. She had literally saved me.

The bedroom door opens and Hunter swaggers out looking like he just stepped off of a photo shoot for the cover of GQ. I have to fan myself as he stands there adjusting his geometric shaped tie, which looks amazing against the baby blue button down shirt. It makes his eyes appear even bluer. The khaki colored suit looks stunning against his bronzed skin; he definitely cleans up very, very well. 

He strides over to give me a kiss before he leaves. Damn, he smells good enough to eat, and I can’t help the giggle that erupts from me.

“What’s so funny?” He looks hurt. Shit.

“Babe, you look and smell so amazing, I was thinking you look good enough to eat. Now I’m going to sit here and wonder if there are any pretty secretaries I have to worry about.” My lips turn pouty as he laughs.

“You don’t have to worry about that. My secretary’s name is Martha and she’s in her early fifties, very much married.” He pulls me tightly against him as his mouth caresses mine. This man sure knows how to kiss, amongst other things. When he pulls away, he whispers against my lips, “You are the only woman I will ever want, or ever need. Now that I’ve found you, I’m never letting you go.” He kisses me breathlessly, then strides out the door.

Why is it when he says all the right things, I have a hard time to accept it as the truth? Will I always compare every man to my father and what he did to us so long ago?  

Hunter

As I drive down the coast for my board meeting, I know Riley’s right.  It would be wrong to sell the company after my grandfather sacrificed so much to make it the success that it is today. Chris has done a great job in the last three years; if it weren’t for him running the company so I could finish school, I don’t know what I would have done. We probably would have lost a lot of major accounts after my grandfather’s death, but Chris assured everyone that the company wouldn’t change.

There’s too much time to think while I’m driving so my thoughts wander to Riley. In the last few days I’ve bared my soul to her, told her more about myself than I thought I ever could. She hasn’t said yes to anything I’ve asked or hinted about, and that scares the hell out of me. I can’t imagine myself being with anyone other than her and I’m starting to wonder if she feels the same.

I go from an arrogant asshole whose walls were indestructible, to a love sick puppy in a few short weeks. Before she came, I hooked up with a different girl every night—the only exception was Parker’s sister. Before, the idea of marriage and kids sent me bolting in the opposite direction. Now I picture my children looking just like their mother. 

After what happened yesterday, I don’t want her going back to her dad’s. I want her staying with me so we never have to say goodbye. She’s the only woman I want sharing my bed and my life.

How am I supposed to be a surfer-lifeguard one minute and an accountant the next? I love the outdoors so much that the thought of sitting behind a desk has me going stir crazy already. I have to convince myself that this is why I went to school in the first place. My old jobs will be my hobbies, not my career. Although, I do love crunching numbers and I know once I’m involved full-time it will become second nature to me.

“Mr. Davis, it’s so nice to see you again.” Martha smiles up at me as I walk in.

“Martha, it’s always a pleasure to see you too.” Taking her hand in mine I give it a little squeeze.

The elevator doors open and Chris steps off. “I’m glad to see you’re fine; I’ve been reading the local papers and you’re regarded as a hero,” he says, shaking my hand.

“I was just doing my job; they build it up so people like you will buy the paper.” I can’t help but chuckle at the look on his face.

“You’re just being modest, but I suppose you could be right. Come to my office; we have a few things I’d like to talk to you about in private before we start the board meeting.” He ushers me in, pointing to a seat before closing his door.

“What’s this all about, Chris? Usually we schedule meetings weeks in advance. I have a hard time believing this one just popped up today.” I’m feeling a bit apprehensive.

He leans back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Your parents have hired lawyers to try and say you’re incompetent of running this company. That’s why I’ve called this emergency meeting today. You have to convince the board that you’re in it to win it, so to speak—that you can give one hundred percent.” He leans forward, drumming his fingers on the desktop.

“My mother came to visit me a few days ago, using a memorial service as the reason for her visit. I knew there had to be a hidden agenda for her sudden appearance after three years.” Chris knows all about my parents’ manipulations. 

“Well, their lawyer’s hands are tied; you were eighteen when your grandfather died, and that’s considered an adult. This is just to solidify to the board that you have every intention of working here once you’ve graduated.” Standing up, we head to the meeting.

As I’m driving home, I can’t help but smile at the way I handled the board today. I had the men eating out of my hands, and the women were crossing their legs in anticipation. After two long, grueling hours of questions, my college grades, and a lot of lifeguard newspaper clippings, I had them convinced I could and would do the job...

As I pull into the driveway I can see Riley coming down my apartment stairs. Her eyes light up when she sees me.

“Hey beautiful, where you going?” I grab her by the waist and pull her against me.

“I didn’t know what time you were coming home so I was going to grab a bite to eat. Want to come?” She smiles up at me.

Hell yeah I want to come, ha-ha. “I’m going to go change, I’ll meet you there.” I kiss the tip of her nose before I head upstairs. 

“Do you need help changing?” Turning around I see her nibbling on her bottom lip; I’m hard instantly.

“I could always use an extra hand.” When I wink at her she flings herself in my arms, legs wrapping around my waist. Grabbing her ass I crush her mouth to mine as I carry her upstairs and into my bedroom. We never ended up grabbing that bite to eat—we stayed in to eat.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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RILEY

He told me last night that he had to go back to work today, something about falling off a horse and climbing back on, whatever. I’d rather see him walk out the door wearing his sexy suit, and sitting behind his desk all day long, than putting his life at risk. I mean, how scary is a board meeting compared to someone drowning, or shark attacks? I’m getting a little carried away. 

My problem is I miss him when he’s not around; I went from being an independent person who took care of myself for twelve years, to a whiny, needy one. Ugh, I hate it. I jump out of bed and head to the bathroom. I’ll take a shower first, then go to Dad’s and see what I can do.

As I walk in the front door I notice the mail sitting on top of the table. Something catches my eye—it’s a letter addressed to me. I don’t have to open it to know it’s from my mother. I can tell by her handwriting. How dare she try to contact me here after all these weeks, especially since she couldn’t stick around long enough to say goodbye. Grabbing the letter in my hand I crumple it as I walk upstairs. I have no intention of reading it. Once I’m in my room I throw it on my desk by my laptop. I’m not even curious to find out what she has to say.

I check my phone to see if I have any messages, I have one from Hunter, 

I love u baby, miss u 2.

I can’t help the smile that flits across my face, like he can see it, idiot. I send him one back:

Ditto, cu soon☺

Nothing from Ashley yet. If I don’t hear back by next week I’m going to have to call her mom. I’m getting worried. 

I decide to go sit by the pool; a little bit of sun is just what I need right about now. Stripping off my clothes I throw on my bathing suit, grab my Kindle and head down to the pool. Sitting in my favorite lounge chair I start to read a book that makes me believe in happy endings. 

I’m so engrossed in what I’m reading that at first I don’t hear the sound of someone approaching, until it’s too late. I glance up to find Hunter’s mother standing directly in front of me, blocking my sun.

“If you’re looking for Hunter, he’s at work.” I continue reading, hoping she’ll get the hint.

“Actually I knew that; I’m here to see you.” She smiles down at me, but it’s more like a grimace. 

“Why would you want to see me?” She better not think she can pump me for information—my lips are sealed.

“The board meeting Hunter attended yesterday told him to stop seeing you; you’re a conflict of interest. If he doesn’t follow their instructions, he will lose the company his grandfather spent his life building.” She taps her lips, trying to suppress a smile.

“Why am I a conflict of interest?” Now I’m curious.

“Your father’s a lawyer for the opposing firm; you could be giving him information about Hunter’s Company. It’s called pillow talk, my dear, but you’re too young to know what that means.”   I can’t help the feeling of dread that washes over me. This is his life, what he was meant to do.

“You’re on private property; would you like me to call the police so they can remove you?” I need to put this bitch in her place. She just destroyed me.

“If you truly love him, like I think you do, letting him go now will be the best thing for his future. Whatever you decide to tell him is up to you. Just don’t tell him the truth—you’ll hurt his pride.” She glances over her shoulder as she walks away.

I press my fingertips against my eyes, recalling the conversation we had on Wednesday. When he first told me about the company, he said he would sell his shares and we could still live comfortably. I was the one who convinced him he should run the company his grandfather built, his legacy. Did he suspect something then?

When I get upstairs I throw myself onto my bed, feeling my tears as they glide down my cheeks. My heart’s breaking; my love for him would have put all my romance novels to shame.  What hurts the most is the fact that it took me so long to be able to love someone unconditionally. Now I have to let him go.

Lying on my bed I stare up at the ceiling for what seems like an eternity, but I know it’s only been a few hours. I must have dozed off at some point because when I open my eyes, my room’s getting dark. Hunter’s going to call or text me soon, to let me know he’s home. I can’t hide in here forever; I have to go see him and get it over with as soon as possible. 

I go into the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. When I look into the mirror, I see a stranger looking back at me. My eyes are all red and puffy, with dark circles etched underneath. I don’t look like the same girl that kissed Hunter and sent him off to work this morning. 

Grabbing my concealer out of my makeup bag, I dab a little under my eyes, then put some foundation on so I can cover up my blotchy face. I put on a little lip gloss to make them shiny instead of dull and dry. Brushing my hair until the tangles are gone I decide to leave it down in case I have to hide behind it.

Putting on a brave face I make my way down the stairs. As I open the front door, I can’t help but look back one more time. I know when I come walking through these doors again, I’ll only be a shell of the girl I used to be.

When I walk around the corner, his Jeep’s already there. I notice another vehicle parked behind his that I don’t recognize. Could this be why he hasn’t called me to let me know he’s home?  I still have no idea what I’m going to say to him as I head up the stairs, so I walk in without knocking. 

As I walk in, I can’t believe the scene that’s playing out in front of me. Hunter’s standing in the kitchen with his back facing me, his arms are wrapped around a girl and her hands are fisted in the front of his shirt. I don’t know who she is from this angle; she’s tiny compared to his large frame. When he cups her face in his hands, bending down to kiss her, I see red. Slamming the door behind me, I glare in their direction. 

He’s frowning when he turns around and sees me standing there. The tiny girl hiding behind him is Emma—I knew that bitch wanted him the first time I met her.

“Hey baby, I was going to call you in a little bit.” He looks down at Emma who’s shaking her head at him.

“When were you going to call me, when you were done screwing her first? I knew she wanted to get in your pants from day one, but you’re too blind to see it. We’re done Hunter; don’t call me or text me, and don’t you dare try to come knocking on my bedroom door ever again.” I didn’t have to come up with a lie after all; this is all the evidence I needed to end the relationship.

As I head downstairs I hear Hunter yell, “You couldn’t be more wrong, Riley. I’m sorry you think so little of me, best I find out now before I’m in too deep.” He slams the door louder than I slammed it the first time.

The tears that I thought would come, don’t; just a feeling of emptiness deep down in my soul. This is what I came here to accomplish, Emma being there just made my job a lot easier. 

Hunter

I’m leaning on the door, my hands clenched tightly at my sides. I’m trying so hard to control my breathing. I can’t fucking believe what just happened; she just broke up with me over another stupid misunderstanding. This time I will not run to her first—she was so wrong, and she needs to apologize to Emma.

Opening my eyes I see her sitting on the couch, the bruises on her face look worse now that she’s been crying for hours. Heading over I sit down next to her, pulling her in close to me, as she places her hand on my chest.

“I’m so sorry, Hunter. I should have never come here; now look what I’ve done,” Emma whimpers and it breaks my heart.

“I told you if you ever need me I’m here; that’s what friends are for. I just wish you’d let me take you to the hospital so they can check you out.” If I get my hands on Drew before the cops do I’ll kill him with my bare hands.

“I’m just bruised, but nothing’s broken. The police told me to stay at a friend’s house in case Drew shows up at my place.” She takes a deep breath as her body shivers.

“You can sleep in my bed and I’ll take the couch. Let me go see if I have something you can change into.” She nods as I get up to go into my room.

I need to be alone to gather my thoughts, and because I feel my body begin to tremble. I’m so angry at Riley right now for assuming something was going on with Emma. 

I had just gotten home from work when Emma knocked on my door. I thought it was Riley. Whenever I saw her standing there with all those bruises, I fucking flipped. She’d been seeing this Drew guy for a few weeks now, and we met him a couple of times. He seemed like an okay guy. I guess we found out too late that he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Poor Emma.

I grab some of Riley’s clothes that she left here; my clothes will be way too big.  

“You can take a shower, then change or do whatever you want. I’m going to make us something to eat,” I say, heading into the kitchen.

“Please don’t go through all that trouble. I feel terrible. Why don’t you go talk to Riley, I’m sure you can make her understand.” She looks so tired.

“Remember, she accused me of screwing you, so I will not be the one to run to her. She’s going to have to come to me and apologize to you first.” Grabbing a beer out of the fridge I take a much needed drink.

She nods reluctantly as she heads for the bathroom. Now I just have to figure out what I’m going to make for dinner.

I decide a bit of comfort food is needed for this occasion, so I make chicken and broccoli Alfredo over linguine. It’s definitely a carb overload but after the day from hell, it’s what I crave.

I’m putting the plates on the table as Emma steps out of the bathroom. I do a double take as she walks out since she has on Riley’s clothes. Fuck.

“Something smells delicious in here... did you make Alfredo?” She squeals as she sits down at the table.

“Yes, I did. Would you like some wine with that?” She nods so I fill our glasses. 

We don’t talk much during dinner; I shouldn’t have served wine, because it feels like a date.

Emma looks up from her plate, she looks so sad. “You shouldn’t be angry at Riley. A woman can see things that men can’t. She was right.” Grabbing her plate she heads over to the sink.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I have no idea what she’s talking about.

“You know how much your friendship means to me and I would never do anything to jeopardize it.” She sits down but her eyes don’t meet mine.

“Just say what’s on your mind.” My palms begin to sweat. 

She looks up at me and when her eyes connect with mine, I think I’m fucked.

“I’ve wanted you for a long time, Hunter. I also knew that you didn’t do relationships, only one nighters, so I backed off. I would have taken this little secret to the grave with me, but I wanted to let you know that a woman’s intuition is never wrong. Riley was right, although I didn’t come here tonight as anything but a friend. She’s good for you. Don’t let her get away.” She walks over, kisses me on the head and goes to bed.

What The Hell Just Happened!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Twenty-Six
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RILEY

Tonight marks one week since I gave myself to him, the night of the bonfire. It tears me apart to know I will never feel the heat of his lips caressing mine or his body pressed intimately against me. I wish with all my heart that I could turn back time, go back to last week so I could cherish every moment, knowing it was the beginning of the end.

I’m not ready to start the day, so I throw my blanket over my head and roll over. I’m hoping I can close my eyes to let sleep claim me for at least a few hours. I’m not ready to face the world without Hunter being a part of it.

When I jerk awake, my heart’s slamming inside my chest, tears slick against my face. I must have been in the middle of a nightmare when something woke me up. Whatever it was I’m grateful.  Propping myself up on my elbows I look around; I don’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary.

My phone’s lying on my comforter, alerting me that I have a few new messages. I forgot I had put it there last night in case Ashley called me back. Is that what could have woken me up?   Taking a few deep breaths to calm myself, a part of me is hoping they’re from Hunter. First I need to take a long hot shower to clear my head before I even attempt to look at them. Grabbing some clean clothes I head for the bathroom. 

For a person who has no place to go I spend quite some time getting ready, I’m just stalling. I woke up with a bitch of a headache that hasn’t quit, even after my shower. Which brings me to the conclusion that I desperately need caffeine, so I head downstairs. My need for coffee surpasses my need for privacy by a long shot. Breathing a sigh of relief as I walk in the kitchen, it’s empty. I’m not ready to face anyone quite yet.

I’m sitting at the island with a cup of coffee in one hand and a blueberry scone in the other. It’s the little things in life that make me happy sometimes. Until I look up and see Hunter smiling at me, it’s only the newspaper from a few days ago, but it still unnerves me. I quickly flip it over so I don’t have to look at that gorgeous smile. So much for the little things in life. 

Throwing the rest of my scone in the garbage I take my coffee upstairs. Time to check out those messages and see if they need to be deleted or returned.

Sitting on the edge of my bed, I wipe my sweaty palms against my shorts before picking up my phone. A quick scroll through tells me they’re all from Ashley, so why am I disappointed? I was hoping at least one of them would be from Hunter, but he must still be busy with Emma. Do I really believe that, or was it just an easy way out for me? What he said as I was running out the door is on constant repeat in my brain. You couldn’t be more wrong. Even if I am, I still have to let him go, because I don’t want to give him any reason to blame me later. 

I dial Ashley’s number, afraid that the minute I hear her voice I will crack.

“Riley, I have some bad news.” She sounds like she’d been crying.

“What’s wrong, Ash?” I feel my heart skip a beat.

“It’s my grandmother; she’s really sick and I won’t be able to come visit you,” she sniffles as my heart goes out to her.

“I’m so sorry. I wish I was there to give you a big hug. Would you like me to come see you instead?” I don’t like the idea of running into my mom, but I can do it for Ashley.

“We spend so much time going back and forth to the hospital that it wouldn’t be practical for you to come. Some days I wish we were twelve years old again; life was so much easier back then.” I hear her mom calling her.

“If you need me, just call me. I don’t care what time it is. Bye, Ash.” I remember going to her grandmother’s with her when we were kids. She was the kindest person I’d ever met.

As I head out of the balcony doors, I’m sensitive to the oppressive heat that hits me like an open oven door. The clouds are dark and churning; a storm is definitely brewing somewhere out there. Gazing up at the sky I feel the first few drops of rain hit my face, then the clouds open up and the downpour begins. 

I don’t know how much time goes by before I realize that my tears are mixing with the rain.  Hugging myself as tightly as I can I try to control the sobs that are clawing their way to get out. Finally I let them free. In that moment, I’m purging myself of all the sorrow that’s destroyed my life since I was six years old. When I press my hand to my chest, it truly feels like my heart’s breaking and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. So I stand outside in the rain, hoping it will wash away my pain so I can be brave enough to face another day.

Hunter

The day’s a wash out so I decide to head to the cottage a little earlier than planned. I had every intention of taking Riley with me for the weekend but after everything that went down yesterday, yeah, not a happening thing. I can’t stay here any longer, knowing I could bump into her at the pool or going for a run. I’m hurt that she would even think I would cheat on her. I’ve told her many times you’re the only one for me.   

Well I guess her women’s intuition was right and Emma has crushed on me for years. How the hell was I supposed to know that? It kind of freaks me out though, since I think of her as my little sister, not my girlfriend. 

They did arrest Drew last night and Zoe promised me she could stay at her place in case he made bond. Knowing that gives me some piece of mind and Connor said he would stick around in case they needed him. He doesn’t know about the cottage; I just told him I needed to get away after what happened with Riley yesterday.

I packed my clothes and threw them in the Jeep this morning so there’s no need for me to head home first. But I do need to stop at the grocery store on the way, and the liquor store. Without Riley being there, I won’t have any distractions to withstand the pain that this weekend will bring, so I’m going to need some liquid courage.

After picking up what I needed I drive to the cottage. I can’t help but smile as I head down the driveway and see the colorful hanging plants adorn the porch. My neighbor Mary waters them faithfully every day and feeds them once a month. She insisted after my grandparents died that she wanted to do this for them. I thought it was a great idea.

Once I put the groceries away, I decide to go for a run. It’s still raining but that doesn’t bother me. Changing my shoes I opt out of wearing my iPod just in case it starts to storm. I’ll be able to hear the rumble of thunder in the distance so I can head back.

As I take off running down the beach I can’t help it when my thoughts drift to Riley. I had hoped that this weekend would be a new beginning for me, new memories that would replace the images of Brady that are forever etched in my mind. Unfortunately, she will not be coming so I’m forced to spend another year reliving his death all alone. 

I stop running long enough to catch my breath and take a few swigs from my water bottle when I hear the rumble of thunder in the distance. That’s my sign to turn around and head home.

I make it back just in time before the heavens open up and the lightning flashes across the sky. My clothes are drenched, so I grab some sweats and a t-shirt out of my bag so I can change up. My shower will have to wait until the storm passes. 

It gets dusty since no one lives here, so I have to peel back the sheet that’s covering the couch. Once I grab my phone I head to the fridge to snatch a beer, trying to convince myself I’m thirsty from my run. I scroll through my phone to see if there are any new messages—not a one. Maybe I was hoping that Riley had time to calm down and realize she had made a mistake. Who the fuck am I trying to kid? I saw the way she looked at me as she slammed the door. I cannot wrap my head around the fact that we’re over, before we had a chance to begin.

Finishing my beer in a few long pulls I push myself up to grab another one. Feeling a buzz already, I realize I haven’t had anything to eat all day. No worries, I didn’t come here for a mini vacation; I came here to remember a little boy who lost his life unexpectedly.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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RILEY

It’s Sunday night and I haven’t seen his Jeep parked outside all weekend. He has to be spending it with her. This is all my fault, I’m the one who set things in motion and now Emma finally has what she’s always wanted—Hunter.

All I can picture is the two of them tangled together between the sheets, kissing, touching, loving each other and it’s driving me insane. I don’t want him to be making love to her or anyone else for that matter. I want it to be me.

This is not going to work; it’s only been three days and I’m not strong enough to go the rest of my life without being with him. I’m hoping it’s not too late because the minute I see his Jeep pull into that yard I’m going to beg for his forgiveness. Then I’m going to be honest about his mother’s visit; he can decide what he wants to do. If he chooses the company, then I’ll have to live with his decision.

I’ve been pacing back and forth for so long... I think I’m wearing out the carpet. Packing a few things in my overnight bag I decide to wait for him at his apartment. He told me several times he never takes his girls home. I’m hoping Emma fits in that category. I’ll wait for him there so I can explain everything to him; I don’t want to wait until he gets home from work tomorrow. I grab my phone as I’m heading out the door, sliding it into my pocket.

As I’m coming down the stairs my dad happens to be going up to his room. Damn.

“Riley, I’m glad I caught you. When I spoke to Jim he told me Parker was in an outpatient program. Well, apparently he signed himself out the same day you saw him so Jim entered him into a thirty-day program. He assures me that he is hundreds of miles away and won’t bother you again.” He smiles as he glances down at the bag I’m carrying.

“I hope Jim’s right this time. Thanks Dad. I’ll be staying with Hunter for a few days.” He sighs.

“I’m really sorry I haven’t spent more time with you, Riley. The cases I had pending are taking longer than I’d hoped. I’m glad your friend’s coming for a visit though; I promise I’ll make some time to meet her.” He leans in and kisses my cheek.

“Ashley called me—she won’t be able to make it. Her grandmother’s dying.” I shrug my shoulders like it’s no big deal, but it is.

“I’m sorry to hear that; well, at least you have Hunter.” Then he leaves me standing there with my heart pounding in my chest. If he only knew the half of it.

When I open up his apartment door, I’m overwhelmed with memories. I can still see him standing there with his back to me, his hands cupping her face. It looked like he was about to bend down and kiss her. Funny how I can remember now that he didn’t even flinch when I slammed the door. 

Come to think of it, I’ve never known Emma to be shy. I’m sure she would have defended herself when I called her out. Unless she was hiding from me because she didn’t want me to see her? Think Riley, think...  

If I remember correctly, I thought he mentioned something about meeting some guy she was dating. Did they have a fight and he was just consoling her? 

Stupid, stupid. I’m so stupid. I grab my phone from my pocket and quickly dial his number; it won’t let me leave a message because his inbox is full. Then I’ll sit here and wait for him—when he comes walking through that door I’m going to beg him to forgive me. 

I wake up at one in the morning. He’s still not here. I try texting him, I wait and wait, no response. I’m so tired that I decide to go to sleep in his bed. When I crawl under the sheets it reminds me of us. I feel content, until I catch a trace of Emma’s lingering perfume. 

Hunter

I wouldn’t wish this pain on my worst enemy; no one deserves to suffer like this. My shrink told me that it would get easier as time went on. She’s full of shit—it doesn’t. If I could find my damn phone I would call her right now and tell her that. 

Hell, if I could find my phone I would call Riley and tell her how much I love her. She’s full of shit too, for even thinking anyone could take her place.

It would be bad for her to see me like this... she wouldn’t understand. When next weekend rolls around, after I’ve sobered up I will explain everything. Tell her she’s the only one I want, the only one I will ever love.

I just have to make it through the next few days, then I’ll have three hundred sixty more days until my next breakdown. Those other five days out of the year are reserved for me, so I can punish myself for what happened. 

I took a shower earlier; I couldn’t even stand the smell of me. It was a shower but I ended up sitting in the tub to wash. I felt dizzy. Then I made myself something to eat, that came back up after about fifteen minutes. Now I just want to sleep, but I don’t think I can make it upstairs, so I’ll crash on the couch.

I wish I could find my phone....
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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RILEY

I woke up around eight this morning. Hunter isn’t home yet. So I decided I’m going to spend the day cleaning his apartment. The first thing I’m going to tackle is washing his bedding. Stripping everything off the bed I head downstairs to do the laundry. He has a stacked washer-dryer combo which is too small for his comforter. 

I’m throwing all the sheets in the washer just as my dad walks in. “You don’t need to do your laundry, Rosie can take care of it.” He takes a sip of coffee. It smells wonderful.

“This isn’t mine, I’m doing Hunter’s laundry for him.” My cheeks blush instantly.

“Did he leave for work already?” he frowns. Busted.

I want to talk to someone so badly about what happened. “He left, I don’t know if he’s coming back.” I whisper as my lip quivers.

The minute my dad reaches out to touch me, I lose it. He puts down his coffee cup and takes me in his arms. Suddenly I’m six years old again. Now I don’t know if I’m crying because of Hunter or because of all the memories that come flooding back to me.

“Let’s go sit down. I’ll get you a coffee so we can talk.” He read my mind.

After I fix mine, I start from the beginning, and tell him everything. From the time Hunter’s mom showed up on his doorstep, to the night I found Emma in his apartment. It feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. It’s liberating.

“You should have come to me right away; you could have saved yourself a lot of heartache.  I’m his lawyer, I work for his company. There are a lot of things I can’t discuss with you, but I could have put your mind at ease.” He lays his hand on mine. 

“So what you’re telling me is there’s no reason why we can’t be together?” I want to make sure I heard him right.

“None.” I can’t help but smile, until I think of Emma.

“He hasn’t been home since Friday... I’m afraid that he’s staying with her.” 

He smiles and shakes his head.

“That boy is too crazy about you to even look at another girl; I’m sure it was a misunderstanding.” He takes our cups to get us more coffee.

When he sits back down he gets a faraway look in his eyes; he’s not listening to a word I say.

“Dad, is everything all right?” He’s suddenly so quiet.

“What’s today’s date?” He pulls out his phone, running his fingers through his hair.

“It’s the twenty-second. Why?” I’m wondering if he missed an important meeting.

“It will make three years tomorrow that Brady died; he usually goes off the grid for about five days. Hunter wants to be by himself. Everyone grieves in their own way.” He pats my hand and that irritates me.

“No one should have to be alone, Dad. Maybe he’s been telling people that because he doesn’t want to ask for help.” I get up so fast the chair scrapes the floor.

When I walk into the laundry room I see all the bedding’s already clean and folded on the table by the dryer. Rosie must have finished it for me while we were talking. I grab it as I head back into the kitchen.

My dad’s standing there waiting for me. “Riley, I didn’t want to upset you.” I don’t let him finish.

“He will not be alone this year; I will find out where he is and I will be there for him. I want him to know that he doesn’t have to be alone anymore. He has me.” I storm out the door.

Hunter

I feel like an ass; I’m not used to drinking this hard shit and I think it’s killing me. I’ve heard of people dying from alcohol poisoning, maybe that’s what’s happening to me. 

Good, I deserve it. 

Still can’t find my phone; I’m sure it’s dead. It hasn’t been charged in, how many days? Hell if I can remember. 

What day is it? I have a calendar on my phone... where’s my phone?  

I’m so hot, I should take a shower. Hell, I’m going for a swim.

Jack and I are going outside; we’ve been friends for a few days now. Jack Daniels, I crack up laughing—he’s the only friend I need right now.

I stumble a little as my feet hit the sand. I’m ok. Putting Jack down, he’s not going for a swim.

Stripping off all my clothes, I stagger into the ocean, letting it swallow me whole.

Riley

I’ve scrubbed, cleaned, vacuumed, and polished his apartment until it shines. I did all his laundry and re-made his bed, and now I’m thumbing through a magazine. It’s after six and he hasn’t come home yet. I’m so worried!

I’ve texted him, called him and I get a recording that tells me he’s not available.

WHAT THE FUCK!

I’m ready to jump out of my skin, when I hear a knock at the door. Suddenly, I get a feeling of déjà vu. It better not be that bitch. 

When I fling the door open I’m surprised to see Connor standing there; he looks nervous.

“Hey, I stopped downstairs first—your dad told me you were up here. Do you have any idea where Hunter is? He knows the rules, I let him go get drunk for a few days, but he has to keep in touch. He hasn’t answered any of my calls. It’s freaking me out.” He rakes his hands through his hair; does every guy do that when their upset?

“We didn’t part on the best terms. He never told me he was leaving.” I feel helpless.

“It’s all good, Riley. You’ve never been around to see him like this so you have no fucking clue what he puts himself through.” He storms out the door.

Whoa, then it hits me, I yell out the door. “The cottage! He’s at the cottage.” I race down the stairs.

“What are you talking about? What cottage?” He sounds angry.

“I’ll explain everything, just drive!” God please let me remember how to get there. I should have known that’s where he’d be. “When his grandparents died they left him their house; it’s a cottage on the beach about an hour down the coast.” My hands are shaking so badly.

“So that’s where he hides every year.” He pulls onto the highway.

I spend the next twenty minutes filling him in about the last few days and about what my dad just told me this morning.

“Hunter told me you were so pissed that day you saw Emma at his apartment that you broke it off. I don’t usually stick my nose in other people’s business, but he was devastated when he told me about it. He’s crazy about you Riley; I’ve never seen him like this with anyone before. What you saw when you walked in was Hunter checking her face. Drew hit her.” He brushes his hair out of his eyes as he glances over at me.

“I can’t tell you how bad I feel; I said some awful things to Emma. I’m going to have to apologize next time I see her.” 

I gaze out my window before asking, “Why does he go into hiding? How did Brady die?” I look over at Connor. He looks uncomfortable right now.

“It’s not easy for him to talk about... he blames himself. It only happened ten days after his grandparents died, so he lost everyone in such a short time. He just shuts down.” He combs his hand through his hair; I can see he doesn’t want to talk about it, so we spend the rest of the drive in silence.

I see the exit coming up. “Take that exit; it’s a mile down the road on the left.” I feel like I’m going to be sick, I’m so afraid of what we’ll find when we get there.

We see Hunter’s Jeep as we head down the driveway; the gravel crunching under the tires is the only sound we hear as he parks the car. When I open the door he reaches over and grabs my arm. “Let me go first so I can check things out; I’ll come get you when I know everything’s okay.” He hears me whimper as he glances over at me.

I nod my head as I close the door. Taking a deep breath he heads out to find Hunter.

Connor

I have no idea where I’m going, but I didn’t want Riley to come with me. I’m afraid of what I might find. When he left on Friday he promised me he would keep in touch. He only called late Friday night and that’s the last I heard from him. 

Thanks to the full moon, I don’t trip over my own feet as I make my way to the deck. Something catches my eye out on the beach—clothes, shoes, and no Hunter. I take off running so fast I nearly face plant in the sand. I scan the water but its pitch black. Where is he? If he went swimming when he was drunk he could have lost consciousness and drowned. I’m ready to scream his name, when....

“What are you doing here fucktard?” When I hear his voice I don’t know if I want to punch him in the face or kiss him.

Turning around I see him leaning over the deck, breathing a sigh of relief for a split second before I become furious. “Why the fuck didn’t you call me, asshole?”

I’m on the deck before he has a chance for a snappy comeback. Lunging for him I grab him by the shirt. When he looks at me, all my anger fades. His eyes are lifeless. I give him more than a one-arm bro hug; yeah I pull him in for a bear hug. 

“I lost my phone,” he whispers as he pats my back.

“Well that would explain why you haven’t called.” Pulling back I look at him again; death warmed over is the only thought that pops to mind.

“How the hell did you find me here?” He can’t be that drunk if he remembers I’m not supposed to know about this place. 

“Yeah, good question. There’s someone waiting in the car who’s really worried about you. Well, actually we all are.” I back away a bit in case he decides to take a swing at me.

“I don’t want to see anyone right now; in fact, you’re not supposed to be here either.” He opens the screen door and wobbles into what I presume is the kitchen.

“How long has it been since you’ve eaten something?” Sounds crazy but it looks like he’s lost weight.

“Every time I eat, I puke.” He sits at the kitchen table, grabbing his bottle of Jack.

Snatching the bottle away from him I quickly pour it down the sink. He’s at my side in a heartbeat.

“What the fuck, that’s all I have left!” He shoves me with his open palms.

“I’m going to make you a little hair of the dog. If you drink that you won’t have any more hangover and you can make nice with who’s in my car.” He frowns at me like he doesn’t know who I’m talking about. I grab the tomato juice out of the fridge and a bottle of vodka I had hidden in my shirt pocket. Luckily it’s not broken.

“Who’s in your car, Connor?” Well it’s nice to know he’s sobering up real fast.

“Riley was the one who told me where you were; she’s the one who brought me here.” I wink at him. Yeah, he’s not happy right now.

“I. DON’T. WANT. TO. SEE. HER.” He slams his fist on the table.

Our heads both turn towards the screen door as we hear it slam shut. This is so not good.

He finishes his Bloody Mary in three gulps, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. He storms outside towards the beach. Fuck.

I walk slowly to the car; Riley’s all hunched over in the front seat, rocking herself. Her arms are wrapped around her legs... she’s sobbing. Opening the car door I crouch down next to her and rub her back. I don’t know why, I just do.

“He doesn’t want you to see him like this; he’s hurting. One thing I’ve learned in the last few years is you can’t save someone. They have to want to save themselves. I think he’ll be fine if we leave. He’ll be home in a couple of days.” When I go to stand up she reaches for my hand.

“Don’t you get it? All his life everyone he loves leaves him, and I’m not leaving. Just give me a minute to compose myself, then I’m going to tell him how much I love him, and that I’m staying so he never has to be alone again,” she says as she wipes her face with her shirt.

Wow, that’s some heavy shit.

She takes a couple of deep breaths before climbing out of the car and heading for the beach. I don’t want to intrude, so I head back inside the house, hoping to God she can prove me wrong.

Riley

My whole body’s shaking as I head down to the beach. It’s not because I’m cold. I’m afraid he doesn’t want me anymore, that he can’t forgive me for the things I’ve said.

He’s standing by the edge of the water with his hands thrust in his pockets causing his jeans to ride low on his hips. His long-sleeve shirt’s unbuttoned, fluttering in the cool ocean breeze. With the full moon reflecting off the water that’s lapping at his feet, he looks heavenly. 

I’m about ten feet away when he glances up at me. I struggle to breathe. The anguish surrounding his blue eyes makes my chest ache. He holds up his hand to stop me from coming any closer. 

“I don’t want you to see me like this. Go home with Connor.” He looks back out to the stormy sea.

“I know everyone you ever loved has left you. I’m not leaving you. Hunter, you never have to be alone again because I’m here with you now. I love you so much.” The moon reflects his tears when his eyes connect with mine.

“You can’t promise me forever, Riley.” As soon as the words roll off his lips, he drops to his knees, the pain too much for him to endure.

When I rush over to him he struggles to push me away, adrenaline pumps through me as I grab his arms and wrap them around my waist. He clings to me like he’ll never let me go again, his face pressed against my chest. I hold him tightly to me, while stroking his neck and back to soothe him. His body starts shaking uncontrollably; I want so badly to comfort him but I don’t know how. 

When I feel his body shifting against mine, I look down into those heartbreakingly blue eyes. Taking his face in my hands I stroke my thumbs across his tear stained cheeks. His eyes slowly close, stealing the air from my lungs. I feel like my heart will explode inside my chest; I never knew that I could love someone so much that it would hurt. 

When his eyes finally open, he suddenly stands up. He cups my face in his hands as he strokes his thumbs across my cheeks. I hadn’t realized that I was crying as well. I don’t close my eyes because I want to memorize every detail of his beautiful face in case he can’t forgive me.

“I don’t want you to see me like this; let me get cleaned up.” He kisses me on the forehead as he threads his fingers through mine.

As we head up to the house, Connor opens the kitchen door. He takes one look at our connecting hands and breaks out in a grin.

“I found your phone douchebag; it was stuck in the cushions of the couch. It’s on the charger on the kitchen counter. No need to thank me.” He winks at me as he walks out the door. “I bet it lights up like a Christmas tree once it’s charged.” 

Hunter looks uncomfortable as he stands there, his hands shoved back in his pockets. “Hey, thanks—you know—for everything.” He holds out his hand to Connor, who pulls him in for a quick hug, slapping each other on the back.

“No worries, I’ll let everyone know you’re okay.” He beeps the horn as he backs out of the driveway, causing my stomach to do flip-flops.

“I’ll be back in a bit.” Hunter brushes his thumb across my lips which causes my knees to tremble.

When he saunters back into the living room wearing a pair of sweats and nothing else, I feel every part of my body come alive.

I wait for him to start the conversation. When he doesn’t I decide to. “I’m sorry for what happened at your apartment the other day.” His head snaps up so fast, his eyes glaring.

“Why do you do that, Riley? You always apologize when nothing’s your fault. It’s mine, all mine.” He rakes his fingers through his hair as he looks up. Our eyes lock. “I should have told you everything a month ago, but I’m too exhausted to do this right now.”

He walks over, reaching out for my hand. When I place mine in his he pulls me up against him. He whispers in my ear, “Come to bed with me, Riley. I just want to spend tonight holding you. I missed you so much, baby.” 

He just forgave me for all the hateful things I’ve done by telling me he missed me.

I told him I’d meet him upstairs after a quick shower. He gave me a pair of his old pajama bottoms and a t-shirt to sleep in. I don’t know why I suddenly feel so nervous, but I do.

He looks like he’s sleeping as I crawl into bed; I don’t want to wake him. So, very quietly, I slide over until my chest’s pressed against his back, one arm tucked under my pillow, the other wrapped around him. I hear him suck in a breath as my hand brushes over his stomach, before covering his heart with my hand. He places his hand over mine, linking our fingers together. 

He takes a deep breath, “I wanted to come here with you this weekend, so we could celebrate his life. When things didn’t work out the way I planned, I did what I always do—I self-destruct. Believe me when I tell you that I wanted you here; I just didn’t want you to see me like that.” He draws in a breath and then continues. “You have no idea what it means to me to know that you still love me. I love you so much and I promise when tomorrow comes all your questions will be answered.”

Not long after, his breathing slows, letting me know he’s sound asleep. Tomorrow, after all the waiting and wondering I’m finally going to have all of him. So why does that make me feel uneasy? I spend the night lulled by the steady pulsing of his heart, knowing he’s safe. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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HUNTER

I wake up this morning with a sense of dread coursing through my veins. Today’s the third anniversary of Brady’s death. A part of me is happy that Riley is here with me this year so I won’t be alone. The other part of me is miserable because I have to be the one to tell her how he died. I’m also afraid that once she has all the answers to her questions, she’ll run as far away from me as possible. Losing her would kill me; I would cease to exist....

If my stomach wasn’t so queasy, I would have jumped out of bed by now. Riley’s been in the kitchen cooking breakfast for about forty minutes. I hate to disappoint her, but I don’t know if I can swallow a thing. She’ll be coming to get me soon, so I need to take a quick shower and brush my teeth.

As I start to get up, she comes walking into the bedroom. “I was just coming to wake you. Breakfast is ready.” She looks tired. Obviously she didn’t sleep well. 

“You shouldn’t have gone through all that trouble.” She looks hurt, so I quickly add, “You’re spoiling me too much. Just let me use the bathroom, and I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” I give her a quick kiss on the head before walking out the door.

As I head towards the kitchen, I stop to scan the wall of photographs. Looking back at me is the smiling face of my baby brother, the light of my life. I never thought in a million years I could ever love someone as much as I loved him, but I do—she’s waiting for me in the kitchen. Bringing my two fingers to my lips I then reach out to touch his picture as Riley wraps her arms around me from behind. I didn’t know she was there.

Turning around I draw her close to me. She molds to my body with such precision, it’s like she was made just for me. We stand in the hallway, clinging to one another, our hearts beating as one. 

“Breakfast is getting cold.” Grabbing her around the waist I urge her forward.

Taking my phone off the charger I scroll through my messages while Riley fixes our plates. She sits down beside me as I’m reading my text messages. I can’t believe how many there are over the last three days. When I see the ones she sent me I feel guilty for what I’ve put her through; she really does love me. Now I feel like an ass because my friends were worried about me and I was too drunk to give a shit.

When I glance up I catch Riley staring at me; she hasn’t taken one bite of food either.  Reaching over to grab her hand I thread her fingers through mine. “I’m sorry you went through all the trouble of making this big breakfast; neither one of us has much of an appetite.” She shakes her head, confirming what I already knew.

She takes a deep breath. “Last night when you fell asleep, I stayed awake so I could feel your heartbeat under the palm of my hand. I just needed to hear you breathe. Knowing you were safe right next to me was more important than any amount of sleep I would have had.”

I tug on her hand gently. “Come here, baby.” When she walks over I tuck her in my lap and hold her tightly to me. Her hands immediately tangle with my shirt and her face nuzzles my neck. She’s exactly where she needs to be right now—safe in my arms.

“Today’s going to be a difficult day for me, but when everything’s out in the open and there are no more secrets between us, it will bring us closer than ever before.” When she looks up at me I see fear in her eyes.

“You’re not the only one who has secrets. So do I.” Her voice is just above a whisper. “I had a visitor stop by to see me last week, which was the reason for my tantrum at your apartment.” Then she precedes to spend the next half hour telling me about my mother’s visit, and the talk she had with her dad that led her back to me.

There’s no way I can sit here without exploding. I need to go for a run before I end up punching holes in the fucking walls. I’ve never been as angry as I am right now, and my mother just lost any chance she might have had of me ever being a part of her life, ever again.

When I cup her face, her eyes open wide. She has to know how pissed I am because I can feel my body trembling with rage. “Riley, I want you to know that I’m not mad at you for what happened. Now that you explained everything to me it makes me love you more knowing you would put my needs before your own. But right now you have to understand that I need to be alone because I’m beyond livid at my mother right now.” I brush my thumb across her cheekbone before capturing her mouth with mine. This is the first taste I’ve had of her in a fucking week, and although this woman hasn’t asked anything from me since she’s gotten here, this is my way of telling her I still need and want the same things she does. 

As we break apart I hear her groan. I can’t help but smile... she’s amazing. “I won’t be long, I promise.” I kiss her on the nose before heading upstairs to change.

Unfortunately, as I run, the only thoughts I have are of my mother and how I’m going to pay her back for what she’s done. If her little scheme would have worked, Riley and I wouldn’t be together right now. What I don’t understand is why she would have lied, what could she possibly gain from this situation? I make a mental note to discuss this with Scott when we get home; he might have an answer for me. 

My run did relieve some of my anger; unfortunately I have another hurdle to cross and this one’s more important to me than my mother ever could be. As I get closer to the cottage my only concern right now is how to tell Riley about my brother’s death; hopefully she won’t blame me like everyone else does. 

Riley

While Hunter went for his run I decided to clean up the mess I made this morning. I swear I used every pot and pan I could find to cook breakfast; now it’s all packed in containers in the fridge. I had no intention of spending so much time making all that food but I had so much nervous energy that I needed to do something. 

He was true to his word. He hadn’t been gone for more than an hour. Now he’s taking his sweet time in the shower, driving me even crazier with worry. I decide to go sit out on the back deck. Maybe the sound of the ocean will help me relax.

As I lean my head back against the rocking chair, I close my eyes. My thoughts become all fuzzy as I feel myself drifting off, but then I hear the squeaking of the screen door. I take a deep breath knowing it’s time for all the answers to my questions. I thought I’d be ready when the time came. I’m not.

When I open my eyes he’s leaning on the deck railing. He’s so gorgeous with the sunlight shining off his golden hair that he steals the very breath from my lungs. He shoves his hands deep inside his pockets as he turns around and catches me watching him. His eyes are hauntingly sad, making me want to take all his pain away. When I reach out to him, he shakes his head.

“You have to promise me that no matter what I tell you in the next few minutes or however long it takes, you won’t regret what we’ve had. I couldn’t live with myself if you did.” His voice cracks.

I look directly into those blue eyes. “No matter what you tell me, I could never regret being with you, not even for a second.”

As he looks up to the heavens, he inhales deeply. “Since the day he was born—well, almost—he had a smile on his face. He had an excitement about him that was infectious; everyone around him couldn’t help being drawn in.” He’s smiling as he remembers. “He had such a positive outlook on everything and everyone; in his mind the glass was always half full. For example, I remember on a rare occasion when my parents were having dinner with us he asked my mother for an e-reader. He loved to bury his nose in a book. She told him he would have to do chores for a week to earn it, so he busted his butt after school to finish his chores and get his homework done. The bitch never bought it for him. You want to know what he said? “Mom’s been busy; she must have forgotten. It’s no big deal.” I bought him his e-reader a few days later. I didn’t forget.” He scrubs his hands over his face before crossing his arms.

“I told you we spent our summers at the cottage with our grandparents. It was his favorite time of the year; he would tell everyone it was even better than Christmas. So when I received the phone call about the accident, my whole world came crashing down. His smile suddenly became a frown. I felt helpless.” He guzzles a bottle of water before continuing. 

“So one day I suggested he and I have a bro’s night out—grab a bite to eat, then head to a movie. It was the first time I had seen him smile in days. That’s all he talked about. He wanted to go see The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. He loved anything with wizards and shit, like Harry Potter.” Suddenly he can’t stand still; he starts pacing back and forth along the deck. “My mother didn’t allow him to eat fast food, so he insisted we go eat at McDonald’s. After leaving, we went straight to the movies so we could catch the seven o’clock show. Even after everything he had eaten he still wanted a soda and a tub of popcorn. I swear that kid had a bottomless pit.”

Hunter hasn’t made eye contact with me once since he started talking. His constant pacing is causing butterflies in the pit of my stomach.

“All the way home he kept thanking me for such a great night, but I noticed after a few miles, he became restless. When I asked him what his problem was, he told me he needed to go to the bathroom. I purposely asked him before we left the theater if he needed to go—he told me no. At that point I got angry at him; I was supposed to meet someone as soon as we got back.” He glances up at me, his eyes are filled with agony. When I reach out to touch him, he flinches away.

“Please Riley, let me finish before I lose my nerve.” He takes a shaky breath. "I saw a small convenience store up ahead so I pulled in by the restrooms. I knew they always keep them locked, so I told him to run in and get the key while I texted someone. He jumped out of the Jeep and raced into the store and that’s when I heard a popping noise. When I looked up I saw this scrawny looking kid come flying out the door. That’s when it hit me that the sound I just heard was a gunshot. I don’t even remember getting out of the Jeep. The next thing I know I’m holding Brady in my arms—and  thinking there’s so much blood—I  kept  telling him he’s going to be okay. I just wanted him to know I wasn’t angry at him because he kept telling me he was sorry, over and over again. That’s when he took his last breath on this earth and it was all My. Fucking. Fault!” He hits his chest to emphasize the point. 

The last thing I remember is shoving my hand over my mouth to stifle the keening that’s rising in my throat, then everything goes black.

Once my eyes flutter open, I see the concern on Hunter’s face. He’s holding a cool towel against my forehead. That’s when I realize I fainted. I circle my arms around his neck as he lifts me up and sets me on his lap, cradling me in his arms. The only sound in the stillness of the room is the beating of our hearts and our accelerated breathing. For whatever reason I can’t seem to get close enough to him. It’s like I want to crawl inside of him. The impact of what he just told me is too much for me to accept. I can’t help the tears that spill down my cheeks.

“Shh; don’t cry, baby.” He’s rubbing his hands up and down my back trying to comfort me. I should be consoling him.

Then it hits me, now I know why he hates it when I tell him I’m sorry. Those were the last words his brother spoke to him. Oh my God.....oh my God.....

I pull away so I can look at him; he’s not crying but his eyes tell me everything. I cup his face in my hands. “Hunter, you are not to blame for Brady’s death.”

In a quiet voice he says. “Yes, I am. I was more concerned about my hookup for that night than I was about taking care of him...”

I don’t even give him a chance to finish. “Listen to me. The boy who pulled the trigger is the one responsible for his death, not you.”

His eyes lock on mine. “You weren’t there when my parents came to the hospital. Instead of consoling me after what I just witnessed, my mother slapped me. They both blame me to this day for the death of their youngest son—it was my responsibility to keep him safe.” 

“Do you think if you had gone inside that store to get the key things would have happened differently? Is that why you’ve blamed yourself all these years? You wish he had killed you instead of Brady?” I see the answer in his eyes.

I don’t give him a chance to speak. “So if Brady had lived and you were the one who was killed, what kind of life do you think he would have had? His grandparents are dead, his big brother is dead, and so that leaves his parents. We all know how loving they are, right? Do you think he would have been happy, when everyone that he loved was gone?” My heart’s breaking for him right now but I need him to understand. I straddle him so I can wrap my arms around him. I can feel his tears as they trickle down my neck. Now I’m going to comfort him like I should have done from the start.

“Hunter, sometimes things happen for a reason that we can’t explain. Some would say that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I say sometimes bad things happen to good people. The one thing that you were responsible for was giving him the happiest ten years of his short life... he was always smiling because of you.” He takes a shuddering breath as he looks up at me.

Hunter

I don’t know what I did to deserve this woman who’s looking at me with such love and compassion in her eyes. She has no clue that what she just told me is what I’ve been longing to hear since the day he died. It amazes me how she knows the right thing to say just at the right moment, which makes me love her even more. 

What surprises me is how she gets me; it’s almost like she knows me better than I know myself. Riley can take one look at me and know what I’m feeling or what I’m thinking. It’s a bit unnerving. But it’s one of the reasons I’ve fallen crazy in love with her; we’re good together and I don’t want to be with anyone else but her, ever.

I feel horrible that she passed out. Luckily I was able to reach her in time before she slid to the floor. I’m sure it had something to do with her not eating all day as well as the horror of what I told her. Actually I gave her a lighter version of what happened; I didn’t want to give her a play by play description of what I had to witness.

“Thank you for not giving up on me, for believing that I’m worth fighting for.” I trace the outline of her face with my fingertips. “You’re so beautiful, inside and out.” Lifting her chin up with my index finger I press a tender kiss to her moist lips. When I feel her body swaying against mine I pull back so I can observe her; she looks like she’s ready to pass out again.

Picking her up I lay her gently on the couch, raising up her head with a few pillows before getting her a glass of water. “Riley, you need to drink some water and have something to eat.” 

“I’m fine, I just got a little dizzy there for a minute.” She takes a few sips.

“You already fainted once today; I’m not going to let it happen again. You stay put while I warm up some food for the both of us.” Glancing back at her I make sure she hasn’t budged before heading into the kitchen.

With a plate in each hand I walk into the living room; she’s sitting up when I get there.

I hand her a plate before asking, “How are you feeling?” I sit down next to her.

“I’m fine... stop worrying about me.” She smiles up at me as we begin to eat our first meal of the day. I must admit I was hungrier than I thought; Riley even finished everything on her plate too.

I want to move on from all this depressing talk, but I know by the way she keeps looking at me that she still has questions. “What are you thinking, baby?” No time like the present.

She shrugs her shoulders. “I guess I want to know if they caught the boy who killed Brady?”

“The store owner who called 911 gave the dispatch a description of the kid; they found him two blocks away.” When I grab our plates to bring them into the kitchen she stops me. Damn it.

“Hunter, is he in jail?” Her fingers dig into my arm.

“No he’s not in jail, he’s dead. Two kids died that night because of fifty-three dollars and a fucking carton of cigarettes.” I storm out of the room because suddenly I need air...  

I walk out onto the deck and sit in my grandfather’s chair. Leaning my head back against the solid wood, listening to the waves crashing against the shore. This time when I close my eyes I see Brady body boarding with a huge smile on his face. Those are the memories I want to treasure for the rest of my life.

I wake up to a gentle nudging. “Hunter, please come to bed.”

When I open my eyes I see Riley holding out her hand to me. I didn’t realize I was so exhausted. Taking her small hand in mine I let her lead me upstairs to my bedroom.

Once we slide under the covers she snuggles up to me so I can fold her in my arms. Her back’s against my chest and I feel every curve of her body as I glide my hand gently up and down her silky skin.

Is it wrong for me to want her so badly? Is it wrong to want to replace the bad memories that are burned into my retina with new ones of Riley? To be able to look in her eyes as I make love to her, to feel her shatter beneath me? Suddenly, I can feel my heart pounding in my ears, my pulse racing. I’m consumed with a need unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. I need Riley now.

“Hunter, what’s wrong?” She turns to face me as she places her hand over my heart. 

“Baby, I don’t know if it’s right or wrong, but I need you like an addict needs a fix right now.” I lean my head against hers. When her hand slides down my stomach into my shorts and wraps around me, I can’t breathe.

Cupping her face with my hands I crush my mouth to hers, parting her lips with my tongue. Every stroke of my tongue matches the stroke of her hand inside my boxers and it’s driving me into a frenzy. When she runs her thumb over the tip I’m ready to explode. Fuck.

I quickly pull away as she looks at me with half-hooded eyes. I straddle her as I tug on her shirt so I can lift it over her head. Her arms come up so I can slide it off; my hands immediately take the shirt’s place and I hear a moan escape her. Her nipples harden under my touch which sends a shiver through her body. Her hands glide up my arms and tangle in my hair. She pulls me down, nipping my bottom lip before sucking it into her mouth.

She whimpers, “Hunter, I need you inside me.”

Slipping my fingers inside the waistband of her panties I slide them down her perfect legs.  Pulling mine off I throw them on the floor next to hers. 

Leaning my weight on my elbows I position myself between her thighs, her wet heat pressing against me. Her eyes connect with mine. “Riley, I’m going to make love to you, nice and slow. I want to watch you and feel you as you come apart beneath me. I want to remember this moment forever.” I see a tear slip down her cheek, so I catch it with my lips, as I slide inside her.

I cup her face with my hands so I can watch her as I glide in and out of her. Her legs are wrapped around my hips, her hands gripping my arms. Her eyes are closed when I capture her mouth with mine. I part her lips with my tongue so I can explore every inch of her. She slides her hands up my arms and tangles them in my hair, tugging me down closer to her. When I hear her moan I pull out of her almost completely. Her eyes open as she stares at me.

“Tell me what you want, baby?” I ask her as my own need wants to take over.

“I want you Hunter; only you.” She arches her hips.

“You have me, forever.” When her eyes lock on mine, I thrust inside her. 

Our bodies are slick with sweat as the desire to go slow is forgotten; now it’s hard and fast as her body rocks against mine. I can feel her start to tremble underneath me, so I lean my head against hers. With our eyes still connected, she says, “I love you so much baby; come with me.”

As our eyes close and I crush my mouth to hers we shatter into a million pieces, both of us with each other’s names on our whispering lips. 
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Chapter Thirty
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RILEY

Now, after all these weeks of waiting and wondering, I finally know the truth. I thought I would feel relieved after I found out how Brady had really died, but I don’t. My heart aches for Hunter more now than ever before, because he’s the one who has to live with the memory of his brother’s death. I know he spared me all the horrific details, and for that I’m grateful. God knows I fainted at just the image my imagination had conjured up. 

Now that all of our secrets are out in the open, I hope we can get on with our lives without holding anything back. I had such a hard time trusting him with all his promises when there was so much that was still unsaid, but after last night I feel my walls slowly crumbling. I know he was just trying to protect me from the hell that’s been his life, but there’s no need to shelter me any longer.

Hunter was up early this morning. Considering all the “exercise” we had last night I would have thought he would have been exhausted. He insisted on going for his run anyway. I, on the other hand, decided to sleep in—I’m tired and sore, but in a wonderful way. The only thing that will get me out of bed is coffee. Yeah I need to go make a pot before he gets back.

There’s nothing like the smell of freshly brewed coffee. I’m standing on my tiptoes so I can grab a mug from the top shelf when strong arms circle around me from behind. I can’t help the gasp that escapes me before his masculine scent assaults my senses. When my body relaxes against him he splays his fingers over my stomach, sending heat between my thighs. Is it wrong for me to want to lick his body from top to bottom, lingering somewhere in the center? Before he turns me around I can feel the flush that’s creeping into my cheeks.

“Want to take a shower with me, baby?” His tongue’s making tiny circles on my neck right now, sending chills up and down my spine.

When I feel his arousal pressed against me I grab his hand and lead him to the bathroom. Once we get inside I strip him of all his clothes, so he’s standing there in all his magnificent glory. I never get tired of looking at his chiseled body, especially with those baby blues looking at me like he could eat me up. Walking backwards I watch him as I start the shower and adjust the temperature.

When I start to take my clothes off he lunges towards me. “Babe, it’s my turn to make you feel good.” I lick my lips as I hear him groan.

He chuckles deep in his throat, “Baby, I’ve turned you into a little nympho, haven’t I?”

When I’m standing naked in front of him I crook my index finger, letting him know he can move forward. Opening the curtain so he can step inside, I get in behind him. As he stands under the shower I reach for the soap and begin lathering his body. I feel every taut muscle ripple underneath my hands as I wash his back, chest, arms and legs. He washes his own face and hair but when my hand reaches out to wash his erection, he grabs my wrist. 

“Riley, give me the soap—I can do it myself.” He looks embarrassed.

Shaking my head I hold the soap behind my back. “Let me finish what I started.” 

“No, you’ve made me so horny I’ll come in your hands.” His cock jerks in anticipation.

“That’s the chance I’ll have to take,” I say with a mischievous smile. I lather the soap in my hands before reaching out to him.

When I begin washing his most intimate parts he grips my shoulders with his hands. His head tips back just like that first night in the hot tub. Holy shit! I reach around to wash his backside when his eyes open wide. He’s not trying to stop me but his body stiffens at the intrusion, his eyes connect with mine. Once I’m finished washing him I let him rinse off, but when he turns around to face me I drop to my knees, taking him in my mouth.

He sucks in a breath as his hands tangle in my hair. A moan escapes his parted lips. I glide my lips down his length, until I feel him deep inside my throat. When I slide back up I circle my tongue over the sensitive head, flicking my tongue as I suck the tip. I continue to pleasure him with my mouth and hands when I hear a low growl rip from deep inside his chest.

The next thing I know he’s tugging on my arms, pulling me to him as he crashes his mouth to mine in a hungry, primal kiss that has my head spinning. He grabs my ass, lifting me up. As my legs wrap around his waist, I can feel his cock at my slick entrance. He steps out of the shower, breaking our kiss. His lips skim over my neck, nipping and sucking until chills break out on my skin. 

He lays me down on the middle of his bed as he creeps on all fours. He’s the hunter and I’m the hunted. My heart races inside my chest when his hands slide over my skin—everywhere he touches ignites a fire within me. When he parts my legs, he wraps his arms around my thighs. I close my eyes in anticipation. He slides his tongue up my center before sucking on my swollen clit; my hands tangle in his hair, holding him in place. When he thrusts his fingers inside of me I feel myself soaring over the edge as I cry out his name.

He slides up my trembling body, cradling my head as his lips brush mine. “I love you so much, Riley. I want you to know that it’s because of you that I can be the man I was meant to be.” 

As I look into his eyes my heart skips a beat. I’m suddenly overwhelmed with a feeling unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. All my life I’ve waited for someone to love me the way I’ve dreamed it was supposed to be and he’s right here in front of me. I’m so happy that I can feel my tears of joy as they slip down my cheeks, until I see the look on Hunter’s face.

“I’m crying because I’m happy. What you just said took my breath away and I love you so much that sometimes words aren’t enough, so I just showed you that you have all of me too.” Leaning up I capture his mouth with mine.

“Make love to me Hunter, please.” I’m still gazing into those blue eyes when he slips inside of me. 

We cling to each other like it’s our last day on earth, our sighs getting lost in our passionate kisses. We take the journey, riding the waves until we collapse together.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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HUNTER

Riley and I decided to head back home late last night. I need to get back to work before they fire me. I know it’s going to be a little awkward with Emma but I have to face her sooner or later. I’m hoping it’s not going to ruin our friendship because that would really suck big time. It would certainly put a damper on Friday night bonfires.

I’m holding this beautiful girl in my arms and I couldn’t be happier; I don’t want to wake her but I need to get ready for work. I’m trying to get out of bed without making too much noise, so I lay her arm on the blanket as I slide out. When I come back into the bedroom to get dressed after my shower she’s sitting up in bed, the sheet wrapped around her.

“Hey, beautiful. How did you sleep?” She tries to stifle a yawn as I chuckle.

“Great, until you got out of bed.” She sticks out her bottom lip.

I want to walk over and nip on that pouty lip but I know it won’t stop there. “Go pick up your clothes today; I want you staying here with me. If your dad gets pissed I will go and have a talk with him.” Bending down I kiss the tip of her nose before heading out.

We had talked about her moving in with me when we were still at the cottage. She agreed that once we came back she would move in her things. I just hope Scott doesn’t go bullshit on her. 

As I pull into my parking spot I see Connor getting out of his car. “Well it’s about time; we all missed your pretty face around here.” 

“Don’t be jealous that I have the girl and you don’t, Connor.” I can’t help but smile as I see him frown.

“I’ll have you know that now you’re off the market I’m next in line for the gorgeous girl on my arm.” He wiggles his eyebrows and I can’t help laughing my ass off.

“Keep dreaming, bro. I have the only one worth a damn and she’s all mine.” The words get caught in my throat as I look up to see Emma standing there.

She looks sad as I try to take my foot out of my mouth. “Emma, I didn’t mean...”

She holds up her hands in surrender. “Don’t apologize; it’s nice to see you happy. So are we still having a bonfire on Friday night?” 

I walk over to my friend and give her a hug. “That will never change, unless we get so old we can’t maneuver our wheelchairs in the sand.” She laughs, smacking my arm.

We all walk towards our stations, talking and laughing just like nothing ever happened. All is right with the world at this moment. Until I get back home and it comes crashing down around me once again.

When I walk in, Riley’s sitting at the island sobbing uncontrollably. Immediately I think that Scott gave her a hard time until I approach her. When she sees me she jumps off the stool, sending it crashing to the floor. She crumples a piece of paper that’s clutched in her hand.

“Baby, what’s wrong?” Trying to reach out for her, she jerks back like a skittish cat.

Her eyes open wide, as the tears stream down her face. I can’t help the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as I watch her unravel before my eyes. When she sinks to the floor I do the same, wrapping her up in my arms. 

“Hunter, let me go.” She repeatedly pushes against my chest until I loosen my hold on her.

“Talk to me, Riley. I can’t help you until you let me know what’s wrong.” I comb my fingers through my hair in frustration.

She opens my hand, placing the crumbled paper in my palm. “This changes everything, and I wish I had never opened it. I’m so sorry, Hunter....so, so, sorry.” She bends her knees, hugging them tightly to her chest. She buries her face in her arms as she continues crying.

Reaching out with my other hand I stroke her hair, bending over to kiss the top of her head before smoothing out the paper in my hands. It’s not just a piece of paper; it’s a letter and when I scan the bottom signature I realize it’s from her mom. Fuck. 

Dear Riley,

You’ve been gone for several weeks now, so I guess my question to you is do you know the truth yet? Did your father have the balls to tell you or was he going to keep pretending that everything was my fault? Did he tell you the real reason that he left? Well, I guess if you want something done right you have to do it yourself, so here I go.

We were only seventeen when we found out that I was pregnant; our lives changed drastically. Scott was determined to finish law school and take care of you, so we did the best that we could. I don’t know if you were too young to remember but at the age of three you became very sick. You were diagnosed with Kawasaki Disease. The doctor’s caught it in time so you have no permanent heart damage. But a DNA sample was taken from Scott and me because the disease could be linked to a genetic trait. That was the day he found out that you’re not his biological daughter. Now the cat’s out of the bag so to speak. Oops.

You must be wondering by now the real reason he left when you were six. Well, apparently he had an affair when he was attending his conferences... or looking back on it now it could have been his excuse to go fuck her. He found out that he had a son with the woman he was having an affair with. Since that was his biological spawn he chose to leave us for his son. The only thing I know is the kid’s name is Brady Davis. 

Now you know the truth and the truth shall set you free,

Kathy Miller  

Scott’s not Riley’s dad but Brady’s his biological son. I can’t wrap my head around this right now, this is so fucked up. When I quickly figure out the math I realize it could be true; Brady would have turned eleven on December 18th. Riley just turned eighteen in June. This can’t be happening now.

All the questions I have can’t be answered by anyone other than Scott or my mother. So for now I have to focus on the woman I love and try to convince her that this changes nothing between us. When I scoop her up in my arms she clenches my shirt with her trembling hands. She doesn’t fight me when I place her in my lap as I sit on the couch.

Her head’s tucked under my chin, hands fisting my shirt. Her body’s trembling against mine which pisses me off because she’s in shock, not from desire. It takes every bit of willpower I have not to call her mother right now and tell her exactly what I think of her—a spiteful, vindictive, bitch. If she can’t be happy then her daughter won’t be either.

My thoughts wander to Brady and it makes me wonder if he inherited his personality from Scott. He sure as hell didn’t get it from my mother. His smile, positive attitude and willingness to help people are all traits he received from his biological father. I see that now.

I want nothing more than to comfort her right now, but I’m at a loss for words. What do I say to someone who just found out that the father she wants to get to know could be an imposter?  That’s when she looks up at me with those heartbreakingly blue eyes and it’s like a punch in the gut. 

“When did you get that letter, baby?” My thumb brushes against her teary cheek.

“I’m sorry Hunter, I shouldn’t have.....” Pressing my finger to her lips I stop her from apologizing once again for something that’s not her fault. It’s important for her to know, especially right now, that nothing could ever change the way I feel about her. 

Leaning my head against her I say, “Before we take your mom’s word for anything, we have to talk to Scott and find out the truth. It’s possible it could all be a lie and she’s trying to hurt you more now because you’re living with him.” 

“What if it’s true, what if Brady was his son?” She’s worried more about my feelings than she is her own. So selfless... it just makes me love her more.

“Nothing in that letter could possibly change anything concerning you and me. Do you understand that?” She nods her head. “If Brady was his son and not my dad’s, that’s between the three of them. Whenever you decide to go talk to Scott, I’m going with you. We’re in this together, okay?”

Riley

I decide there’s no time like the present. If I don’t confront him now I might lose my nerve. So I fold up the crumpled letter and shove it into my pocket. With Hunter’s strong reassuring hand in mine we go over to my dad’s. I say a silent prayer, hoping with all my heart that my mom’s lying. I don’t know if I can take another betrayal. 

As I walk in the kitchen door Hunter gives my hand a gentle squeeze; it’s his way of comforting me. When I see my dad coming out of his office, Hunter lifts my hand to his lips and presses a tender kiss to each knuckle. Instead of having a calming effect on me it sends my heart racing.

“Hey you two, I didn’t expect you back this early.” When Dad smiles, all I see is Brady smiling back at me. Looking up, I see Hunter’s jaw clenched tightly.

“Dad I need to talk to you; can we go in your office?” I feel like I’m going to be sick.

“Sure... is everything okay?” He frowns as his eyes immediately drop to my stomach. He thinks I’m pregnant.

It’s only when we walk into his office and Hunter closes the door behind him when I say, “No Dad; I’m not pregnant if that’s what you’re thinking.”

He sighs with relief as he leans against his desk, crossing his legs at the ankles. His hands grip the edge as he looks up. “I’m not going to lie and tell you it didn’t cross my mind. I thought it best to get the worst case scenario out of the way first.”

Hunter and I are sitting on the leather couch—his arm’s draped around my shoulder as he pulls me close. His other hand’s fisted in his lap. I reach over and thread my fingers through his and he smiles.

“It hurts me when you say being pregnant with Hunter’s baby would be the worst thing that could happen to me. Nothing would make me happier than to have his child because he would make an amazing father. You even said yourself how much he loved Brady and how committed he was to him, right Dad?” When I stand up suddenly, Hunter tugs my shirt, trying to set me back down.

“Riley, your taking what I said out of context. You’re both too young for that kind of responsibility right now; that’s all I meant by that. Obviously something’s bothering you so just tell me, I’m not a mind reader.” He scrubs his hands over his face before sitting down at his desk.

I pull the letter out of my pocket and leave it folded up as I hand it to him. When I walk back to Hunter he leans forward, dropping his elbows on his knees and staring at the floor. He looks so uncomfortable, like he’s hoping the floor will open up and take him anywhere but here.

When I sit down next to him he gazes up at me. “No matter what happens today we’re in this together.” I nod before crawling in his lap. I’m so safe when I’m in his arms, but I hate feeling six years old again.

Dad clears his throat but I can’t look at him because I know in my heart all of it’s true. “Hunter, I’d like to address the part that affects you first. I did have an affair with your mother, but I swear on my life that I did not know until I read this letter that Brady was my son.” When I hear my dad choke back a sob, I glance over at him. 

“Scott, I think it’s in our best interest if we wait to talk to my mother first before we believe anything Kathy says. From what Riley’s told me about her mom she has a lot of emotional problems. So why don’t we discuss the part that affects Riley—she’s what’s important.” I should have known he would put me first.

“You’re right Hunter; I can’t even imagine what you must think of me right now and I just want you to know how sorry I am. Riley, I’d like this conversation to be between you and me. Hunter can wait outside.” He looks at me, pleadingly.

Hunter stands up so fast he barely has time to set me on the couch. It takes him two short strides before he’s leaning over the desk, his face inches away from Scott’s. “You can talk to her in front of me, Do. You. Understand?” He pokes his finger into my dad’s chest for emphasis.

“I know how protective you are of her but I need to....” He doesn’t get a chance to finish before Hunter grabs him by his shirt and yanks him to his feet.

“Scott, it’s taking every ounce of self-control I have not to fucking punch you, so whatever you need to say, say it now!” He screams, letting go of my dad as he falls into his chair.

Hunter stalks back to me, nostrils flaring. His fingers tangle in his hair, every muscle as tight as a drum. When he sits down I thread his fingers through mine; the tension running through him feels like electricity. I rub my hand up and down his arm hoping this calms him; he’s making me nervous.

“For three years I raised you like you were my own daughter, so when I found out when you were sick, that you weren’t my biological child, I was devastated. But you have to believe me when I say that I never stopped loving you. You were still my little girl. Your mom swore to me she never knew that she was pregnant when we met, so I believed her. We tried for three more years to make a go of it, until she found out I was having an affair with Erin, Hunter’s mom. That’s when she told me about how many men she’d slept with in the last six years.” He buries his face in his hands. He’s reliving every painful memory.

I’m numb, weightless; like I could float away at any moment.

I was never close to my dad, well, Scott. Is that why I don’t feel sad, hurt, or angry? You would think that I’d be upset to learn that I don’t know who my real father is, but I’m not. All of it doesn’t matter because the most important person is sitting next to me and he said we’re in this together. I’ve heard enough; I don’t want to listen to anymore of his bullshit.

“For twelve years I lived in hell with a woman who resented me because I wasn’t your daughter. Now it all makes sense. If you had just been honest with me from the beginning on your infrequent visits, you could have saved me a lot of heartache. I would have known why she hated me so much and I wouldn’t have spent all this time blaming myself. I can’t stay here and listen to anything else you have to say. I’m leaving.” With Hunter’s hand in mine, we leave Scott sitting there, his mouth wide open.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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HUNTER

Contrary to what Scott thinks, I have no animosity about what happened. I stayed awake all night thinking about it and realized whoever Brady’s dad turns out to be wouldn’t have made me love him any less. He’s forever tattooed on my chest and eternally in my heart. Nothing will ever change that. 

So I sent Scott a text this morning, giving him my mother’s phone number and told him I wasn’t getting involved. If he wanted to find out the truth he could do it himself; I didn’t care either way. Riley refuses to respond to her mother’s letter. She left it sitting on Scott’s desk. 

I’m more concerned about Riley and how this will affect her future. She told me last night she will not let Scott pay for college; it’s not his responsibility anymore. She insists on taking a year off so she can find a job and save money. She wants to pay for it herself. I finally convinced her after playing dirty—she can’t resist my kisses—that she should go this year since school starts in three weeks. The little girl who crawled into my lap yesterday afternoon, walked out a woman with her head held high and I couldn’t be more proud of her than I am right now.   

After leaving Scott’s house last night, Riley and I decided to move to the cottage permanently. It was going to happen eventually anyway—no time like the present as far as I’m concerned. 

When I saw Connor at work this morning I told him about our plans. He offered to help in any way he can. He went so far as to volunteer the gang for the weekend too; the faster we get it done the better Riley will feel. Tonight will be our last bonfire on this beach but it doesn’t mean we can’t have them down at the cottage. I feel like this would be the perfect opportunity to share my past with all my friends. A new beginning for all of us. 

When I pull into the driveway, Scott’s waiting for me. He’s leaning against his car with a folder in his hand. Shit! I’m barely out of the Jeep when he strides over to me.

“I wanted to thank you in person for giving me Erin’s number. I called her this morning.” God he looks like crap. “She confessed that I was Brady’s father.” I just nod because I really don’t know what the hell to say.

“I’m actually glad that I had a chance to talk to her. She was very informative. When Brady was killed, it had been on the news and in the papers for several weeks; that’s how Kathy figured out he was mine.” He must sense my agitation as I pop my knuckles. “She’s been blackmailing your mom for the past few years.” Wow, I didn’t expect that.

“Scott, I don’t see how this really affects Riley and me...” He puts a hand up to stop me.

“Kathy tried to blackmail me too, but I told her no effing way. That’s the reason she sent the letter to Riley; I wouldn’t pay her a cent and Erin stopped her payments a few months ago. I know this doesn’t change how I treated Riley all these years, but I want to show you this—proof that I do love her.” With a shaky hand he passes me the folder.

I can’t believe my eyes when I thumb through the pages. He changed his will and he’s leaving everything to Riley. The house, money, stocks and bonds, the only other asset is the law firm and that would go to his partner. She won’t accept any of this; all she wanted was a chance to get to know a father that abandoned her all those years ago. 

When I check the left hand pocket of the folder I can’t help but suck in a breath.

Oh. My. God.

Glancing up at Scott I see tears coursing down his cheeks. My whole body breaks out in chills. When I look back down at the paper I’m holding in my hand, my eyes focus on the original date the document was drawn up. December 10, 2001. Three weeks after Scott walked out on Riley and Kathy, he had every intention of adopting her.

“Kathy wouldn’t sign the papers; I offered her a very large sum of money to do so, but she refused. What I don’t understand is why she would treat her own flesh and blood like she did; she was such a good mother when I lived there. I can’t forgive myself for what I put Riley through and I certainly don’t blame her for hating me. I hate myself.” He scrubs his hands over his face. When he looks at me I can’t help feeling sorry for him.

“Scott, when did you plan on telling her you weren’t her father? Clearly you had the new adoption papers drawn up a few weeks ago. What happened?” Closing the folder I hand it back to him.

“It never seemed like the right time—circumstances were not on my side. You of all people should know all the shit that Riley and you have been through. I waited too long and now it’s too late. She won’t have anything to do with me. Hunter, I appreciate you taking the time to let me share that with you. It was important to me.” When he extends his hand I suddenly get a very crazy idea.

“Why don’t you come upstairs with me, Scott? Show her the folder and let her decide what she wants to do instead of us making a decision for her. You’ve already lost one child, can you really afford to lose another?” Slinging my arm over his shoulder, we take a few deep breaths before climbing the stairs. 

Riley

I started packing up the apartment while he was at work. I’m hoping he thinks it’s a great plan. So by the time he came strolling through the door with Scott in tow, I was exhausted. To say I was angry would be an understatement—I was livid. It’s apparent to both of them by the scowl that appears on my face, I’m not happy. Did Scott not hear me yesterday? Nothing he could possibly say would make me change my mind—not now—not ever. Until he calls me Riley bear, and the walls come crashing down.

Now I’m lying on the couch with a cool towel pressed against my forehead. When I open my eyes I see Hunter’s cerulean eyes inches away from mine. Scott’s hovering over his shoulder, concern creasing his brow. “Baby, are you okay?” He leans in, his warm lips replacing the towel that was just there. 

“I’m fine, really.” Sitting up slowly, I glance up at Scott. He looks exactly the way I feel—lost.

“Scott, maybe you should come back another day. When Riley’s feeling better, give her a few days.” Hunter grabs my hand, lacing his fingers through mine as he sits down next to me.

“No, whatever it is you came to tell me do it now before I change my mind.” He nods his head once as he hands me the folder he’s been clasping.

Hunter’s arm slips around my shoulder, pulling me in, his other hand caressing my cheek. My eyes connect with his. “Remember, you’re not that frightened six-year-old girl any longer. You turned into a loving, caring, and forgiving woman and you did this all on your own.” When he leans in to kiss me, a whispered “I love you” tumbles from his lips for my ears only. 

Taking a deep breath I open the folder that changes my life forever. 

♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥
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THE NEXT FEW WEEKS were chaotic, as school was starting soon and Hunter and I were moving. Dad insisted that Hunter and I move into the “big” house while he moved into the apartment. He’s at the office more than he’s home anyway, so I guess it was a win-win situation. It’s great to have Rosie as our personal chef and housekeeper, but I insist on helping her out as much as I can. Paul’s still driving me wherever I need to go, but Hunter promises me I’ll get my license soon.  

When Ashley called to let me know her grandmother passed away, I felt helpless. I wanted to be there for her so much, like she’d been there for me all those years. Within a few hours, Hunter had our bags packed, our flight and hotel room booked and Paul was driving us to the airport. Our reunion was bittersweet under the circumstances, but we were able to spend a few days together after the funeral. Hunter had thought of everything.

I wasn’t worried about running into my mother while I was home, because Erin had enough evidence to have her arrested for blackmail. Unfortunately, by doing so her husband found out after all these years that Brady wasn’t his son and asked her for a divorce. 

It’s the last weekend before school starts so all three of us, Hunter, Dad and I are going on a road trip we’d been talking about for a few weeks now. After everything we’ve all been through over the summer, it seemed appropriate—we all need closure so we can put the past behind us and move on with our lives.

Everyone’s lost in their own thoughts, making the drive too quiet. I steal glances at Hunter every once in a while; he looks passive. But when he catches me staring at him, he grabs my hand and kisses the inside of my wrist. He knows what that does to me.

When I gasp he can’t help smiling. “You okay?” He’s always putting my feelings above his own.

“More than okay. How about you?” I thread my fingers through his.

“I’m fine.” He winks at me. “We’re almost there.” For a split second I see the sadness in his eyes, then it’s gone. He takes a deep breath before focusing on the road once again.

We take the same exit as we would if we were going to the cottage. This time we bear right instead of left, heading into the city. I’ve never been to this part of town so when he drives through the gates I’m shocked that we’re already here. Dad climbs out of the backseat as Hunter comes around to open my door. I feel the butterflies doing somersaults in my stomach as he guides us down the path to our destination. The bouquet of flowers I’m clutching tightly in my hands is wafting in the breeze and releasing its sweet fragrance.   

When Hunter stops at the edge of the path I look up to see a beautiful boy laughing and looking back at us. We walk a few feet across the grass and stand directly in front of Brady’s headstone. Hunter sits on the grass and reaches out to touch his brother’s face. That small but significant gesture has me sobbing like a baby. Dad puts his arm around me as I hear him sniffle.  When Hunter begins to talk to his brother I want to fall to my knees and ask God to take me and give Brady back to him.

“I’m sorry I haven’t come by as much as I used to, but I’m sure you’ll understand when I tell you the reason why. I met a girl and fell madly, deeply, head over heels, crazy in love with her. Her name’s Riley and she came here with me today.” When he glances up at me I fall to my knees beside him, placing the flowers in front of me.

While he’s staring into my eyes he continues talking. “Brady this is Riley; she’s going to be my wife one day. I haven’t properly asked her yet but I’m pretty sure she’ll say yes.” My heart’s beating so fast I feel like I’m going to face plant. Did he just ask me to marry him in a roundabout way?

“There’s someone else here today. You remember Scott?” He turns to look at my dad who’s already fallen to his knees on Hunter’s other side. “I don’t know how to explain this to you but he’s more than just a friend. He’s actually your biological father. I won’t go into details—you’ll have to trust me on this one. The thing is he would have been a better dad for you than the one you were stuck with. I’m sorry, bro.” Now Scott’s bawling into his hands. 

“I came here today to say goodbye. We all did. We need to put the past behind us and focus on our future.” I look up when I hear Hunter chuckle. “Remember when you asked me how much I loved you, and I told you to count the stars and multiply it times a million? I was wrong—I should have told you to multiply it by a billion, because that’s how much I love you.” He puts his arm around me and my dad and we say goodbye to the beautiful laughing boy.
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Epilogue
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FOUR YEARS LATER

Hunter

Riley stands on her tiptoes so I can give her a kiss for luck before she takes her place in line. She looks amazing in her cap and gown and I’m crazier about her now than the day we met.

Slowly walking backwards so I can capture this moment on my cell phone, I catch Riley as she blows me a kiss. A huge grin spreads across her face. Reaching my hand in the air I pretend to catch it before tucking it in my shirt pocket. She giggles. I’m horrified when I suddenly bump into someone and my eyes widen as I turn around to give them my apologies. When I glance back at Riley I shrug my shoulders. She’s clutching her stomach because she’s laughing so hard, and she’s so damn beautiful.

Now I cross the expanse of lawn in a quest to find Scott. He went ahead to find us a few good seats close to the makeshift stage, because Riley requested tons of pictures, stating she won’t remember a thing. I just settle in my seat when Pomp and Circumstance begins, cueing the graduates to start their journey to the stage. Hearing that song reminds me of my graduation three years ago and everything we’ve been through since then. 

My dad did divorce my mother after the truth about Brady came out, but they still run the company together claiming it’s a partnership, not a marriage. She tried to contact me several times over the years to beg me to forgive her. When I didn’t answer my phone or text messages, she stopped calling. I can’t forgive her for hurting the people I love—Brady, Riley and even Scott. He never had the chance to know his son and a part of me thinks Brady would still be alive if she had just been honest with Scott.

Riley decided to sign the adoption papers after going to therapy with her dad. She came to realize that it wasn’t fair for him to give up his life to save hers. He wasn’t in love with her mother and it would have been wrong for him to stay for the sake of the “child.” After all, it was only a few years ago when we made a pact to put the past behind us and move on. 

She hasn’t had any contact with her mother since she moved to South Carolina and that’s fine by me. To quote Riley’s exact words, “I don’t feel sorry for her; she got what she deserved. I lived in my own prison for years and now she knows what it feels like.”  

I officially asked Riley to marry me on our first Valentine’s Day. She said she had to “think” about it. She gave me her answer as I was making love to her later that night. It was Yes, Yes, Yes. I can’t help smiling when I think about it because I thought she was caught up in the moment. My bad. 

When it was time to decide where we would have the wedding I went online and browsed the fancy country clubs in the area wanting to surprise her. Imagine my surprise when she told me she wanted to get married on the beach, in the exact same spot we had all our bonfires. It was the most thoughtful and perfect wedding present she could have given me since this day is supposed to be all about her. So on Friday, June 30th as the sun sets in the brilliant sky Riley Hamilton will become my wife. Afterwards, when we’re having our first dance as husband and wife I know there will be a special someone peering through the blanket of stars, sending his love times a million.
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