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To my Alpha readers

You all are just going to have to learn to share Mason!
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From the Author


I live for music, so I often get inspired by different styles of songs and artists when I write. While some books that I write are inspired by multiple songs, sometimes it’s a one repeater for me. Music just sort of sucks me in and puts me in a particular mood – one I hope you feel when you listen to the playlist I’ve created for RIVAL.

This story came to me while I was listening to Broken by Isak Danielson. The lyrics when he sings ‘You don’t have to hurt anymore’, I immediately saw my Edith being broken down by someone who should have loved her. Instead, her abuser tore her down and treated her less than human. She’s been sucked into a cycle of abuse, held back in a way that she just doesn’t know if and how she can leave. The song, Broken, tells us that with a little time, we should take a look and find what we’re searching for. And Edith? She’s searching for someone to value her enough to love her.

Edith is strong in her own way. Like many of us, she suffers from abuse and forced to feel like a burden. Not feeling worthy of love tore her down, but she found someone more than her men to give her the strength to grow and become a strong, independent woman. She’s the woman, mother, and lover we can all appreciate. Her strength isn’t flashy, but damn does she love hard.


Trigger Warnings


Please know that there could be some triggering topics addressed that include:

Domestic/physical assault (including childhood), verbal and emotional abuse, manipulation, unplanned pregnancy, unprotected sex, alcoholism, alcohol use, and graphic sexual encounters.

Having experienced abuse in my past (one sexual assault and one physically/verbally abusive relationship), I sometimes draw from how I felt and recovered from it. Everyone reacts differently to trauma, so if you doubt that my character(s) reacted in a believable way, please keep in mind we are all wonderfully different. My therapist told me that our bodies subconsciously ten to protect themselves the best way it thinks will keep us the safest. Please seek help if you are being hurt or have been hurt in the past. We all want you safe and feeling loved!

Please also note, I am aware that our main characters were NOT smart when it came to using protection during sex. I’m an advocate for safe and consenting sex, but… well, I had to get her pregnant somehow! Just suspend belief for me on this one.


Song List


Ashes Claire Guerreso

Austin Dasha

Beneath Oak Trees Dylan Gossett

Black Creek Brent Cobb

Blindsided Kelsea Ballerini

Broken Jonah Kagen

Broken Isak Danielson

Cigarette Shaya Zamora

Even Cowboys Cry Dasha

First Taste of Gone Josh Ross

The Flood Oshins, haze.

Forget About Us Clinton Kane

Ghost In My Guitar Alana Springsteen,

Chris Stapleton

Half of Forever Henrik

Happy – sad version WILKES

If You Love Her Forest Blakk

I’ll be Damned Gavn!

In The Wild Anna Graves

I Seen A Cowboy Cry Caleb Lathrop

It Is What It Is Abe Parker

Kate McCannon Colter Wall

Leave Me Alone Logan Michael

No More Hiding Gina Brooklyn

Not Quite Happy Rosa

The Other Side Michael Marcagi

Pray All The Way Home Austin Snell

Pretty Little Devil Shaya Zamora

Smoke & A Light Ole 60

Something In The Air Steelfeather

Surrender Natalie Taylor

Sweet and Dark Miles Hardt

Too Far Gone Evan Honer

Twin Flame Brennan Story

Where You Belong Matt Hansen

Wish I Didn’t Give A Shit Atlus

Without You With Me Matt Hansen

With the Devil I’m Going Down Steelfeather


Prologue
Clayborn Hughes
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~ 4 years ago ~

Bang.

Cringing, I wrench my eyes from the television to glare at the kitchen. What in the fuck is she doin’ in there? There are a few minutes of silence and my shoulders start to relax before I hear a soft scrape and a clang ring out like she’s just dropped a handful of silverware into the sink.

My pulse pounds when the faucet turns on immediately after, and I grind my jaw. Counting down from ten, I inhale slowly while I hope she turns it off soon. She fucking doesn’t. I don’t think it’s too much to ask for some goddamn peace and quiet after I’ve been hauling metal all fucking day to feed that little bitch.

Now, she’s draining my well by not shutting off the fucking water. Wearing out my pump, which will probably need replacing here in the next year or so. Fuck! I can’t afford that kind of repair right now.

Slamming down the foot of my recliner, I mute the TV and cradle my beer in my hand between my knees. All I can do is focus on the door to the kitchen, willing the incessant noise to just stop!

The rushing of water is muffled through the walls, but with the volume off, it’s all I can fucking hear. I’m about to snap when my phone rings.

Huffing in annoyance, I keep my eyes locked on her location in the other room while I swipe to answer. “Yeah?” It’s not much of a greeting, but most people who call know I’m not one to have friendly chit chat.

“Gonna come over. I had to work late and those teens next door are havin’ a party or somethin’. Got beer?”

My eyes wander around the living room. Seems picked up enough, I suppose. Not that Griffin or his brother Corbin ever care much. “Corb comin’ with?”

“Nah. Wrenched his back cleanin’ out gutters for the wife. She’s got him laid out on the couch with his feet propped up. Doesn’t help that the kids are extra squirrelly tonight. As much as I love ‘em, I need some quiet. Your place is always quiet.”

My eyes dart to the kitchen again. Pressing my bottle to my lips, I guzzle down the rest of my beer and open the extra one next to me. “You can come. Don’t got much beer, so why don’t you grab some on the way?” Another scrape of her foot on the floor and I change my mind. “Or a bottle of somethin’. Don’t gotta work tomorrow.”

With a small laugh, he agrees. “Alright. You don’t mind me comin’ without Corb?”

“Nope. Don’t expect me to entertain ya, but you’re welcome to put your feet up here for the night.” When I hear the door to the refrigerator open, I’m on my feet. No way in hell is she going to start cooking at eight o’clock at night. “Door’s open. Just come in when you get here.”

I hang up before he responds, and down the whole bottle of beer I just opened. It hangs between my fingers as I stride to the kitchen, slowly pushing the door open. She’s bent over, head in the fridge and rifling through my food I just bought.

“The hell you doin’?”

Her head hits the top of the opening, and she spins around, eyes wide. “I-I… I thought I could make something to eat. Maybe a grilled cheese?”

Gripping the neck of my empty bottle harder, I narrow my eyes. “It takes you slammin’ cupboards and draggin’ chairs through the kitchen to make a fuckin’ cheese sandwich?”

When she looks around the space like it’ll give her an answer, I get even more annoyed. Edith opens and closes her mouth like a fish, only serving to piss me off more.

“Answer me, girl!”

“S-Sorry. I didn’t mean to be noisy.” I roll my eyes when she starts twisting her fingers together. My daughter is always acting like I’m some fucking asshole for asking questions. Not sure where she got her nerves from; certainly not from that whore who birthed her. That woman was as outspoken as they come. “Do you want one?”

“No, I don’t want a fuckin’ cheese sandwich, and it’s too late for you to be cookin’. I got company comin’ over, so pick this shit up.” I wave at the half loaf of bread on the counter along with a frying pan she set on the stove.

Her eyes follow along with my hand, wincing when it flies past her face. “Can I make something real quick? I promise it won’t take long.”

“No! You should have had somethin’ at dinner!” My irritation skyrockets when she winces again and turns her face away from me. “Stop actin’ like I’m about to hit ya,” I sneer, taking a step closer. “I ain’t gonna hit ya if you pick up this goddamn mess and stop makin’ all this ruckus.”

“Sorry for—”

“Just stop apologizin’ and do what you’re supposed to do. Stop makin’ so much goddamn noise. Stop inhalin’ all the food I get just ‘cuz you’re bored. Just stop bein’ here and give me a little fuckin’ space! I don’t think that’s too much to ask when I’m the one workin’ my ass off to keep food on this table and a roof over your head. Fuckin’ ungrateful lil’ shit!”

My chest is heaving by the time I’m done, all of my pent-up irritation pouring out of me. That whore of a mother dropped her off when she was only a few months old, leaving me and my parents to raise her without help. Wasn’t so bad in the beginning, but my parents went off and fucking died. One right after the other without telling me how to do this shit.

Edith’s been a goddamn nuisance ever since. I did my best with her, but she was always wanting to play and get into things she shouldn’t be touching. Especially outside where I keep all the scrap metal. She was forever trying to mess with repairs I was making and breaking hoses or clamps that made the old equipment useless unless I dropped cash on new parts.

I’m standing over her, a good foot taller, clenching my fists tight enough that I feel a pinch in my nerves to ground myself.

Her shoulders hunch, and she curls over herself. Finally, she realizes I’m not playing around. I shouldn’t have to get this pissed off just to get my point across. I’m hanging on by a thin wire. If she’d just keep her mouth shut and do as she’s told, it would make this whole evening more bearable. Of course, she doesn’t.

Edith Sophia Hughes, named after her mother’s grandmother, can’t let bygones be bygones. She always has to have the last word.

“You didn’t tell me you were havin’ dinner. I’d have come down—”

My arm shoots out, the back of my hand connecting with her cheek. A sense of peace washes over me as her head jerks to the side, her loose hair covering her face. I know I probably shouldn’t smack her around, but I’ve tried everything else I could to get her to obey me.

I don’t expect much. Be where you’re supposed to be when you’re told. Eat meals when they’re served. Keep quiet and clean up after yourself. Give me some time to myself in the evenings so I can unwind. Don’t embarrass me in front of my friends. Nothing outrageous, but she’s constantly testing her limits.

With a sigh, I plant my hands on my hips and stare down at her. “Just… go to your room. I don’t think it’s too much to ask for some silence every once in a while. You owe me that much.”

Edith shuffles sideways until she’s past me, keeping her eyes lowered as she quickly puts away the pan and bread. I keep my arms crossed as I watch, not wanting anything left out before Griffin arrives.

I hear the soft click of the front door, then Griffin calls out, “Where you at, Clay?”

My head turns toward the door leading to the living room, but when Edith looks that way as well, I grip the ponytail she’s got her hair tied in, and drag her toward the stairs. When she cries out, I smack her again and hiss, “Shut your fuckin’ mouth and get outta sight. We don’t need a fuckin’ bitch watchin’ our every move tonight.”

I wouldn’t hit her if it didn’t work. The moment my hand connects with her face, she always presses her lips together and quiets right down. Shoving her toward the stairs, I release her and whisper, “Don’t you fuckin’ come down. Nobody wants to see ya, and nobody wants a little girl hangin’ around. Mind your business and stay up there ‘til mornin’. You hear me, girl?”

“Clay?” Griffin shouts again, so I take a step toward my daughter until her hands fly up in a placating manner.

“G-Got it. I won’t come down.”

I wait a moment as she scrambles up the stairs, then blow out a gust of air in relief as her bedroom door shuts softly. Edith has been weird around my friends since she was a little girl, and I honestly don’t want to deal with the questions that normally follow if she’s around.

Hollering over my shoulder to keep Griffin in the living room, I shout, “I’m here! I’ll be there in a second.” I grab a few beers and walk back into the living room.

My best friend’s younger brother is standing in the middle of the room with a bottle of what looks like vodka in his hand. Raising a brow, I lift my chin in question.

“Don’t give me shit. I didn’t feel much like stoppin’ at the store and this is all Corb had at the house. Can I get one of those?” He jerks toward the bottles in my hand.

“Couldn’t even pull somethin’ brown?” I ask, handing over a beer.

With a shrug, he falls onto the couch and puts his booted feet up on the coffee table. “They didn’t have much. This’ll do, though. Want me to throw it in the freezer?”

“I’ll take it.” Edith didn’t pick up everything in the kitchen and I don’t want him seeing the mess she left behind. “Want anything to eat while I’m in there?”

“Got some chips?” He cracks his bottle open and sighs loudly, closing his eyes as he gets comfortable, readjusting his feet, the soles of his boots squeaking on the tabletop.

My cheek ticks, hating that his feet are on it, but I decide not to say anything. “Yeah. I’ll grab it and a few more beers.”

I don’t mind Griffin Graham so much, but it was his brother I had been friends with since high school. Griffin was always one of those boys who tagged along with the older crowd, never finding his own group. I can count on one hand the number of times he’s been over without his brother, but I’ll deal with it. It’s better than drinking alone on a Friday night.

Shoving the bottle of vodka into the freezer, I snag the chips from the counter and the rest of the bottles in my fridge. When I’m back in the living room and dropping the bag into his lap, I cock my head as he looks around the room.

Snapping at him, I grit out, “What?”

“Don’t you have a kid? She already go to bed or somethin’?”

Narrowing my eyes, I cross my arms across my chest, ignoring the cold of the beer against my side. “Yeah. Why?”

Griffin opens the bag of chips, not picking up on my annoyance over his questions. “No reason. Just figured a little kid would be runnin’ around tonight. It’s barely eight.”

“She’s a fuckin’ teenager. Not a little kid anymore.”

My buddy’s brother pauses and glances up at me. “Didn’t mean anythin’ by it. Figured since it’s Friday, she’d be hangin’ around. That’s all.”

“She’s in her room where she belongs,” I huff out, then stomp over to my chair and drop my body into it. “Wanna watch the game?”

The bag of chips crinkles in his lap as he digs out a few of them. I cringe when he chomps on them. “Sure,” he says through a mouthful.

Picking up the remote, I unmute the TV and lean back into my chair. My eyes slide up to the ceiling when I hear a thump, then over to Griffin to see if he heard it, too. He must not have noticed because he keeps digging his hand into the bag and sipping his beer as the players fly around the screen.

The two of us don’t chat while we watch the game. Every little sound that echoes from upstairs catches my attention, and each time, I flick my eyes over to Griffin. This guy is oblivious. How can he not hear all that racket?

I never wanted a kid. Not when I was a teen, and especially not as an adult. But her fucking mother ruined all of that for me. She was some drugged up bitch who showed up at a high school party. Said she was eighteen, but you never can tell when someone has been using for a bit. Figured she was a bit older than what she said. I was drunk as hell and fucked her up against my truck before I went home.

When she turned up again with a baby in tow, I figured there was no way the kid was mine. My parents were pissed as hell at me as well. Before we’d allow her to leave the baby, my dad insisted on a paternity test. Turns out, you can get results in under a week if they aren’t backed up. Took four days to find out the kid was mine. Never saw the whore again after that.

Bump… scrape…

“I’ll be right back,” I mutter, setting my now seventh beer on the side table.

Griffin drags his eyes from the TV when I stand. “Wanna do a shot or somethin’ quick?”

“Yeah, I’ll take one.” Maybe it’ll help quell this annoyance that’s eating away at me. Her incessant moving around is the reason I moved my bedroom to the opposite side of the house. Always fucking moving around.

Griffin pops off the couch and follows me into the kitchen where I pull out the chilled vodka. “Only got one shot glass. You care?” I ask him, rummaging around my cupboard for a glass.

“I don’t want to do more than one since I have to drive home. Been nursing that last beer. Not plannin’ on getting totally drunk, just needed the quiet for a bit.” Nodding in understanding, I fill the single shot glass and push it toward him across the counter. Then, filling what I’m sure is a few shots into my glass, I raise it in salute. We both toss back the cheap liquor.

My eyes fly to the stairs when I hear a soft creak. “Go on back to the living room. I’ll be in there in a minute,” I tell him without looking away from the base of the stairs.

I wait until the door thumps shut behind him, then climb the creaking steps slowly. It makes no sense how I can walk silently, but this little girl who weighs maybe a hundred pounds can sound like a fucking elephant stampeding through the house.

Laying my ear against her door, I make out her rustling around before something falls to the floor. Gritting my teeth, I turn the knob and push her door; the hinges groaning as it swings open. Taking a step into her room, I keep my voice low so my guest won’t overhear.

“I told you… I fuckin’ told you to stay fuckin’ quiet!”


Chapter One
Edith
[image: ]


~ Present Day ~

“Don’t touch him.”

My father’s voice snaps out into the quiet just as I’m reaching up to brush my fingertips over the neck of his horse, Raleigh. I curl them until my nails dig into my palm and let my arm fall to my side.

Raleigh snorts out a soft breath and shakes his head, his mane a bit matted with briars and hay.

“Can I brush his hair? Clean it up a bit?” I’ve learned to keep my voice low and even-tempered when asking anything of Clayborn Hughes. Any hint of what he could view as an attitude is cause for a tongue lashing, sometimes his fist.

My father pushes past me to grab an empty bucket we use to fill Raleigh’s water trough, shaking his head once he’s in front of me. “He don’t need his hair tugged on. I’m gonna saddle him and take him out for a ride later today. His hair is just gonna get more shit stuck in it.”

I step out of his way when he heads out of the small stall we keep for Raleigh in the back of the yard. The little building has enough space for the horse and his equipment. It’s insulated enough for the winters, but I do worry about the draft when it gets cold. I find myself slipping out of the house after my father has gone to sleep to lay an extra blanket over him on those extra cold nights.

My fingers twist together in front of me as I follow behind, leaving the stall. I’m not sure what I want to ask, but I’m itching to do something. As he fills the pail from the hose, I decide to say screw it and ask. “Is there anything I can do? I’d love to help out with him.”

I wait as he ignores my question, the rushing water into the metal pail loud in the small space. Once it’s full, he turns the faucet off, only the metal squeaking in the silence. Without answering me, he heads back into the stall and refills the trough. I wait for a few minutes, but when I get no answer, I ask again. “Father? Can I help with any—”

“Would you just shut the fuck up?”

My jaw snaps shut, and I look away. Pushing him is only going to make things worse, so I slip out of the shed and head out toward the back of the property. If I stay away long enough, he’ll forget I’ve annoyed him. Dinner is already prepped, and all the chores have been done inside the house.

As I pick my way through the old, rusted out appliances in the yard, I peek toward the edge of the property where our neighbors have their fence standing tall and solid. I’m not sure what happened with the Cooper family and ours, but for as long as I can remember, my father has told me to stay as far away as possible and to not create waves.

Our land is so full of junk while theirs is pristine and beautiful. I’ve always wanted to go over the fence and explore, but I fear my father’s fists more. Maybe I shouldn’t. I’m almost twenty-one years old and should be able to do what I want.

Would the Coopers be annoyed if I snuck over there? I can’t imagine they’d be terribly angry. It’s not like I’d do anything other than look.

Our properties have butted up next to each other for my entire life, and I know they have a son who runs their small ranch now. I’ve never talked to him before. My father swears he’s awful, but I’m sure that’s not true. The back portions of our properties stop right at the edge of a small cliff, which is one of my favorite places to venture.

Our town is one of four that surrounds the Broken Ridges. A break in the rolling hills that’s cut into pieces, forming ragged ridges. Aptly named, and I love the view we have. It’s one of the few things about my father’s property that I love.

Picking my way to the back, I follow the fence which separates us from the Cooper ranch. My fingers trail along the roughened wood and I snatch my hand away when I hear the thundering hooves of a horse.

Glancing quickly over my shoulder, I check to see if it’s Raleigh and my father, but I don’t see them, and the pounding of hooves is coming from more to my left. Peeking through the bushes, I watch as a form leaning low over the neck of a gorgeous white horse comes into view.

It must be Mason Cooper.

Father hates him more than any other Cooper with a passion. There have always been disputes and complaints over the clutter stacked along the fencing on our side of the property from their family. I imagine it’s an eyesore, and I can’t help but feel embarrassed by the state of how things are kept around here.

Mason doesn’t see me frozen in place as he sails past along the edge of his land, clearly in a rush to get to his destination. He’s a lot larger than I expected, his body like a God seated on the back of his horse. His muscled arms are gripped around the reins tightly, and there’s a serious look etched on his face with his lips pressed together. I haven’t seen him for a long time, and if my memory serves me correctly, I don’t think we’ve ever actually had a conversation before.

When I was younger, the few times I saw him rumble past in his truck, I only received a quick glance. Never a smile or wave in greeting, just his eyes for a brief few seconds before he’d look away and continue down the road to the entrance of the Cooper’s drive.

I’m not sure, but I’m fairly confident that he doesn’t live there any longer. I know his parents do, since the ranch is flourishing under their care. I assume Mason comes over every day to work, then leaves to head back to his home.

The pounding hooves disappear as he kicks his horse to speed up and they disappear over a slight hill out of my view. He’s headed in the same direction I am, and my curiosity gets the best of me to see what he’s up to. Maybe I can offer to help him out if he needs a hand.

I pick up my pace and hurry to the edge of the property where the fencing ends a few feet before the ridge drops off. I stay as close to the post as possible, my eyes staying away from the valley to avoid noticing how high I am right now. As much as I love the view, heights scare me to death, and I’ve only got about a three-foot space to slip around before I’m on Cooper land.

My heart kicks up to a fast pace when I consider that I’m trespassing right now. I’ve never been allowed to go onto their land, but what if he needs help? I’d give anything to be useful to someone right now.

Steeling my nerves, I lift my chin and head in the direction he was riding toward until I hear grunting and cursing. My resolve falters when I hear a loud, “Come the fuck on!” shouted.

Should I just go back? What if it’s a serious situation and he needs me?

With dragging feet, I push myself forward until I spy Mason wrestling with a calf who seems to have escaped from the herd. I’m not sure if there’s ever been a moment I’ve been this close to my neighbor, so I take the advantage to study him before he catches sight of me. Assuming he’s around the same age as my father, it’s clear he takes much better care of himself than Clayborn Hughes. There are some fine lines on his face, with some crow’s feet just developing at the corners of his eyes. Disregarding how frustrated he seems with his lips pressed tightly together, it’s easy to see his jaw is cut sharply underneath his short, dark brown beard. It’s a bit unkempt, but it suits him. I’m not sure of the color of his hair on his head, hidden in the shadows under his hat, but it seems to match the whiskers on his face.

My eyes roam over his body, and I’m surprised to see how muscular his arms are. More than the average man, not that I’ve seen many up close, but there are veins running from the back of his hands all the way up his arms until they disappear where his sleeves are rolled back. I swallow hard and jerk my eyes away, feeling guilty for ogling him.

Glancing around, I see another calf wandering about twenty feet from where he’s wrestling with the first and realize he’s got some babies who decided to go on a bit of an exploration.

Chuckling at how adorable they are, I freeze when Mason’s head whips up and zeroes in on where I’m standing.

“Who the fuck are you?” he snaps out, and my stomach clenches.

I fight the instinct to back away and give him a forced smile instead. “I’m your neighbor, Edith Hughes. I saw you riding past. It seemed like something was wrong.” I hesitate only a moment, then ask, “Do… do you need a hand?”

“I’m fuckin’ fine.” His answer is clipped. I knew he’d send me away the moment I mentioned my last name and his face grew dark. “Hughes ain’t welcome here, so you best turn your ass around and go back the way you came.”

His dismissal is humiliating, so I only nod once and take a step away to go back toward our side. I wish I knew why the Coopers and Hughes were at odds with each other, but I know I can’t ask my father. I certainly won’t ask Mason.

Scurrying away, I freeze when he calls out, “How’d you get over here, anyway?”

Turning back to face him, I swallow against my dry throat. “Th-There’s a gap along the ridge where the fence ends.”

He nods once as if he suspected my answer. Then, mumbling to himself, I can only just make out his response. “Gonna have to fix that in the mornin’.”

Without waiting for more, I walk as quickly as possible back to the ridge and slip back onto our property. By the time I’m past the fence, my heart is beating painfully hard. I don’t think I breathed for even a second during my departure. I suck in a loud, gasping mouthful of air to settle my nerves.

I never should have gone over there. Oh God, what if he tells my father?

My face falls along with my stomach, realizing I may have just seriously messed up. Father will be furious if he hears I bothered one of the Hughes.

Chewing on my lip, I squeeze my eyes shut, remembering his words.

“You stay the fuck away from them, you hear me, girl?”

I keep my eyes on the floor, nodding quickly so he knows I understand. His booted feet step closer until we’re toe to toe. It’s hard to know if he wants a spoken answer, or if I’m supposed to stay quiet.

When he growls in annoyance, I lick my lips quickly and whisper, “I understand.”

“Fuckin’ Coopers. The whole lot of ‘em need to disappear,” he grumbles, my answer good enough for now. He continues to complain about how horrible they are, and my question slips free before I can stop it.

“Why do you hate them?”

I wince at his sharp inhale. Instead of seeing him, I sense as he lowers his head to look directly into my face. His is covered in fury and disgust. “It don’t fuckin’ MATTER why, girl. You’ll do as you’re fuckin’ told and stay the fuck away. You need a reminder? I got no problem givin’ it to ya.”

Swallowing hard, I shake the memory off and hurry to my regular spot. There’s a boulder set about ten feet back from the edge that’s easy enough for me to climb onto without worrying about slipping and tumbling off the ledge.

As soon as I’m settled, I take a slow, deep breath, and allow myself to relax. It’s so unbelievably peaceful here. My mind wanders back to my neighbor, wishing he would have given permission for me to assist him.

Most likely, I would have only been in his way. I’ve never touched a cow before, though. They don’t seem entirely snuggly, but I’m fascinated, nonetheless. Frowning, I remind myself I can be useful. Maybe I’ll get in the way at first, but I’m a quick learner and never make the same mistakes twice.

Pastor Danielson and his wife Ruth have told me often they appreciate the extra hand I give them when events come up. It’s odd to me that my father insists on going to church every Sunday, but going is something I look forward to. I’m not always so sure about the messages they teach us there, or if I believe everything, but my favorite part is when the pastor stands behind the pulpit and reminds us over and over how much we are loved.

I think that’s what I cling to most; the idea that no matter what I do, there’s something or someone out there who will always love me unconditionally.

My deep frown loosens its tension when I think of that. Maybe all of it is a bunch of baloney and full of nonsense, but I’ll keep going for those good feelings. Besides, the two of them are so stinking kind. Always happy, greeting me with a warm hug and handshake when I arrive, trailing my father.

I think Ruth knows her hugs are special to me. They’ve grown tighter and longer over the past few months of Sundays, and she’s so warm and soft. It’s easy to just sink into her.

Which reminds me, I promised I’d bring some baked goods for Sunday service. Sometimes other members will bring treats for members to take on their way out, but she didn’t have anything planned for this coming service. I was sure to ask father if it was alright. He wasn’t thrilled, but he grunted out permission after making me promise I’d clean up my mess when I was finished.

I’d pay for the ingredients myself with the little cash I’ve earned when the church needed some hands. It’s the only time I’ve been allowed to work. My father says there is plenty of work to be done here at the house, so he refuses to drive me to a regular paying job.

Slipping from my rock, I find my feet and firm up my shoulders. I’m twenty years old. It’s time I found regular work, even if I have to walk every day. I’ll talk to him tomorrow when he seems to be in a decent mood. For now, I’ll focus on baking a few dozen cookies for Sunday.

Glancing toward the neighbor’s property once more, a little thought pops into my head. Maybe I’ll take a plate over to the Coopers’ place. Just because father doesn’t like them doesn’t mean I have to feel the same.


Chapter Two
Jaxon
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“Thorton Construction and Restoration. This is Jennice, how can I help you?”

I tilt my head to the side in an effort to listen in. Jennice Graham is new to me, and today is the first day she’s on the phone alone. My mom was my last receptionist, and I don’t blame her for wanting to fully retire. Dad quit a few years ago, although he’ll still help me on jobs from time to time.

It’s not that I don’t trust Jennice, I do. She’s just very young. I debated if I should even hire a high school student which leaves me without anyone to answer calls during the weekdays. The plan is to forward to my cell until she shows up after school, but I may end up hiring another part-timer.

“Umm, he’s here. Did you want me to get him for you, Mrs. Danielson?”

Closing my eyes, I inwardly sigh. It’s not that I don’t want to talk to Ruth, but I don’t have time to do whatever it is I know she’s going to ask of me.

Jennice laughs into the phone before whispering, “I’ll do my best. Hold on a second.” Peering down at my desk set, I watch the line as she flips it to hold. A moment later, she’s knocking on my door. “Hey, uhh, Jaxon? Ruth Danielson is on line one and she told me that she knows you probably don’t wanna talk to her right now, but she’d be ever so grateful if you took her call, anyway.”

The corner of my lip turns up a bit as she fights to hold back her laughter over my predicament. Jennice really does seem like a nice kid. I was also hesitant to hire a Graham, considering her father and his brother make up the trio with Clayborn Hughes, but Clayborn’s sins don’t fall on this girl’s shoulders. I’m not so close-minded that I can’t draw a line of separation, as long as she does her job and does it well.

Waving her off, I pick up the phone before connecting the call. “I’ll take it. I’ve got some receipts that need to be scanned and attached to files. Do you remember how to do that?” She nods, so I hand her a file stuffed full. I connect the call once she disappears to the front. “Morning, Ruth. What can I do for you?”

“Ahh, Jaxon Thorton. I’ll thank you for taking my call, but I’m not sure you had much of a choice. Lovely girl, that Jennice. Now, I know you’re a very busy man, but I’m in desperate need of your assistance for the next few weeks if you aren’t too backed up with jobs. It’s a good cause, my dear.”

Eyeing my calendar, I wince. I do have quite a few jobs lined up, but I could probably spare some time for her, depending on the task. “What is it you’re looking for? Can’t make any promises, but I’ll hear you out.”

“Well, the church is sponsoring just a little ol’ barn raising. Nothing complicated and shouldn’t take more than a few weeks. But, by law, we ought to have a contractor on site. If you stop over tomorrow after service, I could give you all the details.”

My knee started bouncing the moment she started speaking, and by the time she’s done, I’m shoving my palm into my eye to ease some of the tension building. “Ruth… Mrs. Danielson. I can’t promise anything more than stopping by to hear you out. I’ve got all my guys assigned to jobs for the next three months as it is, so if I could help you, it’d have to be me. I’ll check my schedule before I see you, but that’s going to have to be enough for now.”

“It’s more than enough for you to even consider it. I’ll save you some cookies. You’re welcome to come to the service if you want to sneak over a bit early.” The hopeful lilt of her voice at the end is what does me in. There’s no way I’ll be able to tell her no.

“I’ll be there. I don’t know if I’ll make church, but I’ll find you after.”

She sighs, relieved. “Thank you, Jaxon. You’re a good man. I’m sure your daddy is real proud of you. I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t let me forget to give you cookies.” With that, she hangs up the phone.

My fingers tap in a rolling pattern across the top of my desk, and I eye the only personal photo I’ve set out on its surface. Julia’s smiling face haunts me every day. I’ve always thought you can tell when someone is deceased if you look at a photo of them. You don’t see it right away, but there’s just this thing about their eyes.

Pushing away from my desk, I roll my chair back and stand, dragging my eyes from her face. I pick up my wallet and shove it into my jeans, then grab my keys. “Jennice,” I call out. “I’m gonna head out for the day. I’ll swing by some of the jobs first, so I’ll have my cell on me if you need anything. Feel free to forward calls once you head out. Three sound good?”

“Awesome! ‘Cuz there’s this party I really wanted to go to tonight.” She bounces in her chair and claps her hands together. “This way, I’ll have some time to get ready. But I promise I’ll get everything entered in before I go. Thanks again for givin’ me a chance, Jax. I really appreciate it.”

I fight the urge to lecture her on the dangers of high school parties. They’re dangerous and not worth the risk, instead I just say, “Make sure you’re careful tonight. Make smart choices and be safe.”

Her assurance she will doesn’t do much to ease my concern and I debate giving her dad a call to let him know she plans on partying, but I know I’m overreacting. Julia’s story isn’t always how it’ll end for everyone else, and Jennice seems like she’s got a good head on her shoulders.

My sister was wild. Boys and alcohol were always tempting to her, and had I been more aware of what she was getting mixed up into, maybe things would have turned out differently for her.

Leaving my office, I head out to the jobs my guys are working to ensure everything is running smoothly, then make it to bed at a decent hour for an early start tomorrow. Telling the pastor’s wife no is going to be difficult, and I’m almost certain I’ll end up agreeing just to make her happy.
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Ruth walks with her hands stretched out to grab hold of mine. “Jaxon! It’s been ages since I’ve seen you here. Did you come early enough to listen to Josiah’s sermon?”

Leaning down, I press a kiss to her cheek. “Sorry, I didn’t. Just got here. Seems like you all let out a bit early today.”

“We did. It’s too beautiful out not to enjoy the sunshine. Would you sit with me for a moment? These knees are aching and need a rest.”

Chuckling, I release her and follow as she leads us to the last pew. “So, we plan on doing a barn raising for the Murray family. That old one collapsed a few months ago, and it’s hitting them hard not being able to house the animals. That family has been a part of the congregation for decades and it just hurts our hearts to see them struggle. We’ve been raising funds and think we’ve got enough.”

I let her ramble for the next ten minutes as she explains that they’ve got all the volunteers ready to go, materials being delivered over the next week, and all they need left is someone to supervise.

Just as I’m about to tell her I’ll help, because there’s no way I’m saying no to this little woman, a crash jolts us out of our conversation.

“Oh, shoot.” The embarrassed voice comes from a woman hunkered down at the end of the entrance table where the pamphlets and snacks are waiting for members to snag on their way out. She’s on her knees, reaching for the papers spread out all over the floor.

Ruth’s wiry hand grips my knee, jolting my attention back to her. “Help her, would you? I don’t think I can get myself down to the floor right now.” She keeps her voice low so the young woman won’t overhear.

“Right. Sure thing.” Standing, I hurry to the dark-haired woman and squat down to start picking up the papers. Gathering them up, I tap the stack into a neat pile and glance to my side when a few more are shoved in front of me. “Thanks…” My voice trails off when our eyes lock together.

Fuck.

Blue-green hazel eyes, freckles across her nose, and fine features hold me captive. My God, this woman is absolutely stunning. She’s obviously significantly younger than me, but she has to be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in this town.

“Jaxon, this is Edith. Edith, Jaxon is the foreman who’s going to help us with the barn build next week.” Ruth’s interruption jerks my eyes from Edith’s face, just before she drops hers back to the ground. “Edith is one of our volunteers.”

Thank God. If I hadn’t said yes already, I would absolutely agree now. I’ve always been too busy to seriously consider dating, but I’m certainly inspired now.

“You’re helping to build the barn?” I ask her with a quiet voice as we continue to pick up the mess she’s made.

Edith flicks her eyes at me briefly before using the table to pull herself to her feet. “I am. Thank you for helping me pick this all up.” She turns to Ruth once she sets the remaining papers on the table, folding her hands in front of her. “Sorry about knocking this stuff over. I was going to take the cookies back to the kitchen so they’d keep in the fridge. Did you want to take some home for Pastor Josiah?”

Patting her purse, she smiles softly. “I’ve already got a few baggies stowed away. Jaxon, you ought to take some with you. Our Edith is a wonderful baker!”

“I’d love to,” I blurt out without thinking. Edith seems embarrassed by Ruth’s praise, and I find that I’m eager to try the cookies she’s trying to stand in front of. Reaching around her to grab a bag, I fight off a grin when she stiffens and attempts to move out of my way, whispering apologies. “They all the same? Or do we have a variety here?” I ask, holding up the cookies.

“Oh! Uhh, they’re all the same. Nothing special. Just chocolate chip.” Spinning around, she picks up the bowl containing the rest and holds the bowl up to me. “If you’d like more, though, you can have them. I’m sure they’ll end up going bad by next week.”

Her pink cheeks are adorable, and Ruth watches on with approval when I snag a few more. There’s a bit of an awkward pause as Edith and I stand facing each other while Ruth looks between the two of us. “Well, I don’t suppose one of you could walk me out to my car? I’m sure Josiah is anxious for his lunch.”

Before I have the chance to offer an arm, Edith is already setting the bowl down and moving to her side. “Of course, Mrs. Danielson.” She cups her elbow and I swear, this older woman is more observant than she lets on.

“Jaxon, why don’t you help as well? Not that I don’t think Edith here isn’t strong enough, but she’s just a bit of a thing. We need to get these muscles toughened up in her.” Her joint-swollen fingers grip Edith’s bicep and she clucks her tongue. “Definitely need some meat on you, girl. Building a barn will help with that!”

I try not to laugh at Ruth’s statement because it’s obvious Edith is once again embarrassed at being called out when she drops her head to look at the ground. “I think she’s perfectly fine, but I’ll be happy to walk out with the two of you. Is someone closing up the church?” I ask as we stop outside, and I notice only my truck and Ruth’s car are in the lot. Glancing around, I don’t see a third vehicle and my eyes find the side of Edith’s face.

She must feel my gaze, looking at me briefly before looking back toward our destination. “I’ve got keys.”

“Do you live close by? I don’t see another car.” Not that it’s bad weather to be walking, but most things are a few miles away no matter where you’re headed.

Edith waves toward the east side of town. “Not far.”

“Why don’t you give her a ride home, Jaxon?” Ruth suggests as we guide her to the driver’s side door of the Cadillac which looks older than Edith. Before I have a chance to agree, Edith responds quickly with a hint of panic.

“Oh, no. No, please don’t. I’m truly not far, and I don’t want to inconvenience anyone.” Ruth raises a brow and presses her lips together, obviously wanting to argue, but there’s something in Edith’s tone that lets us both know not to try.

“Dear.” Ruth hesitates, then simply shrugs. “Well, I very much appreciate you lockin’ up for me. Jaxon, thank you for stopping by. I’ll assume you’ve agreed to help since you didn’t correct me earlier.” She follows that with a wink, and I know she’s been playing me from the start.

Grinning, I bend down to press a quick kiss to her cheek. “I’ll be sure to shuffle my schedule around.”

Cupping my cheek, she winks. “Make sure you do. We start Wednesday!” With that, she turns and fumbles her way into her seat stiffly, then uses the cane I’m convinced she doesn’t need to yank her door shut.

Edith and I watch her drive off with a wave. I drop my chin to smile down at her but am surprised to find her gone. Twisting around, I’m floored by how quickly she’s already jogging back to the building. She’s shy, that much is clear.

I shove my hands in my pockets and call out, “It was nice meeting you, Edith!”

Without slowing, she glances back with her lip tucked between her teeth and a simple wave. Once she disappears inside, I make my way slowly back to my truck and head home. I’m definitely looking forward to Wednesday.


Chapter Three
Edith
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“Son of a bitch!”

I wince as soon as I slip my shoes off. I’m not sure what he’s mad about, but I’m hoping it’s nothing to do with me. The door to the kitchen flies open as he storms in from the living room, wild eyes searching until they fall on me. Shoot, it’s definitely something I’ve done.

“You’re fuckin’ twenty goddamn years old, Edith! Start fucking actin’ like it! I don’t ask for a lot, but if you’re gonna keep livin’ here, the least you can do is the bare fuckin’ minimum!”

He’s livid, and I stand up straight, dropping my eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry. What did I miss? I only jus—”

Fat fingers tighten around my arm, and I’m yanked further into the kitchen behind him, the jerky move cutting off my explanation that I’ve only just gotten home after church. As soon as we’re in the center of the kitchen, my bare feet chilled by the cold linoleum, he shoves me forward until I catch my fall against the counter. My eyes fly over the surface and as soon as they spy the dishes in the sink, my stomach sinks at the same time my heart kicks up in speed.

Blood rushes through my ears when his meaty palm slams against the back of my head before gripping the nape of my neck. Shoving my face into the sink like a dog’s nose being rubbed in a mess on the floor, he holds me down.

“Is it too fuckin’ much to ask for ya to clean up after yourself? Jesus Christ girl! You dirty a dish, you fuckin’ wash the damn thing!” He shoves me down again before releasing his hold, delivering another blow to the back of my head before moving away.

My ears are ringing, and a few spots dance across my vision before my fast blinking clears them away. I don’t try to make any excuses. Instead, I twist the hot water to turn on the faucet and with a shaky hand, pump a few dollops of dish soap onto the sponge and start scrubbing before the water is even warm.

He rips the door to the fridge open, bottles rattling to yank out a bottle of beer before slamming it shut, muttering more insults under his breath. His fading footsteps indicate he’s leaving, but I refuse to turn around and check.

The door slams shut behind me, jolting my shoulders up to my ears as I continue to wash, then rinse the two bowls, spoon, and glass resting in the pristine stainless-steel basin.

Self-doubt swims inside of me. Should I have apologized? Why didn’t I wash these after breakfast? I run through my morning and the corners of my lips dip lower when I realize I did wash my dishes. I specifically remember making a piece of toast and pouring myself a small glass of orange juice. My father yelled at me to hurry and get dressed, so I quickly washed up my dirtied butter knife, plate, and glass before drying and setting them back into the cupboard. These must be his.

I should march into that living room where I’m sure he’s sitting, which is proven true seconds later as soon as I hear the TV turned on, and let him know that this wasn’t me. What would be the point? Clearly, he’s in a foul mood, and accusing him will only escalate his anger.

As soon as I have everything cleaned, I shut off the water, then grab a rag and dry them quickly before setting them in their place. I hear him chatting on his phone, and I’m certain he’s making arrangements for his friend Corbin to come over to watch Sunday sports. Sometimes Corbin’s brother, Griffin, tags along, so I know to make myself scarce.

Tiptoeing from the kitchen, I sneak up to my room and grab a sweater before slipping out the back door. I’m barely ten feet into the yard before the loud screech of the rusty door creaks open. “The boys are comin’ over in about an hour. If you’re not too busy doin’ nothin’ around this fuckin’ place, it’d be nice if you could make an early dinner.”

I look longingly toward the shed with Raleigh, then beyond toward my spot near the ledge. My shoulders drop and I turn back toward the house. “Anything you wanted specifically? I had some sausage thawed, but I don’t think it’ll be enough for everyone.”

Grunting in annoyance, he heads back inside, and I have to snap my hand out to stop the door from shutting in my face. Slipping off my shoes, I move toward the freezer and peer inside. “There’s another package of sausage I could thaw, but not enough for four.”

“Find yourself somethin’ else for dinner then. That’ll be enough for us if you whip up a few sides.” He doesn’t wait for me to agree, heading back to the TV, leaving me alone in the kitchen.

Sighing, I pull out the frozen meat and set it in a bowl, filling it with cold water to thaw. I keep myself busy for the next hour and a half, ignoring the loud voices when the Graham brothers arrive. My father slips in to grab the case of beer without saying a word to me, so I keep fixing food. A side of baked beans, some pasta salad, then I turn on the griddle to cook the sausage once everything else is finished.

There are six fat links ready as I finish up the last two, eyeing them with a watering mouth. I’m sure there would have been enough for me as well, but he knows how many we have and would be pissed if someone goes looking for more and none are left.

Pulling out the hot dog buns from the pantry, I set them on the counter and lay out the rest of the dishes as the door opens behind me, letting in the loud noise and laughter from the living room.

“Oh! Didn’t even know you were in here. Whatcha makin’?”

Peering over my shoulder, I eye Griffin before focusing back on uncovering the salad. “Dinner,” I murmur.

He slips in behind me to observe over my shoulder, inhaling deeply as his stomach rumbles. “Shit, that smells amazin’. You been makin’ this all afternoon?”

I can count on one hand the number of times this man has ever spoken to me, let alone been this close. The heat radiating from his chest sears my back when he reaches to snag a piece of pasta that’s fallen from my spoon as I transfer it into a serving bowl. Popping it into his mouth, he groans, then steps away to pull another drink from the fridge.

He doesn’t wait for an answer, continuing on like I’ve answered. “So good.” His compliment heats my cheeks, the can of his drink fizzing as he opens it. “You comin’ into the living room to watch the game with us?”

Freezing a second, I turn to stare at him blankly. Is he serious? My father would lose his mind if I tried to interrupt his get together. Swallowing hard, I shake my head. “No. Would you let them know they can come eat?” I ask, rinsing my hands under the water before drying my fingers on the towel.

He pauses with his drink halfway to his mouth as I slip around him, giving him a wide berth as I make my escape from the kitchen. I’ll find something to eat later when it’s closer to bedtime. Maybe after they’re gone and my father is passed out in his chair. I can clean up the mess from dinner then.

“You’re not eatin’?”

Shaking my head again, I answer over my shoulder without looking at him. “No. I hope you enjoy it, though.” Just before I slip around the corner to head to my room, I take a quick peek and suck in a breath at the way he’s staring at me, confused and frowning.

I force a quick smile before rushing upstairs as quietly as I can, missing a step and grunting when my shin hits the wooden landing as I stumble. My heart is racing, ashamed at tripping and praying he didn’t hear how clumsy I was.

Just as I’m shutting the door to my room, I hear him questioning my father. “Damn, Clay. I didn’t realize your daughter could cook like this. Why’s she not eatin’ with us?”

My door snicks shut before I hear his answer, and I groan low into my pillow as soon as I land on my bed. I’ll give them an hour before I sneak outside to go for a walk. There are faint noises filtering through the floor, and I know they’re diving into their meal. I hope it’s good enough. My stomach rumbles the longer I lie here, wishing I had a chance to at least sneak in some bites before he showed up.

After what I’m sure is more than an hour, I jerk upright, remembering the cookies I’ve hidden on a plate under a dish towel. I did leave some for my father to snack on, but these are the half dozen I wanted to take over to the Cooper farm. Partly as an apology for bothering their son out in the field, but also because I’m desperate to have a conversation with someone other than Mrs. Danielson, as much as I do enjoy her company.

Padding back down the stairs, I peer around the wall and find no one in the kitchen. It’s an absolute disaster, a few pasta noodles on the floor and a napkin crumpled next to the trash can. I’ll leave it for now. My father goes mad when I make extra noise in here, especially when a game is on.

Slipping the plate out from under the towel, I count the cookies and breathe a sigh of relief when they remain untouched. It doesn’t take me long to slip out the back before I’m picking my way along the edge of our yard to the road. As soon as I’m out of view of the house, I hurry my steps until I’m standing in front of the Coopers’ home, my fist raised to knock, but I hesitate.

What if they’re angry about my presence like Mason was? Still unsure why our families have always feuded, I realize it’s got nothing to do with me. So, I steel my nerves and knock crisply on the door.

They must be older, considering Mason is probably close to my father’s age of forty-one, although he does seem to look a bit younger, and I’m pleased when the front door swings open after waiting a minute or two.

It’s Mr. Cooper, his brows lifting in surprise. “Afternoon. Can I help you?”

Letting my smile fill my face, I hold the paper plate in front of me. I’d never use one of our dishes in case I wasn’t able to get it back. Father would certainly blame me for the missing piece. “I don’t believe we’ve met, at least not in a long while, so I don’t quite remember. I’m Edith Hughes, your neighbor. I baked some cookies yesterday and thought…” I trail off, not sure what to say because I’m not sure I was thinking clearly. When I finish, it’s more unsure. “I thought you and your wife and son might enjoy them.”

Mrs. Cooper steps to his side with a frown, but not unkindly. I meet her eyes and my smile wobbles, ready to break. Neither answer, seemingly more surprised I’m standing here than the fact I’ve brought them a treat.

My voice comes out in a whisper. “Is it alright that I brought them? I can take them back if you’re not interested. I just… I made so many and, well… I might have irritated Mason the other day and figured this could be an apology of sorts as well.”

“Irritated Mase, huh? How’d ya manage that?” Mr. Cooper’s voice is just as gruff and low as Mason’s but tinged with age.

Dragging my eyes away from Mrs. Cooper, I glance at him before letting them fall to my feet. “I saw him riding out in the field and it seemed something was wrong, so I followed to see if he might need a hand. He was roping some calves who escaped, but it was probably poor timing on my part.” Holding the plate out again, I ask, “Would you like them? They’re chocolate chip. Nothing real special, and I’m not sure if I’m that great of a baker, but most people seem to enjoy them down at the church.”

My hands are shaking as I hold the plate out. Mrs. Cooper finally rolls her eyes and elbows her husband in the side. “For God’s sake, Bill, would ya take the plate from the girl?”

“Oh! Right, sorry ‘bout that.” He plucks the plate from my hands, which fall to my sides in fits immediately. Eyeing them curiously, he studies them, then me, before offering a polite smile. “Thank you for the offerin’. I’m sure they’re perfectly fine.”

Nodding, I take a step back, then fold my hands together in front of me. “I hope they’re to your liking. Anyway, that’s all I came by for.” Lifting my chin toward the plate, I add, “Just to bring those. I hope you have a—”

“The hell you doin’ here?”

Both of Mason’s parents jerk their heads to the side, along with me, when Mason’s growl breaks the awkward conversation we’re having. My eyes widen slightly, and I take another step back from the door. “I just thought to bring over some—”

Stepping heavily onto the porch, he glares down at me as he passes by. Green. His eyes are green, and his hair is as dark as I thought. “Thought I told you to stay off our property. What’s your daddy playin’ at now?” Snagging the plate from Mr. Cooper’s hands, he eyes it for the threat it isn’t, then shoves the plate back toward me. I scramble to grab it before he lets it fall, the flimsy paper bending as the cookies shift to the edge. “Go on,” he snaps, ordering me away.

I can’t meet anyone’s eyes as I right the plate, then nod quickly before turning to escape. “Sorry,” I mumble, taking a few steps down before his mother’s censure stops me.

“The hell is wrong with you, boy?” Her smack, and his complaining grunt makes me wince. She calls out to me while I keep my back to all of them. “We’re happy to take the cookies. Ignore him. He’s always cranky when he’s gotta work on Sundays.”

I try not to pull away when her hand grips my shoulder, turning me toward her. Shoving the plate in her direction, I only briefly catch Mason’s glare before dragging my eyes away.

Mumbling only for her, I’m able to get out a quick, “I hope you enjoy them,” before I spin on my heel and jog down their long drive. A new truck is parked next to theirs now, and I’m shocked I didn’t hear it arrive as we were talking.

Hearing low, heated voices, I don’t attempt to listen in and the moment I hit the paved road, I run quickly back to my house. As soon as I’m inside, I’m brought up short by my father standing in the middle of the kitchen. He narrows his eyes as I gasp for air. “What the hell you doin’?”

I’ve never lied to him a day in my life, but this time I do and pray to God that he doesn’t see right through me. “Just… Just went out for a walk while you ate. Came back to clean up. You startled me, is all.”

He eyes me carefully, and I’m not sure if he buys it. Both of us look toward the door to the living room when loud voices start cheering, and I blow my breath out softly when he turns from me without another word.

I press a hand to my chest to ease the pounding of my heart before washing my hands in the sink, then wrap up the food they’ve left. With a quick peek to where my father disappeared, I grab one of the spoons on the counter and shovel in a few mouthfuls of the pasta salad before putting the rest in the fridge. Turning on the water, I start washing the dishes, thankful my father didn’t call me out for my lie and that the Coopers took the cookies.

Hopefully, they’ll be good enough to make them happy.


Chapter Four
Griffin
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As much as I enjoy watching the game with my brother, it’s always a bit of a letdown when he wants to go to Clayborn’s house to do it. The man is alright, I suppose, but he’s kind of a dick.

Besides, when we come here, both Corbin’s wife and I know I’ll be hauling his drunk ass home instead of him trying to drive drunk. Between Clayborn and Corbin, the two of them can put back a case of beer faster than it should be possible. I’m proven right when the game finishes and I glance at the two of them, passed out in their seats.

Sighing, I know it’ll only take me a minute to rouse Corbin and get his ass to my truck, but I don’t have enough energy to do it right this moment. I’m still stuffed from our meal earlier. Clayborn’s daughter made a fine meal, and I’m honestly shocked at how well she can cook.

I never saw much of her over the few years I’ve started to tag along with my brother to his weekly visits here. Honestly, I thought she was much younger. Years will do that to you, though. Like in the magazines, you’ll hear of someone having a kid, then the next time you see a photo, they’re ten years older and it makes you wonder where the time went.

All I know of the woman is her name. Edith. I’m not even sure I’ve had a conversation with her up until a few hours ago, which is odd when I think about it. I’ve heard Corbin ask about her from time to time, but Clayborn always waved him off, saying something along the lines of her being shy and liked to be on her own.

I suppose that’s feasible. Lots of people are introverted. When I mute the TV, I hear water running from the kitchen, so I grab our plates and leave the sleeping men to snore.

Using my hip to push open the door, I look around and see the faucet running in the sink, but no Edith. A soft noise comes from the short hallway leading out back, so I set our dishes on the counter quietly and peer around the corner heading out back.

Both my brows lift in surprise when I spy Edith on her knees, holding the screen door open with one hand, cooing softly to something in front of her. Not wanting to startle her, I keep my feet light and peek over her shoulder, grinning when she brushes her fingers under the chin of the one of the scraggliest kittens I’ve ever seen in my life.

Edith doesn’t notice me, but the brown tabby certainly does. Seeing me, it becomes quite vocal, meowing brokenly and so loud the noise makes me wrinkle my nose. “Damn, that thing looks like a drowned rat!”

Jerking away and slamming her body against the wall, Edith looks up at me with wide, frightened eyes. Her movement was so fast it frightened the kitten, who tears down the steps and disappears under a bush.

I don’t concern myself with the barn cat. Instead, I take a step back and offer my hand. “Sorry ‘bout that. Didn’t mean to scare ya.” Her chest is heaving, which I only notice when she places her palm to her heart to calm herself. My easy grin falls away when I realize how much I frightened her. “Damn, I really am sorry. You okay?”

“Yes,” she mumbles, shoving herself to her feet, avoiding my outstretched hand. I pull it back awkwardly and shove it into my pocket, then look over her shoulder toward the kitten. She follows my gaze and seems disappointed it’s gone. Looking dejected, she lets the door close quietly before dipping her head and pointing behind me. “Do you mind if I slip past you?”

“Oh, yeah. Of course.” I step to the side and get a whiff of something floral as she sweeps past me. Rushing to the sink, she shuts the water off before picking up the plates I’ve brought in to scrape the pieces of food into the trash. Scratching the back of my head, I’m not sure what to say. She’s the complete opposite of Clayborn, and not nearly as outgoing as most of the women I’ve grown up knowing. “You want a hand?”

The plate she’s holding slips from her grasp and drops heavily into the trash as she whips her eyes up to stare at me in shock. Gasping, she reaches in to retrieve it, pink heating her cheeks as she carries it back to the sink. “You don’t need to do that. It won’t take me long.” The corner of my lip tilts up when she side-eyes me and looks away just as quickly. “But uhh… thank you for the offer?”

Deciding I’m going to pretend this isn’t an awkward as fuck conversation, I grin and move in next to her. “It’s no problem. It’ll go quicker if we work together.” Her back is rigid, so I bump her shoulder before leaning down to whisper in her ear conspiratorially. “Besides, those two are passed the fuck out. I’ll let Corb sleep a bit longer before I drag his ass back home to his wife.”

I thought for sure she’d laugh at that, but her frown deepens to something more worried. “Think he’ll sleep for a while?”

“Corb? Nah, he’ll be cake to wake up. But I’m sure he’ll nod off as soon as his ass hits his recliner at home.” Snickering, I can already hear his wife’s nagging, but she loves him and doesn’t mind when he gets some time to himself.

“No, I mean—” Edith snaps her lips shut and starts scrubbing at the plate. I realize she wasn’t asking about my brother.

Holding my hand out for the clean dish, she hands it over. As I rinse the suds, I continue a bit more seriously. “Yeah, I’m sure your dad is out for the count.” When she relaxes, I do too and let myself grin again. It’s shocking how gorgeous she is. I don’t remember her mom, but Corbin met her once, I think. His impression wasn’t anything to write home about, so I’m a bit surprised Edith is as beautiful as she is.

She doesn’t favor her father at all, maybe except the dark hair and chocolate-colored eyes, although hers are much more vivid than Clayborn’s. His are always glassy and dull from drinking daily. That thought makes me grow concerned. Keeping an eye on her from the corner of mine, we wash dishes in silence, her slim fingers working aggressively to scrub the bits and pieces of food from the surface.

Her wrists are petite as well, and her head only comes to just about my shoulder. If you only glance at her, you’d think she’s just naturally thin, but studying her more closely, I can see a slight bruising under her eyes and sharp cheekbones, which makes her seem a tad older than she probably is.

Never one to bite my tongue, I blurt out, “How old are you?”

Again, the dish slips from her fingers, but she catches it before it slams into the base of the sink. She smiles quickly, although it’s forced. “I’m twenty. I’ll turn twenty-one soon.” Then, after chewing on her lip, she asks hesitantly, “How old are you?”

Snorting at the math I’m doing in my head, I say, “Much older than you. I’ve got sixteen years on ya.”

“So, thirty-six then. I thought you were closer to my father’s age.”

This time, I laugh. “Hell no. Corbin and your dad are the same age. I was the one that tagged along for years. Definitely younger.” Teasing her, I bump her shoulder again and wince when she stumbles to the side before righting herself. “Not so old.”

“No,” she whispers. “Not as old as them. Here.” Handing me the last plate, she starts dragging her fingers through the soapy water to find the soaking silverware. Finding a few forks, she scrubs at them with renewed energy.

Not wanting to stop talking with her, I do my best to get her to open up more. “So, you’ve got a barn cat with a litter outside?”

She sighs with pleasure, easing up on the silverware as a small smile grows. “No, not in ours. We’ve only got the shed for Raleigh. I think he might be a baby from next door, but I heard him crying outside. Poor little guy must have wandered off. He’s sweet, though, and seems friendly enough.” Looking toward the door, she adds, “Maybe I should go see if he’s still out there. Take some milk or something.”

“You start feedin’ him, he’ll never go away. Unless that’s what you want?” Strays are common around here and everyone knows that once you give them an ounce of attention, they’ll hang around all hours of the day and night. “Might even get noisy, cryin’ for you at night.”

Her smile falls away. “That’s probably not a good idea. I hate to think he’s separated from his momma, though. Do you think I should go find him and take him next door?”

If she’s talking about the Coopers, it’s probably not a great idea, considering how much Mason and Clayborn hate each other. “Ehh, probably not the best idea. Why don’t we finish this and go look for him? I can swing him by on my way out if it’ll make you feel better.”

Her eyes find mine, and her pleading look hits me right in the chest. “You wouldn’t mind?”

Clearing my throat, I nod without drawing my eyes away. Letting them roam over her, I notice the sprinkling of light freckles across the bridge of her nose and full lips. Fuck, Clay would have my hide if I hit on his daughter in his own house, but she’s more than just a small temptation.

“I’d be happy to do that for you, if you want.” She flashes the most brilliant smile in my direction, and I know I’d do anything to see that again. Dragging my eyes from her, I turn my body away and will my cock from getting hard with the way she’s looking up at me. “Let’s get this sorted and go find the little guy.”

Humming happily, she rushes to finish and within ten minutes, we’re outside, clicking our tongues and snapping our fingers to find her kitten. I follow behind, doing my best not to stare at her ass when she bends over to search under branches and junk that Clayborn’s stored out here.

The longer we look for him, the more disappointed she grows until finally she sighs and hugs her stomach. “Guess he must have run off back home.”

“They’re pretty good at finding their way. I’m sure he went back to his siblings, because you know if there’s one, there’s at least five more out there. But if not, he’ll be back soon enough.”

Holding the door open for her, she nods solemnly and drags her feet back inside, only to hear Clayborn’s slurred bellow. “Edith! Where are you, girl?”

Edith stumbles to hurry faster inside, her ass right in my face as she climbs the steps and I bite my lip to hold back my groan. She might be slender, but fuck, that ass looks delicious. “I’m here,” she calls out, and I let the door slam behind me as I follow her inside.

Her dad is leaning against the door frame, eyes running over me before zeroing in on her. “You put it all away?”

“Yes, just got done washing up.”

“Shit. I was gonna grab some more. There’s still pasta left, right?” He stumbles toward the fridge without waiting for an answer, tearing the door open and hangs his arm heavily on the frame as he searches inside.

Wringing her hands together, she follows him and suggests, “Why don’t you go sit down and I’ll fix up another plate for you?” She eyes me warily, but I’m not sure why. My eyes go back and forth between the two of them, then hear my brother groaning from the living room.

“He’s wakin’ up,” I say more to myself than them.

“Yeah, you should probably take him on home,” Clayborn mutters, still digging through the fridge, pulling out dishes and dropping them on the counter. “Don’t we have more beans? Thought there was more than this.”

Edith forces a smile at me and tilts her head toward the other room. “Why don’t you get your brother? Thank you for your help cleaning up tonight.”

Dropping a hand on her shoulder, I squeeze gently and wink at her. “Probably for the best. Your daddy’s ready for bed too, I think. Thanks for havin’ us over, Clay. See ya later.” He grunts and waves me off. “Dinner was delicious,” I tell Edith, lowering my voice, then give her one more squeeze before letting go.

I find myself more disappointed than I would have thought as I drag Corbin out to the truck, his arm hanging heavily over my shoulder. The vision of Edith’s ass brings a smile to my face. I tell myself there’s nothing wrong with tagging along next time the boys decide to watch another game. Might have to get them to drink the whiskey next so she and I have a little longer to chat.


Chapter Five
Mason
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Why won’t she stay away?

I observe my meddlesome neighbor from the shadows of the trees as she inches her way toward my barn, cupping something close to her stomach.

What in the fuck is she doin’? Bringing somethin’ to fuck with my farm?

Her daddy would. I wouldn’t be surprised if he set her to do his dirty work, although it has been a few years since he’s done more than call the city on me. Not that I haven’t returned the favor. The shit he’s got stacked up on his lot is an eyesore, and probably hazardous with all the fluids and shit seeping into the ground.

The wind whips up abruptly and I glance at the sky, noting a storm about to roll in. I’m upwind from her, so she doesn’t hear me as I step out of the trees and head toward her, but I certainly hear the tiny, high pitched mewl coming from her stomach. I pause and cock my head, narrowing my eyes.

Deciding to give her a moment, my curiosity is piqued. If she is doing something nefarious, I’ll be able to catch her red-handed and drag her ass to the house. Keep her waiting until I get the police out here and charge her with trespassing. My lips curl in a sneer, excitement washing over me at that prospect. Bet her daddy would just love that.

Walking more slowly now, I tuck my hands in my pockets and stroll lazily in her direction. With where she’s standing, the straight line winds swirl harshly around the corner, the bottom of her dress slamming against her legs and she fights to keep it from lifting up to her waist.

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head at the ridiculousness of wearing a dress out on a farm. Dropping my gaze lower, I notice her worn boots caked in mud and worn soles, but it’s the way she hunkers over to protect whatever she’s holding at her stomach which keeps my interest.

She jogs to the entrance and tries the handle, but it won’t budge. My fingers grip my keys in my pocket and finally my anger at her trespassing again surpasses this brief moment of wondering what the hell she’s up to.

I’m only a few feet behind her when I snap. “Wanna explain why the hell you’re tryin’ to break into my barn?”

The way she screams from being startled brings me a small ounce of joy, but her cry quickly shifts to one of pain as her arms fly around her. Is this damn woman possessed? Jesus fuckin’ Christ!

A blur of fur has me tipping my hat up as I watch her wrestle with the mangiest looking kitten I think I’ve ever seen in my life. Edith doesn’t answer my initial question; instead, she pleads with the kitten. “Ssh, ssh. Just wait, baby! It’s okay, it’s okay! I got you. J-Just—” Hissing when the tiny ball crawls its way up her neck and clings to her exposed skin, she winces as she carefully removes his claws. “Just calm a bit for me.”

“That thing’s probably got fleas. You ought to put it down.” I wrinkle my nose as she continues her fight to calm it, pushing her hair from her face as the wind whips it around her cheeks.

Finding my eyes, she gives me a sheepish smile. “I can’t. I’m trying to return him to his momma. Your barn is the only place nearby that probably has some barn cats, so I came to see if maybe his family was here.”

“I don’t have barn cats,” I state, crossing my arms across my chest. “That still doesn’t excuse you for trespassin’… for the third time within a week.”

The girl is good, I’ll give her that. She seems embarrassed at being caught. Dropping her head, she looks away from my glare. “I did try the door, but no one answered. I wasn’t trying to be sneaky; I swear it.”

“My parents are out. That doesn’t give you the right—”

I’m shocked when she interrupts me. “I know I shouldn’t have come back. But—” She fights off the kitten again as it tries to crawl onto her other shoulder and nestle its way under her hair. “But I didn’t know what else to do. He’s just a baby. I thought he would’ve found his momma by now, but he keeps coming round. His crying was breaking my heart.”

Closing my eyes when hers fill with tears, I groan loudly and tip my head back. “Look, I don’t know what to tell you. There aren’t any cats in there, so I know he doesn’t belong in my barn. Why don’t you just keep him at your place? He looks old enough to be on his own by now. Probably weaned from his mom already.”

“I can’t,” she whispers. Glancing in the direction of her home, she begins her explanation, but lets her voice trail off at the end. “My father… he…” Shoving her hair from her face again, she straightens her spine. “Could he please stay in your barn? I bet he’d be real good at catching any mice that might be making a home in there. I’ll even come by every day and feed him.”

“He’s gonna spray when he gets older.”

She shakes her head quickly. “I’ll save up and have him neutered as soon as I’ve got enough. Please Mas—” I raise my brow when she uses my name, causing her to quickly correct herself. “Mr. Cooper. I’ll even help out around here if you want me to as payment.”

Without a trace of humor, I laugh at her. “You’re wantin’ to work for me as payment to keep a flea covered kitten in my barn? And feed him? Are you out of your mind?”

“No.”

Her answer is simple and filled with truth. I study her more closely, trying to decide if this is some farce, attempting to get one over on me. “You aren’t workin’ here for free. That’s a lawsuit if I ever saw one, especially considerin’ who your daddy is. He’d have me in court faster that I could blink.”

She shakes her head wildly, with her brown eyes wide and staring up at me. “I don’t want him to know I’m over here. He, uhh, he told me I wasn’t allowed to be on your property.”

“You should listen to your daddy,” I snarl. A tiny bit of regret from my tone hits me when she winces, but I shove it away. “About time he did somethin’ right.”

She chews on her lip, staring down at the kitten who’s now much calmer in her arms. Refusing to respond to my scolding, Edith tries once more with me. “Please, Mr. Cooper. I’ll help feed the animals, clean up after them if you want me to. Anything you’d need.” Her eyes lift, and I inhale noisily through my nose with the way she’s trying to let me see everything she’s feeling. “I can be useful. I want to be useful.”

Rain starts to fall slowly, so I pull my keys from my pocket and unlock the barn before it turns to a downpour. I’m not anxious to get soaked while my neighbor refuses to see reason. Shoving the door open, I hold it wide and jerk my chin toward the inside. “Get in before you look just as drowned as that cat you’re holdin’.”

Edith scurries in, ducking her head under my arm. Yanking the door shut behind us, I move around her and flick on the lights. This barn isn’t used for animals, just storage for equipment and hay. Thankfully, I saw the weather and got the cows out of pasture, and I’m doubly thankful I’m done when a low rumble of thunder sounds off in the distance.

I move further inside, taking my hat off to bang against my leg, shedding it free from water. “Do you even have any experience on a ranch?” My eyes roam over her body, then I huff in displeasure. She’s a lovely girl, but she doesn’t have any meat on her. I doubt she can handle actual hard work. “You don’t look like you could lift a bale of hay if your life depended on it.”

She allows the kitten to jump from her arms, and I just know I’m now the proud owner of a fucking cat. “I’m stronger than I look.” Peering around the space, she adds, “And I’ve got some experience, but I won’t lie to you, Mr. Cooper. I’ve never had a job outside of helping down at the church. My father has a horse, and I know how to care for him. Well, the basics. I’ve never saddled or ridden him before because he’s not my horse, but I can brush him down, handle feed and water, and muck his stall.”

I pause and turn toward her. More surprised than anything, I ask, “You don’t know how to saddle a horse? You’ve ridden one. Right?”

“No. I can learn, though. I’m a quick learner. Just last year, I was part of the volunteer team to help put on the addition at the church. I was there every day until it got done. And I’m helping with a barn raising starting tomorrow, too.” She steps closer to me. “I’m a hard worker. I could come over after I get my chores done at the house first thing in the morning when my father is out. I’ll even get started on them today if you can use me.”

Her offer to let me use her plays around in my head. I’m certain she’ll be more of a hinderance than a help here, but if she wants to come break her back for me, maybe she’ll fuck up enough that I can let it hang over her daddy’s head.

Biting back a smile when that idea pops up, I do my best to give her my most serious look. “We’ll do a trial. You need to show up by seven in the mornin’ the moment your chores are done or do them after you’re done here. I’m not gonna pay you for the first two weeks until I know you can handle the work. Then I’ll cut you a check.”

“Cash,” she blurts out. Her face erupts in a massive blush, but she doesn’t take it back. “And I’ve got that barn raising I’m helping with, so I’ll be sure to get up early. I’m signed up for the midafternoon group there. It’ll work out perfectly.”

Nodding once, I hold out my hand for her to shake. “Fine. Cash. But the moment you fuck up or don’t show up, the deal is off. And that cat is gone too, you hear me?”

Her chilled fingers slip along my callused palm, but she grips it more firmly than I’d have expected. “I promise. I’ll work hard for you, Mr. Cooper. Thank you so much. I’ll try to be here extra early so I can make sure the kitten is fed and settled, too.”

“This is my livelihood, Miss Hughes. You fuck me over, you’ll regret it.” I hope she takes my warning to heart, but she’s either a fabulous actress or naïve because she simply smiles broadly at me before dropping my hand.

Squatting down quickly, she clicks her tongue to call the kitten to her. He comes bounding out of a straw pile, completely covered already. Picking the pieces from his fur, she plants kisses on his head before whispering directions to behave like the good boy she knows he is. There’s no stopping my eye roll this time.

As soon as she releases him, he bounds off, and she stands before me once more. “Thank you again, Mr. Cooper. I’ll be here tomorrow!”

With that, she spins happily, then hunches over as soon as she jerks the door open to sprint out into the now pouring rain. Another crack of thunder rattles the rafters in the barn, and I look down at my boots just in time to see the little kitten she’s left me with.

Staring up at me with wide eyes, I grunt when he sits on his ass and releases the most God-awful, high-pitched meow I’ve ever heard.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter, shoving my fingers through my hair in irritation. I gently poke at him with my toe. Another mewl escapes him and I groan. “You’re gonna get my barn infested with fleas, aren’t ya?”

I swear, this thing rolls his eyes at me before sauntering off, disappearing in the shadows for good this time. Eyeing the door Edith escaped through, I already regret my decision to allow her to come back tomorrow. I’m only setting myself up for a disaster, but hopefully it’ll piss off her daddy in the end. That fucker needs to be taken down a peg, in my opinion. Fuck Clayborn Hughes and his daughter, who’s way too pretty to have ever come from his gene pool.

Once she fucks up badly enough, I’ll be able to drag her ass back to her home and demand reparations for my damages and insist he keep his daughter off my property for good.


Chapter Six
Edith
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Itold my father the second lie of my life and I’m feeling strangely okay about it. After getting home last night, soaking wet from the torrential downpour I wasn’t expecting, I quickly changed my clothes and returned to the kitchen to prepare my father’s dinner.

“Why you lookin’ so damn happy all of a sudden?”

My body jerks and I abruptly stop humming. “Oh. Nothing in particular. Just looking forward to tomorrow.”

He snorts and chucks his boots toward the back door. “Nobody looks forward to a construction job. Knock that shit off.”

Pressing my lips together, I keep quiet, but just before he leaves, I realize I need him to know I’ll be gone all day. I’ve asked him if I could work before, expressed that I was eager to get a job and start contributing to the household. Or even save up to find my own place. “There’s enough to be done ‘round this place. Don’t need ya runnin’ off to earn a shit wage when I give you plenty here.”

Even bringing it up a year later, I got the same line, only I had to duck when he tossed his bottle, accusing me of being ungrateful.

I know it’d be awful if I told him I was going to begin working over at the Cooper farm. Not only am I not allowed to go there, but it’s a paying job. One he’s explicitly said no to on multiple occasions. Grinding my molars together, I decide to lie. Again.

“Uh, Father?” He doesn’t answer, but he waits to see what I want, swallowing a deep guzzle of the amber liquid he’s forever drinking. I clear my throat and smile tentatively. “I spoke with Mrs. Danielson earlier. It seems as if they could use my help in the morning, not just the afternoon. I know you were fine with me volunteering, so I, uhh… I told her it would be alright.”

Shrugging, he turns away and shoves the living room door open. “I don’t give a shit what ya do. Just get your chores done before you go and have dinner on that stove by the time I’m home.”

Blinking in surprise at the empty spot he was just standing in, I find myself utterly shocked. He didn’t complain or grumble. Not about a single thing. Turning back to the sink, I quickly wash up a few dishes and use the time to consider his out of character response. He’s never had a problem when I helped out with church stuff. Maybe if I ask the Danielsons, they might have an actual job there for me.

I sleep well that night, excited that I not only got away with my second lie, but for the next day’s worth of work ahead of me. By the time my alarm sounds, it’s five in the morning, and I have twenty minutes planned for myself to get ready for the day. Then another ten to prepare a breakfast for my father he’ll be able to heat in the microwave. An hour for chores, which brings me to this moment right now, staring at the wooded barrier between the properties.

I head to the Cooper farm thirty minutes early. The plan was to find the kitten and get him fed. Maybe even a quick washing before Mr. Cooper is ready for me to start.

I slip into the barn and quietly click my tongue, calling out for the kitten. With a grin, I drop to my knees when the little guy comes bounding over, much more vocal than I’ve ever heard him, which makes me giggle.

Unwrapping the bit of food I cut up and mashed with water, I set a bowl on the ground and feed him. He attacks the dish with fervor, his face getting absolutely smothered with bits of meat and breading. I wasn’t sure what to feed him, but when I’m out today, I’ll pick up some kitten food at the store and hide it under my bed.

“You’re early.”

I glance over my shoulder and grin up at my new boss. “I wanted to make sure I was. Wanted to get this guy settled and be ready for whatever you task me to do.”

My smile falls away when he rolls his eyes before draining off the last of his coffee in his mug and sets it on a ledge near the door. “Wonderful. You’re a fuckin’ mornin’ person.” Without waiting for me, he marches past us toward the back of the barn. I scramble to follow, leaving the kitten to continue his feast, and keep my lips pressed together to rein in my excitement over the prospect of working my first day at a real job. “I really wasn’t plannin’ on hirin’ anyone new, so I don’t have time to teach you much today. Figured you could handle feedin’ the babies while I put the rest of the herd out to pasture and get them settled.”

“Babies?” I ask excitedly, then grow serious when he narrows his eyes at me. “I can do that. Just point me in their direction. Oh, and I’ll need to know where their food is.”

He tilts his head to indicate west of us. “Barn two’s over there. Everythin’s inside. I’m sure you’re smart enough to figure it out.”

I chew on my lip, hesitating, but I need to ask. “What, uhh… What should I do when I’m done if you’re not back by then?”

My excitement and ego take a hit when he actually starts laughing at me. “I highly doubt you’ll be done by the time I’m back. But on the off chance you are, start muckin’ the shit out. Lay down some fresh bedding if you find bare spots. If it’s extra nasty, change all of it. Pretty sure you can handle that.”

Standing up straight, I nod once. “I’ll take care of it. Thank you again, Mr. Coop—”

“For fuck’s sake. Just call me Mason. The Mr. Cooper thing sounds weird. Just… go do as you’re told.” He waves me off, and I fight my desire to apologize for annoying him already. It’s not intentional. I’m just so happy and thankful he agreed to this.

“Right. Th-Thanks.” Spinning around, I hurry out and carefully step over mud puddles left behind from last night’s rain before finding the barn with the babies.

As soon as I’m inside, I freeze, shocked by how many there are. There must be over twenty of them! I didn’t realize Mr. Coo—Mason had a large enough herd for all of these, but as I explore the space, I realize there’s another area toward the back with another fifteen or twenty. Geez! There are so many of them!

My eyes search all over until I find the area where there seems to be feed stored. Hurrying over, I find I’m correct, so I walk past each feeding station, dumping out the old food from yesterday into a large trash can, then fill each one carefully.

I grin as the calves fight for fresh food and start munching, all of them behaving similarly after each new area is visited and food replenished. That part only takes me about half an hour, so once they’re all settled, I glance around for a hose and find one with a steady drip at its connection to the faucet.

The wheel it’s coiled on screeches loudly as I tug it free, stretching out the length as far as I can, just able to reach the last water pail. I pour old water into a drain cut in the floor and fill their buckets with fresh water. I repeat my actions until everyone is watered.

I haven’t spent much time around cows. They sure are smelly things, but I love it. It’s a little steamy in here, most likely humidity left behind by the storm as well as the morning sun drying out the ground. Scrubbing the sweat from my forehead with my arm, I drain the hose after shutting off the water and it takes me a solid fifteen minutes to turn the crank enough to respool the hose.

Horse hooves pound somewhere outside, and I wait for Mason to come inside, but he doesn’t show. Shrugging, I look around for a rake to clean up the messes these babies have left overnight.

Doing this kind of work has never bothered me. My father has always had me clean up after Raleigh, and these little guys are so much smaller than he is. Carefully, I crawl over the railing and drop into the end stall, and for the first time, I let my fingers trail over the coat of one of the calves.

“Wow. You feel so much more coarse than I would have expected, little guy.” It’s ridiculous to talk to him, but no one is around. I’m pleased when he leans into my thigh, forcing a giggle to escape when I stumble. “And you’re even heavier than I thought you’d be!”

I stroke his head a few times, then run my palm down his back while my fingers scratch against his fur. Tapping his side, I try to get him to shift so I can clean up the few piles buried in the hay, and he gives me the space I need.

For the next two hours, I take the opportunity to pet and speak to every single one of the babies, and feel I’ve done a decent job cleaning everything out. Laying fresh straw was hard because I had to yank handfuls free. I searched for about fifteen minutes for a knife or scissors to cut the binding holding it together, but I was unsuccessful. So, handfuls at a time was how I did it.

“You know, if you lift that one foot up for me, I can set this down under you and you’d have this nice, cozy little bed to snuggle in.” I’m speaking to one of the more stubborn calves who decided I was not to be given an inch today. I lean down and pat his head before kissing his nose. “If you do, I promise to give you extra snacks in the morning.”

“You know, askin’ for them to move is pointless.”

My head whips up, not expecting to hear Mason’s voice so close to my ear. I fail to rein in my screech and startle the stubborn calf. He jolts, slamming his side into my stomach, and I fall back onto the concrete. Hard. My butt doesn’t have enough padding to soften my fall and bolts of pain radiate from my tailbone over to my hip.

“That’s why we don’t stand right next to ‘em,” Mason scolds as he reaches down to grab my arm, hauling me to my feet. My face is absolutely ignited with heat, ashamed of falling over like that. He must think I’m incredibly clumsy.

I can feel his eyes inspecting me, but I don’t look at him as I brush the straw and hay from my clothes. “S-Sorry. I was just trying to get him to scoot over so I could set down some hay.”

“Scoot?”

“Uhh… Yes?”

When I finally have the courage to peer up at him, I find he’s no longer watching me. His hands are on his hips as he looks over everything I’ve managed to get done this morning.

“You got it all done?” I’m not sure if he’s surprised or waiting for me to tell him I didn’t.

“I did,” I say proudly. “I just have to sweep up the mess from the hay. I couldn’t find anything to cut it free, so I made a bit of a mess tugging it free.”

His brows draw together as he realizes how I managed to get my chores done. “There’s a knife right over there,” he says, pointing a finger toward a run of wood that’s about two feet over my head. “Next time, use that.”

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t see it up there.”

Ignoring my apology, he tugs on his work gloves. “I’m gonna take these guys out now. What time you gotta be at the barn thing?”

Eyeing the clock on the wall, I tell him, “It’d probably be best if I head out no later than two hours from now. If I want to get—”

“Head over to the main barn and work on those stalls until you gotta go. If I don’t see you before then, you can take off. Be here again tomorrow. Seven, just like today.”

Swallowing hard, I nod quickly. “Right. I will. Th—”

He turns away from me, my mouth snapping shut just as I’m about to thank him once again. Mason Cooper is a very, very grumpy man, but it’s nothing more than I’ve lived with for years. Sighing, I stretch my back, then wince at the twinge in my butt from my fall; I rub at it for just a moment.

I don’t hear him leave the barn, but Mason has already disappeared somewhere, so I quietly leave to head over to the second cattle barn. Working as quickly as possible, I clear out the much larger stalls for the next two hours, then slip out of the door and breathe in the fresh air.

Mason isn’t anywhere, so I hurry myself to the road, then do a half jog, half walk for the mile and a half to the site where we’re building the barn.

Arriving a few minutes late, my grin grows. I’m happy to see such a large number of residents from town pitching in. With a wave to Pastor Josiah, I head toward where the loudest noises are coming from.

As soon as I step up on the platform of what will soon become the floor of the new barn, the man I met at church on Sunday lifts his head from where he’s using a table saw to cut some framing boards, locking eyes with me.

My body is aching from the hours at the Cooper farm, but I feel rejuvenated when Jaxon hits me with a megawatt smile and straightens to his full height, setting his saw on the workbench.

Jaxon Thorton, I heard whispered outside, is the owner of Thorton Construction and Restoration. And he’s walking straight for me, his smile only growing larger when he stops just a foot away.

“Edith. Nice to see you again.”


Chapter Seven
Jaxon
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Inever thought working extra hours, completely unpaid after a long day, would have me smiling as much as I am. Edith’s presence has been a complete joy all afternoon and I’m very much looking forward to beginning again tomorrow.

After the storm swept through last night, I thought for sure we’d be delayed with starting the church project, but after checking in with their office, I was assured everything was still a go. I checked on my paying jobs before I arrived at the site and found myself disappointed I didn’t see those round, warm brown eyes peering back at me from the group on the first shift.

When she finally did arrive, I wanted to kick myself in the ass for grinning like a fool as I approached her. She hasn’t been far from my mind since we met, and I’m more than a little curious about her. I thought I pretty much knew most people in town, so I’m well and truly shocked we’ve never run into each other by now.

Leaning over the two by four, Edith uses a pencil to mark the cut lines on the wood before her arms struggle to lift it from her station to lean against the first wall we’ve framed out. She inspects her work critically as she asks, “If you had to pick between a dog or cat for a pet, what would you choose?”

With a chuckle, I line up my saw and drop my safety glasses over my eyes as I consider her question. After cutting the piece, I flick my eyes over to her. She’s frozen, curled over the next piece to be marked, waiting for my answer. We’ve been playing this back-and-forth question game for the past hour, and so far, I’ve learned that she by far prefers orange juice over coffee, she’d rather be barefoot than wear sandals, would want a mountain cabin rather than a beach house, and likes pie instead of cake.

“That one’s a no brainer. Dog, for sure.”

The way her nose wrinkles is adorable. “Really? They’re so… loud. And messy. Although, if I had to pick a puppy over a kitten, I’d probably pick a puppy. They’ll love you unconditionally, no matter what. But as adults? You have to go with a cat!”

“I’m going to stand by my statement. Dogs are playful, loyal, and can do tricks if you train them right. If you tried to do that with a cat, they’d just put their nose up and leave you behind to save their sorry asses. Why in the world would you think a cat is better?”

I was just teasing, but the way her face falls in consternation at my passionate answer sends a sliver of guilt through my chest. Then she grows thoughtful and whatever bothered her is pushed away and she gives me a well thought out answer.

“Well, for a lot of reasons, actually. First, they’re smaller, so not such a burden in the home. I already mentioned the noise levels. They’re by far cleaner and use a litter box, so you don’t have to worry about rusty doors opening and shutting throughout all hours of the night to take them to the yard.”

Edith resumes her work on marking cut lines as she continues, and I find myself a bit uneasy with the direction she goes in with her reasoning, but I’m not sure what it is that bothers me.

“The lifespan of a cat is almost double that of a dog, so you’ll have them at your side significantly longer. Feeding them won’t break the bank, making them much more affordable. Oh! They can hide anywhere. If they’re frightened or need to escape a threat, they can just slip under a bed or even through a crack in the wall to get free.”

“Edith…” I call to her and trail off when she doesn’t hear me, lost in her own thoughts.

“They purr. It’s like they’re telling you they love you and only you, because it’s so quiet, no one else could hear. It’s like a secret you have between just the two of you.”

She frowns, then finally looks over at me, seeing my own frown. Her teeth dig into her pouty lower lip as she blushes in embarrassment from her rambling. Not wanting her to stop talking, I force a smile. “Edith, you may have sold me on cats. I’ve been converted.”

Her shoulders relax, and she seems relieved I didn’t say anything about her speech. “They really are pretty fantastic.”

“Apparently. Okay,” I say, focusing back on work. “It’s my turn. How old are you?”

Pointing at me, she teases, “That’s not a this or that question.”

“It’s not.” I nod solemnly. “But I’ve asked it, nonetheless.”

Her hum of defiance is adorable, and she makes me wait a moment before answering. “I’m twenty. Although, I have a birthday coming soon. What about you?”

“You two look like you could use somethin’ to drink.” Ruth Danielson interrupts our game, which I couldn’t be more thankful for. I won’t lie; Edith’s answer shocked me. I knew she was probably much younger, but fuck, she’s not even drinking age yet.

As she sets down her pencil to accept the small plastic cup filled with lemonade, I fight off my disturbing feelings of flirting with someone almost half my age.

I’ve just turned thirty-seven, for Christ’s sake. What the hell am I doing contemplating getting to know a girl barely out of high school, let alone flirting with her?

Ruth walks stiffly to me, holding out another cup, eyeing me curiously. “How do you think everything is going so far?”

Clearing the lump in my throat, I avoid looking over at Edith. “Everything seems to be going well. The volunteers are great, and we haven’t had any hiccups yet.”

Ruth hums, then glances over her shoulder where Edith is bent over the boards to continue marking them. Dropping her voice, she leans in so she’s not overheard. “I wasn’t tryin’ to overhear, but I think you ought to know, age is just a number darlin’. It’s what’s here that counts.” She finishes her statement by tapping her fingers to her chest, just over her heart.

It’s a common saying, but my moral compass eating away at me is saying age is important when it comes to someone who’s barely had a chance to be an adult. I’m disappointed as well, more than I would have expected. There’s nothing that says we can’t be friends, though.

“In some instances, I’d agree,” I tell her, then finish off the lemonade before crushing the cup under my hand. “We’re about done here for the day. I’ll make rounds and start sending everyone home for the evening.”

Nodding sharply, maybe with a bit of her own disappointment, Ruth turns away. Loudly, she calls out, “Today was a good day. Thank you for all you’ve done, and I hope you sleep well tonight. As always, take God’s blessings with you.” Then she makes her way back over to Edith. “You seem exhausted, my dear.”

I don’t stick around to listen to the rest of their conversation. Quickly, I unplug the table saw, then start dismissing the workers, thanking them for their help and listening as they chat about their plans for their evenings. Everyone sticks around long enough to clean up their stations, and by the time the last person is leaving, I blow out an exhausted breath. It’s been a long day, but also very rewarding.

A part of me hopes Edith is still here, so I find myself heading back to where the two of us were working. I only find Ruth sitting on a bucket next to Edith’s table, who is nowhere in sight.

“She’s left.”

Picking up my things, I shove my gloves and personal tools into my bag and ask, “Who?”

Ruth snorts. “You know exactly who I’m speaking of. I may be old, but I’m not senile. Edith is walking home.”

That brings me up short and I stare at her. “She’s walking home? Does she live close by? It’s getting late.”

Shrugging, she holds her hand out for me to help her up. “Not so far. Walk me to my car, would you?”

I look toward the road, wanting to find her and offer a ride, but remind myself that Edith is perfectly capable of getting herself home. “Of course. Is Mr. Danielson going to join us tomorrow?”

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be here. He had a meeting this morning, but normally he likes to begin a day like this with prayers and motivating words for everyone who shows up.” The two of us walk slowly toward her car, Ruth hanging heavily on my arm. I’ve seen her get around, and I’m convinced she’s giving me more of her weight than necessary. I bite my cheek to not laugh at her antics. “If you don’t mind me saying, I think you’ll see that Edith is a hard worker and someone you may find enjoyable to spend time getting to know.”

“I’m sure she’s a lovely girl.” What else can I say? Edith does seem like a nice girl, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m twice her age.

As she opens her door, she gives me a knowing look. “She is a lovely woman, but there’s so much more to her. She struggles with her faith but continues to show up every Sunday. Never saying no to those who ask things of her. There’s more to her than her kindness, and I think you might find yourself smitten if you search for those little secrets she holds close. Her life hasn’t been easy, but her outlook on life is bright. I won’t push. I just thought you should know.”

Unsure of what to say, I simply smile with understanding and shut the door once she’s settled. Waving her off, I hurry to my truck and throw my bag inside. Without thought, I head down the road and keep an eye out for Edith’s figure walking alongside the road. If I see her, I’ll pull to the side and offer her a ride, but the longer I drive, I realize she must not be walking in this direction.

I debate for only a moment before whipping my truck around to drive in the opposite direction. It’s only a few minutes and half a mile in the other direction before her silhouette pops up in the distance. As I get closer, I notice another vehicle pulling up just in front of her and a head pop out as soon as it’s parked. Pressing on my brake, I watch as Edith hurries to the truck and hops into the passenger seat, then they peel out and speed away from my now stopped truck.

At least I know she’s not stuck walking the rest of her way home, but I’m annoyed I drove this way only to watch her speed away. I suppose I could have offered her a ride earlier, but maybe this is for the best.

As intriguing as I find Edith, I really do need to keep myself in check and pull myself back from my interest. I’ve dated a few women in my time and the one thing I’ve learned is they can get attached quickly. It’s not always a bad thing, but it makes matters more difficult if feelings aren’t reciprocated.

I’d never want to lead her on until I knew I could deal with the age difference. I barely know the woman. There is a lightness to her. A free spirit that reminds me a bit of my younger sister, but Edith has an underlining sadness, which makes me want to know more before I consider my options.

Maybe we’ll play our question game tomorrow, and I can find out more. Until then, I’m going to pocket the idea of pursuing her and work toward building a friendship. She’ll probably agree because the first thing I’m going to make sure she knows is how much older I am.

After getting home and making myself something quick to eat, I fall into bed, ready to sleep today’s exhaustion away. Instead, it takes me hours before I fall asleep, thinking of a dark-haired woman with sad eyes and a friendly smile. Eventually, sleep finds me when I tell myself it won’t hurt to get a little closer tomorrow.


Chapter Eight
Edith
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Shoot, my back is sore.

Rolling my shoulders, I attempt to ease the ache buried deep in my muscles from a long day of labor. I can’t help but smile since the ache is from quality work, not just chores around the house. I have a real, honest to God job!

There are tiny pebbles lining the sides of the road I’m walking along, but when I spy a larger one, there’s a tiny part of me that gets joy from kicking it ahead. I don’t want someone to see me acting like a child, so I try to get the most distance I can without looking like I’m literally kicking rocks.

One particular stone I’ve managed to keep in front of me after quite a few kicks, so I’m surprised when a cloud of dust hits my face from the truck pulling over in front of me. A tiny part of me gets excited thinking it could be Jaxon. I didn’t stay to say goodbye since he seemed busy, and if I stood around waiting, he might think it was odd. Spying the driver, I only feel a brief moment of disappointment before my stomach somersaults as Griffin sticks his head out the window with a broad smile.

“You headed home?” he calls out to me.

Holding my hand over my eyes to keep the sun from them, I’m able to see him a bit better. Instead of yelling back, I nod once, and he waves me over.

“Hope in, then. I’m goin’ to grab Corb’s wallet he left at your place the other day.”

Not wanting to dawdle, I pick up my pace and quickly slip into the passenger side. “Thank you for the ride.” Tugging the seatbelt across my chest, I barely have it buckled when he shifts into drive and kicks up gravel as we pull back onto the road. It’s only a five-minute drive but walking would have taken me closer to twenty minutes.

Music is playing on the radio and Griffin is tapping his thumb on the steering wheel to the beat. Then he glances over at me. “Where you comin’ from?”

“I’m volunteering at the barn raising with the church. We just got done for the night.”

He flashes me another smile and butterflies swirl in my stomach. Griffin Graham really does have a beautiful smile, and I’m sure every girl he’s flirted with has melted over it. “How’s it going so far?”

I hum in thought. “Good, I suppose. I’m not really sure all it entails, but I guess it’s going alright. We’ve got a few walls framed up.”

“Who’s handlin’ the build?”

I chew on my lip, embarrassed when my voice comes out breathy. “Jaxon Thorton. Mrs. Danielson says he’s got a construction company and asked him Sunday if he’d help.”

This time, when Griffin eyes me, there’s a slight look of concern. “Oh? Didn’t know he went to your church.”

“I don’t think he does. At least, I’ve never seen him there before. But he stopped over after service let out. I think she strong-armed into it, but he didn’t seem to mind much.”

“Huh.” Griffin seems thoughtful. I want to ask why he’s surprised but bite my tongue. My father doesn’t like when I question him, so I assume most men are the same way. He thrums his fingers on his wheel a bit harder, then asks offhandedly, “You ever find that cat?”

I settle my hand on my empty bag, feeling guilty that I forgot to get food. “I did. I meant to go to the store for some food.” Even though we’re almost at my house, I turn to look at him. “Would you actually mind pulling over and letting me out? I need to go back to the gas station. I think they’ve got some there I could pick up. That’ll make do until I go to the grocery store next.”

Instead of stopping to let me out, Griffin just does a quick U-turn on the vacant road and heads back toward town. When he picks up speed, I feel even more guilty.

“You don’t have to drive me all the way there. I can just walk.”

Waving me off, he relaxes into his seat. “Don’t be crazy. It’ll take ten minutes if I drive you. I’m not in a rush. So, you convinced your daddy to take the cat in, then?”

I hesitate because I’m sure Griffin and his brother know my father isn’t a fan of the Cooper family. I also don’t want him to find out I’m hiding a kitten over there. Then I’ll have to explain why I was over there to begin with. But lying to Griffin feels wrong as well, so I go with a partial truth.

“No, he doesn’t know about him. I’m keeping him in a barn with food and water. It’s been long enough that I’m not sure his momma is around anymore.” There, that’s all truth, just missing a crucial detail which isn’t important to know, anyway.

“Makes sense.”

I look away to hide my smile when he winks at me. It’s playful but I’m positive it doesn’t mean anything beyond being friendly, but I like it no matter his reasoning. The quick trip to the gas station happens in barely a blink of an eye before we’re already headed back to my father’s house.

We’re quiet this time for a few minutes. It feels a bit awkward, at least for me, since I have no idea what to say. My eyes flick to him and notice he’s relaxed, so maybe it’s just me. Without thinking, I blurt out, “Are you staying for dinner?”

His lips turn up at my question. “Well, I ‘spose that depends on if you’re cookin’ again. Doubt your daddy knows his way around the kitchen as well as you do. I’m guessin’ every time we’ve eaten at your place, it’s always been you makin’ the meals, not Clay. You invitin’ me to stay?”

“Oh… umm.” I stumble over my words, not sure how to answer. My question was more asking if he already had those plans, and I’m afraid if I did say yes, my father would be furious. “I-I guess it… Well, I mean my f-father might—”

My mouth snaps shut when Griffin’s hand covers my hand and squeezes. I didn’t realize I was digging my fingers into my thighs. “Relax,” he murmurs softly, then tightens his hold briefly before letting me go to grip the wheel again.

Wanting to explain, I ignore my blushing cheeks. “It’s not that I-I wouldn’t invite you. I just don’t know what he wants me to make for dinner or if there’s enough. But I’m sure if you ask him, he’d say yes.”

“I was just teasin’ you. Not that I wouldn’t want to eat your fine cookin’, but I’m not hintin’ at a free meal. Now, if Clay invites, I certainly won’t say no, but only if I know you’d be okay feedin’ an extra mouth.”

I’ve always envied the way people can smoothly unwind conversations when one of the participants is struggling through. His easy words immediately calm me, but I think it’s the lessened worry I may anger my father.

I turn away to watch out the window, unsure of how to respond. Griffin doesn’t leave me to myself for long, though. “Well? If he invites me, would you be opposed to it?”

Whipping my head around, I stare at him in surprise. “I didn’t realize you were actually asking me.”

His chuckle is light, and he lifts his chin to stress his words. “You’re not actually answerin’ me. ‘Course I’m gonna ask you. If you’re cookin’, you ought to have a say if you want to do the extra work.”

My lips press together for a moment, then I wet them with my tongue before answering. “I don’t mind cooking for you.”

He seems pleased, and the rest of our drive is done without conversation in a comfortable silence. I still feel like I should fill the silence, but since it’s only a few minutes, I bite my tongue to prevent any more embarrassing awkwardness on my part.

As soon as he parks and turns off the engine, I tuck the small bag of dry cat food into my bag and hurry toward the back door. It’s always unlocked during the day, so I hold it open for Griffin, following closely. It feels quite nice as we both kick off our shoes before heading into the kitchen, then wash our hands side by side.

I notice a half pound box of spaghetti noodles on the counter, so I check the fridge to find a thawing package of beef. My shoulders droop slightly when I realize that there won’t be enough to feed everyone with this, so I’m sure my father won’t ask Griffin to stick around. Chewing on my lip, I consider making an extra box of pasta. I could forgo the sauce and just claim that I prefer butter and garlic noodles rather than slathering them in sauce.

When a warm hand touches my lower back, I jump, not noticing he was still so close. Leaning down, he whispers, “Your daddy is snorin’ in his chair. You think you got enough for me to stick around?”

Turning my head to look up at him over my shoulder, I bite my lower lip and keep my voice as quiet as his. “There’s plenty. Looks like he wants spaghetti tonight. But you might want to check in with him first. He won’t be bothered much if you wake him.”

Griffin’s brow wrinkles, but then he flashes me that friendly smile again. His hand has stayed resting in the dip of my back the entire time. As he steps back, he lets it fall away slowly before disappearing to find my father.

I blow out a hard breath and hurry into the pantry to grab another box of pasta, just in case. Ignoring the muffled voices, I hurriedly get set up to brown the meat. Once it’s cooking, I dig out a pot to fill with water, setting it to boil before seasoning the now sizzling burger with garlic, salt, and pepper.

My father’s voice raises abruptly, and I hunch my shoulders out of habit. The door swings open, the noise of the television blaring momentarily before it slams shut. Griffin waves Corbin’s wallet at me before shoving it into his pocket.

Looking toward the door before meeting his eyes, I ask, “Is he… Are you staying?”

“If you’ll have me.” He’s grinning as he pulls out a beer from the fridge, then makes himself comfortable at the kitchen table. Cracking the can open, he tilts his head toward the living room. “Don’t think he’s gonna be awake for dinner. He’s already half in the bag.”

I’m not sure what face I make, but Griffin’s smile melts away and his mouth turns down. I turn my back on him and focus on the pan in front of me. “I don’t mind at all if you stay. Did, uhh, did he say anything else?”

Griffin is quiet, so I glance at him to see if he heard me. He’s watching me curiously, and I force a smile before breaking eye contact. “Your dad. He normally like this during the week? I know we get a bit toasty on Sundays for the games, but he sorta seems like he’s been hittin’ it for a while today.”

Waving my wooden spoon at him, I shrug him off. It’s not my place to gossip about my father’s habits and he’d be furious if I said anything that might give someone a negative opinion of him.

“I don’t pay much attention to him having a drink now and then.” In an attempt to change the subject, I push toward a new topic. I need to establish now that I prefer spaghetti without sauce, so he doesn’t think anything of it. “You like spaghetti? My father loves the sauce part of it. It’s not anything special but tastes good enough. I tend to just do my pasta up with butter, garlic, and some parmesan cheese if we’ve got it lying around. Not that I don’t like the sauce, but I just like it better plain.”

Griffin is hesitant to fall into the new subject, then I hear the creak of his chair as he relaxes. “Who doesn’t like it? One of those comfort meals you can’t mess up. Want me to go set some food out for the cat while you’re workin’?”

Shoot. I need to go run over there tonight before it gets too dark.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I’ll head out there before I go to bed. He’ll be fine for a bit. Would you like some garlic bread with this? I can pop some in the toaster just before this is done and mix up some garlic butter. It’s nothing fancy, but it’ll do the trick.” I know I’m rambling; it’s just I’ve never had anyone sitting in here while I cook unless it’s my father when he’s in a mood and feels the need to supervise.

“If you all are gonna have some, sure. Need a hand?” His voice comes from just behind me, and I can’t hide the way I jump again. I never heard him stand from his chair, but I’m not surprised. My heart is pounding from nerves of messing this up. “Sorry. Seems I keep startlin’ you.”

He moves to my side and leans his hip against the counter to watch me. I can’t look at him because he’ll see how anxious I’m feeling. Since the water is boiling now, I dump the pasta in and stir it for a moment while I get myself under control. Finally, I’m able to plaster on another smile and pick up the pan with the cooked meat. “I need to sneak past you to drain this.”

Griffin takes a step back, only so far to allow me space in front of the sink, but I can feel the heat of his body close. Carefully pouring the meat into a bowl in the sink so the grease doesn’t clog the drain, I will away goosebumps popping up on the back of my neck. I can feel his eyes on me, watching my every move.

“All done,” I whisper, then slide back to the stove and set the pan down, quickly pouring in the sauce and a few herbs to season. “If, uhh, if you want to sit back down, this’ll be ready in a few minutes. I can make up a plate for you and my father.”

“And you.”

My face heats again with how much conviction he laces his response with. “And me. Go on, sit.”

Griffin obeys without another word, and as I move around to drain the pasta and plate the meals, I catch him watching me closely from the corner of my eye. It’s unnerving, but I also feel a sense of pride for performing without incident, like I know exactly what I’m doing.

I set a full plate in front of him before grabbing a second plate with the garlic toast along with my doctored pasta. Poking my head into the living room, I see my father is fast asleep with his mouth hanging open. The only light comes from the TV, so I quietly shut the door and place a cover over his meal, then set it in the fridge. I’m sure he’ll find it when he eventually wakes and stumbles to his bedroom.

Grabbing a napkin from the table, I sit in the chair next to Griffin, then pick up my fork. “I hope it’s alright.”

He hasn’t said a word since I urged him to sit, but he nods toward me to show I should eat first. With his eyes on me, I spin my fork in my pasta, then take a small bite, aware that he’s watching my every move.

I blow out a soft gust of air when he finally picks up his fork to dig in.


Chapter Nine
Griffin
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Walking into the darkened living room, I roll my eyes at Clayborn, snoring his ass off in his recliner. As I get closer, I can smell the stench of alcohol seeping from his skin and my nose wrinkles.

Originally, I planned on waking him nicely, but considering he’s drunk off his ass before it’s even dark out, I choose to kick his foot instead. “Hey fucker!”

Between the kick and my loud voice, he comes awake fast and swinging, spittle flying as he snarls, “What the fuck are you doin’, girl?”

I jerk my head back, moving out of the way of his fist. Holding my hands up, I attempt to ward him off. Before I even have a chance to say another word, he’s bellowing at me, his eyes completely unfocused.

“The fuck I tell you about the goddamn noise in here?” His words are slurred, barely coherent rumblings from both sleep and drink.

“Calm down, buddy. Jesus.” I take another few steps back, giving him room to put his feet down. Realizing it’s just me, he leans forward to rub his palms over his eyes, mumbling something, but again, it’s unintelligible. I look around for Corbin’s wallet, asking, “Can’t understand your drunk ass. I’m here for Corb’s wallet.”

“I said I thought you were Edith. His wallet is over there.” Clay lifts his chin to the entertainment table where the TV is set up.

I scoop it up, then cock my head at him. “You talk to your daughter like that? Come up swingin’ in your sleep?”

“What?” He seems confused by my question, so I just change the subject, assuming this wasn’t a normal reaction. Some people just aren’t morning people.

“Started a bit early today, huh? Work get done sooner than expected?”

Instead of answering, he only grunts, then leans back into his chair, fumbling with the remote as his feet go back up, reclining almost fully horizontally.

I glance back toward the door hiding Edith as she scurries around the kitchen. “So, listen. I got nothin’ to do for the rest of the evenin’ and Corb’s wife is makin’ corned beef. Not my favorite. You got space at the table for an extra mouth? Edith said she wouldn’t mind fixin’ extra, but said I ought to check with you.”

The longer I talk, the higher his brows lift up. “Did she?” His voice carries some sort of warning, but I’m not sure what the problem is. I’m distracted as he keeps rambling. “Sure, if she’s got enough, I don’t give a shit. I’m plannin’ on eatin’ in here later. Gonna nod off again until she’s done, but you can watch TV while you wait, if you want.”

“I’ll figure somethin’ out. Want someone to wake you up when she’s done?”

Another grunt and brush off. “Hell no. I’ll get it when I’m ready.”

Leaving his grumpy ass alone, I spend my time watching his daughter as she moves around and find myself getting more and more intrigued. Edith Hughes really is a beautiful woman and I feel like I missed it happening. She was never around when my brother and I came over. Clayborn always insisted she liked to be alone and was shy.

Now, I’m stuck staring as she takes her first bite of plain pasta, a bit bothered she’s eating something of such little substance. But hey, if that’s how she prefers it, who am I to judge?

Spinning my fork in the middle of the heaping pile of spaghetti she set in front of me, I groan in approval when the flavors hit my tongue. “Jesus, woman. I know it’s just spaghetti, but yours is so much better than the way my mom used to make it.”

Edith’s cheeks turn a pretty shade of pink after my compliment, and she dips her head to take another bite. After swallowing and wiping her mouth, she asks, “Did she do something different? I don’t think mine is anything special. It’s not from a recipe or anything.”

“Our mom was a fantastic baker, but anything outside of that was a disaster. She could never master how long to cook noodles. They were always either crunchy or dissolved in your mouth from how overboiled they were. Mushy.” My nose wrinkles, then I snicker to myself remembering when my dad cracked a crown the night she made lasagna.

Seemingly pleased with my little story from her tiny smile, Edith remains quiet, so I scramble to find something else to talk about. We both eat for a few minutes before I finally ask, “So, aside from cookin’ for your dad and building barns, what else do you? Got a job or anything?”

Her hand pauses halfway to her mouth, and her eyes widen. “Job?”

“Yeah, job. What do you do?” She is out of school, I’m sure of it. I could have sworn Clay said she’s like twenty or something. “How old are you?”

The easy smile she’s had while we’ve been eating falls and it seems like something I’ve asked has made her shut down. She clears her throat as she drops her fork to push around her pasta. “Twenty… I have a birthday coming up.”

Pointing my fork at her, I tease, “Then you’re old enough to be doin’ somethin’ fun. So, what are you doin’ for a job?”

The way her face explodes in a blush tells me she’s embarrassed by whatever it is she’s got lined up. “I’m just working here at home and helping at the church.”

“Bullshit,” I tell her, circling my fork in her direction playfully, catching the way her eyes flash with the lie she just told. “You’re doin’ somethin’, but you don’t wanna tell me. If I guess, will you admit it?”

Edith quickly spins her fork in her pasta, refusing to meet my eyes. “I’m not hiding anything.” Her voice is soft, but I detect another lie, so I call her out.

“I think you’re fibbin’.” I consider her for only a second before I drop my hand on the table, palm up. “How about this? Tap my hand once if I guess correctly. Then you won’t have to say it out loud.”

She slips her bite into her mouth, chewing while studying me. Maybe to determine if she should share. Finally, she nods her head once and her lips curl up in a quick smile. Swallowing, she nods jerkily. “Alright.”

Feeling confident, I keep my hand where it’s at and take another large bite of the delicious meal she made, then lean back to ask my first question. “You do have another job, correct? Outside of helping your daddy and the church.”

Her hand reaches over to mine, and with her index finger, she taps my palm once before she yanks it back to her lap.

I hum, grinning at her. “Alright. You’ve got a secret job.” I peek over to the living room, then tilt my head in that direction. “Is it a secret from him?”

She snorts, then taps my palm again, adding, “Yes. He wouldn’t be happy to know about it.”

Interesting. She’s doing something that might piss off old Clayborn Hughes. My mind works trying to come up with something a twenty-year-old could do that would irritate her old man. “You workin’ at a bar? Waitressing or something?”

Edith shakes her head. “No, nothing like that. Town is too small. My father would hear about that right away and would have my hide.” Her tone is a touch scathing, not with me, but with how she refers to her father’s supposed reaction. I don’t know why he would take issue with Edith working for tips, but I don’t know him that well, even if we do get together from time to time. Game nights normally don’t involve a ton of chit chat.

“Okay. Not working at a bar. You strippin’ somewhere?” I doubt she is, but I can’t help teasing her. “I could see your daddy not appreciatin’ you flashin’ your goods to the men in the area. Is that what you’re doin’?”

Instead of tapping my hand or laying into me for my ridiculous question, she sits back and drops her mouth open in shock. Opening and closing her mouth quickly, she fumbles for the words to deny it. I can’t help chuckling over her reaction, so I push her a bit more. “Is that it, then? You, who rescues kittens in the middle of the night, are actually sneakin’ off to collect singles in her thong?”

“I w-would never do that!” The way she stutters and spits the words out has me losing myself to laughter. My eyes close as I lean forward to attempt to rein it in, and when I finally look back at her, it’s obvious she’s horrified by my suggestion. Her lips are pressed so tightly together, she looks as if she’s sucked on something sour.

Clearly, she’s not finding my suggestion as funny as I find it, so I reel myself in and give her an easier smile. “I’m honestly just teasin’. Not that I think what those ladies do should be looked down on. Everyone’s gotta do what they gotta do to make ends meet, but you’re right. I can’t see you in that line of work. It wouldn’t suit you.”

She jerks her eyes away from me, frowning in thought. “I don’t think I’d be terrible at it,” she mumbles. I swear to God, I think she’s pouting over me not thinking she could be an actual stripper.

Cocking my head to the side, I bite my cheek before saying, “No. I think you’d be a treat for any man who wanted to see you like that. But I don’t think it’s somethin’ you’re actually doin’.”

“I’m not,” she snaps, then picks up her fork to dig back into her dinner, more aggressively this time.

I do the same, and we eat in an awkward silence for a few minutes before I ask, “You’re doin’ work that your dad wouldn’t approve of, though, correct?”

Her finger shoots out and smacks an angry yes on my hand, and I hold back my grin. Her attitude is something else, mainly adorable. Another beat of silence and I have a thought that she’ll probably say no to, but I ask anyway.

“You workin’ for someone your daddy wouldn’t approve of? If it’s not the job he’d have a problem with, is it the boss?”

Her hand pauses again. “Why do you think that?” she asks breathlessly, fingers tightening around the handle. My eyes catch the small tremor in her fingers, and I’m actually surprised I’m closer to the answer than I thought I’d be.

“It was more of a longshot, but now I think I’m right.” Narrowing my eyes at her, I ask, “Who are you workin’ for darlin’?”

Edith bites her lip and shoves pasta into her mouth, sighing loudly and avoiding me as she chews. I’ve hit the nail on the head. I set my fork next to my plate and lean back, studying her.

“Who, Edith?”

She shakes her head quickly and glances at the door separating us from her father. “It doesn’t matter. I like my job and I don’t want him to tell me I can’t do it anymore.” Her eyes meet mine quickly, she’s desperate for me to understand and not say anything. “Please, Mr. Graham. I really like my job.”

“Griffin,” I correct. Mr. Graham just makes me feel old as fuck. I shrug away her concern. “You’re a grown adult and don’t have to explain to anyone what you do. That’s your business, but I am curious now. Who are you workin’ for?”

She hesitates, debating whether she should share her secret with me. Then, eventually, her shoulders fall as she resolves herself to come clean. “Our neighbor, Mr. Cooper. I’m helping out with his cattle. Feeding the babies and cleaning up the barns.”

Oh, fuck. FUCK! My mind is whirling. Of all the people I thought she’d say, I didn’t expect it to be that asshole. My brother and I, along with Clayborn, have had run-ins with that ass wipe all our lives.

Edith must be able to read my feelings written all over my face because she stiffens her shoulders before grabbing her plate, walking it to the sink. I barely notice that she still has half her meal left, which she scrapes into a plastic container.

“Edith, that guy is bad news. You can’t be workin’ for him. Your dad is gonna lose his shit when he finds out!”

The way she shoots a glare at me only serves to make me drive my point harder.

“I’m serious. He’s a complete asshole. Aside from the fact that he’s been nothin’ but a nightmare for all of us for decades, he’s just flat out mean. There’s no way he’s lettin’ you work there without an ulterior motive.”

She hikes her shoulders to her ears as my anger pours out. Clayborn has to know about this. No way can this slip of a woman be allowed to work for Mason Cooper. He’ll destroy her the first chance he gets.

Shooting out of my chair, wanting to go into the living room to let him know what she’s up to, my feet take me to her instead. Gripping her arms, I spin her around and feel her flinch under my touch, so I release her and lift my hands up as she shuffles away.

“Honest to God, Edith. Please don’t keep workin’ for him. Mason Cooper is gonna take advantage of you. He’ll use your sweetness to get under your skin and fuck you over the first chance he gets. You’re an idiot if you think otherwise.”

The second the insult comes out of my mouth, I instantly regret it. Her face completely falls, cheeks turning bright red in embarrassment.

“I don’t care what you think about it. You told me you wouldn’t say anything to my father. Please don’t be insulting and a liar.” She looks over my shoulder toward the abandoned dinner table. “Are you finished with your meal? I can pack up the rest if you’d prefer to take it with you.”

Frustrated, I shake my head at her. “I don’t care about the damn dinner. I care that you’re stickin’ your nose in business with someone whose only goal in life is to fuck with everyone he sees as beneath him.” Moving into her space, I catch her quick intake of breath as I lean down to keep my voice low. “Be smart, Edith. Don’t get yourself caught up in their stupid as fuck feud.”

“I-I think it’s time for you to leave, Mr. Graham.”

I hate that her voice cracks, requesting me to leave. What I hate more is that I’m making her uncomfortable. Not being able to help myself, I press a kiss to her temple, then step away.

“Just consider what I’ve said, would ya? Do that at least?”

I release a frustrated noise as I wait for her to answer, but she gives me nothing. Edith keeps her body rigid, back pressed against the counter, and I eventually move away. I finished most of my meal, so I grab my plate and pass it to her when she shoots her hands out for it.

As I put my shoes on, I keep an eye on her, still frozen in her spot and eyes on the floor. Pulling my keys from my pocket, I toss them in my hand a few times before I decide to give up for the night.

“Thank you for dinner, Edith. It was delicious. I’ll see ya around.”

Once I’m headed back to my place, I spend the time trying to decide if I should confront Mason myself and convince him that hiring Edith Hughes is a terrible decision. I’m sure she can get a job somewhere else.

With a quick look at my dash, I figure there’s no time better than the present. It’s not too late and I know where the bastard lives. Taking the next turn, I make my way to Mason Cooper’s home. We’re about to have words.


Chapter Ten
Mason
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Ihaven’t even been home an hour before there’s pounding at my door. I just pulled leftovers out of the microwave, so I drop the plate on the counter and answer.

“You and I need to talk, fucker.”

What the fuck is Griffin Graham doing at my place?

Crossing my arms across my chest, I fill my doorway and stare him down. “Try that again, asshole, or I’m shutting my door.”

Griffin matches my pose and stare, eyes narrowed as he sneers, spitting mad. “I said exactly what I meant. I need to talk to you about your new hire.”

I draw a blank for a moment before Edith Hughes’ face flashes into my head. Rolling my eyes, I let my arms fall and lean against the doorjamb. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumble. “The fuck is this about?”

The man in front of me takes a step closer, clearly wanting to intimidate me, but he’s unsuccessful. I don’t move an inch and stay relaxed. “What the hell are you doin’, hirin’ Clay’s daughter to work for you? What’s your game here?”

Am I annoyed that my neighbor couldn’t even wait a few days before running her mouth about our arrangement? Fuck yes, I am. But I’m not about to let this fucker know that.

Instead, I study my nails, letting him know I couldn’t care less that he’s confronting me right now. But Edith and I will have words in the morning. “Not sure what the problem is. She was lookin’ for work, so I gave her some.” Then, as an extra jab, I let a smile grow and meet his eyes. “Not sure how long she’s gonna last, though. Girl isn’t really made for hard work, if you know what I’m mean.”

I can literally feel his fury vibrating from him as he moves closer. Again, I stay relaxed, but I’m ready if he tries anything. “I know you got a problem with her daddy, but fuckin’ with her is beneath you. What are you hopin’ to gain here? Work her to the bone, then fuck her over? Just to piss off Hughes?”

Shrugging, I suck on my teeth and narrow my eyes at him. “It don’t matter what my goal is. But I didn’t ask for her to show up at my place. That was all her, beggin’ me with those big ol’ brown eyes for a chance. Who am I to say she can’t have it? Whether I bone… sorry, whether I work her to the bone or not is none of your business. Now, if you don’t mind, I got some supper to eat.” I’m thrilled when he flares his nostrils in fury, so I add a little extra push, just to see if he’ll make a move. “Maybe I’ll even jerk my dick to the thought of a little girl breakin’ her back as she shovels shit on my farm, but we’ll see where the evenin’ takes me.”

I’ll admit, I’m impressed with how fast Griffin has his hand around my throat, but I’m nothing if not the best at keeping my cool around trash that seems to keep popping up in this town.

“I’ll fuckin’ destroy you if you fuck with her. Get rid of her. Fire her. Give her a suggestion on where she should work instead of your place. I don’t care. But this ain’t the road you wanna go down, you piece of shit.” Griffin’s threat would have most men pissing themselves, but I’ve known him and his brother long enough to know I can take them both.

Shooting my hand up, I peel his fingers from my throat and bend them back until I know he’s worried I’ll break them. Griffin Graham doesn’t flinch. Instead, he gives me a feral smile. Releasing him, I relax against the frame of my door again.

“Not gonna happen. Maybe I’ll see if little Jennice Graham wants a job too. Heard she’s workin’ for Thorton nowadays. Unless you wanna rethink your threat. If not, I can be real charmin’ if I need to be.”

There’s a flash of what I assume is my death in his eyes, but he steps back and off my stoop until he’s on the walkway. “You’re so full of shit. Get rid of Edith. Be a fuckin’ human for once in your life.”

“No.”

Without waiting, I slam my door and lock it, then turn off the lights so he’s forced to head back to his ride in the dark. Laughing to myself, I find my way back to the kitchen.

I’m sure my next visitor will be good ol’ Clayborn Hughes himself, and I grin imagining that upcoming confrontation. He’s been a thorn in my side for as long as I can remember. Infuriating him will give me nothing but some enjoyable entertainment in my near future.

Grabbing my dinner from the counter, I eat the semi-cold meal, coming up with ways I’m going to punish little Edith Hughes for sending trash to my doorstep and disrupting my evening. She just put an end date on her employment with Cooper Ranch, but not before I play with her for a bit first.
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Taking a sip of coffee from my travel mug, I stand in the shadows, watching Edith coo at that damn kitten as he does his best to climb up her body while she changes out his food and water.

She arrived fifteen minutes early, but with the distraction of playing with the cat, it’s now two minutes past our start time. Checking my watch again, just to ensure we’re definitely past the top of the hour, I push myself away from the wall.

“You’re late.”

I ignore the way she jumps and wait her out, taking another sip of my coffee. She pushes herself to her feet quickly, brushing off the loose straw from her pants, then smiles at me.

“Good morning, Mr. Cooper. I actually got here a while ago. I just wanted to get this little guy fed and settled for the day.”

If my voice comes out gruffer than I had planned, I hold no regrets. “Feeding your cat isn’t my problem. If you’re not ready to start at seven, then you’re late.” I don’t pay any attention to her using Mr. Cooper. Today seems to be a day I’ll enjoy it rather than feeling like an old man. “Unless this isn’t somethin’ you want to be doin’. You wastin’ my time, Hughes?”

She looks shocked by my mood, which may partly be because I got shit for sleep. But I also think Clayborn’s daughter needs to be put her in place. “N-No! I swear—”

Turning my back on her, my departure cuts her off as I leave the barn. This time, I grin at the sound of her running footsteps to keep up with me. I don’t wait as I head over to the calf barn.

“M-Mr. Cooper. I’m so sorry for—” She’s breathless as she comes up to my side.

Again, cutting her off, I snatch a rake and shove it into her fumbling hands. Holding it close to her chest, I glare. “I don’t give a fuck about excuses. Act like a grown ass woman and be ready to start when you’re supposed to. It’s not that hard.” Brushing off the way her shoulders curl over her body, I continue. “Today, I want all the straw changed out for the bedding. Not just the spots where they’ve shit and pissed. Think you can handle that? Or do you need to go play with your kitten a bit more?”

“No, sir,” she whispers, which irritates me.

“Knock off the simperin’ act,” I demand, annoyed with her whole attitude. “I’m not askin’ you do anythin’ other than what you did the other day. If you can’t handle it, there’s the door.” I whip my hand up to point at the exit.

I freeze when she jerks her head back, eyes immediately finding the floor. “What the fuck was that?” I ask, seething now. Fuck her for acting like I’m going to hit her.

Edith swallows convulsively, eyes wide and panicked as she stares up at me. “Nothing, s-sir.”

I want to get in her face and scold her for acting like I’m the type of guy who’d hit a woman, but when my eyes roam over her, I catch the slight tremble of her body as she holds herself rigid under my perusal. Goddamnit. This is why I don’t want a woman workin’ around here.

“For fuck’s sake,” I groan, then hold my hands in an exaggerated way, backing away from her. “I’m not gonna hit you. Just do your fuckin’ job, would you?”

She nods her head quickly, clinging to the rake like her life depends on it, eyes welling, but she doesn’t let her tears overflow. “Yes, sir.” I don’t hear the words, but she mouths them clear enough for me to understand.

“Fuckin’ hell. I’m leavin’. This shit better be done by the time I get back,” I order, circling her face with my finger, pointing out her ridiculous emotional outburst. She’s never going to make it in this job if she can’t toughen up.

Before I leave, I spin around and give her one last parting shot. “By the way, I don’t need your boyfriend showin’ up on my door to lay into me about you workin’ here. Thought you wanted to keep it secret. Tell him if he shows up again, I have a right to put a bullet in him for trespassin’. Rein him in or you’re not comin’ back here another day.”

Storming out of the barn, I leave Edith to her work and angrily saddle my horse, Austin, then drag him outside. As I click my tongue to get him moving the moment I’m seated, I see my dad waving me down.

“Whatcha need?” I call out to him.

Bill Cooper waves an envelope at me, his brows furrowed in clear frustration. I guide my horse over and hold my hand out.

“What’s this?” I ask as I skim the letter, then my eyebrows drop to match my father’s. “What the hell?”

“Apparently, Thorton thinks we still owe him a balance for the crap job he never finished out here couple of years ago. Tryin’ to charge me late fees, too.” My dad fists his hands on his hips as I reread the letter. Looks like Jaxon is trying to charge us for unused materials still sitting over at his place.

Growling, I clench the letter in my fist. “Lemme get some chores done and I’ll head over to knock some sense into that asshole. He may not know his dad fucked us over, but I’ll clear it up real quick. Mom need anythin’ from town?”

“I’ll ask. When you gonna head out?”

“I got the Hughes girl in the calf barn changin’ out straw. I’ll wait until she’s done, then go. She’s helpin’ with the church with the barn build, so I’ll just drop her off or somethin’.”

Dad tips his hat up to look up at me. “How’s that workin’ out? Havin’ her in the barns, I mean.”

“Only been a couple days,” I say, not thrilled with talking about her.

“That don’t answer my question.”

My father is a hard man, but he’s not unaware of what’s going on around him. Sighing, I take my hat off and knock the dirt off before shoving it back on hard. “I don’t know what you want me to say. She’s doin’ fine, I ‘spose. Ran her fuckin’ mouth to one of the Grahams about workin’ here. It was real fun when he showed up on my doorstep last night to warn me off of fuckin’ with the girl.”

“And are you fuckin’ with her?”

The corners of my lips tilt up, and I meet my dad’s eyes. “Maybe a bit. But she surprisingly does good work. Not really a Hughes’ trait, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

He snorts. “They ain’t nothin’ but trash, but she seems like a decent sort of girl.”

I choose not to respond to that. “I’m gonna get my shit done. Have mom text me if she needs anythin’. What are you doin’ today?”

“Got some stuff to fix around the house, so I’ll knock that out. Let me know what Thorton says. I’m not payin’ for this shit when his daddy couldn’t get the job done.”

Nodding, I pull the reins on Austin and lead him from the house. I don’t glance toward the barn as I click my tongue and drive my heels into his flanks to get him moving.

I don’t have time to be worried about what kind of shit that girl is going to bring to my door. I’m not into drama and I’ll have her gone faster than she can blink if it happens again.


Chapter Eleven
Jaxon
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My eyes immediately lift when I sense a shift in the air, and find Edith the moment she walks into the barn ready for her afternoon shift. Lifting my hand in a wave, I let it fall when an angry man follows right behind her, eyes calculating and roaming over the site before focusing on me.

Without a word to her, he storms in my direction as she hurries over to the station she was set up at yesterday. I don’t recognize him at first, but the closer he gets, coupled with the pissed off look on his face, it dawns on me that this is Mason Cooper, a guy that went to school with me, although a few years younger than my graduating class.

“How can I—”

He cuts me off, waving a piece of paper in my face. “Need a word with you, Thorton.”

My eyes fly over to Edith, who’s doing her best to not watch us. Her head is hung low as she dives into picking up scraps lying around the floor, cleaning up the space. Alternating between her and this pissed off dude, I ask, “You here to help out?” Then, tilting my head in Edith’s direction, I ask, “You bring her here?”

“Doesn’t matter if I did or didn’t. I got a real problem with this fuckin’ letter you sent us.”

I hear a few gasps from others around us and get irritated. “Watch your language. This is a church project. Why don’t we step outside to talk?”

Without waiting for him, I set my work down and head over to my truck to grab a new bottle of water. Chugging it down, it’s not long before Mason is standing in front of me, feet wide and ready for an argument.

“What’s the problem?” I ask, not sure what his issue is.

“This is my fuckin’ problem. You sent my dad a bill for materials from a contract your daddy never finished. We aren’t payin’ this bullshit.”

Instead of answering him, I hold my hand out for the letter, which he shoves into my hand. Reading it over, I raise a brow. “This is from almost three years ago.”

“I know,” he hisses. “Why the hell are we gettin’ this now?”

My eyes flick up to him before I continue reading. “Would you calm the hell down? No need to get your panties in a twist. Let me read the damn thing.”

“The hell kind of business you runnin’ if you don’t know what I’m talkin’ about?”

This time, I roll my eyes and drop the letter to my side, standing at my full height and glare at him. “I’m runnin’ a business where unpaid invoices get mailed out to people who owe on them. I just fully took over this last year, so if you’ll cool yourself, I can call the office and figure this out.” I raise a brow in question and bite my cheek at the way he works his jaw, wanting to argue.

Eventually, he sucks his teeth and waves me off. “Wrote my number at the bottom. Call me when you realize this bill is a joke. Maybe let your daddy know if he wants to get paid, he ought to do the work he signed up for.”

With that, Mason storms off and jumps in his truck before peeling out, no mind to the way he kicks gravel up with his tires. “Fucking asshole,” I murmur to myself.

It’s not long before I have Jennice on the phone. “Hey, it’s Jaxon. Would you do me a favor and pull up the file for Cooper?” Glancing at the paper Mason left me with, I note it has his father’s name. “It’s under William Cooper. We just mailed him an invoice.”

“Got it. Hold on a minute.” I hear her typing and hum as she reads over the screen. “We sent a bill out last week to them.”

I try my best to stay patient with her since I literally just told her we sent them a bill. “But I want to know what the job was and why he got an invoice.”

More clicking. “Just readin’, Jax. Here it is. Looks like ya’ll had a contract to replace the roof and some other minor repairs on one of their barns, but the job ain’t listed as bein’ closed out.”

“Does it say what happened? Anything in the notes?”

“Your dad made a note that there were conflicts with gettin’ out there. Says he went out with a crew a few different times, but Cooper didn’t have the barn available to him. Didn’t move the cattle out ‘cuz he had no place to put ‘em.”

I ponder that. It happens sometimes. These farmers want us to come do work for them, but when we show up, they don’t have the space cleared and we have to reschedule. A real pain in the ass if I’m being honest because it throws off the whole week’s plan when we have to shift around crews and get them on jobs we weren’t planning on doing for the day.

Jennice keeps reading the file. “There’s a note that your dad had ordered all the materials, some of it was delivered on site, but the rest is sittin’ in your warehouse. Cooper ended up complainin’ that your dad wasn’t communicatin’ clearly with him and pulled the contract.”

“Did they ever pay for the materials they received?” I ask, curious if Mason’s dad is just being stubborn.

“Oh… Uh, yeah. He paid for some of it. This is kinda confusin’ ‘cuz on another screen where the invoice stuff is, it says everythin’ was delivered to him. But the first part says that we still got some of it.”

I furrow my brows just as I notice Edith dragging a large trash bag out of the doorway to the barn. I watch as she struggles to get it to the dumpster, so I pin my phone between my shoulder and ear, hurrying over to her.

“So, the invoice was sent based on the assumption they took ownership of all the materials before the job was cancelled?” I flash a smile at Edith just as I pull the bag from her hands and heft it into the dumpster. She smiles at me, mouthing, “Thank you,” as Jennice’s voice blasts into my ear.

“Looks like it. You told me to go through all the past due notices and send out letters… Did I mess up? ‘Cuz the screen here says they owe, but maybe they don’t?”

I follow Edith back to the barn, enjoying how close she walks next to me. “Don’t worry about it, Jennice. I’ll go check out the warehouse when I’m done here and get it sorted. Thanks for looking into it. I’ll see you in the morning.”

After a quick goodbye, I shove my phone in my pocket before holding a hand out for Edith to walk in front of me. “Sorry about that. Nice to see you again, Edith. Ready to get to it?”

“Yes, sir.” Her soft voice isn’t what has me jerking my head to look over at her. It’s the words. Holy fuck, she can NOT say that to me right now.

Clearing my throat, I scramble for what to say, coming up with the ridiculous response of, “You know you can call me Jaxon, right? I’m just helping out, like you.”

Heat infuses her cheeks, and she looks away from me. “Sorry.” Before I can say she has nothing to apologize for, she asks, “What would you like me to work on today?”

“You want to work with me again? I’m just back to cutting. Monotonous. We could pick back up our question game.” I grin widely when she nods happily and folds her hands together in front of her waist.

“I’d love to! Want me to mark your cut lines again? Were they okay last time? Because if I’m not accurate enough, just let me know and I can do it however you’d like. I don’t want to get it wrong.” Her rambling is adorable.

Handing over my pencil, I drop my hands on her shoulders and turn her to face the table where she’s going to work. “You were perfect. I’ve got the measurements written at the end of the boards for you.” Pointing to show her where, she takes a deep breath, clearly pleased with my compliment, then picks up the tape measure and gets to work.

I notice some of the other church members watching us from the corner of their eyes, but I take no mind. Most of the residents in town are nosy as fuck. If they find us having a conversation worthy of discussion, then they can have at it.

“So, where’d we leave off last time?” I ask, then watch as she arches her back to stretch it out before shaking out her hands. “You good over there?”

Glancing over her shoulder, she gives me a quick smile. “I’m doing great. Just sore shoulders from the day. I think we left off with you asking how old I am. Although we were playing ‘this or that’ so you kind of broke the rules with that one.”

I ignore the reminder of her age and tease, “Well, you want to stick with that game, or do something different?”

“Like what?”

“Two truths and a lie?”

She blinks up at me before dropping her gaze to her hands resting on the two by four. “I’m not sure how to play that. I don’t like to lie.”

Chuckling softly, I fall a little further at her sweetness. “It’s not really lying. You just tell me three things about yourself, but one of them is made up. Then I have to guess what the fake one is.”

Edith’s mouth parts, a soft “Oh” escaping. “Alright. You go first.”

I should probably cut the boards she’s marking for me, but to keep noise levels down, I start installing brackets to form the corners we need instead. “Okay, two truths and a lie. First, I was editor for our school newspaper for three out of four years of high school. I have three tattoos. And… I own a construction company I inherited from my father.”

Her laughter fills the space, drawing a few more eyes in our direction. “Well, obviously, the last one is a truth. Even though I can’t see any of your tattoos, I’m going to assume that’s the truth as well, since it’s specific. It’s hard to see you being an editor for a newspaper.”

“Wrong! I absolutely was the editor. The only year I didn’t do it was my freshman year.” The way her jaw drops open has me laughing loudly, the sound bursting deep from my chest.

She narrows her eyes, fighting off a grin. “So, you don’t have any tattoos then? That’s the lie?”

My smile turns playful. “I do have tattoos. I’ve got four of them, not three.”

“That was a trick!” Her complaint delights me. Seems like my little Edith is competitive. “What are they? Where are they?”

Shaking my head, I send her a wink before saying, “Nope. That’s not how this works. Maybe I’ll show you some day. Your turn.”

Her huff of annoyance has me chuckling and we both get back to work as she thinks. With furrowed brows, she takes her time to come up with her truths and lie.

“Okay. So, umm… I was homeschooled until ninth grade, which was the first year I went to an actual school with people. I got my first job so I could take care of a kitten. And I didn’t ride a horse until I was eighteen years old.”

Her first one is so specific, and she seems fairly introverted, so I actually believe that’s true. The second and third both sound so outlandish that I’m not sure which one is the lie, so I take a guess. “I think the second one is a lie. No way you got a job for a kitten.”

The way she beams with pride literally takes my breath away. “Wrong! I’ve actually never ridden a horse! I really did just get my very first job for a kitten. I found him outside under a bush in my backyard. I knew I couldn’t bring him inside, so I found a farm that would only take him if I promised to work and take care of the kitten while he lived there.”

The story of how she got her job is pretty cute, but I’m actually fixated on the fact the last one wasn’t the lie. “Wait a minute, you’ve never ridden a horse before? Never once in your life?”

Edith bites her lip and shakes her head. “No. We have one, but it’s my father’s horse, and he’s real particular about who rides him. I’ve never had an opportunity.”

“Edith, sweetheart. We need to get you on the back of a horse. There’s really nothing like it.” My mind whirls, wondering if it would be appropriate to offer her to come to my parents’ place and get her on the back of mine. “I could arrange it, if you’d like.”

The smile she had falls away, and she looks at me like I’m teasing her. “Don’t play with me. Are you serious?”

“Very. Everyone should have a chance to experience it. I can’t believe you’ve never once gotten on the back of your dad’s.” There’s some sort of emotion emanating from her eyes, but I don’t know if it’s disbelief or thankfulness. Almost as quickly, it disappears just as she looks away.

Waving me off, she picks up her pencil and measures out the next piece of wood. “It’s your turn,” she says over her shoulder, without looking at me.

“Edith. I’m serious. I’d love to take you so you can experience it.”

When she turns her head, her smile is brittle, and she nods once. “Maybe we can set that up sometime. I’m ready for your truths and lie.” It’s a brush off, but I don’t think it’s because she doesn’t want to do it. There’s something holding her back, and I’m determined to get her out to my parents’ place by week’s end.

“Let me think,” I say, getting back to work.

She and I spend the next few hours playing our game, only pausing when I have to turn on the saw. Again, Ruth corners me just as Edith sneaks out of the barn, leaving for the evening. This time, I at least get a fast wave goodbye before her head disappears around the corner and I’m roped into walking Ruth to her car.

Tapping my hand on the roof in a farewell, I watch as she drives off and wonder if I shouldn’t follow again to see if Edith needs a ride home. I’m sure she’s on foot again, but tonight I decide against it.

I’ll be sure to offer her a ride before she leaves tomorrow.


Chapter Twelve
Edith
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I’ve barely shut the back door before my hair is fisted and my face slammed into the wall. Crying out, I try to turn my head to the side, my eyes immediately watering from the pain in my nose, radiating out through my head.

Sour whiskey swarms me as my father’s heavy breath beats down on my cheek. “I heard a little rumor today, daughter.”

I know not to answer him. He never wants me to answer, but his fingers tighten, and I can feel my hair being pulled out by the roots.

“Answer me, you little bitch!” he screams, spit spraying against my face. “Don’t you want to know what I fuckin’ heard?”

“W-What?” I choke out, bracing my hands on the wall he has me pinned against.

He releases my hair and spins me around, only to slam my back to the wall now, hands bruising my shoulders. “I fuckin’ heard you’re workin’ with Jaxon Thorton over at the church. Gettin’ really fuckin’ cozy with him, too. I told him there’s no fuckin’ way my daughter is out whorin’ herself for that worthless scumbag, but he swore up and down he saw the two of you together. Wanna explain that to me?”

Who is he? “I’m not! He’s—”

My head whips to the side when he backhands me, my cheek screaming for me to cup it and ease the pain, but I keep my hands fisted at my sides.

“I don’t want to hear your bullshit excuses! Yes or no, are you workin’ with Jaxon at the church?”

I wince, knowing that I can’t explain, and he’ll hate my answer. Why he cares about Jaxon, I have no idea, but I tell him the truth, whispering my answer. “Yes.”

My head smacks against the wall with the force of his next backhand, but I bite my cheek to stop from crying out, tasting the metallic flavor of my blood as my teeth sink into the soft tissue.

His fist connects with my stomach, and I double over, gasping for air. I’m so shocked by his strike that it takes a few moments before the pain spreads throughout my abdomen. My father steps away from me, hissing in annoyance as he stomps to the fridge, yanking the door open and pulling out a beer.

Just as I lift my head to look at him through watery eyes, I see his lip curl up in disgust. “You’re done there. You ain’t goin’ back. Fuckin’ whore.” He murmurs the last of his words into his bottle as he starts swallowing it down.

“You signed me up to volunteer. He’s the foreman the church hired to supervise the job. I swear, that’s it. Mr. Thorton gives us instructions and we follow.”

My father storms back over and grabs my hair at my crown to lift my head so he can look into my face. His unfocused eyes dart over me, probably looking for the truth in my words.

“I won’t have you embarrassin’ me with the church.” You should be embarrassed by the way you drink and hit me. I hold my thoughts inside as he continues. “You can go back tomorrow, but I swear to God, if I hear that you’re talkin’ or flirtin’ with that asshole…” He trails off and gets in my face. “I’ll fuckin’ kill ya myself.”

I can’t breathe.

Lungs tightening and chest aching, I force myself to remain frozen in front of him. It hurts. Every thump of my rapidly beating heart is painful as it forces the blood through my veins. I know my father has never cared for me, but to hear he hates me so much he’s threatening my life is beyond my comprehension.

There’s a heavy pulse where he struck my face, and I know I’ll have a bruise by morning. My skin is already tight, swelling high on my cheekbone. I let my eyes fall to the ground as he keeps slurring.

“Corb and his brother are comin’ over tonight to watch the race. Fix up dinner and disappear into your room. If I see your face or hear even a creak of you walkin’ around up there, I’ll get rid of ‘em and come up with my belt. You hear me, girl?”

“Yes, father,” I croak out.

I wait in place until he shoves the door open roughly, only after he grabs a few more beers, before I hurry into the kitchen to prepare dinner. I flinch as I press a frozen bag of vegetables against my cheek, only for a moment, then throw together the dinner my father set out. The cold was just enough to take the edge off for the time being.

I know tonight isn’t a night I’ll eat, so I make sure everything is prepped and laid out for them before filling a glass of tepid water and a baggie filled with ice. With a quick word to my father that dinner is ready, I escape upstairs.

It’s not long before I hear a couple of engines, then voices. I easily identify my father and Corbin, speaking loudly over the sound of the television. I strain to hear Griffin’s voice, and every now and then, I get a little piece of him here and there, but he’s fairly quiet compared to the other two.

Hours pass, and I never stray from my bed, my body locked and determined not to make a noise my father could complain about. Eventually, their conversation dies down, only the sound of the announcer from time to time, then a soft snore filtering up to my room. Moments later, I hear one door slam shut, just before an engine starts up and wheels over gravel let me know our visitors have left.

I blow out a soundless breath and sit up in my bed, rolling my head back and forth to stretch out my neck. My muscles feel like they’re pulled from how tense I held myself, doing my best not to make a sound.

A soft knock at my door startles me and I stare at it, wide-eyed, heart beating twice as fast. I swear my father was just snoring in the living room. Did he decide to come up here after all? I can feel my inhales pick up in panic until I hear the soft voice.

“Edith? You awake?” The muffled voice of Griffin surprises me and I freeze, not knowing if I should answer. What the hell is he doing? “Tell me I can come in.”

I swallow down my nerves, then as softly as I can, I answer. “Come in.”

My door cracks. I realize all the lights are off in here, so I only see a shadow of his large body slipping into my room before he shuts the door behind him.

“Christ woman. It’s pitch black in here. Your dad’s passed the fuck out. Turn on a light for me.”

I jolt from my frozen state and quickly fumble for my lamp, illuminating my room with a dull yellow light. Siting up straight in my bed, I tuck my feet under me. “What are you doing in here?” I whisper, tugging at my melted baggie of water, no longer cold after icing my cheek for a few hours.

I’ve never had anyone in my room before other than my father, so this feels as if I’m breaking a million rules. Griffin grins, then his face falls when he sees me, the light highlighting the side of my face.

“What the fuck? What happened to you?”

His eyes are on my face, and I touch my cheek. “Nothing major. Just had a mishap today. Why are you here?”

“Your dad said you weren’t feelin’ well, so I wanted to make sure you were okay. Seriously, what the fuck happened?” He reaches out and brushes the tips of his fingers over my swollen skin at the same time his knee hits my mattress. I jerk when I feel his fingers, and he pulls his hand back quickly. “You hurtin’ bad, darlin’?”

I tug harder at the bag, unable to stop looking toward the door where my father could burst through at any moment. “I’m fine. I’m working on that barn build. Accidents can happen. Griffin, you shouldn’t be in here.”

“Don’t worry. I swear he’s passed out for the night. He said you made the food tonight, and I wanted to tell you it was amazing.” I can feel my heavy pulse beating out the side of my throat at his compliment. “I was listening for you to come grab food for yourself to tell you. Did you eat?”

I pull my legs in closer to my body when he sits near me on the edge. It’s overwhelming to have him so close in my personal space and I’m not sure how to act with him here. The thought that my father could walk in at any moment is forefront in my mind, so my eyes keep darting to the door.

Without thinking, I mumble, “I wasn’t hungry. Are you sure he’s asleep?”

Griffin stretches across my bed and picks up a book lying on my nightstand, then turns it over in his hand. “What are you reading?”

I eye the spine and let the smile grow. “It’s Count of Monte Cristo. Do you know the story?” A low rumble outside has both of us turning to the window. When I find his eyes as soon as it dwindles, he’s grinning. Apparently, we’re getting a storm tonight.

“I know of it, but never read it. What’s it about?”

I grab the book from him and run my fingers over the cover, trying to think of how to explain. “It’s about a man who meets the love of his life and tries to provide the best life he can for her. But he’s betrayed by someone he considers a friend and is falsely imprisoned for years. His friend marries the woman he loves, and he spends his time in prison developing skills he’d never had the opportunity to learn before. Eventually, he’s able to escape, and he returns to his home to get his revenge by pretending to be someone he’s not.”

Griffin leans to his side and tucks his fist under his head as he listens. “Sounds complicated. Does he get the girl?”

“It is complicated. And I don’t want to spoil it for you, so I won’t say.”

“Read it to me.” Another crack of thunder, much closer than the last, fills the space. It gives us the sense we’re in our own world, impossible for anyone to disrupt this bubble we’ve created.

Laughing quietly, I shake my head. “You don’t really want me to. Don’t you need to go home?”

He sits up and leans forward. “I’d rather avoid getting soaked. Edith, I guarantee your dad isn’t waking for the night. Come on. Read to me.”

I sigh, turning the pages back to the start. “If you really want me to, I will. But I’m starting at the beginning. It’s one of those books that sucks you in right away. Promise you’ll keep an ear out if you hear him moving around downstairs?”

“I promise.” He shifts around until he’s sitting next to me at the headboard, both of us leaning back to get comfortable. I scoot to the side so he has more room to stretch his legs out, taking the side of my bed that puts his body between me and the door, I feel slightly more at ease when the soft pattering of rain falls against the single window of my room.

I clear my throat, then begin to read, keeping my voice soft. “On the 24th of February 1815, the lookout at Notre-Dame de la Garde signaled the arrival…”

Griffin drops his head back and closes his eyes as I read. I notice him smiling a few times at the happier moments I describe, then furrow his brows when Edmond’s friend obviously starts to play him as a fool. The thunderstorm grows more aggressive outside; the wind howling through the valley at the end of our property, and my eyes begin to grow heavier the later it gets.

“You read the same line three times,” he whispers, pulling me out of the scene, and I realize I’ve started to doze off as the words swim in front of me.

“Hmm?” Dragging my eyes up to him, I grin when I find his pleased smile grinning down at me. I’m not sure when it happened, but as I was reading, at some point his body leaned into mine and we’re curled up together, sharing body heat in my chilly room.

The arm that I never noticed he hung over my shoulders pulls me in closer and he gives me a small side hug. “I said you read the same line three times in a row. It’s gettin’ late and you’re obviously exhausted. Thank you for tonight, Edith.”

“Oh.” Sadness creeps in, disappointed he’s ending the evening. This was nicer than I had expected, and I don’t want it to end. Glancing at the window, I don’t see any more flashing lights of the storm that rolled in, but there’s still a light sound of rain falling. “Sounds like the rain has let up.”

“It has. I should probably get out of here before we both fall asleep. Don’t wanna have to fight off your daddy and make excuses for why I’m in here.” My body turns rigid at that thought, and he rubs his hand up and down my arm to soothe me. “Don’t worry. I’ve been listenin’ for him. I heard a bit of movement a bit ago, then a door, so I think he’s moved on to bed. I’ll sneak outta here and no one will be the wiser.”

I find his eyes, mine darting over his face, absorbing how close and beautiful he is. His lightly colored eyes are perfect with his dark, shaggy hair. Lifting his free hand, he brushes the tips of his fingers over my cheek again. I’m proud of myself for not flinching away this time. “It’s probably a good idea to sneak out now,” I breathe out. I hate I have to say it, but I know it’s right.

“Probably,” he murmurs, his eyes locked on mine, then they fall to my lips. Dipping his head down, he brushes his mouth against mine and I inhale quickly at the contact. Griffin pulls back slightly, checking in on me. “This okay?”

“I think so,” I say, my words barely audible. He cups my cheek and uses the arm he has around my shoulder to pull me closer.

“Only for a minute,” he says against my mouth before diving in and kissing me again. I don’t know what to do, having never kissed someone before, but Griffin works his mouth slowly over mine, making it easy to follow his movements. He exhales quietly, but I feel his flow of breath as he runs his tongue over my lower lip.

Just as I gasp and the tip of mine touches his, we both hear a loud bang come from downstairs and I pull back quickly. “Oh God, I think he’s awake.”

Griffin looks over his shoulder toward the door, his hand running over my cheek before sliding up into my hair. Turning back toward me, his fingers tighten, but it’s not painful like when my father fisted it earlier. Pressing a hard kiss to my mouth, this time abruptly, he places a second to my forehead before pulling away to leave my bed.

“I’ll get out of here. Thank you for tonight, darlin’.” Flashing a toothy grin in my direction, he moves to my door and slips through silently. The room feels so empty, silence burrowing into me now that he’s gone, as if he was never here.

I touch my mouth and know I’ll never forget the way it felt to have him like that. My eyes fall to my book in awe. I finally understand what the line, “Monte Cristo pressed on that pure, beautiful forehead a kiss which made two hearts throb at once, the one violently, the other heavily,” means.

My heart is beating violently, and I cover it to try to calm it down.


Chapter Thirteen
Edith
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“What the fuck is wrong with your face?”

Sitting on the ground, I lift my head from where my kitten, whom I still need to name, is rubbing his cheek against mine with purrs, and stare at Mason. I’m not sure how to even answer him. I know I can’t tell him what really happened, so thinking quickly, I respond the same way I did with Griffin last night.

“It’s nothing. Just a mishap from yesterday. Would you like me to do the same thing as yesterday?”

Mason marches over until I see the tips of his scuffed boots in front of me. He squats down, a finger slipping under my chin to lift my face for his perusal. His eyes look over my face for a moment before they narrow on me. “That’s bullshit. This is no fucking mishap. It looks like you got punched or something slammed into the side of your head. Don’t lie to me, Edith. What the hell happened to you?”

I stiffen under his gaze, but I know I can’t tell him it was my father. Instead, I lean my head back to dislodge his hand from my chin. “I’m working on a construction site, working here, and doing chores at home. Sometimes things happen. I promise I’m okay.”

Mason remains silent for a moment before he huffs out in annoyance and stands up. “I need your help out in the field today. I want to get the calves out there. The vet is coming to help tag them as well as give them shots. It’ll take more than just me and my dad is taking my mom to an appointment. You think that’s something you can do? If you can’t, I’ll call in someone else.”

“I can do it.” My reassurance is quick, maybe a bit eager, but I can tell he’s relieved he doesn’t have to call in anyone. “What do I need to do?”

“What I say. That’s all. I won’t know ‘til we get out there. Can you ride?”

Gulping, I shake my head slowly. “I can’t. I’ve never… No. I don’t know how to.” I look away, ashamed when he is clearly annoyed.

“Of course you can’t. Meet me outside in fifteen.” Mason marches away, slamming the barn door behind him, and I flinch at the sound.

Sighing, I brush my fingers over my kitten’s head, then whisper, “Maybe someday he won’t be so aggravated with me. Mason is a cranky man, isn’t he, little man?”

The meow my little guy lets out has me chuckling as I stand and stretch my back. Picking him up, I set him in front of the fresh food I’ve set in his bowl. I leave him as he attacks it like he’ll never get another meal again and slip outside into the early morning sun.

I don’t know where Mason disappeared to, but after only waiting for about five minutes, I hear the thump of hooves just before he comes around the corner on the back of his horse. “Come here, Edith.” His order is gruff, and my nerves wrack through my body. Holy fuck, I’m about to ride a horse. What do I do?

I obey him, hurrying over, and he holds his hand out to me. “I’ll pull you up to sit behind me.” It’s a crisp, clean, no-nonsense order, and I find myself frozen as I stare at his outstretched hand. “Come the fuck on, Edith.”

Flicking my eyes up to him, I let them trail down to the back end of the horse, eyeing it warily. I know my voice is wobbly as I ask, but I push my question out anyway. “What should I do?”

Mason rolls his eyes, clearly irritated with me. “Grab my damn hand. I’ll pull you up and just swing your leg over the saddle behind me. It’s not rocket science.”

In my experience, nothing I ever try to do ends with the results we want, so I’m sure this is going to be embarrassing for both of us. But Mason obviously doesn’t have patience with me, so I quickly step up next to his massive horse and grip his hand. I’ve barely touched him before he’s yanking on my hand hard and hauling me up behind him. Squealing, I throw my leg up and scramble over the back of the saddle, grabbing onto him to keep myself from falling off the other side.

“Jesus. You weren’t kidding. How the hell do you get to your age without ever mounting a horse?” He shifts forward as I try to get myself settled behind him, his animal shifting under us from the added weight, and I panic that I’ll slide off the back.

“I-I don’t think I’m on right,” I exclaim, grabbing his shoulders to keep from falling off to the ground. He grunts when I start sliding and claw at his arm.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” His murmured complaint embarrasses me further, but what am I supposed to do? I feel like I’m literally falling off the back. “Move forward and sit on the actual saddle, Edith! You’re going to fa—”

Just as I start falling, he reaches his arm behind me and hooks around my waist to catch me. “Goddamnit!” he growls loudly. Twisting around, Mason uses his other arm to pluck me up and swing me around to his front. I scramble to position my legs so I’m facing forward, my back pressed hard against his chest, sucking in air loudly. “Just… Edith. You need to relax. Austin isn’t going anywhere, but he’s gonna bolt if you keep kickin’ your feet like a fuckin’ child.”

“Who’s Austin?” I cry out, grabbing for the handle pressed against my body, worried I’ll fall forward and dive headfirst to the ground.

“My fuckin’ God! Jesus Christ! What the hell is wrong with you?” he shouts just before wrapping an arm around my stomach and pulling me back. He’s actually lifted me up so I’m sitting on his thighs with one arm around me, the other reaching out to grip Austin’s reins, keeping him from moving around so much. “Take a breath and relax.”

His words melt into my neck where his lips are pressed, and I do my best to listen. I force my body to freeze, then eventually relax against him when my mind accepts I’m in fact not going to fall off his horse.

I’m panting hard, my heart racing so fast I’m worried I’ll pass out from the adrenaline until I’m able to focus on Mason’s reassurances.

“Just relax, Edith. That’s it… Let your legs relax and feel that he’s not going anywhere… You good now?” His words are both a comfort to me and the animal who was feeling as anxious as I was. Austin snorts out a loud breath and shakes his head to ease the tension we were both feeling.

I can only nod once, afraid that if I move anymore, it’ll upset his horse.

Well, not just his horse. I’m certain I’ve pissed off Mason as well, and I want to crawl into a hole over the way my body flailed as soon as he got me up here.

“So sorry,” I whisper, dropping my chin to my chest. “I-I’ve never—”

“Just… stop talkin’ for a minute, would you? Take another breath and a moment longer to relax. Your body is as rigid as a goddamn board. You can’t ride if you’re this stiff. You’ll freak out Austin.” The hand he has holding my stomach starts to circle, as if he’s trying to soothe me as one would a wild animal.

Looking down, I watch his hand slowly move over my body and it distracts me long enough to fully settle down. Mason thrusts his hips forward and just as my mouth drops open in shock, I find myself shoved forward onto the hard leather of the saddle instead of his lap.

His arm leaves me, and I grapple for the handle again as his arms frame my body to gather the reins. Clicking his tongue, he urges Austin to turn around and head toward the field.

I glance over my shoulder toward the calf barn. “Don’t we need to get them out first?”

“I did it while you were wasting the mornin’, sleepin’ in. All of them are already out. Vet’s gonna be here in about thirty.” As soon as we clear the barns, he pushes his horse to pick up speed and I stiffen once more, not sure what I’m supposed to do when Austin starts bouncing us more with his gallop. Mason’s left arm releases his hold on the leather straps to slide across my body again like before, holding me firmly against him. “So,” he breathes into my ear. “You gonna give me the real answer on what happened to your face now? I don’t buy the whole mishap bullshit.”

Staring straight ahead, I’m overwhelmed with his chest moving against my back as we sprint toward the fields. Plus, throw in his hand pressing against my stomach where I can only focus on each finger pressing into my side; I’m at a loss for words. I have to lie. Right? I hate lying.

When I don’t answer soon enough, he digs the tips of his fingers into me and growls. My hands grip the handle harder as I focus on the field in front of us and lie. “I wasn’t paying attention yesterday and knocked my head against a beam.”

I feel him curl his body over me to drop his chin on my shoulder. “I didn’t hear you, girl. Speak up if you’re gonna give me lies.”

Blinking rapidly, I jerk my head to look at him, our faces only inches apart. My mouth opens and closes, more stunned by the closeness than trying to come up with a way to answer him.

Our eyes meet and he raises a brow, huffing at me before pulling back, and I jerk my head forward. What the hell was that? The rest of the ride is made in silence, our bodies rolling together as Austin runs. Mason’s thighs are cradling mine, keeping me braced just enough so I don’t need to worry about falling anymore. His whole body is tight, every muscle tense against mine.

Finally, I see the dots of the calves ahead and he draws Austin up to slow him down until we’re moving at a slow trot, then finally stop. Mason drops the reins and grips my waist, picking me up to drop on the ground. I stumble as I try to catch my footing, then watch as he easily unseats himself and drops next to me.

Handing me the reins, he lifts his chin to the nearest tree. “Tie him up over there. Vet should be here soon.”

His voice is cold, but thankfully he doesn’t seem as angry as before. I do as I’m told, then walk back just as quickly to wait with him. One of the babies comes up next to me, sniffing at my pants. I can’t help my smile as I pet him. My eyes lift to catch Mason watching me, and I quickly drop them to look into the deep brown of the baby’s eyes. Leaning down, I murmur sweet words to him before he trots off to check out a thick patch of grass.

Both Mason and I lift our heads when we hear the engine of a truck, and I move out of the way when it comes to a stop. Steve Williams, the local vet, is from one of the towns surrounding Broken Ridges. I met him a few times, but we’ve never had more than a couple of words in passing.

“Hey there. You ready to get started?” he calls out as he walks around to the bed of his truck to gather his equipment.

“Yup. Just tell me what you need,” Mason hollers back while he slips his lasso around the calf nearest him.

“If you tie ‘em and both of you hold ‘em down, it’ll only take me a minute to get each done.”

Mason lifts his chin to indicate I should come closer. “I’m gonna tie them. I need you to stay up by their heads and do your best to keep them calm. Stay clear of their legs or you’ll get a hoof to the gut. I don’t much feel like explainin’ to your daddy you got hurt, so stay by their heads.”

I nod and hurry over, dropping to my knees by the first one who’s already on his side. Mason is quick to wrap the rope around his legs, laying over the calf’s body to hold him still. Leaning down, I press my lips to the baby’s forehead, his eyes wide and panicked over being restrained.

“This is perfect,” Doc says. He quickly tags the calf’s ear, the tool he’s using snapping so loud that I flinch. Then he grabs a prepared syringe and administers it as fast as he can. Two more shots follow while both Mason and I try to keep the calf from escaping. His eyes are wild, and the moment Dr. Williams is done, Mason releases him from the ropes and he takes off like his butt is on fire.

I watch him run and wish I could follow and snuggle him until he’s calmed down. I’m sure the whole ordeal was horrible for him and a bit painful. When I look over at Mason, I find him studying me hard. Swiping away a stray tear, I stand up and ask, “Which one is next?”

“You know he’ll be fine, right? It’s just a small pinch and doesn’t really hurt them.” I shrug away Mason’s comment, but I can’t help but feel sympathy for the little guy. Even if it’s quick, it hurt him while it was happening and it makes my heart ache.

I force a smile and link my fingers in front of my body to wait as Mason wrangles the next one. “I’m fine,” I tell him. I’m not sure if he believes me, but he busies himself with tying up the next baby just as Dr. Williams drops a hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention.

“He’s right. It’s only a split second where they’re uncomfortable, then it’s like nothing. The whole process is very humane.” He seems like a decent man, and his eyes are warm and honest as he tries to reassure me.

This time when I smile, it’s less forced. “I’m really okay. I’ve never seen this done before, so it just makes me feel bad for them.”

He laughs softly and prepares the next set of injections as Mason finishes with our next victim. I hurry over to him and fall heavily to my knees, taking up my role as the comforter as Dr. Williams does his job. Every time it happens, my heart breaks a bit more for them and by the time we’re done, hours later, my chest is in actual pain, and I’m emotionally wrecked.

Mason thanks the vet for his help and lets him know to send a bill to the farm. As soon as he hops back into his truck and leaves the field, Mason turns to me, his expression thoughtful, but he says nothing.

I wait awkwardly, wondering if I should start walking back toward the barns, but he stops me. “Come on over here. I’ll put you up first this time.”

With Austin’s reins in one hand, Mason is holding a hand out in my direction, so I go to him. I eye him, then up to the saddle, wondering what I’m supposed to do. He rolls his eyes, less annoyed with me than normal. “I’m gonna hang on to him and set you up on his back. Then I’ll get on. Put a hand on my shoulder and as soon as your feet leave the ground, grab on and throw a leg over.”

Swallowing hard, I nod and place a shaking hand on his shoulder. I ignore the way his muscles move under my fingers and close my eyes just as he grabs me and heaves me onto Austin’s back.

The horse takes a small step to the side, but I scramble a bit more gracefully onto his back and right myself as soon as I’m seated. Blowing out a breath in relief that I didn’t go right over him and fall on my face, I tighten my legs around his body and hold on for dear life as Mason steps into the stirrup and slides into the saddle behind me.

As soon as his arms rise around me to signal Austin to move, I feel more secure and close my eyes in relief.

This time, as we head back, Mason keeps our pace slower. I lean forward a bit, not wanting to lie against him. It was a long morning and my only desire at this moment is to not upset him and be as unintrusive as possible.

Mason releases a loud sigh before pulling me back against his body. I’m so short in front of him he’s able to rest his chin on top of my head. The squeeze he gives me is brief, but I notice it just before he lets me go a bit and simply holds me to him so I don’t fall off.

We’re silent for a few minutes before he asks, “You okay after that?”

“I’m fine,” I tell him immediately. I’m not, but it’s silly that I’m so upset by watching all of those poor babies get their shots and tagged. Tomorrow, I have every intention of giving every single one of them a bit more love and kisses.

I feel him working his jaw above me, but he doesn’t call me out for my lie this time. Just before we come to a stop in front of the barn, he drops his mouth next to my ear, his breath tickling as he murmurs, “You did good today, girl.”

Gulping, I remain silent and let him help me off the back of Austin. If he’s gentler with me this time, I refuse to acknowledge it. Instead, I hurry away and make a quick exit to the road to get to the barn for my afternoon work.

But his compliment has my heart pounding extra loud in my ears the entire way.


Chapter Fourteen
Jaxon
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Shuffling through the papers on my desk, I check the clock on my wall and realize I’ve spent far longer in my office this morning than I have time for. The phone has been going crazy, but Jennice knows to take messages instead of transferring.

I click through the Cooper file, preparing myself to call Mason after promising him I would. But first, I need to call my dad.

Dialing his number, I lean back in my chair while it rings a few times before he picks up.

“‘Ello. Thorton residence.”

“Hey, dad. I got a question for you.”

I hear the volume of the TV going down, then the phone shuffling around as he settles in. “Might have an answer. What do ya need?”

“Do you remember the job you took to fix a roof over at Cooper’s ranch? For Bill Cooper?”

“Vaguely. Difficult guy to work with. Why?”

“Well, we have an unpaid invoice for him—”

He grunts into the phone, and I hear my mom’s muffled voice in the background. “Hold on a minute.” Covering the phone, I hear him tell her he hasn’t grabbed the mail yet, then comes back to me. “I’m not surprised he owes us money. Crotchety man. No respect for the way we used to make a deal. Just a handshake and a man’s word are all it used to take.”

“Dad,” I groan, pressing my thumb between my brows. “This is the thing. Invoicing says he got all the materials but hadn’t paid.”

“Well, there ya go.”

“But inventory says we still got most of it sitting in the warehouse. He paid for what was delivered according to that. Why didn’t the job get finished?” As much as I love my dad and appreciate what he built, I’ve been having to deal with quite a few handshake deals that were never fully wrapped up. This isn’t the first time we’ve had a conversation like this, so I’m thankful the man has the memory of an elephant. I need the facts.

“If I remember right, we kept tryin’ to go out there, but he’d claim I gave him the wrong dates and would ask us to reschedule. After the third time, I told him to find someone else. Wasn’t gonna keep wasting our crew’s time when he was so wishy-washy.”

That lines up with the notes. Nodding to myself, I thank him and promise I’ll stop by over the weekend before hanging up. Quickly, I print out the comment log from our system’s diary, then place a call to Mason Cooper.

“Yeah?” His voice is loud the moment he answers, yelling into my ear with obvious sounds of cattle behind him. Mason must be in his barn if the mooing and fans are any indication.

Clearing my throat, I greet him. “Hi, Mason. This is Jaxon from Thorton Construction and Restoration. I’m calling to follow up on the invoice we spoke about the other day. Do you have a few minutes?”

Another abrupt, “Yeah.”

I roll my eyes at his attitude. “So, I read through the file we had on the job. I’d like to apologize for the mix-up with us sending you an invoice. Not that it justifies it, but we had conflicting information about where the supplies were located. One said they were delivered, but we now know not all of them were and they’re in our warehouse. I’ll go ahead and clear this out for you and you’re welcome to just toss the bill and disregard.”

“Fuckin’ cat! Goddamnit… Get the hell off of there, you lil’ shit.” I yank the phone from my ear when Mason bellows, apparently at a cat. Once he stops, I bring it back to my ear.

“Everything alright?”

“Yeah, just this devil. She’s gotta get rid of it.”

I raise a brow, a bit surprised and clueless about what he’s referring to and who she is. Before I can ask, not that I care much, he continues.

“I’ll toss the bill. Hopefully you handle shit better than your pop ever did. Not too good for business when you fuck over your customers.”

A feeling of indignation comes over me, an urge to defend my dad pushing past my irritation with Mason. Since I know we’ll never work together, I lay into him. “The issue with the contract between our fathers had nothing to do with something my father did. I’ve got notes going back to the beginning of the job detailing scheduled arrival times for the crew where they were turned away by your father because he couldn’t keep his dates straight.”

“That’s a laugh. I was here when all this shit went down. We showed your pop proof through emails and text messages on when he’d say he was showin’ up and he’d either come days early or a week later. Best get your facts straight before you start throwin’ out accusations on who screwed up. I got no problem sendin’ you proof if you’re a guy that can’t handle takin’ accountability without evidence in front of him. Have a great day, Jaxon Thorton. I’m gonna go handle my shit while you scramble to keep yours from goin’ under over there.”

The line goes dead and I stare in disbelief at the audacity of this asshole. I knew Mason’s always had a temper, but fuck. He’s only gotten worse with age. With his contact still up, I sent him a quick text.

I’d like to see those emails




I’ll send them when I got the time




Typing out a quick thank you, my thumb hovers over the send button for a moment, then I decide he doesn’t deserve me to be polite when he just hung up on me.

“Fuckin’ asshole,” I grumble to myself.

Gathering my things, I shove some project proposals into my bag and lock up my office. I pass through the front without slowing down, but Jennice chases after me. “Wait! I have some changes I need you to sign off on!”

Swallowing my groan, I turn around and take the papers from her and look them over. We’ve got a pretty massive kitchen remodel going and the changes Jennice gave me are pretty self-explanatory. Different light fixtures and a higher-end tile for the backsplash. “They know about the price differences?” I ask as I initial the addendum sitting on top.

“Yeah. The wife definitely said if they were gonna do this. They wanted to do it right and a few extra thousand wasn’t a big deal. They must got lots of money, huh? Didn’t know we had anyone rich like them around here.”

I pause and my eyes flick up to her face. “Plenty of people around here have all different financial backgrounds. Most just don’t advertise it. Don’t get it into your head that you can go let your friends and family know what you think you’ve learned here about our clients.”

Jennice’s easy smile falls away, and she stands up straighter. “I wouldn’t do that, Jax. I was just talkin’.”

“Good. I’m heading out to the barn build. I have my cell if you need me.” I gentle my tone and give her a quick smile to let her know she’s not in trouble. My call with Mason irritated me, but Jennice shouldn’t bear the burden of my poor mood.

I’ve been trying to get to the site in the mornings, but today was just one of those days where I had to put some extra time in the office. As soon as the framework of the new barn comes into view, my eyes almost immediately catch sight of the lone figure walking at a fast pace along the road from the opposite direction.

My chin drops, and I let a grin explode out of me. Edith is here. I park and hop from my truck, jogging over to meet her just as she reaches the drive.

Maybe for the first time, I notice she doesn’t dress much like other women her age. Most of them tend to go for tight jeans and stylish tops, but not Edith. Her pants seem a bit worn and a touch large on her body. The dark green shirt she’s paired the stonewash pants with is straight cut and hides any ounce of curve she has hidden underneath.

I know they’re there. When she’s working and moving around, I’ve caught hints of her frame on occasion. A small ache of lust builds and I try to convince myself to let it go as I slow my steps.

The moment she lifts her head, I notice two things. The first is the way her face lights up when she sees me not far from her. The second is a bruise across her cheekbone and stretching down her cheek.

My grin falls away and turns into a deep frown. I know she can tell I’ve noticed since her smile for me also falls away. Edith lets her head fall as she tries to look anywhere but at me.

“Afternoon, Jaxon.” The quiet greeting comes just before she attempts to walk around me, but I hold an arm out to stop her.

I don’t fake pleasantries, and I don’t ask her to look at me. Instead, I lightly grip her chin and turn her face up so I can see the damage hovering just under her perfect complexion. Bending forward, I look closer and notice a bit of scraped skin barely visible over the light purple of her injury.

Dragging my eyes from the bruise, I focus on hers. She seems wary of my inspection, and I don’t blame her. My jaw is already aching from how hard I’ve got it clenched. Our gazes are locked, both of us silently waiting in a standoff to see who will speak first.

When she starts to shut down on me, I let her win and speak, giving in first.

“You wanna tell me what happened? Because it looks like you got cracked across the face.”

Edith’s pupils dilate almost imperceptibly, and I know she’s getting ready to lie. I’m not having it. I may not know this woman well, but she’s not a liar, so if she feels like she needs to, then I know there’s got to be a good reason.

“Hold that thought,” I tell her, then look over my shoulder for Ruth. As soon as I find her, I turn back to Edith. “Stay here for just a minute, please.” She must hear how sincere I am, so she nods once and hugs her arms around her body.

I jog halfway to Ruth and call out, “Hey, Ruth? I forgot some equipment back at my shop. I’m going to steal Edith to help me load up and haul it back here.”

“Take your time.” Her bony hand waves me off and as soon as I’m back to Edith, I simply grab her hand and tug her to my truck without a word. Jerking the passenger door open, I lift her into the seat and wait as she gets settled before shutting the door and hurrying to my side.

As soon as I back up my truck to turn around, I flip the music off and let the rumble of the engine fill the silence that’s becoming increasingly obvious between us. I swallow hard, my throat dry as fuck, while I debate how to handle the situation.

I’ve been around long enough to know she was hit. Bruising like that would be unlikely from a fall or banging her face on something. Which means she’s in an unsafe situation or around someone dangerous.

“I’m just gonna go ahead and not sugarcoat anything. Who hurt you, Edith?” Even I can hear the gravely anger as my voice scrapes past my vocal cords.

From the corner of my eye, I see her shoulders come up to her ears as she looks out the window. Those pearly white teeth poke out just enough to dig hard into her bottom lip as she anxiously chews on it.

Reaching over, I lightly tug it free from the abuse, then brush my thumb over her jaw before pulling it away.

“Alright. Do you have a boyfriend or something hurting you? There are people who can help you get out of unsafe relationships and into a protected place if you need it. Lots of women have been in—”

She snorts half brokenly and finally turns to face me. The sun shines directly on her cheek, giving a softness to the bruise as if it’s barely there, hidden under warm rays, but I know she can feel the pain.

“I do not have a boyfriend.”

“Then explain to me why you look like you got smacked around?”

She closes her eyes and inhales slowly. “I won’t deny what you think happened, but Jaxon,” she implores, her lids opening again and focusing on me. “I’m not comfortable saying more. Will you believe me when I say I’m working on a solution to remove myself from the situation?”

A thousand questions crash into my mind, but almost every single one of them requires her to give me an answer she’s just explained she’s not comfortable giving. The main one being “Who the hell did this to you?”

“Do you really need to pick up stuff from your shop?” Her question comes as I’m battling what to say next and we pass the turn I needed to take.

“Shit,” I grumble, then slow down to flip a bitch and head in the right direction. “So, you’re working on a solution. What does that mean?”

Watching the road, she tugs at her fingers to give herself something to do. “Money. That’s the answer to everything, right? If you’ve got enough money, you can buy yourself out a lot of situations you find yourself stuck in. That’s what I’m doing. I got a job and I’m saving up money. Then I’ll figure out what to do next.”

“Money for what? A lawyer? You need to buy something? Move?”

Edith’s tone is sad when she simply pleads, “Jaxon… I’m figuring it out. Truly. Besides, it’s not so bad.” Her hand reaches up to touch her face, and it pisses me off enough that I slam on my brakes.

She shoots her arms out to brace herself against the seatbelt stretched between her breasts and gasps. The moment we’re stopped, I turn toward her. “Don’t give me that shit. The moment anyone lays a finger on a person in anger, it’s bad. I won’t push you to tell me more than you want right now, but I can be your friend, Edith.”

Tears well along the brim of her lids and I swear to God, this woman has hope emanating from her like a beacon. “I’d love for you to be my friend. That… that would be really special to me.”

Her response is a bit odd, like an offer of friendship is something new to her. I’m sure asking if she has many friends would come off as insulting, so I bite my tongue. “Good. Do you know what the best part of being friends is?”

She shakes her head quickly, a few lengths of her dark chestnut hair falling free to frame her face. “No, what’s the best part?”

“We get to exchange phone numbers. That way, if either of us ever needs anything, or just want to talk, we can.” My lips curl up on one side when she blushes at the idea of swapping numbers. “Sound good to you?”

“Yeah,” she breathes out. “I don’t have my phone with me, though. It’s back in my room. The battery doesn’t last long when it’s unplugged.”

When I reach over her body, she leans back to keep our bodies from touching as I rifle through my glove box. Finding an old receipt and pen, I slam the compartment shut and scribble down my number. Taking her hand, I turn it over to place the paper in her palm and curl her fingers over the top of it.

“There. When you get home tonight, send me a text or give me a call so I’ll have yours. This way, if you don’t really want me to have your number, you don’t have to be embarrassed by telling me now and you can just ghost me. Sound like a plan?”

She giggles and nods, then stops when she chews on the inside of her cheek to stop from laughing. Hugging the paper to her chest when I release my hold on her, I settle back and get us back on track to head to my shop. “It’s good you’re coming with me. I don’t have anything important I actually need today, but I’ll grab a few things. Plus, you’ll get to see where my parents live since our business is on the same property as their house. It’s where the horses are.”

“Oh!” she exclaims excitedly. “I rode a horse this morning! Well, kind of. I rode doubles with my boss, and honestly, I was pretty terrible at it. But I did, and it’s really incredible.”

Am I disappointed that I didn’t get to be a part of her first experience riding? Maybe a bit, but I’m happy for her. Winking, I tease, “Maybe the next time won’t be so hard, and you can ride solo. I’m still planning on getting you out to the farm in the near future for some riding lessons.”

Her smile is radiant as she settles back, relaxing into the seat as we travel the last mile to my parents’ place. I hate I didn’t get all the answers I want from her, but I hope my offer of friendship will get her to open up.

It also doesn’t hurt I’ve got more of an excuse to get to know her better as well.

Later that night, just as I’m sitting down to relax on my couch with a beer, my phone vibrates in my pocket. When I unlock the screen, I blow out a relieved gust of air, all my anxiety disappearing as soon as I see a message from an unknown number. She took a risk and decided not to blow me off.

Hi Jaxon. It’s Edith. This is my number. I’ll see you next week!





Chapter Fifteen
Mason
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I’m just heading out the back door after breakfast when my phone buzzes in my pocket. Annoyed at having to deal with people this early, I stop and quickly scan the text from Jaxon.

I received your email. I’m going to look into it further.




I roll my eyes and choose not to respond. It’s not my job to prove to baby Thorton that his dad screwed over paying customers, but I did it. Any time I’ve heard locals asking about recommendations for a good contractor, I’ve never held my tongue. They all need to know the Thortons aren’t reliable, even if Jaxon has the reputation of being a decent guy to work with. I’ll never use them. I’d rather pay someone to come in from out of town than go to them with my business again.

Tucking my phone into my pocket, I walk into the barn to collect my newest employee who I saw walk in twenty minutes earlier. The moment the door shuts behind me, a crying cat is shoved into my face. One with fur a bit different from my current tenant. As soon as I lock eyes with the creature, I know my answer.

“No!”

I don’t believe I could have been more adamant about how fucking serious I am right now. How in the world am I in this situation again? The bruised, watery eyes of Edith are staring up at me with so much sadness and hope that I feel as if I’m being sucker punched.

“I know this looks bad. It’s just… I think it’s little Buck’s sister, and she seems so lethargic, as if she hasn’t had anything to eat in forever.” Holding the kitten in front of my face, I notice it’s almost identical to the one currently causing havoc on my farm. It’s another loud, meowing baby with crusty eyes and ragged fur. “She looks just like him. I don’t know what else to do with her.”

“I’m not takin’ on anymore cats here. This isn’t your home, Edith. We aren’t an animal rescue, and I don’t have time to deal with all this shit.” Everything in me is screaming to stand firm or I’ll be overrun with this tiny woman filling this place with strays. But when she pulls the kitten back against her chest and cradles her, despair leaking out, I know I’m fucking sunk. “Fuck…” I trail off, rubbing my palm against my tired eyes.

“I’m sorry. I know it’s rude of me to ask. I’ll see if maybe the animal shelter has room. I called them when we found Buck.” She says we like I was a part of all of this. “But they had no space in the foster homes. Maybe they do now.”

“No,” I groan out, stopping her. “It’s only one more. This is the last one, though. You hear me, girl? If you find the rest of that damn litter, don’t even think about bringin’ them in here. They have a way of findin’ their way back, and I don’t want to be overrun with them.”

Her smile lights up the dim barn, and she holds the meowing baby out to me again. “You’re amazing, you know that? Thank you so, so much! I promise, I’ll care for her the same as Buck.”

“Buck? You finally named the flea bag?” I won’t deny that it’s kind of a good name for a cat, but I’ll never admit it to her.

Edith frowns, then bends down to pick up the object of our conversation and holds both of them to her body. “He doesn’t have fleas. I’ve been checking every morning.”

“If you name them, you’ll get attached. You shouldn’t get attached ‘cuz we don’t even know how long you’ll be workin’ here.” My warning is enough to make her recoil, but I refuse to mince my words. We both know this arrangement isn’t going to last for long.

“Her name is Bonnie.”

She whispers so softly I have to lean forward to ask, “What was that?”

“Bonnie. I named her Bonnie. So, they’re Bonnie and Buck.”

Pointing toward the loft, I snap, “Put ‘em up there. We got shit to do.”

“Yes, sir.” Hurrying away from me, I wait as she settles them deeper into the stacks, then she’s standing in front of me a moment later, brushing the strands of straw and fur from her clothes. “What would you like me to do today? I don’t have to work at the barn this afternoon, so if there’s extra chores you’re needing done, I’m available until dinner.”

Well, that changes things. I was just going to have her clean out the barns again, the same as earlier this week, but since I’ve got her for longer, I’m tempted to test her out more. Checking my watch, I do quick math and realize I’ve got her for over nine hours.

“You bring a lunch with you?” I ask, leading us from the barn over to where we keep our horses.

“I didn’t. Should I run home and grab something?”

I shake my head. “It’s fine. In the future, though, when you’re here on days you can work longer, make sure you can feed yourself. My mom will provide lunch today. We’re gonna get back on Austin and run the property, look for holes in the field and fill them.”

Breathlessly, she asks as she’s trying to keep up with me. “Why do you fill them in? It’s just an overgrown field, right?”

“Holes can break legs. It’s a tedious, but inexpensive way to keep the herd safer. Can you ride by yourself?”

Edith stops and widens her eyes in panic. I don’t know why I even asked if the last time is any indication of her ability to sit on a horse, but I didn’t think through all of this with her having to ride in front of me again.

“Guess that’s a no. You need to figure this shit out, Edith. I’ll put you in front of me today, but going forward, you’re gonna be on your own. Get some damn lessons if you need to, but this,” I wave a hand between us and the horse barn, “is gonna quickly become a problem. Get me?”

“I have a friend,” she blurts out, and I narrow my eyes.

“Doubtful, but why should I care?”

Swallowing, she blushes and focuses on her feet instead of me. “I just meant I have a friend who was just offering to teach me how to ride. He said we can do it sooner rather than later, so it won’t be long. I’m sorry I’ve been an inconvenience, but I’ll get myself sorted as fast as I can.”

He? Who the fuck is this friend?

With nothing more to say, I wrap my hands around her waist without warning and hurl her onto the back of my horse I saddled earlier this morning. She scrambles to right herself, but an inkling of pride hits me when she doesn’t flounder as badly as last time. Do I mention that to her? No, because sitting down isn’t praiseworthy.

Scowling at my intrusive thoughts, I slip my foot in the stirrup and pull my body up behind her. I know I’m in a foul mood, and I need to get control of it before I actually say something I’ll regret. Most people know me as an asshole, but it’s more from lack of patience around idiots than me just being a dick to be a dick.

Edith’s rigid as she sits in front of me, and this time I don’t say anything to make her more comfortable. It’s my fault she’s uneasy sitting like this, so if I can get to our destination fast enough, we can dismount and get on with our day.

Holding the reins tightly, my arms around her, I urge my horse to pick up his speed and we gallop toward the opposite side of my land. As soon as we clear the main property line with the field laid out in front of us, I drive my heels into Austin’s flanks and the three of us begin our sprint.

Edith’s hair starts to come free almost immediately as we reach our max speed, and the strands dance across my face as she does her best to hold in her gasps of excitement. Her fingers slip over my thighs, and she digs her nails into my muscles to ground herself as the movement of the horse drives our bodies closer together.

Since she can’t see me, I let the speed fill me with joy, grinning as I lean forward. My chest presses to her back as I bend her over the pommel so it’s easier to race through the grass. I’m sure her stomach is resting against the saddle harder than is comfortable, but she’s not complaining, and I inch down a bit further. My horse’s mane is slapping our faces and I just barely hear her sigh of pleasure as it escapes.

I catch the scent of her hair, and my eyes fall briefly to the side of her neck. The vein is pulsing wildly under her skin and an urge to press my lips to that spot becomes all I can think of. Tucking my head lower, I hover my mouth over her neck just as my horse stumbles, then drops forward, his knees practically hitting the ground.

My body slams into her, and she grunts in pain as the pommel is driven deep into her body, just below her sternum. With the horse shifting under us to regain his footing, Edith tries to grasp onto anything as she slips to the side.

“Hang on!” I shout, then as fast as I can, I wrap the reins around my left hand and pull back to help keep us from going down and throw my right arm around her, yanking her back. “Shit!”

With how hard I jerk us back, we start slipping backwards, and her ass rams into my lap. I ignore the pain as I right us. Finally, we slow and come to a stop, Austin’s body heaving from exertion and fear from the almost fall. My arm is still locked around Edith, and her chest is rising and falling just as quickly as mine.

I tighten my arm and immediately regret it when she inhales sharply. My eyes fall to her face, and I can see that she’s in pain. “Where are you hurt?”

Shoving her hands against my arm still locked around her, I let her go and she blows out a relieved breath. Rubbing her stomach just below her sternum, she flicks her eyes up to me before looking away. “I’m okay. This handle just drove really hard into my stomach.”

“Lift your shirt.” I frown at where she’s rubbing, and her hand freezes at my demand.

“What?” Her question is breathy, and I grow frustrated that she’s not allowing me to check out if she’s injured.

Gripping the bottom of her baggy t-shirt, I start to pull it up. “I want to see your stomach and make sure you aren’t hurt too bad. Nothin’ more than that. Now show me.”

With shaking hands, she pulls the cotton from my fingers and lifts the bottom just far enough for me to only see the smooth skin just above her belly button. Her stomach is trembling under my perusal, but I ignore her as I inspect the skin where she was rubbing her hand.

It’s bright red and when I lay my hand over it, I can feel heat radiating from her skin. She sucks in a breath at the contact but doesn’t utter a word.

“You’re probably gonna bruise from the pommel. You good to keep going, or do you want me to drop you back off at the house?” Edith drops her shirt and attempts to straighten it out.

“The pommel?”

Pointing at the rounded handle on the saddle, I nod once. “Yeah, that’s what it’s called. Now, you good, or should I take you back?”

“I’m fine, but do you think you should check on the horse? He might be hurt. Wait, what’s his name?” Her rapid comments are fired off quickly and when she asks his name, she strokes her fingers over his neck like she’s trying to soothe him.

“Austin. I’m sure I told you already.”

Her lips part and she blushes. “Sorry, I knew that. Is he alright? What happened?”

“Fuckin’ hole in the field. This is why I check it regularly. It can fuck animals up pretty quickly.” Grabbing the reins, I give him a little kick to get him walking to test out his gait. Edith is stiff in front of me, and she’s digging her teeth into her lip. I don’t doubt this whole ordeal was terrifying for her. It scared the shit out of me, too.

Austin seems to be walking fine, but I keep our pace much slower to ensure he’s alright. “I think he’s good, but we’ll walk the rest of the way. You okay?”

“Yeah, I think so. Does that happen a lot?”

My mouth twists to the side in thought. “Not really. We haven’t had a tumble that hard in a while. I’ve never been thrown before if you’re worried. But it can happen. Here, why don’t you hold his reins and get a feel of leading?”

Her hands have been twisting the bottom of her shirt since we started moving, and I don’t want this little incident to deter her from getting on the back of a horse again.

Once she has a good grip, I adjust her hold until it’s more relaxed and keep my hands over hers. I lean forward so she can see me in her peripheral. Tilting my head to the right, I say, “We want to head over there. That’s the corner of my land and that’s where we’ll start. Then we’ll follow the fencing around to the other side. You’ll want to lead Austin in that direction, so pull back on the right rein to turn his head.”

I feel her muscles tense beneath my arm as she follows my guidance, and I press the heel of my boot into Austin’s right flank to help guide us.

“Like that?” she asks, checking for approval with a glance over her shoulder.

“Yep. If he starts drifting in either direction, just pull on either side to straighten him out. Eventually, you’ve gotta use your feet and legs as well, but for now, just control his reins.”

She sits up straight, as if this task I’ve given her is the most important one she’s ever been assigned. Her body is going to be sore after our stumble while staying this tense, but for now, I’ll leave her be.

When the sight of the fence pokes through the trees, I teach her how to pull him to a stop, and I rest my hand on her side as I slip to the ground. “Stay here for a minute. I’m going to check out his leg before we start our walk around the property line.” Edith grips the leather straps harder, causing Austin to jerk his nose in the air in response. “Don’t hold the reins tight like that. He thinks you’re directing him to move. Just relax and keep them loose. He might walk around a bit, but he won’t run off.”

She swallows nervously, but nods once, loosening her hold. Keeping her in my line of sight, I quickly check on Austin and don’t notice any injury. He’s walking fine and nothing looks swollen. I’ll keep our pace slow for the day just in case, but we got lucky.

Settling back into my seat behind her, I pat her thigh in approval. “You want to keep the reins, or do you want me to take over?”

“You do it. I don’t want to mess up.” Quickly, she shoves them into my hand and settles her fidgeting fingers in her lap. As soon as I have us moving again, I keep a close eye on the few times she subconsciously rubs at her stomach, but never once does she complain.

I’m tempted to ask to see it again, but I have a feeling it’ll only make her more uneasy with the whole day.

By the time we make it to the other side of the fencing, I dismount and help her down, noting the soft groan as she lands on her feet.

“You gotta tell me if you’re hurtin’, girl. I won’t know unless you speak up.”

Narrowing my eyes at the way she waves me off, she gives me a forced smile. “I’m good. What’s next?”

I want to argue, but I won’t push if she’s going to be stubborn about it.

“Lunch. Then we’ll fill holes.” Turning away, I hear her follow as I lead us toward the house. I’ll see how she feels after a good meal and decide if we’ll get back on Austin for the afternoon. But I don’t plan on coddling her if she’s going to be difficult.


Chapter Sixteen
Edith
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Carrying a basket of snacks around the construction site, I follow behind Mrs. Danielson as she offers lemonade to everyone working hard at their jobs. Jaxon hasn’t yet arrived this afternoon, and I find myself disappointed. Ruth offered me the explanation that he had an emergency at another job without me asking.

Since I’m not sure what I should be doing without him here, she enlisted me to assist with passing out snacks with her. As she chats with one of the regular church attendees, and a man who’s well over fifty and normally has a herd of children following him, I hear the growling rumble of a vehicle on the road.

Hoping it’s Jaxon, my eyes fly around to seek him out. Instead, I recognize my father’s friend Corbin’s truck inching past the land where the barn is going to sit. The glare from the sun is too bright as it reflects off the windshield, but I feel his eyes on me, nonetheless.

My suspicion grows, realizing it was Corbin who informed my father last week of my supposed infractions of flirting with “the enemy” as he phrased it.

Frowning at the food basket, I let those thoughts swirl in my head. A hint of betrayal is my underlying feeling, but confusion is there too. Why would Corbin care about my volunteering, and why is here again today checking up on me?

When I lift my head again to peer into the passenger window as he passes, I catch him jerking his head forward just before he presses the gas hard, causing his tires to squeal on the asphalt.

A small amount of worry fills me that he’s going to report back to my father, but what could he say? I’m standing behind Ruth, a basket in my hands, and speaking to no one. There’s nothing I could possibly be scolded for.

Moving on to the next pair of workers who are mixing a bag of concrete next to a framed out step, I hear another engine and this time my heart thumps excitedly as Jaxon pulls into the lot.

Keeping him in my line of sight so it’s not obvious I’m watching, my new friend hops out of his truck, a deep scowl etched in his features. My concern with Corbin checking up on me shifts over to Jaxon’s obvious mood.

He drops the tailgate and starts tugging boxes and bags from the back, never once glancing over in our direction.

Look over here, please.

I will my thoughts to reach him, but I’m jolted out of my head by a hand on my arm. “Let me take the snacks, Edith. Why don’t you go on over and give our Mr. Thorton a hand?”

“Are you sure?” I’m sure it’s obvious how much I want to go to him, but my manners urge me to not leave someone burdened because of me.

Her hand on my arm pats me gently before she grabs the basket and yanks it out of my hand. “I’m perfectly capable of handling granola bars.” She joins me as we watch Jaxon drop another box on the ground, not being gentle at all. “Oh boy, looks like he’s got a bug up his rear end. Go help the man, would ya?”

A giggle flies out of me at her refusal to say butt. Collecting myself as quickly as possible, I hurry over once I have myself under control. When I get to the side of his truck, I realize I’m not sure what to say as he continues dropping supplies on the ground, never once looking up at me.

He’s really upset about something, and as his friend, I’m not sure what my role is here. Clearing my throat, I keep my voice soft so not to annoy him. I’ve learned that with my father when he’s in a fouler mood than usual.

“I’d like to help if you need a hand, Jaxon. Is there something I can do?”

He flicks his eyes to me, and I catch a slight softening of the hard lines framing his mouth. My shoulders relax, knowing I haven’t added to his irritation.

“Sure. Why don’t you take some of these lighter bags into the barn for me?”

Nodding, I immediately start picking them up, gathering as many as I can until the weight becomes too much and hurry away. We spend the next ten minutes passing each other as we unload the fully packed truck. Finished with my last trip, Jaxon is shutting the gate, still seeming to have something on his mind.

“Jaxon, is everyth—”

“Shit! I forgot to grab my tool bag from my office.” He’s snarling his words, not specifically at me, but he’s definitely in a sour mood. I drop my chin and take a step back, ready to hurry back to Mrs. Danielson, but he stops me. “Sorry, Edith. It’s been a day. I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

“Oh, that’s alright.” I wave him off, then hook my thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll just get back to it. I hope your day ends better than it started.”

The corners of his lips tilt up slightly. “You wanna ride back to my office with me? It’ll be quick.”

“Umm…” Chewing on my lip, I look back where everyone is working. “Am I allowed to just leave?”

Laughing, he presses a hand on my back to lead me to his vehicle. “It’s volunteer work. You can come and go as you please. Besides, I’m sure our dear Mrs. Danielson won’t give two shits. Come on, I could use some decent company after my morning.”

Pride swells in my chest that he’s seeking comfort by having me around, so I scramble into his truck with less assistance from him than the last time I found myself here. Buckling my belt, I roam my eyes around the area to ensure Corbin isn’t watching from a distance. Not seeing him, I decide I should still slouch a bit in the seat just in case as Jaxon climbs in and takes off.

“Do you want to talk about why your day isn’t going well?” That sounds like something a friend would ask, I think. There’s been a lot of times in my life where I wish I could have vented about a bad day, or shared something that made me happy. Anything, really. Talking can do wonders to distribute those burdens to everyone, easing the weight on a single person so they don’t have to shoulder it alone.

He’s drumming his thumb on the steering wheel before a stream of words come pouring out of him, unloading everything all at once. It shocks me, but I feel honored that maybe I can help, so I listen as intently as I can.

“It’s this bullshit with a former client. My dad ran our company for decades and practically built it from the ground up. We’ve always had a stellar reputation, but since I bought him out and took over last year, I’m finding a ton of discrepancies. Do you remember when Mason dropped you off last week and he got on me about an invoice they received?”

I nod, then panic. “I only know because he was pretty loud. I wasn’t eavesdropping or anything.”

Jaxon barks out a laugh and grins. “I don’t care if you were, and the thought never crossed my mind. I only ask so I don’t have to explain more. Anyway, turns out, my dad set up this job with his dad a few years back. Both of them saying the other one wasn’t holding up to their end of the deal. We keep pretty extensive notes in all our files, so if there ever are issues, we can back up our claims. Well, Mason sent me all the correspondence proving my dad fucked up. He lost a big job and I’m really bothered by all of it.”

I consider everything for a moment, then ask, “What bothers you? That you might have lost money? Or that your dad made a mistake?”

Jaxon’s brows furrow. “That dad made the mistake.” With a sigh, he relaxes into his seat. “And it was embarrassing. I knew dad wanted to retire a year or so before this, but I pushed him to stick it out longer. Maybe it’s just his memory and age getting to him.”

“Okay, so what’s the issue now? I might not totally understand.”

We’re just pulling in front of his office, and he leaves the truck running, just puts it into park and stares ahead. Drawing his words out slowly, he explains. “Not really anything, I suppose. I corrected the file and apologized to the Coopers in a letter. Nothing to say to dad. He’s retired.” Jaxon looks at me, still frowning deeply. “I just don’t like being in the wrong.”

Snickering at him, I quickly cover my mouth, then drop my hand into my lap and grin widely when he glares at me playfully. “That’s just ridiculous. Everyone is wrong from time to time. You corrected it and apologized. Now, just let it go.” I wiggle my fingers in the air, indicating something flying away.

“Let it go, huh?”

“Yup.” I’m still smiling when he drops his hand on my thigh and pats it twice.

Jerking his chin toward the office, he asks, “You want to come in and see the place?”

“Yes, please.”

He doesn’t say anything else, just turns off the truck and we both jump out. I stick close behind him, looking around as we walk inside. The room feels so much darker after being outside in the sun. There’s a young woman chatting on the phone, and she gives both of us a massive smile as we pass by.

“My office is just back here. But this is pretty much it. We’ve got reception out here, file room over there,” he points toward the corner with a close door, “and a conference room in there.” Again, he points toward a room with a large window and a screen mounted on the wall with a large table in the center.

“It’s really nice in here.” My compliment feels silly, but I’m not sure what to say. It’s really quite impressive to me. He’s got this amazing place that seems so organized and professional. A bit of jealousy slips in, but I don’t let it fester. It’s not jealousy that he’s successful, it’s more that I’ve never considered something like this as attainable for my life.

I slow, then stop in front of a large painting on the wall. It’s the only one in the hallway leading back to Jaxon’s office, and it’s absolutely stunning. It’s one of those abstract pictures where you aren’t quite sure what you’re seeing, but the colors are inviting and warm. Glancing at the corner of the canvas, I catch the initials JT just as Jaxon covers his hand over mine and tugs me away.

Does the JT stand for Jaxon Thorton?

The dark woods in his office distract me from wondering and my eyes fall on another half dozen paintings, each one with its own color theme. It’s as if the painter had an emotion and found one color to express it, but there are so many shades that the detail is extraordinary.

I’m left in the middle of his space while he collects his bag and I move to the first one to study it, then on to the next, and the next. Every painting has JT in the corner. Spinning around, I find Jaxon leaning against the edge of his desk, studying me as hard as I was the paintings.

There’s an array of emotions raging within his eyes, but the anger he had earlier seems to be gone. My eyes won’t stay away from the paintings for long and I’m drawn back to them.

“Did you do these? Is the JT for Jaxon Thorton?”

“No.” He’s not rude with the one-word answer, but I can’t tell if he doesn’t want me to ask more. My curiosity gets the best of me.

“Who—”

“My sister did them.” He picks up a photo on his desk before walking over to me, holding it out. There’s an absolutely stunning teenager grinning at the camera, her arms wrapped around a much younger Jaxon’s waist, a beach and water in the background. I take the frame and smile softly at how happy they are, their skin deeply tanned and glowing under the sun. He taps the glass. “She passed away a little over twenty years ago. At the end of the summer this was taken, actually.”

My head lifts when I hear the sadness in his voice, and my heart breaks for him. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Was she ill?”

“No.” This time his response is abrupt, and he plucks the photo from my hands, only to position it back on his desk carefully. He pauses after he moves it just right, then hikes his bag over his shoulder and gives me a forced smile. “You ready to head back? This is pretty much everything here. There’s not much more to see.”

Without waiting for an answer, I’m relieved when he takes my hand once more to walk me outside. I wave a small goodbye to the girl still stuck on the phone, and we climb back into his truck silently.

As soon as we’re driving, I can feel the tension pouring off him, just as frustrated as he was when he first showed up at the barn. I’m not great with words, but maybe just some comfort will bring him a bit of peace, since he’s obviously still affected greatly by his sister’s passing.

I undo my seatbelt and scoot to the middle of the bench, then redo the lap belt. Jaxon looks down at me, a bit confused. “What are you doing?”

Laying my head on his shoulder, I press my side against his and blow out a slow breath and relax. “I’m being a friend.”

He leans away for only a moment, but it’s to put his arm around my shoulder and tuck me into his side more firmly. I feel his lips graze the crown of my head just as he hugs me to him. “Thanks, Edith.”

“You’re welcome. I love the paintings.”

He chuckles softly. “I could tell. I love them too. She had a real gift in everything art related. My parents have a ton of them all over their house and I’ve got a few at my place as well.”

I want to ask what happened to her, but I think today I’ll just let him tell me what he wants. We finish the drive more slowly than our trip here, and the entire time I stay right against him, pushing my good thoughts in his direction.

It may take the full fifteen-minute drive for him to relax, but eventually he does, and we spend the rest of the afternoon chatting as if nothing changed from last week to this one.


Chapter Seventeen
Griffin
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“Hey Jessie.” I press a kiss to my sister-in-law’s cheek and peek over her shoulder. “Whatcha makin’?”

My brother’s wife grins tiredly, but happily. “Just chili and cornbread. Nothin’ special. You have a good day at work?”

I grab a beer from the fridge and crack it open. “I did. Same shit, but nothing major happened. Where’s Corb?”

Jessie points her wooden spoon toward the back door. “He’s out there on the phone. Go tell him we’re gonna eat in fifteen, would ya?”

I nod and head through the house, stopping to pat my niece, Jennice, on the head. She tries to smack me, and I laugh as I jump out of the way, then slide the back door open. My brother is on the steps of the deck, and I only catch the tail of his last sentence.

“…thing that I saw. No one was there except ol’ Mrs. Danielson.” He pauses as he digs a stick into the crack between the boards, then huffs out a laugh. “I don’t know. But I think you got nothin’ to worry about. I’ll drive by again tomorrow, but it’s a waste of time… Yeah, I got you.”

I sit down next to him, and he lifts his chin in greeting. “Fin just got here, so I’m gonna let you go. You want us over for the next race?” Another pause and he checks with me as he says, “I think we can bring drinks for us. If you want us to grab you anything, just send a text. I’ll let Jessie know we’re eatin’ there. Alright, see ya later.”

“Clay?” I ask, grabbing the stick from his hand.

“Yup. Wanna go watch the next race with me?”

I have no intentions of saying no to any invitations to go over there. Admitting to my brother I’m counting on them to get so wasted they don’t notice me slipping up to Edith’s is a no go, but I’m most definitely looking forward to seeing her again. Not quite sure what the draw is, but the other night when we laid together as she read her book was fantastic. Plus, that kiss…

“Yeah, I’ll come along. What were you two talkin’ about? Oh, and Jessie said dinner will be ready in fifteen.”

He jerks the stick back from my hand, so I jump up to grab one from underneath a bush and settle back in, enjoying the evening breeze.

“Clay’s got some bug up his ass about his kid workin’ over at that church thing where they’re building that barn. Fuckin’ Thorton is heading up the job and when I drove by the other day, I mentioned it to him. Don’t think he knew, but he kinda lost his shit and wanted to know if Thorton was messin’ with her.”

“Doesn’t your kid work for Thorton?”

“Yeah, but it’s office work, and she said he’s never there. Plus, she got the damn job without even tellin’ me. Can’t really have her quit just ‘cuz of shit that happened back in high school. I just don’t bring it up to Clay.”

I frown, not liking that she’s mixed up with Jaxon on top of Mason. Plus, it sounds like a double standard the way Corbin talks about it. Something doesn’t add up, but before I can put my finger on it, my brother continues.

“Plus, you know who else was there when I drove by? Fuckin’ Mason Cooper! Not sure why, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t see him volunteerin’ out of the kindness of his heart. Anyway, Clay asked me to just check on her from time to time when I’m headed to work.” He bumps my shoulder and grins. “You should too. That kid don’t need to get mixed up with either of them.”

I don’t disagree with him, but it bothers me he’s been watching her. “You know, she’s been an adult for a few years now. I think Clay’s bein’ a bit of a dick for her just doin’ her own thing.”

Corbin shrugs his shoulders and stands up. “Not my place if a dad wants to protect his kid. Let’s go eat. I’m fuckin’ beat after today and I’m sure you are, too.”

The two of us work out at the same ranch as hands, but while he works with the animals, I tend to focus on the maintenance shit. Not that I mind animals much, but I prefer to not have to fight with my job.

I follow my brother inside, and we spend the evening hanging out; me giving shit to his kid before I head out to my place. I’m thankful they never have a problem with me coming by each night to eat, but lately I’ve been picturing Edith at my place and the two of us sharing a meal together alone.

It’s a few days before the next race arrives and I spend hours with Clayborn and Corbin, shouting at the TV. The whole time I’m checking the door to the kitchen to see if Edith will sneak through. She never shows up, but I hear a random creak of the floorboards from time to time, and dinner shows up on the counter as if a ghost snuck in and laid it out.

Again, she doesn’t eat with us. Neither Corbin nor Clayborn mention a thing about it. I’m tempted to ask, but I keep the questions to myself. I’d rather not draw any attention to my interest in her and have them start keeping a closer eye.

Our evening ends the same as it always does, Corbin heading home before he’s too drunk to drive and Clayborn passing out in his chair, rattling the walls with his snores.

Quietly, I collect our dinner plates and rinse them in the sink, then check once more on the man sleeping his drink away. Seeing he’s out cold, I sneak as quietly as possible up the stairs to her room.

This time, when I knock softly, she almost immediately pulls it open. I can’t hold back the gust of air whooshing out in relief when I don’t find her all bruised up for the second time.

“Evenin’, darlin’. I came for some more story time. And before you ask, your daddy’s dead to the world.”

She snickers and shuts the door behind me, pushing a laundry basket in front of the door as if that would keep someone out. “Do you really want me to keep reading?”

Finding my spot on the edge of her bed, I grin up at her. “I mean, I do, but if you got some other ideas in your head, I wouldn’t object.” Then I wink, making her blush just before she turns from me to pick up the book lying on her tiny bookshelf in the corner.

Before she has a chance to sit, I slide back on her bed and pat the space between my legs and lean against her headboard. “This way I can follow along.”

Edith raises a brow like she knows my game and hums under her breath, clearly not believing me. But she still climbs onto her bed, albeit a bit awkwardly, and sits cross-legged between my spread knees.

Chuckling, I bend forward and wrap an arm around her to tug her back. “I’m not gonna bite. Just relax and read. Where’d we leave off?”

She wiggles a bit as she gets comfortable, then starts to thumb through the pages. “We’re at the part where Edmond and Mercédès are supposed to get married.”

“Ahh, then the great betrayal,” I say a bit dramatically.

Giggling, she nods and peeks at me over her shoulder. “You got it. Ready?”

“Ready.” I lift my knees so she can balance her elbows on my thighs and hold the book higher, giving me a clear view of the pages as she reads.

In truth, I only wanted to have her read because I like the way her voice gets theatrical during the exciting parts of the story, but the longer she gets into the story, the more into it I get. It becomes more and more fascinating, and I’m shocked when Edith leans her head against my chest and looks up at me.

“It’s after eleven. We’ve been reading for over two hours.”

My eyes fly to the clock on her nightstand, and I grunt in surprise. “I’ll be damned. That went fast.”

“Are you enjoying it?”

Neither of us move, having gotten pretty fucking comfortable with pillows. She even has a leg thrown over mine, her foot swinging slowly back and forth as if we’ve spent years just like this.

I make a noise in agreement and wrap my arm around her, squeezing gently. “Very much, but I should get out of here so you can do all the things girls need to do to get ready for bed. Plus, we both have work tomorrow.”

She’s silent, and we stay just as we are, a soft breath escaping her lips. Deciding I don’t want to get up either, I don’t say anything else, and we relax even more with tangled limbs and contented sighs.

Her finger touches my arm to play with my skin, seemingly deep in thought. Finally, she breaks the silence. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.” My answer is quick, and she giggles again.

Her next words are mumbled, but I still understand them. “It’s a little embarrassing.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not here to judge and there’s no one else around.” I catch the slight shift of her head as she gazes toward the bedroom door, and I assume she’s thinking of her dad downstairs, but I don’t remark on it.

“Last time you were in here, you kissed me.” She pauses and I keep my mouth shut, thankful she can’t see the grin forming. I assume she has more to say, and I’m proven right. “I was just wondering, was that sort of an accident or one-time thing?”

Thank fucking God her ass is a bit forward and not pressed into my lap because my cock twitches as I remember the way it felt to kiss her. I do my best to hide the need from my voice, but I know I don’t succeed when she shivers at my question. “Why are you asking, Edith?”

Another tiny tremble and her fingers work harder against my skin nervously. “I, umm, I was wondering if we were going to do that again.”

I pull my arm from under her hand and tilt her face toward me. My eyes dart over her and although she’s feeling embarrassed for asking, I can see her desire for me as well.

Lowering my voice, I ask, “Would you like to?”

“Yes.” Her breathy response fans over my face, and I move both of us until she’s lying on her back and I’m hovering above her.

Dipping my head down, I whisper, “You sure?”

“Yes.” Her answer is so quick that I don’t wait and drop my lips to hers. Last time, our kiss was slow and careful, like I was making sure she was okay with each new part of our kiss, but not tonight.

Tonight, Edith’s mouth parts almost immediately and we go from barely touching to tongues twining together, heads tilted to get closer. Without thinking, I let my body drop and press between her legs, keeping her heavily pinned as she wraps her arms around my back.

With her nails digging into my skin, I brace my arms around her and cup her face to turn her the way I want as I fuck her mouth the same way I want to fuck her body.

My hands slip up until my fingers thread through her soft locks, deep enough for the strands to wrap around my wrist. There’s no holding back my groan of pleasure when she tightens her thighs around my hips, her toes tickling against my calf.

Trailing my mouth from hers, I kiss across her cheek, pausing just a bit where the bruise used to be, then over to her ear. Edith’s panting changes into a hiccupping cry as soon as my mouth opens over the side of her neck and I quickly cover her mouth with my hand, muffling her sounds before she gets louder.

“Shit, darlin’. You make sexy as hell sounds, but you gotta stay quiet for me.” Although I’m practically whispering, it feels like my voice carries throughout her entire room.

Her eyes are heavy lidded as she nods at me, and I kiss her swollen lips briefly before lifting only my head up to stare down at her. “I really want to stay, but this shit is about to escalate if we keep at it. I wish I could have you alone so we didn’t have to worry about noise.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” she whispers, her voice trembling either from the intensity of the moment or disappointment that she can’t offer a solution.

I purse my lips in thought and when an idea pops into my head, I kiss her again, softly biting her bottom lip before ending it. “Corb’s goin’ out of town for the night next weekend. I’m supposed to go with him, but I’ll get him to offer the cash to your dad. That ol’ man won’t turn down an easy paycheck. Won’t require much work, just the drive. They got rules about how long one person is allowed behind the wheel and they’re on a time crunch.”

Edith’s mouth drops open in surprise. “You’re going to get my father out of town? Just… just for this?”

I flash my teeth at her, waggling my eyebrows. “Absolutely I am.” Pushing up to my knees, I drag my eyes over her body splayed out underneath me. “And you’re fuckin’ worth it, too.”

She sits up and, for the first time, she takes the initiative and kisses me. It’s sweet and slightly unsure, but I can’t help smiling against her lips before joining in and taking control for another few moments.

“Alright,” I groan, standing quickly from the bed before I strip her and say fuck it if Clayborn hears us. Adjusting my cock so it’s not aching as bad, I bite my cheek to stop my laugh at her face when she sees what I’m doing. “I’m gonna sneak out. G’night, darlin’.”

She lifts her hand to wave, still focused on my cock, and I wink before shoving the basket aside to slip out of her room.

I realize I’ve left my wallet and keys in the living room, so I do my best to stay as silent as possible, but Clayborn wakes just as I sneak in to grab them.

“Still here?”

“Yeah. Fell asleep on the couch. Gonna head home.”

His mumbled “Night,” is slurred and I watch him haul his ass out of his chair and stumble into the wall before he rights himself and practically falls into his room.

I frown at his retreating back, battling with wanting to keep him drunk so I can get my fix of Edith, but it seems as if his drinking is more regular than just our game nights. I’ll have to talk to Corbin about it tomorrow. Maybe he can talk to him when I organize my little plan of getting Clayborn Hughes out of town so I can play with his gorgeous daughter.


Chapter Eighteen
Edith
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I’m standing next to Jaxon as another crack of thunder booms through the field, the two of us staring at the sky, along with a handful of other volunteers.

“Looks like we’re gonna have to call it a day.” Ruth’s husband, Pastor Josiah, steps up to my side and pushes the brim of his hat up.

“Seems like a good idea,” I say, agreeing.

Jaxon bumps my shoulder to gain my attention. “Might be a good afternoon to get some horse-riding lessons in since we got the time. Feel up to it?”

Excitement bubbles up, and I can’t stop from bouncing on my toes. My father believes I won’t be home until just before it’s time for me to prepare dinner and my work at Mason’s got out a bit earlier since he had some errands to run, so I arrived here a whole hour earlier than planned.

“Really? Even with it raining like this? How are we supposed to ride if it’s pouring?”

He laughs instead of answering. Grabbing my hand after waving goodbye to the pastor, we sprint to his truck. As soon as we’re inside, I keep up with my rambling questions.

“How many horses do you have? Are there any that are short? Or smaller? Will we ride together or if there’s a small one, I could probably try that first.”

He places his hand on my thigh and tightens his hold to grab my attention. “You’re getting all worked up for nothing. Since it’s raining, it’s a good time to learn how to saddle and prep your horse for a ride. We can work on mounting and dismounting, proper posture, and names of things. All the not so fun stuff, but it’ll take a few hours and why not now?”

I smile brightly at him, thrilled to learn, and a touch relieved he’s not just going to shove me on the back on a horse and tell me to go. Ever since mine and Mason’s almost fall the other week, Mason hasn’t taken me out riding with him again, choosing to use the truck instead.

It’s probably because I made the whole ordeal more difficult for him and he wouldn’t want to go through it again. The few times he has gone out on Austin, I was left behind, but it gave me time to sit and play with the kittens once I was done with my chores.

Little Bonnie can’t get enough attention right now. It’s like she’s got a built-in engine that never runs out of gas with her continuous purrs. I think even Mason is thankful to have her, though, since she seems to keep Buck out of trouble. That guy has gotten into more things and made more messes than I can count on both hands. I was beginning to worry Mason was going to toss them out if Buck kept it up.

“You just got lost in thought,” Jaxon calls to me, pulling me out of my musings as we bump our way down the country road.

“Oh, sorry. I was just thinking. I told you I’ve been working in the mornings. There are two baby kittens there now, the ones I rescued, and I started thinking about them. Did I tell you I named them?”

Chuckling, he shakes his head. “You did not. What are you calling them?”

“Buck and Bonnie.”

He raises a brow in question and his shoulders start to bounce as he laughs silently.

“What? I thought those were great names for them.” Crossing my arms, I glare, but there isn’t an ounce of heat behind it. I like when Jaxon laughs. Sometimes I think he’s got so much on his plate that he doesn’t ever take the time to just be.

He flicks his eyes at me and grins when he sees my face. “You gotta admit, those are pretty ridiculous names for cats. Why not something like Sox or Mittens or Paws? You gave people names to animals.”

“They’re dignified and if you met them, you’d agree they fit.” I lift my chin and close my eyes as I turn away.

“Bring them by sometime. I’d love to meet them.”

That surprises me and I drop my arms, not realizing I’ve crossed over my chest. “Honestly? That’d be a far way to carry them, though. And there are two of them.”

“Well,” he says, dragging it out. “I could pick you up so you wouldn’t have to walk all that way.”

My heart kicks up faster and my gut is telling me to say yes, that it would be lovely for him to drive over so I could show him. But my father’s words slam into my memory, and I just know that it’d be impossible if he were to see me getting into Jaxon’s truck.

Gulping nervously, I suppress the fear that imagery causes to flare up. “Oh, that’s okay. Maybe I could just bring them one at a time. But Buck might be difficult, so we’ll have to see. He’s a curious boy and I don’t think the whole cat’s sleep for twenty hours a day applies to him. I’m sure he doesn’t get more than a little cat nap in now and then.”

I pause, realizing what I said and how stupid it sounds at the same time Jaxon eyes me before snorting out a laugh. “No pun intended, huh?”

“Hush.” I giggle.

As soon as we turn onto his family farm, I sit up and lean forward to see the barn through the now pounding rain. He carefully steers the truck, focusing hard as he stares out the windshield.

“I didn’t even know we had a storm coming. This morning, the skies were completely clear,” I tell him, peering at the ground quickly forming puddles.

Parking right in front of the barn doors, my side closest to them, he turns off the engine and fists his keys. Lowering his head to look up at the sky, he looks thoughtful.

“It’s supposed to be on and off all week. Don’t know how much work we’ll be able to do at the barn. Wood will need to dry out for a few days to prevent rot. Ready to go in?”

“Yes,” I breathe out, then bite my lip as soon as the rain slams against my face the moment I swing open my door. Hopping down, I land in a puddle and the water goes flying out in a wave, but I don’t care. I’ve been looking forward to this ever since he mentioned teaching me and it’s finally time to start.

We make it to the barn door at the same time, and I wait for him to shove it open, holding it so I can slip under his arm as he attempts to keep the rain out of his eyes.

I come up short when I see about a dozen horses all staring at me. Jaxon must not have noticed I stopped because his body bumps into me hard enough that I stumble forward.

“Shit, sorry Edith.” He grabs me by my shoulders to steady me, before coming around to my side and looks proudly at all of them. They’re a noisy group; huffing and clanging around in their stalls. The first one to my right is a beautiful black beauty with just a touch of white on the left side of its face. I clasp my hands together in happiness when it throws its head back and shakes out its mane.

I inch forward, then check with Jaxon to get permission. He lifts his chin toward the horse and follows me as I walk up to it. “What’s its name?” I ask, reaching out slowly and holding my palm open.

“He’s Noir. Well, technically, his name is Noble Noir, but we just call him Noir.”

“Noir?” I can’t take my eyes off him. His fur is so sleek and shiny and I’m sure he should be on the cover of a magazine. “He’s certainly noble. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more gorgeous horse in my life.”

Jaxon’s hand touches Noir’s head next to where my fingers are stroking his fur. Our fingers brush together and I shiver at the contact. He’s held my hand a few times now, but this feels more intimate with him standing so close behind me. The heat of his body is warming me from within after the chill of the rain soaked into my clothing.

“My mom has always had a flair for naming horses. She says a great horse deserves a great name. Would you like to learn on him, or do you want to check out the rest of them?”

My mouth parts in shock. “Oh, I couldn’t do that to him. He deserves a much better rider than I’ll ever be.”

“Edith.” His mouth is closer to my ear when he murmurs my name. Closing my eyes, I do my best to remind myself that he’s just my friend, but I can’t stop the thoughts from swirling, especially after I know how good kissing can feel. It’s like Griffin unlocked something in me and it’s all I can think about now. “He’s probably the best one to start with. Noir’s temperament is incredibly calm, and he’s well trained.”

“Are you sure?” I’m feeling a bit out of my comfort zone. It’s clear the Thortons have quite the set up here and with the number of horses they have along with the size of the farm, I feel out of place.

He pulls his hand back from petting Noir and gives my shoulders a squeeze. “Positive. There’s a pole barn attached to this building where it’s completely open. We’ll take him in there and I’ll show you the ropes.”

Nodding my head, I step back and watch as he opens the stall, then slides a lead over Noir’s head to guide him out. As we head toward the back, my eyes are flying everywhere, taking in each horse, and I realize that every single one of them seems to be just as majestic as the last.

Finally, I can’t keep my questions to myself. “Why do you all have so many horses? Do you show them? They all seem like they’re above and beyond the normal working horse you’d find on a farm or ranch. Is one of them yours, specifically, or do they all belong to your family?”

Jaxon laughs, then reaches for me where I’m trailing behind to pull me up next to him. “We have the horses because my mom and sister used to show them at fairs and events. A few of them are for farm work, but most we just get out to exercise and ride just for pleasure. There are a few that are still shown, but we’ve got people who do that for us now. And Noir is mine, so you made an excellent choice to learn on him. I’ve had him for a little over five years.”

I’m in awe and want to tell him, but I’m not sure how to say it without sounding immature and silly.

Once we’re in the open floored barn, I listen intently as Jaxon talks me through all the equipment and steps to saddle a horse. I didn’t see this part when I rode double with Mason, so I’m absorbing everything I can and committing it all to memory.

Once he’s finished, he plants his hands on his hips to look over his work. “There’s going to be a quiz next time we do this, so be ready for it.”

My eyes fly open, and I jerk my head to face him, worried I won’t remember everything. He sounds so serious too, and I’m kicking myself for not writing this all down. “S-Seriously? What if I forget?” I exclaim, only for Jaxon to burst out laughing.

“Oh man, your face. I’m teasing you, but I will try to help you remember as much as you can. It’ll get easier with practice. You ready to hop on?”

“No!” I practically shout, then wince.

Moving closer, he bends down so we’re face to face and cups my chin. “I’m going to help you up, Edith. You can’t mess up. I won’t let you. You won’t fall and you won’t hurt him. You’re going to feel amazing sitting up there. What are you afraid of?”

I tangle my fingers together, then blurt out, “I was riding with my boss the other day and when we were running, the horse stumbled, and I think I made it worse. The horse didn’t get hurt, but he almost did. I don’t want to do that to Noir.”

Jaxon’s brows turn down for a brief moment before it falls away as he smiles. “Well, first, we aren’t running anywhere. Second, he won’t trip because the ground is perfectly flat in here. Third, there’s nothing you can do to help or hurt a horse if they fall. It just happens. I’ll be right by your side. We’ll practice you getting into the saddle a few times, then take a walk around the space. Sound good?”

“Yeah, if you’re sure.”

“I absolutely am. Think you can get your foot up into this stirrup? I know he’s pretty tall and you’re awfully short,” he teases, patting my head and I laugh, batting his hand away.

Then, with a deep breath, I nod and step next to him. Jaxon instructs me on how I should place my hands after I get my foot in the stirrup, then with his hands around my waist, he helps ease my body up as I swing my leg over. I wobble a bit and start to slide the other way, but his grip is firm on my thigh, and he stops me from falling.

“Good. That was fantastic. Get yourself comfortable for a moment. Shift until you feel like you’re in a good position.” I do as he says and with some small corrections, he adjusts my posture until it feels more natural. “Perfect. You’re doing awesome. Let’s get you down now.”

Again, he talks me through it before having me repeat the same actions for the next twenty minutes. By the time I’m hauling myself up the last time, my arms are sore and trembling from the exertion and I start to fall back, not quite making it over. Jaxon’s hand lands on my butt as shoves me up with a laugh.

“I think that’s enough. Don’t want you to wear yourself out.”

My cheeks are heated, and I can barely look at him knowing he just touched me there without a second thought. Did he realize where he just touched me? I shouldn’t say anything. I’m not going to say anything.

Grabbing Noir’s reins, he holds him still for me and steps closer, this time looking up since I’m so far above him. “You did good. Ready to go for a walk?”

“You’ll hold on to him?” I ask nervously. My hands are clenching the pommel and I feel like I’ve got a good balance as long as I don’t let go. I don’t have anyone like Mason sitting behind me to ensure I don’t slip off either side, so I’m feeling a lot more exposed like this.

“I will.” Then he winks and adds, “For now. I’ll keep a hand on you just in case. Just an easy walk around until you feel comfortable letting go of the pommel. Keep your legs braced against him, but not too tightly or you’ll wear out quickly. Just enough so if you shift, you can catch yourself. It’ll take some getting used to when you’re finding that balance, but you’ll know it when you’ve got it.”

I nod and swallow convulsively when we start to move. After a few minutes, I realize he was right, and I begin to relax. Noir’s gait is so smooth and easy that I settle back, letting go with one hand first, then eventually the second until they’re resting on my thighs.

“He’s wonderful,” I whisper, smiling when Jaxon grins up at me. “Just perfect.”

Without looking away from me, Jaxon says slowly, “Yes… he is.” I’m not sure why he says it the way he does, but my stomach flutters as his eyes stay locked on me for a few moments longer before dragging them away.

I lick my lips and enjoy my very first riding lesson and I absolutely cannot wait until for the next one.


Chapter Nineteen
Jaxon
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As I walk out of the bank, I check my phone for updates from my crew over at the big kitchen remodel we’ve got going and blow out a relieved breath that everything was delivered on time. Nothing was missing from the order, which was a worry of mine since that particular supplier is known to make mistakes when the orders are on the larger size.

Lifting my head, I come to an abrupt halt when I see the man I despise more than anyone walking out of the smoke shop next to the bank. Flashes of memory assault me from years ago, Clayborn Hughes completely wasted and laughing manically when I arrived with my parents at his home to find out why my sister left that pathetic party alone.

The pounding of my dad’s fist on the front door syncs with the pounding in my head, pushing my migraine from barely tolerable to downright torture.

“Hughes! You in there?” Dad bellows, his voice cracking, drowning out my mom’s sniffles. We’re all here, painfully desperate to find out just what the hell happened. All the cops were able to tell us was that Julia was walking alone along the edge of a twisting back road. ALONE.

I lift my head and peer at the peeling wood framed door when muffled voices grow louder just before my classmate’s dad whips it open. Blinking against the morning sun, he looks us over and sighs.

“I know why ya’ll are here. Lemme get ‘im.” I follow my parents into the house and barely take in the overabundance of wood paneling and the stale scent of cigarette smoke. My eyes fall to an overflowing ashtray and my nose wrinkles when the disturbed air blows some of it around as we walk past. “CLAY! GET YOUR ASS IN HERE, BOY!”

I wince again and mom grips my hand tightly, grounding me. Clayborn, or Clay as some call him in school, shouts something from somewhere in the house, but my mind is so lost that everything he says doesn’t register. It’s garbled as if he’s speaking under water.

Finally, with the three of us standing awkwardly in a tight group, we hear Clayborn’s pounding footsteps as he shoulders his way into the living room.

It’s obvious he’s still more than a little drunk as he stumbles into the room. His skin is sweat covered, and his eyes are half-lidded and red-rimmed. Much like my own, but for two VERY different reasons.

As he looks us over, he turns to his dad and rudely asks, “What?”

“I’m sure they’re here to ask about the girl.” His father’s insensitive referral to my sister has me inhaling sharply and I feel a swirl of rage swell inside of me. It hadn’t hit me yet, all of us too dumbstruck from shock that Julia is dead.

My sister is fucking dead, and Clayborn was the reason she was out last night.

He snorts, and my fury inches higher, only held back my mom’s tightening fingers. “I wasn’t there.”

“Please,” mom croaks out. “We’re just trying to understand what happened at the party and why she was walking home.” Then, she glances over at Clayborn’s dad with tears falling in steady drips. “We didn’t even know she’d snuck out until we got the call from the police. Her best friend mentioned she met your son at some field party. It’s all we know.”

My dad is vibrating, but tight-lipped as he, along with me, stare down the man in question. He’s barely able to keep his feet underneath him as he slumps against the wall to stay upright. Shrugging, he waves us off like he couldn’t care what we’re all going through.

“Boy!” his father snaps and Clayborn just glares at him.

Through gritted teeth, my dad finally speaks for the first time since we walked inside. “Cops are gonna be asking you questions anyway, so you might as well open your mouth and get to your story tellin’. Why the hell was my daughter with you last night and WHY was she left alone? She was only fifteen!”

That brings Clayborn out of his drunken haze, and I swear to God, this piece of shit actually smiles. Then his eyes fall on me and I’ve never seen someone so thrilled to burst the bubble we had of the fourth person who made up our tight-knit family.

“Your SISTER was lookin’ to party with us older boys. She’d been hangin’ all over me for weeks at school and I finally gave in and told her if she wanted to hook up, she could come find me.” His eyes graze over my mom, then fall on my dad. “She was in, so I picked her up at the end of your drive. Ya’ll should’ve kept a tighter leash on her.”

I take a step forward, a feral sound escaping my throat, but my dad stops me.

“Jesus, boy,” Clayborn’s father grumbles, grabbing his collar to keep him upright, then half-ass apologizes. “Sorry, he’s not quite himself this mornin’.”

Shoving his hand away, Clayborn gets pissed, that disgusting smile falling away. “I’m just fine, and if the cops wanna ask me questions, the most I’ll get in trouble for is drinkin’ underage. That girl showed up, then decided to play fuckin’ mind games. Talked a big talk until it came time to pay up. I wasn’t gonna waste my time with her, and I told her to get lost.”

“You didn’t even think to drive her home? You’re the one who brought her there!” I shout, unable to hold back any longer. The veins in my neck are bulging, throbbing harder and harder the long I wait for his answer.

“She should’ve put out.” He pauses before snickering and adds, “She probably should’ve looked before crossin’ the road, too.”

I fucking lunge for him, our bodies colliding as I take him to the ground hard. Our fathers aren’t fast enough to stop the first four or five punches I nail him with, and I’m screaming in rage, much louder than my mom’s cries for me to stop. Or maybe she’s crying because of how heartless this monster is.

With every connection my knuckles make with his face, a piece of me dies knowing it won’t change a thing. It won’t bring Julia back to us. But fuck if it doesn’t make me feel like I’m doing something.

My dad falls to his knees next to me and I find his face through my tears I didn’t realize were falling. “Jax…” he pleads, and I choke out an agonized cry.

Fisting Clayborn’s stained, unwashed shirt, I yank him up, so we’re nose to nose. “You ought to fucking rot for being such a miserable, worthless piece of human garbage. If I could kill you right now, I would.” Then I drop him, pleased with the sound of his head cracking against the floor.

Following my parents out the door, I take one last parting shot. “You best look both ways before you cross the road from now on, Clay. Wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to you, would we?”

Pulling myself out of my head, I feel my lip curling up in a snarl as he stops in the middle of the walk and taps the new pack of smokes against his palm, then pops one in his mouth. Patting his pants, he pulls out a lighter and just as it’s lit, he sucks on the butt hard and lifts his head.

Our eyes meet for a long moment, neither of us wanting to be the first to break the connection. Eventually, he smirks, then keeps moving toward the road. With a glance back to ensure I’m watching, he exaggeratedly looks both ways multiple times before crossing the road.

My skin is clammy long after he takes off in his van. I feel like I can’t catch my breath and the ache of missing my sister festers. Sometimes I’ll go a period of time where when I think of Julia, it’s only warm memories from time spent together as a family, but when I catch sight of the man responsible for sending a drunk, fifteen-year-old girl out on her own in the middle of the night, I want to destroy something.

I’m supposed to spend the morning on site of one of our jobs, then head to supervise the barn build, but I can’t. I can’t be around people right now. I can’t be around anyone but my parents.

Hurrying to my truck, I jump behind the wheel and send a few texts out to my guys letting them know plans have changed, then pause over Edith’s name with my thumb.

Finally, I tap on it and type out a quick message.

Just wanted to give you a head’s up. I won’t be on site today.




She responds almost immediately, but for the first time, it doesn’t make me smile. It’s not her fault, but I just can’t feel anything right now. My whole body is numb. Wiping away the sweat building on my brow from my anxiety, I read her response.

I just got a call from Mrs. Danielson that they’re canceling for the day anyway. Did you maybe want to do some more horse lessons? Unless you couldn’t come today because you’ll be busy elsewhere.




Tempting, but not today.




Sorry




The dots on my phone pop up and go away, so I set my phone down and drive straight to mom and dad’s. They’ve never had a problem with me just showing up without announcing it. Plus, we’ve been through this before when I’ve run into Clayborn Hughes in the past, and I need to expel the fury that’s never fully gone away.

Normally, dad has me do some grueling work to build a sweat and exhaust me. It’ll take hours, and I don’t enjoy the labor, but it works. It’s what I need right now.

When I arrive, it’s like mom had a sense that something was off because she’s waiting at the top of the steps of their wrap-around porch with a large glass of water and a soft smile. I feel my phone buzz in my pocket, but I ignore it and greet her.

“Hey, mom.” With a kiss on her cheek, I take the glass and down it, then wipe my forehead again.

She tilts her head and studies me. “Your dad’s in the back. I’m sure he could use a hand.”

I nod once, thanking her without words and move to pass by, but she stops me with a hand. “You want to tell me what happened?”

“Not right now,” I murmur, my voice scratchy from emotion. “I’m gonna stick around for dinner. That okay?”

“Always, honey.” Patting my arm, she lets me move on and I drag my feet through the house, following the sound of my father banging on a pipe or wall. Before I push through the door to find him, I quickly read Edith’s response.

Oh, okay. Maybe next time. I hope the rest of your day is good.




I want to write back, but my dad’s grunt is a reminder of why I’m here this early in the day. Ignoring her message, I squat next to him and wait until he notices me, his head buried under a sink with an obvious water leak.

Once he lifts his head and sees me, his eyes roam over my face and something passes behind his eyes. Going back to his work, he lets go of the pipe and points away.

“Bales need to be stacked in the barn. They’re a mess.” That’s it. Nothing else is said because he knows exactly why I’m here.

I pat his thigh and stand. “I’ll get on it.”

The rest of the afternoon and late into the evening, I burn off my hatred for Clayborn by hoisting bales of hay around in the barn. They didn’t need to be stacked, but I use the hours to move them from one end to the other. It’s enough for now.


Chapter Twenty
Edith
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It’s been four days since I heard from Jaxon. He was right when he thought work would stop because of the weather. It’s been raining on and off all week, so I haven’t seen him. I haven’t seen him at all.

With my head down as I slip through the trees walking away from Coopers’ ranch, I chew on my lip while reading through the last few texts I sent, all without a response. I battle with wanting to try one more time before I take the hint, or maybe I should take the hint now and just stop pestering him.

Does he regret offering to teach me how to ride now that we’ve tried it once? I stop walking immediately when a bigger worry hits me. Does this mean we aren’t friends anymore?

Another thought crosses my mind, and I make my decision without hesitation. What if something is wrong and he’s not okay? Quickly, I type out probably the longest message I’ve ever sent him.

I apologize that I keep texting, but I grew concerned that something was wrong. Are you okay? Is there anything I can do for you or that you need?




There. I’ve apologized if he’s irritated that I won’t shut up while also expressing I’m just concerned about him.

I start walking again and as soon as I step out of the trees, my phone vibrates in my pocket just as my father blocks my path. There’s no way I can answer the phone, not with him facing me down like this.

My throat closes up because I don’t know what’s about to happen. His eyes look over my shoulder briefly before moving back to me. “Where you comin’ from, girl?”

His question doesn’t sound worrisome, just as if he’s asking a simple question, but if I tell him the truth, he’ll be furious.

“Just walking through the trees.” It’s not a lie. I was walking through them. I’m just not going to tell him where I’m walking from.

I don’t think he believes me, and I fight not to close my eyes, knowing I’m about to get it, but he shocks me.

“Come inside. I’m leavin’ for a job, and I need you to get some shit together for me.” Turning away, he walks toward the house without waiting for me.

My mouth falls open as I quickly catch up. Did Griffin really get my father to leave town? I don’t want him to ask how I knew he was leaving, so to play into that, I ask, “Where are you heading to?”

“Don’t matter. Got a job,” he calls over his shoulder, leaving me even more confused over why he isn’t laying into me for questioning him. As soon as I step inside the house, I figure out why.

Corbin and Griffin are standing in the kitchen, an empty duffle bag at Corbin’s feet. I desperately want to look at Griffin, but I fight the urge since my father is facing me once more.

“We don’t got much time before we have to hit the road, so I need you to pull out the laundry from the dryer for me. Few changes of clothes, an extra just in case.” He picks up the bag he must be borrowing from Corbin just as Griffin stands up straighter and glares at him.

“Not even a please? Awfully rude there, Clay.”

My eyes widen, and now I look directly at Griffin, silently screaming at him to stop. I glance at Corbin and he’s looking at his brother, clearly surprised by his scolding.

I can’t see my father’s face, but his back is rigid, and he’s staring hard at Griffin. Spinning around, I decide now is not the time to stay and see what happens, but I hear a soft smack, then Corbin’s voice.

“Dude, it’s fine. We gotta get on the road. Help me move shit into your truck while they get shit together.”

“I’m just sayin’ there’s no need to be rude when she’s helpin’ out. You got anything else you’re bringin’ along, Clay? Or just the one bag?”

I make it to the laundry, barely able to hear my father. “Just the one.” He’s pissed, but thankfully I won’t have to bear the brunt of his annoyance at being called out. At least, not tonight anyway.

Folding the clothes as fast as possible, I wonder why they’re loading stuff into Griffin’s truck. Maybe he’s going away with them. But if that were the case, why would my father need to go? Unless the job needs three people instead of two.

Disappointed that it sounds like Griffin’s plan didn’t pan out the way he thought, I’m still looking forward to a night alone. I have no idea how long my father will be gone, but even one night is a blessing.

Setting the stack of clothing on the table, I wait as my father inspects the clothing without a word. The room is filled with tension, and I swallow convulsively, waiting for him to lash out, but again, he keeps himself in check. An uncomfortable, niggling feeling inches its way past my relief that I’m going to get it once he returns home. This whole interaction is out of the norm and I’m not sure how to respond.

He jerkily zips the bag shut and turns to me. Wincing, I look away, not able to stand the amount of rage swimming behind his eyes. He doesn’t have to say anything. The warning he won’t let this go is right there. I just have to wait for it.

The fear emanating from me makes him smirk, and he shoves past me toward the front without any orders or direction about what I should do while he’s gone.

Moving through the living room, I peek through the curtain and watch as the three of them fill Griffin’s truck bed high with boxes, strapping them down so they won’t shift during the drive. My father tosses his bag in the footwell of the passenger seat, then slams the door, waiting on the brothers.

If I listen closely, I can just make out what they’re saying as Corbin and Griffin exchange keys.

“Thanks for letting us use your truck. Mine wouldn’t have made it, plus Jessie needs it for some kid thing this weekend.”

Griffin shrugs and sticks his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels. “No problem. Not planning on goin’ anywhere, anyway.” Then he asks what I’m dying to know. “You guys back tomorrow or Sunday?”

“Sunday, most likely. I’ll let you know if we’ll get back sooner and bring your truck to you. Let Jessie feed ya. She’ll make way too much food otherwise.” He snickers and slaps his brother on the shoulder before heading to the driver’s side.

My eyes follow him and as I shift to glance toward Griffin once more, I stop on my father. He’s staring directly at me. I immediately drop the curtain and step away, tangling my fingers together so hard I’m afraid they’re going to break in half.

Two engines start up and I realize I was holding my breath; not entirely certain my father wouldn’t make them wait so he could come back inside. It wouldn’t be fair since I’m not the one who called him out for his bad behavior, and he has no idea that I wasn’t just walking through the woods. I’ve done it before when I head toward the back near the ledge.

A sense of injustice fills me, and I swipe away an angry tear in protest. Why should I have to be afraid to walk alone outside?

I don’t pay attention to the truck as it rumbles down the drive and the noise disappears, not until I hear the other engine remaining turn off and a door slam.

Shoot, maybe my father is going to come back in here!

My eyes fly around the room wildly, trying to find anything to do, so when he walks in he’ll see me already setting myself to task in his absence. The last thing I need is for him to accuse me of being lazy the moment he steps out of the house.

Flying to the kitchen, I wrench the dishwasher open and start unloading them as quickly as possible, so if he does come in here, it’ll look like I’ve already been busy.

The front door opens, then closes, and I hear him heading straight for me. My breathing picks up and my chest is actually rising and falling so rapidly I feel like I’m about to rip my shirt apart from the force. With a trembling hand, I set our few plates in the cabinet.

Hands land on my waist, and I jump, realizing immediately it’s not my father. He’d never touch me like that or with any kind of softness. Spinning around, my eyes fly up to Griffin’s grinning face.

“So,” he rumbles out, his smile growing even wider. “I might have gotten your daddy out of the house for the weekend. Not sure if you noticed.”

A burst of laughter bubbles out of me, mostly out of nerves. Holy cow, I’m alone in my house with Griffin. Abruptly, my laughter dies off, and those nerves hit me hard. Griffin is alone. With me. In my house.

His smile slowly falls away, turning into concern. “I can see you overthinking things right now, darlin’. You know I don’t have any expectations, right? I just didn’t want to have to sneak around like I’m sixteen again.”

“You were sneaking out of girls’ rooms at sixteen?”

He barks out a laugh. “Maybe. But I’m serious. The only thing I demand is to know how Edmond gets out of prison because I feel like he’s been there forever.”

My teeth dig into my lower lip, so happy he wants to keep up with our reading. Eyeing the front of the house over his shoulder, I ask, “You don’t think they’ll come back?”

“Nope. Corb’s on a deadline. They have to get there by two tomorrow afternoon and it’s a good ten-hour drive. No way they’ll turn around. I even gave them a full tank of gas.” He eyes me curiously. “You really worried about your dad coming back and catching us?”

“Yes,” I answer immediately, then soften my response. “He’s just very particular about people in his house.”

Griffin is quiet but frames my face to keep my focus on him. “He’s a dick. I know he’s your dad, but I don’t like the way he talks to you. Is that a normal thing?”

I quickly come up with a way to explain exposing what’s actually going on in this house and figure a way to answer without answering. “He can be cranky from time to time. It doesn’t bother me much and I try to have patience.”

“You know you don’t have to accept that, right? You’re a grown ass adult. There’s no reason he needs to speak to you like you’re the help around here. It really pissed me off.”

“I live here for free.” It’s all I can think to say, but Griffin shakes his head to shut me down.

“That doesn’t give him the right to talk to you like that.”

I sigh and let my shoulders fall. “I know. I actually don’t plan on living here much longer. That’s why I’m working. I want to save up money and find my own place.”

His smile comes back, only this time there’s a flirtatious tease behind it. “Does that mean I’ll get to come visit you at your new place? I’ll even bring a housewarming gift.”

Snickering, I try to shake my head at his joke, but his hands are still framing my face and I can’t move very far. “I think it’ll take me some time before that happens, but I’d make you dinner if you wanted. Oh! Are you hungry? Should I make you something now? It’s still pretty early and I haven’t—”

Griffin silences me mid-sentence with his lips. It’s not a kiss like when we were in my room, just more comforting and normal. Like we’ve been doing it for years and goosebumps erupt over my skin.

Pulling back, he presses his head to my forehead and closes his eyes. “Let’s not worry about that right now. How about we order a pizza or something later, my treat, when we get hungry? I really do want you to read more to me. I’m addicted to our story.”

I’m not sure what to say, so I just wait, wishing he’d kiss me once more. Instead of doing it again, he leans down and reaches an arm around my side. I think he’s going to hug me to him, but he shuts the dishwasher door instead, then winks.

“Come on. Read to me, darlin’.”


Chapter Twenty-One
Edith
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“Read to me, darlin’.”

I can’t help but feel all swoony when Griffin speaks to me like that, and every time he does it, I find myself essentially speechless.

“Looks like you need some help there. Want me to carry you up? I very much need to hear how Edmond is gonna get out of prison.” He’s teasing me and when he takes a step toward me as if he’s going to pick me up, I jolt and run around him to my room.

Griffin laughs as he chases me up the stairs, but he stays far enough behind that I feel like I’ve outrun him until the moment I’m next to my bed. He wraps his arms around my waist and takes us down.

Laughing and breathing heavily, I wiggle away from him when he tries to kiss me. “The book! You wanted to read the book!”

“Give me a kiss and I’ll grab it.”

Halting my struggles under him, I cup his cheeks and give him a quick peck on the lips, making him scowl. “There. You’ve had a kiss,” I tease.

With a groan, he pushes off me and reaches over to pluck the book up and hands it over.

“Shoes,” I remind him when he goes to climb on the bed. Quickly, he shucks them off before finding the same position we were in last time, with his back against my headboard and me between his legs. “Alright. I’m ready to hear how he escapes. Get to reading, darlin’.”

Leaning back, I let my body rest against his chest while his arms wrap around to pull me closer. Griffin brushes my out-of-control hair from my face, then drops his chin on my shoulder to read along.

It’s hard to believe my father isn’t in the house for the night. I still feel the urge to look toward the door every few moments after I start reading, keeping my voice low as I did the last two times we read together.

As I turn the page and glance at the door once again, Griffin rests his hand over mine to stop me. “You’re worried your dad is comin’ home. Want me to check in and see where they’re at?”

Chewing on my lip, I meet his eyes and nod my head. “Yes, please. Just to make sure.”

His smile is warm as he leans sideways, adjusting with me as he pulls his phone from his pocket. Keeping his screen in my line of vision, he opens his contacts and finds his brother’s number, then calls him.

Since I’m so close, I can hear it ringing a moment before his brother picks up.

“Hey, Fin. What’s up?”

Griffin tightens an arm around me and says, “Just checkin’ in. Wanted to make sure the truck was doin’ okay and you guys were makin’ good time.”

“Goin’ good. There’s literally no traffic, so I don’t think we’ll have any issues drivin’. We’re pushin’ to get to a hotel halfway through. We’ll finish the drive in the mornin’, do the drop off, then catch some sleep again before headin’ back. ‘Bout a ten-hour drive one way.”

He nods his head while listening, then finishes his call. “Sounds good. Let me know if ya’ll have any issues or need to come back early. If Jessie needs anything, tell her to give me a ring. I’m turnin’ in for the night. Drive safe and I’ll talk at you tomorrow.”

“Sounds good, brother. Night!”

As soon as he hangs up, he stretches to the side to set his phone on my side table. “They’re well on their way. No worries tonight. Now,” he says, kissing my temple. “Get to readin’, darlin’.”

I fully relax into him and with Corbin’s reassurance that they’re well on their way, I let myself just exist for the evening. As I read page after page, Griffin’s hands slowly roam over me. None of his touches are anything more than grazing his fingers up and down my arm, but I notice enough to trip over my words a few times.

He chuckles each time I stumble, and changes tactics with how he’s touching me. Those fingers of his move from my arm to stomach, then to my shoulder, and eventually drag across my collarbone.

No matter how much I try to read, his distractions slow me and I’m sad to shut the book before Edmond is freed from his years in prison.

“He’s not free yet,” Griffin whispers against my ear, his upper lip grazing against the shell of my ear and making me shiver.

“No,” I breathe out. “You’re, umm, you’re kind of making it hard to read.”

He lifts his hips and I feel how hard he is as he presses into me. “Shame,” he murmurs, then goes back to running those fingers of his across my exposed skin at my neckline. “I really wanted to learn how he got out.”

Turning my head so my chin rests on my shoulder, I peer up at him. “Do you want me to spoil it for you?”

His answer is to pluck the book from my hands and just before he shuts it, he notes the page, then sets it down. Settling back, he stretches his legs out and moves his hands over my shoulders more firmly.

“Nope. I want to be surprised.” We’re both silent as his impromptu massage continues, then asks, “You hungry?”

“Nope.” My answer is quick. I am hungry, but not for food. Nerves and need well inside me, but I’m not sure if I should just turn around and kiss him or wait for him to make the next move.

Closing my eyes, I decide to wait in case this is all he’s meaning to do tonight, which is okay with me. I’d love to experience what he implied the last time he was in my bed, when things go further than they have, but this is incredible as well and makes me feel… well, it makes me feel seen.

I drift on a cloud as his fingers roam over my skin, dipping every now and then to places I’ve never been touched, but never far enough to make me think he’s going to change things up.

“Edith,” he murmurs, part statement, part question. I can’t force my eyes open, enjoying this too much, so I just hum at him.

He rests his hand just above my breasts, holding me tight, and asks, “Will you lay with me? Let me really touch you?”

Is it possible to panic, soar, melt, and scream all at the same time? It must be because that’s what’s happening inside of me as he shifts to the side and moves over me. Oh God. You’d think someone gruff like him would be ungainly, maybe jerky in their movements, but he’s slips over me like a trickle of water.

This kiss? This one is going to be different. I don’t need him to tell me. I can see it written in his clenched jaw and muscles. He’s fighting himself to stay controlled and slow with me, which I appreciate.

Lowering his head, he drags his tongue across my lips, and I part them, giving both of us the connection we want. The longer we kiss, the more his hands roam, cupping my breasts and sliding down along my side. His fingers dig into my waist, forcing a gasp to leave me as I push my mouth closer to his.

“Griffin,” I breathe against his lips, his smile spreading when he hears me.

“Whatcha need, darlin’?”

He punctuates his question with a thrust between my legs and we both groan loudly. Another wave of fear hits me, and I twist my head away from him to glance toward the door.

“He’s not comin’. No one is here. Nobody will hear anythin’.” Whispering all his reassurances again, I relax into my bed.

I drag my fingers over his chest and finger the front of his shirt. “I’ve never done anything like this.” My confession doesn’t seem to bother him but understanding flits across his face.

Bringing his face back to mine, he asks, “You tellin’ me you’re a virgin? That no one’s ever seen you like this before?” He pauses and leans back to drag his eyes down my clothed body. “No one’s had you beneath them?”

I blush, but I can’t help my bubble of laughter at his teasing. Biting my lower lip, I shake my head slowly, then whisper, “No. Never.”

Griffin sits up further and grins down at me. “Well then, if you’ve got no complaints, I’d like to change that for you.” Trailing his fingers over the front of my shirt, he plucks at the fabric. “I’m gonna take all of this off you, then mine. We don’t have to have sex if you have second thoughts, but I’d really like to feel your skin touching mine.”

A tiny part of me says I should stay covered, stay hidden from him, but a larger part of my mind is screaming to push forward. Let him feel me and experience sweet touches and affection from someone who’s never hurt me before.

I deserve to feel loved, even if it’s only for a moment… for a breath of time.

Digging my fingers into the old, thin sheets stretched across my mattress, I push myself up and raise my arms as his fingers play with the bottom of my shirt before lifting it up and over my head.

The amount of control I need to not cover my bra-clad chest is unreal, but I don’t do it. Instead, I lean back and let his eyes rake over me before his fingers at my back dance across the clasp, quickly releasing it with a practiced ease. The straps fall from my shoulders, then slip down my arms before he tosses it to the side of my room.

Scooting back on the bed, he removes my pants and underwear with less finesse, yanking them down my thighs and off my feet until I’m laid bare beneath him.

Griffin’s fingers trail over my exposed skin, goosebumps erupting along the path he takes to just below my belly button. My skin jumps under his touch when he flicks his eyes to mine, approval heating his gaze.

When his chin drops to roam over me again, he asks, “You want to help me? Otherwise, I’m just gonna yank everything off.”

Swallowing hard, I finally let my nerves make a decision instead of me pushing through them. “You, p-please. I don’t know what I should do…”

As my voice trails off, he’s already jerking his shirt over his head, one handed as he reaches behind his head. His pants are gone just as fast. Before I can even suck in some much-needed air, he settles his body back between my legs. This time his hardness presses against me with no barrier.

“You don’t need to do anythin’ darlin’. The great thing about this is there are no rules. We can just have fun. You tell me when to stop. Until you do, I’m gonna take my time with you if that’s alright?”

I give him a full smile, teeth and all, while threading my fingers through the medium length hair hanging over his forehead. “You need a haircut.”

“Nah,” he says, pressing kisses along my jaw. “I like the whole rugged, country boy look.” More kisses up to the corner of my mouth, but he only whispers over my mouth to the other side and works his way to my neck, then the skin along my shoulders. Nuzzling his face against the swell of my breast, he smiles at it and peeks up at me. “You believe me?”

I hum, pausing long enough to tease him. “Not really. I think you’re just putting off a haircut.”

Kissing lower, his tongue drags over my nipple and I gasp, freezing under the unfamiliar touch. “Maybe.” Another swipe of his tongue and he glances up again to watch me as he moves over to the other one, giving it the same attention. “Your skin tastes amazin’, Edith. Bet the rest of you does, too.”

My brows furrow slightly, not sure what he’s implying, so I lift myself up to watch him trail his mouth down my stomach, turning his head now and then to rub his rough cheek against me. He hasn’t shaved for a few days, so his whiskers are coarse, reddening every spot he nuzzles slightly.

“What are you—” My question is cut off when his shoulders part my thighs and I clamp them shut when his face drops to my sex. Holy mother of…

“Oh my God. What are you doing?” I cry out, my fingers scrambling to grasp hold of anything, only finding his hair as his tongue swipes through my folds for the first time. He burrows deep, and I try to tug him away. “Y-You shouldn’t do that!”

Humming, he licks his lips crudely and squints at me. “I absolutely should be doin’ this.”

His head lowers, and he trails his tongue over me again, licking harder as he drags it over my clit and I shriek. I tug at his hair hard, panicked, but unsure why. It feels amazing, but also nothing I anticipated.

Lifting up, he rests his chin just above my pubic bone and waits for me to catch my breath. “Edith, darlin’. Look at me.”

My wild eyes find him, mouth parted to suck in air. As soon as I focus on him, his smile is full of understanding and patience.

“If you don’t like it, I’ll stop. I just think you’re just worried about the unknown. Will you let me show you how good I can make you feel?” His fingers walk up my thigh and he drags the tips of them through my wetness, a blush exploding through me when his eyes heat. “I think you taste amazin’, but I want you to be comfortable. What do you want?”

Part of me relaxes under the slow stroking of his fingers as he distracts my body from knowing that he’s putting his mouth there. I consider it for only a moment, then take a deep breath. Blinking up at my ceiling, I nod once.

“I don’t want to stop.”

“Good,” he murmurs, then dives back in, using more pressure and circling my clit with his tongue before sucking it lightly into his mouth. Those damn fingers never stop roaming over me and my head swirls trying to keep up with his ministrations.

Covering my mouth, I cry out when my body starts trembling slightly, a pressure builds low in my stomach, and a gush of wetness leaks out of me.

He must hear the hiccup in my breathing because he increases the pressure. With my back arching, my breasts thrust up as I reach for him. I’m not sure where he’s taking me, but it’s scary and I feel like I’m about to lose control, about to be lost once he lets me go to the other side.

“Gri-Griffin! I—God!” My words are broken. With blood rushing to my head, I squeeze my knees harder just as he drives a finger inside, a deep ache exploding inside me when he sucks on my clit hard.

And I fly…

Curling up, I scream into my room, digging my fingers into his shoulders as he braces an arm over my abdomen to hold me still, my lower body pinned below him.

My orgasm is sharp and intense, and over before I even have a chance to understand what he just did for me. He’s opened my eyes and I’m seeing color and life for the first time.

In shock, I meet his gaze as he waits me out, but something has shifted for him as well. Griffin is breathing heavily, his muscles coiled and lips shining from my arousal. I just know he’s not finished with me.

The playfulness is gone. It’s gotten quite serious, and I think we’re both realizing the gravity of what’s about to happen. And I’m definitely not saying no.

Answering his unasked question, I dip my chin slightly, giving him permission, and his body surges up against mine. He keeps an arm hooked under my knee and opens me to him. Without even a chance for doubt to sink in, he takes over completely and surges inside my body.

A murmured, “I’m sorry,” escapes his lips as I feel every thick inch of him slide deeper and deeper into me, a sob wracking my chest when I feel my body tear from his intrusion.

In a whoosh, all the air is expelled from my lungs, and I jerk under him, stiffening from the unfamiliar feel. Griffin seems just as shaken as me as he reaches out to brush a sweaty strand of hair plastered to my face.

“Darlin’… are you okay?”

I know I have tears in my eyes, but I give him a wobbly smile. “I’m fine.”

He eyes me as if he doesn’t believe me, then gives me a kiss to swallow my moan as he shifts his hips, pressing further.

With his tongue lazily working against mine, he begins to move at a slow but steady pace. Dropping his forehead to mine, we both lose our concentration on this kiss, keeping our parted mouths just touching as he drives in harder and harder.

“Fuck. Fuck… I can’t even apologize for not lasting long. You’re so goddamn tight, Edith.”

There’s nothing I can say, nothing I would even be capable of speaking as I cling to him, hanging on while he takes me toward that cliff again. The room is filled with only our breathing and the sound of our damp skin crudely slamming together.

I want this to last forever, but the ache is there from my newly abused tissue along with another building orgasm, and Griffin seems like he’s lost to his own pleasure.

Without the same controlled movements as before, his fingers fumble over my clit and he circles his thumb quickly as his hips pound against me.

My eyes squeeze tight and just as he shouts, “Shit, I’m going to come!” I tighten around him with my completion, legs crossing over his back to hold him against me.

Griffin was holding himself slightly above me, but as he groans out unintelligible words, he drops to his elbows on either side of my head and buries his face into my neck as his body twitches against mine, the warmth of his release heating me from inside out.

Tears escape my eyes as my body locks around him, and this time, it’s a long time before I’m able to let him go.

Our harsh breathing is loud, and eventually he shifts to the side, tugging me along with him. His length slips free from my body with a pinch, and I pass out to his muttered, “Fuck. I didn’t pull out.”


Chapter Twenty-Two
Griffin
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Rolling over, I slip my arm over Edith’s body and pull her gently against me so I don’t wake her. At some point through the night, we disengaged from each other, but I’m not ready to abandon the feel of her laying half over me with her leg thrown across my thighs.

I’m also not ready to face the fact that I fucked her last night without a condom and didn’t pull out. Once I pushed inside of her, I knew I wouldn’t regret going bare, not with how wet and tight she felt clenched around me. But it was my job to at least have that conversation with her, and I dropped the ball.

Barely inside her, I realized I didn’t even know if she was on birth control, so I resigned myself to at least pulling out to finish.

Yeah, that didn’t happen. She wrapped herself around me so tightly, there was no way I could have stopped myself from pouring into her. Last night I convinced myself I didn’t give a fuck after the thought struck me, but this morning?

This morning, I know we have to have a conversation. I fucked up, plain and simple.

A soft, contented sigh slips out of her and I grin before pressing a light kiss to her temple. Laying my cheek on her head, I close my eyes and push the conversation we have to have out of my mind. It’s only Saturday morning. We’ve got time and worrying about it now is only going to ruin the last bit of time I have with this woman.

I close my eyes for what only feels like a moment, but when they crack open again, Edith is gone, and the bright morning sun is blazing through the window. Stretching my limbs, I stretch them out and stare at the cracked, uneven ceiling.

Last night was incredible…

There’s a soft, muted clank of a pan downstairs, so I force myself from her bed and tug on the jeans I wore yesterday. Leaving my shirt off, I make my way down and find my girl working hard in the kitchen with maybe a little extra pep in her step.

There’s music playing from somewhere, maybe her phone, and she’s bouncing her head back and forth as she mixes ingredients in a bowl. She sucks her finger after setting the whisk down, only to spin around and freeze when she notices me.

“Good morning, Griffin.” Pink infuses her cheeks before she scrambles over to the fridge and starts pulling milk, orange juice, and eggs out. “You hungry? I was going to make some breakfast for you. I wasn’t sure what your plan was for today, but, umm, I’m not working. Normally I work on Saturdays, but today I’m not. Then I woke up, and you were sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you, so I figured I could—”

“Darlin’,” I interrupt, cutting off her nervous ramble.

She freezes, eggs in hand, and darts her eyes to my face. “Yes?”

“Come give me a kiss.” It’s not what I intended for this morning, but her worry has me tossing every concern out the window. Breaking that awkwardness is more important than sitting her down to discuss my cum inside of her.

Fuck, she’s probably still wet from me.

She turns of the music, then sets down the carton. Her shoulders drop, happy I’ve lightened the mood, and she hurries over. Lifting up on her toes, her lips connect with mine and I hook an arm around her waist and tug her closer.

We crash together, breakfast forgotten, when she links her fingers behind my neck and drags me lower. I slip a hand under her ass and lift her up, then turn her to lie across the kitchen table.

It’s as if she’s been ripped open and there’s a new woman in front of me who knows exactly what she wants. Her hand grazes over my head, scratching at my scalp before she grips my hair. My cock pulses at the slight sting of pain as she tugs at the roots.

“Fuck, darlin’. I was gonna be good this mornin’,” I confess, then drive my tongue into her mouth, tasting her sweetness and needing to have her again.

Without thought, I tug at the button and zipper of my jeans to yank them down while also pushing clothes from her body as my phone rings.

Ignoring it, because honestly, I’ve got a gorgeous woman ready to let me sink into her, I slip my hands under the thin shirt she threw on and lift it over her head.

Edith’s chest is bare, and I fall onto them, taking a nipple between my teeth. “Christ, Edith. I need you,” I pant against her skin. She cups my face and guides me back to her mouth where our kiss turns frantic. As I free my cock, she spreads her legs, her warmth welcoming and dripping.

My fucking phone rings again, and I growl. Pressing my face against her chest, I groan and apologize. “I’m sorry. Let me grab this real quick.” I eye her body and add, “Don’t fucking move from this spot.”

Jerking my phone from my pocket, I answer without checking who’s calling. “Yeah?”

“Hey brother. Listen, would you head over to Clay’s place? Your fuckin’ truck got a flat, but it threw off the alignment. We hit something in the road. I don’t know what it was, but it fucked it all up. Boss sent out a flatbed to pick us up. We’re pullin’ up to his place now. I swear to God, I’m so goddamn ready to get some sleep from this bullshit night. I just wanna go home.”

Pulling the phone from my ear, I cock my head and hear the faint sound of an engine rumbling down the drive.

“Fuck,” I murmur, then ignore Corbin’s question to repeat myself. “Fuck!” Standing up straight, I reach down to pull my pants up and throw a confused Edith a look of apology. “Alright man. I’m actually already here, so I’ll see you in a few. I’ll talk to you when you come in.”

Hanging up the phone, I look longingly at Edith’s chest. She’s sitting up and reaching for her shirt. “What’s going on?”

“You need to hurry. Your dad and Corb are pullin’ up right now. Somethin’ about my truck, but they’re about to walk in here.”

Her face pales and she shoves me away from between her legs, scrambling for her clothes. “Oh God. Oh God! I’m going to be in so much trouble.”

I frown, not liking how panicked she is. Sure, it’s not fun to be caught in a compromising situation, but she’s fucking shaking. “Darlin’, it’ll be alright. We’ll just tell them—”

“What are we going to say?” she yells, partially muffled as she drags her shirt over her head. “What possible reason could you have to being here this early? It’s barely past seven!”

I try not to let the rejection sting as she continues to shove away from me. Cupping her cheeks, I wait until her wild eyes focus on me. The engine grows louder, then shuts off, leaving us in silence apart from her short, wheezing inhales through her nose.

A second later, doors slam, and I know my brother and Clayborn are about to walk into the house. Edith’s fearful breathing is coming out in short gasps now and I’m actually concerned she’s about to hyperventilate. I know I need to cover for us; I just don’t know how I’ll do it yet.

“I got you. Run upstairs and I’ll come up with a reason I’m here.” Turning her bodily toward the stairs, I pat her ass and get her moving. She jerks forward, only glancing back at me once, then sprints for the stairs. Her feet are so quiet that I barely hear them over the sound of the guys plodding inside.

Quickly, I lean back against the counter and grab the abandoned orange juice jug on the counter and fill a glass. Nothing better than looking like you’re supposed to be here.

Another wave of hurt curls inside of me as I try to come up with an excuse. As much fun as I had last night, I’m thinking Edith may not have considered what it could mean for both of us. Obviously, her main intention is to hide this away, tucking it into a dark corner so no one will discover our secret.

I’ve been in enough situations with women to read her unspoken intentions. This seems to be one of those one-time things which is incredibly disappointing.

Corbin comes into the kitchen first, looking exhausted and ready to fall into bed. Clayborn follows, then comes up short. “The hell you doin’ here?” He looks toward the stairs leading to Edith’s room, but I draw his attention back to me.

Quick on my feet, I start talking without knowing where I’m going and end up pulling it off. “Ended up passin’ out on your couch. Hope you don’t mind since I’ve done it before.” There, I’ll remind him I’m familiar with staying at his house. “Went to leave last night and fuckin’ Corb’s truck was givin’ me issues. I worked on it a bit but decided to grab some sleep before tryin’ again in the mornin’. What happened to my truck?”

And that’s my explanation followed by redirection.

I ignore Clayborn’s glare, and face my brother. “Like I said, we hit somethin’ in the road, and it fucked your alignment five ways to Sunday. Sorry, brother. Boss said he’ll cover the repairs, but we had to haul it back on the flatbed. He sent someone out a few hours after we left to swap places. They finished the run so we could come back.”

We didn’t expect them back until tomorrow, so this interruption just solidifies that sneaking around isn’t the best way to go about things. As much as I wanted to fuck Edith moments ago, seeing the way she reacted to their arrival has me relieved we didn’t get further into things this morning. Fucking her twice then getting pushed away would have stung even more than this does.

I’ll just let her know we’re okay and back off. No reason for things to get messy.

Swallowing against my dry throat, I stand up further. “Well, let’s move shit around and I’ll get you home. We can deal with the truck later.”

“Thought you said mine was fucked too?” Corbin asks, clearly not so tired he remembers my lie.

Waving him off, I chug the last bit of orange juice and rinse my glass. “It turned over, but made a weird sound. Maybe it just needed a rest. I bet it gets us home.” Clayborn’s eyes narrow, as if he’s reading straight through my bullshit. I know it’s a risk, but I won’t leave before saying goodbye to Edith and giving her the out she needs. So, I urge them out the door. “Why don’t you guys grab your stuff and swap it to the other truck? I’m gonna take a piss, then get ready to go. I’ll be outside in ten.”

I wait for them to head out, then hurry up the stairs only to find Edith sitting upright on the edge of her bed. Her hands are clasped between her bouncing knees and she’s still fucking pale with worry.

I know I have to be quick, so I pick my shirt up from the floor and pull it over my head and fill her in. “Told him that Corb’s truck was acting up, so I crashed on the couch. Nothin’ more than that, but I gotta get Corb home.”

“What… uhh, what happens now?”

There’s my cue to address the elephant in the room. As much as I hate having this conversation, especially when I have to hurry out of here, I know it needs to happen.

Acting as nonchalant as possible, I force out a half smile. It’s all I can manage. “Edith. I had a fantastic time last night. Truly. It was fuckin’ incredible, and you were amazin’. But, and I hate sayin’ this because it makes me sound like a total dick, but I think we both know that it wasn’t a smart decision. Your reaction to your dad showin’ up just goes to show it hasn’t been right of me to sneak up here and play with you behind his back.”

If she was pale before, she’s downright see-through now. Almost a sickening green, but it’s probably because of my reminder that we were almost caught. Nodding more to myself, I feel positive this is what she wanted.

Bending down, I press a kiss to her cheek. “I don’t regret it and I hope you don’t either. We can just pretend it didn’t happen and no one will be the wiser.”

I feel fucking sick saying the words and my gut is telling me I’m making a massive mistake right now. But my head is screaming that Corbin and Clayborn are waiting on me downstairs and neither of them would approve of me fucking little Edith Hughes. She seems to be of the same mindset.

Checking around the room, I don’t find anything else that belongs to me, and I make my way to the door.

She still hasn’t said a word. Pausing, I glance back at her and see a mix of devastation and acceptance. That brings me up short and a wave of confusion overtakes my irritation of ending this.

“Are you—” I start to ask if she’ll be okay, but she cuts me off.

“You should go. I understand.”

Her words are simple and give me the out I think she wants, but again, it doesn’t feel right. My eyes fall to her doorknob and I can’t turn it. “I don’t wanna leave you like this.”

Whispering, she shifts back on her bed, her toes leaving the floor as she puts distance between us. “I’ll be fine…” Her voice trails off, then she adds, “Thank you for last night. It was, umm, it was really nice.”

I scowl at her use of nice and open my mouth to argue, but I hear my brother shout from downstairs.

“Fin! I wanna fuckin’ go!”

Nodding my head, I force myself to open the door and slip outside. I leave the second floor, every step feeling as if I’m walking away from something special. All it feels like is regret, but not from being with her. It’s regret from walking away. And an ache wishing she would have told me I was wrong.

I head to the backdoor and slip my shoes on, then find my brother and Clayborn. “Ready?” I ask. My voice is clipped and emotionless. Corbin seems curious by my shift in mood, but Clayborn’s face shifts as if he just figured something out.

“Yeah. Let’s go.” My brother hops into the passenger seat and lays his head back, already closing his eyes in exhaustion.

With a lift of my hand, I wave goodbye to Clayborn and drive my brother home. Unsurprisingly, the truck starts without issue.

It all worked out perfectly, and we got away with it. So why do I feel like I’ve just fucked my entire future up?


Chapter Twenty-Three
Edith
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I’m stunned.

The door snicks shut after Griffin slips out the door and I’m left alone. Digging my nails into the webbed skin between my fingers, I anchor myself to slow my breathing.

It wasn’t anything but a good time.

Why does that hurt so much? I know when I made the decision to sleep with him, there were no declarations of love or feelings, but I thought there was something. Wasn’t there? He’s been sneaking to my room to spend time with me, encouraging us to read together for hours.

That’s intimate, right? It felt intimate. God, I feel so stupid.

Anger coils within me, but I shut it down immediately. He has just as much right to decide what happens between us as I do. I just wish I knew it was going to end faster than it started.

Heavy footsteps echoing from downstairs remind me we were almost caught and fear crashes in again. I know the explanation Griffin gave him seemed believable, but I wasn’t there to observe how my father took it. Plus, with the way he left last night?

I swallow as his footsteps grow louder, thumping hard on the stairs. The old wood creaks under his weight and I wrap my arms around my waist to stop the shivers that grow the closer he gets.

Griffin and Corbin must have left.

The story he gave me spins in my head and I’m ready to back it up as my door slams open, my father’s body barreling into my room.

His eyes are wild, and he takes in my whole room, maybe looking for proof of foul play. Then they fall on me and I know what he sees.

I’m hunched over, arms hugging my body tightly. He knows I’m afraid.

“You wanna tell me why you let a fuckin’ man sleep in my goddamn house last night?” He’s furious as he screams at me. His face beat red with spit is flying from his mouth, teeth bared in a snarl.

Marching over to me, he grabs my hair and jerks my head to the side until I’m hauled over, prone on my bed. Leaning over, he screams in my face after jerking my head back to look up at him.

“You’ve got my fuckin’ friend over here, defendin’ you like he’s got a right to say how I should parent your worthless ass! You fuckin’ him?”

There’s not a chance to answer him before his fist flies into my side, forcing my body to turn away to protect my vulnerable flesh. It was the wrong move to flip to my back. He drops his balled-up fist directly in the center of my stomach.

“Tell me, you fuckin’ whore! WHAT DID YOU DO?”

“N-Nothing!” I grit out, doing everything I can to keep from vomiting all over myself.

His fingers tangled in my hair squeeze tighter and he yanks my whole body up to him.

“I don’t believe you,” he hisses, then delivers another blow.

This time… I vomit.


Chapter Twenty-Four
Jaxon
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Ithink I need to do a bit of groveling.

Things are different now and it’s my fucking fault. From the corner of my eye, I watch as she moves achingly slow around her station, the skin around her mouth stretched tight as if she’s trying to hold everything inside. She seems as if she’s in pain, and I’m certain I’m the cause because she won’t meet my eyes.

Her texts swim through my head, and my guilt only deepens. I turn and scroll through the last messages she’s sent, and I feel like such a dick. I could have at least responded. Grief over my sister always has a way of fucking with my head.

Did your day end up better than it started? Since the build was cancelled, I actually found myself with nothing to do at home. Well, I guess if you discount regular chores.




Hey, Jaxon. Will you give Noir a pat on the nose for me? And I wanted to say thank you for letting me meet him and teaching me the other day. I can’t wait to try again, even if he IS way out of my league. He’s a good boy.




I hope things are going well for you. I’m sure you’re still busy, which is expected with running your business and everything. I wanted to tell you that one of the kittens got into so much trouble today! He climbed up on the rail in the cow barn and tried to jump to the back of a calf. THEN, the calf freaked out because kitten nails are like razors and literally started a riot with ALL the babies in there! The kitten, I’ve named him Buck, took off and scared all the calves so badly that they started running around the stalls and spilled water and food everywhere. One little kitten did ALL that damage in less than two minutes. But I love him.




Sorry, that was so long!




Hope you’re good. I’m rereading one of my favorite books with a friend. The Count of Monte Cristo. Have you ever read it?




I apologize that I keep texting, but I grew concerned that something was wrong. Are you okay? Is there anything I can do for you or that you need?




My head lifts and I find her again. I only can catch the side of her face, but fuck, she looks sad. Dragging my eyes away, they fall on Ruth. Now that woman isn’t avoiding eye contact. She’s locked on me without blinking, and I feel as if I’m being judged by Jesus himself. When she raises a brow in question, I know I need to fix things with my friend now.

Ruth’s eyes follow me as I head over to Edith. Reaching up, I touch her shoulder to gain her attention, then frown when she flinches away. As soon as she sees me, her features soften, and a half-hearted smile replaces the grimace she’s been carrying for the past hour.

“Oh, hey Jaxon. Do you need these? I’m almost finished up and can bring them over if you’d like.” She holds up some smaller frames that will go in as supports for the barn roof.

Leaning my hip against her bench, I cross my arms and look down at how much she’s accomplished already. “This is all looking so good, Edith. No, I don’t need it right now. I wanted to come over and see how you’ve been.” I eye her carefully and when her eyes fall, I feel another punch to my chest.

“I’m good. This is pretty easy. Mindless, really.”

Leaning down, I tilt my head to catch her attention. “Edith. I’m sorry for being distant last week. I had some shit I needed to deal with, but I should have at least let you know why I was quiet.”

Edith lifts her head with a fake smile plastered on. “It’s okay! I figured you just got busy. You have absolutely nothing to apologize for.” And because she’s literally the sweetest person I’ve ever met, she asks, “Has everything worked out for you now? You’re good?”

“Yeah, I’m good now. I got into my head about my sister and I kind of went off grid to deal with that.” Her eyes flick up to me, this time with more understanding, and I add, “I should have responded. It wasn’t you. It was me being self-absorbed. Forgive me?”

A small exhale leaves her mouth. “I’ll always forgive you.”

Movement from the corner of my eye draws my attention, and I notice Ruth heading out of the barn with an arm hooked on one of the volunteers, leaving the two of us alone. I slide my body closer to hers and keep my posture lowered, so she doesn’t feel like I’m hovering.

“Hey, are you doing okay? Aside from maybe being mad at me, you seem a bit off.”

She sets her work down and peers at me. “I’m not mad at you. I’m…” Trailing off, she bites her lip and straightens her shoulders. “Can I ask you something? It’s really personal and I don’t know where our line of friendship starts and ends, but I’m confused about something. It’s embarrassing and really, really personal.”

“Do we need to go somewhere else?” Edith doesn’t seem to be the type to create drama out of nothing, so her asking to discuss something personal has me taking it seriously.

“You think they’ll mind?” Then she second guesses herself. “No, it’s okay. I can manage, I think. I think the Danielsons would be disappointed in me if I took you away for this particular reason.”

Well, now my curiosity is definitely piqued, so I take her hand and pull her away from her table. “Nope. I’ve been absent for too long. Ruth will be alright for a bit. Let’s go for a walk or something.”

“But, what about—”

Spinning around, I place a finger on my lips and wink. “Hush. It’ll be fine.”

Edith giggles and allows me to drag her out the door. I lift my chin toward Ruth, who only nods once before turning back to the person she’s speaking with, their backs to us. Smart lady. Everyone around here is nosy, and I’m sure they’d be whispering nonsense if I’m seen dragging a young woman off toward a field.

Once we manage to swim through the knee-high crops, I find a spot that’s been washed out in the center and sit down, pulling her with me. She sits at my side, keeping a small space between us.

Looking around us, Edith grins. “It’s like a little room out here. We’ll be able to hear someone coming from a mile away, but they won’t hear us.”

“Exactly,” I say with another wink. “Which means you can tell me what’s going on without worry of being overheard. What’s got you bothered?”

Her breath hitches just before she immediately begins to dig her fingers into the dirt. “I know I already said it, but are you sure? It’s incredibly personal and probably way too much information.”

Bumping her with my shoulder, I answer once she peeks up at me. “We’re friends, right? Who else are you supposed to spill your secrets to?”

There’s a slight flicker of emotion across her face before she turns her head to stare forward. “Okay, so, remember when we were talking, and you asked if I had a boyfriend and I laughed at how crazy that was?”

“You got one now?” My stomach sinks. Did I miss my chance here? I had thought doing this whole friend thing was important, but fuck, I didn’t think her situation would change so quickly. Preparing myself for her confirmation, I school my features.

“No, that’s not it. But this thing is about a guy and something that happened which confuses me.”

Relaxing over the news I may not be destined to forever be labeled as just a friend, I focus on her words and how serious and concerned she sounds.

“Tell me what happened, and I’ll do my best. Us men aren’t always the brightest, but maybe I can help.”

Edith’s head falls, and she mumbles under her breath.

Dipping my head down, I try to understand, but can’t hear her. “Edith, you’re gonna have to speak up. There’s no one here. Getting it all out is the hardest part.”

I can’t stop my chuckle when she groans and tilts her head back toward the sky. “It’s so embarrassing. So, I had sex for the first time the other day.” Her cheeks are crimson and she’s only able to glance at me briefly before looking anywhere but in my direction.

Air freezes in my lungs, completely unprepared for her confession as well as how I feel about it. Clearing the lump from my throat, I force out my question. “Did… Are you good with how it went?” Awkwardly, I rub the back of my head. “I don’t know how to ask that without sounding weird, but honestly, I just want to know you’re okay in that regard.”

With a sigh, she drops her head, laying her cheek on her knees and turns her face toward me. “I’m alright. That’s… That’s not the problem. Not that particular part, at least. I don’t even know if I have a problem, but I’m confused.”

“Okay… So, what’s got you all tied up in knots? ‘Cuz if you need me to go have words with someone, I’m in your corner. That’s what friends are for, right?” I choke over the word friends, but she doesn’t comment on it.

Edith just pours out everything and it’s difficult to understand exactly what happened while also processing that this motherfucker needs to be shot.

“It sort of happened out of the blue. We’d spent some time together, and things kind of progressed. I thought he liked me or was developing some sort of feelings, maybe? I don’t know. It was fun though, easy even. Then it happened. It was amazing. Even in the morning, things seemed just fine, but then we were sort of interrupted and I panicked because…” She trails off, not finishing her sentence.

“Because?” I ask, urging her to continue.

“Just because, I suppose. Anyway, after that, before he left, he basically told me he had a good time and didn’t regret anything that happened, but it’s not a good idea to repeat it. He said we should pretend it didn’t happen.” She frowns, staring at her hands. “That really hurt my feelings because I thought… How do I pretend it didn’t happen? Is that something people do? Have sex with each other and just pretend you didn’t share that experience with each other? Because if so, I don’t think it’s for me.”

“Are you angry at him?” I ask because I want to know if I need to go hunt this guy down and teach him a lesson about respecting women, especially if they’re giving him the gift of their first time. My first experience wasn’t perfect. My high school girlfriend at the time wasn’t someone I was madly in love with. Maybe it was simply teenage lust, but we both had a decent enough go of it.

She shakes her head slowly. “No, I’m not mad at him. It’s that I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t know it was only a one-time thing. It felt like it was more than that when it happened. Maybe I did something wrong?”

“Listen.” I grab her hand and draw her attention to me, smiling softly. “Sometimes things don’t work out the way we want, but it’s not a reflection of you or him. We can’t guarantee everyone will be in the right headspace after sharing any kind of intimacy. I promise you, though.” I touch her chin with my finger to lift her face so she hears my sincerity. “You did nothing wrong. I guarantee it.”

Her lower lip wobbles and my heart breaks for her. She’s obviously torn up about this, and I don’t blame her. Christ, she was vulnerable with someone and moments later, they let her down. I know this is hurting her.

“It really sucks,” she bites out, her voice cracking. I tell myself fuck it and tug her into my arms, giving her a hug.

Her arms tentatively wrap around my waist, but once she’s there, she tightens her hold and squeezes me tightly. Pressing my cheek to her head, I whisper, “It does suck, and I’ll be honest with you. It was a pretty shitty thing for him to have done. I can’t say I know his reasons, but I do understand how badly it stings. You should know not all men are like that. We can be idiots, but not everyone will leave you feeling like this.”

She won’t know it now, but I’m including myself in the category of men not walking away after spending a night with a woman. Not without prior understanding. I get people fuck just to fuck, but I already know Edith isn’t one of those people. I could have told anyone that after only spending five minutes with her.

Now isn’t the time to say anything, so I just hold her and give her the reassurance she’s seeking. After a while, I’m able to sense when she’s got herself pulled together, so I slowly let her go.

“You know what you need?”

This time, when she smiles, it’s genuine and has a little less hurt behind it. “What do I need?”

“You need an afternoon off. So do I. How about we tell ol’ Mrs. Danielson that we’re skipping work for the day and head back for some more riding lessons? My personal shit already wasted too much of our time hanging out together.”

Her eyes widen with hope, but Edith being Edith, gives me an out so she doesn’t feel like a burden. “Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel guilty—”

“I’m positive. Let’s go visit Noir again.”

I stand and yank her to her feet, then we say our goodbyes to Ruth before heading out. I’m just as anxious to have a day off as her, and by the end of the afternoon, we’re both smiling after leaving all the dark shit behind us for a few hours.


Chapter Twenty-Five
Edith
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“You okay up there?”

I dig my teeth into my cheek to keep from moaning in pain. Riding a horse the day after my father laid into me wasn’t my best idea. My skin is tender and bruised, although luckily, it’s hidden under my clothes, but the slight bouncing as we slowly trot around the barn is almost unbearable. I ache.

Aside from that, I also hadn’t considered that losing my virginity less than forty-eight hours ago would make sitting in a saddle incredibly uncomfortable. I can feel Jaxon eyeing me curiously, and I decide I just have to give in.

“I’m sorry, Jaxon. I think my body is just telling me no today. I feel awful because we’ve only just started.”

Jaxon tugs on Noir’s reins and halts him. Letting them fall to the ground so his hands are free, he immediately reaches up, pulls me down, and sets me on my feet. I haven’t even been riding for fifteen minutes, but my legs are already shaking and as soon as my feet hit the ground, my knees buckle.

“Jesus, Edith.” He grips me around my waist until I’m more stable, and I feel like an idiot. “Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. I’m sure you’re…” He trails off to run his eyes down my body, then looks away quickly. Clearing his throat, he steps back and drops his hands away. “I can see how it might not be the right time. Why don’t I give you a ride home?”

Even though I’m disappointed with our time being cut short, I agree anyway. I help him get Noir back into his stall, then we walk silently out to his truck. On our way, I see a ball with a rope and point at it. “What’s that?”

He looks over and smiles. “That’s a toy for the horses. It’s something silly, but they fucking love it. One of my mom’s mares will walk around with the rope in her mouth and spin it around forever. Kind of like a cat with a ball.”

I cock my head, considering it, then ask, “Where would I buy something like that? At my job, there’s a horse that seems kind of serious, but I think it’d be fun to see if I could get him to play a bit.”

Jaxon jogs over to the wall and pulls it down, then hands the toy over. “We’ve got a few of them. Take this and see if he likes it. If not, just bring it back to me.”

“Really? Are you sure? I could give you money or something for it.” I don’t know what a toy like this would cost, but I refuse to leave him short.

Waving me off, he takes my hand and guides me the rest of the way to the truck. “Don’t even worry about it. So, where am I taking you?”

Once I’ve crawled into the truck and settled in my seat, I ask, “Do you think you could just drop me at the store in town? I need to grab a few things.”

“Do you want me to just wait and take you home when you’re done? Carrying bags will be a pain in the ass,” he says, pulling out of the drive.

Waving him off, I do my best to sound nonchalant about it. I just can’t risk it. “It’s only a few things. I enjoy the walk.”

He huffs in disagreement but doesn’t argue. He also says nothing else, and I feel as if I’ve upset him somehow. I open and close my mouth a few times, but nothing feels right to say, so I sink into my seat and contemplate the situation.

“You’re thinking hard over there. What’s on your mind?”

I blink up at him and blurt out a question I didn’t even know I wanted to ask. “Why did you go quiet for a week? I know you said you had a personal thing, but maybe I can listen the way you did for me today.”

“You know, I think you’re about the sweetest person I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.”

My heart picks up, and I feel flattered. No one’s ever said something like that before, and I’m glad that of all people, it’s him who said it first. “I don’t know about all that. I’m sure you’ve met a ton of nice people.”

“Less than you’d expect,” he mutters, but I catch it anyway. “I can tell you what happened, but it’s not a happy topic.”

Sitting up straight, I turn in my seat to give him my full attention. “Life isn’t always happy. I’d like to listen, though, if you’ll share.”

Jaxon side-eyes me for a long moment, maybe trying to see how serious I am, but he’ll only get support from this side of the truck. Nodding once, he sighs loudly.

“It’s going to sound dramatic, but it fucked up my head.”

I lean toward him to gain his attention. “I don’t care if you sound dramatic. Just tell me what you’re comfortable with. I might not have any advice, but I’ll listen and understand.”

“So fuckin’ sweet,” he mumbles again, then reaches out and cups my cheek briefly before settling his hand back on the wheel. “Long story short, I ran into the man responsible for my sister’s death last week.”

My throat squeezes tightly, and I force out, “What’s the short story long? What, umm, can I ask how your sister passed?”

He blinks slowly, as if he’s in an immense amount of pain, and his shoulders drop in resignation. “Short story long, not how you say that, by the way,” he teases. “Is that my sister was interested in a boy and snuck out of the house to go to a party with him. She was only fifteen, a bit wild at heart, but we didn’t know she’d started drinking that young. When they arrived, everyone was drinking and partying it up, which she participated in. The guy who picked her up was only looking for a hookup, so when she didn’t give him what he wanted, he told her to leave. She was miles from home, way out in the country on the other side of town.”

My stomach sinks, knowing it’s going to get worse. Losing someone so young, especially in a tragic way, is absolutely heartbreaking.

“They argued, and he told her to get lost. Refused to drive her home, which honestly might have been just as disastrous since he was still wasted the next morning. Julia left, like he told her to. I think she only made it about a mile before she stumbled in front of a truck speeding down the road and was hit. The driver said he just didn’t see her, that she came out of nowhere, but he hit her straight on. She died immediately on impact.”

“Oh, Jaxon… I don’t even know what to say.” My eyes are watering, hearing the anguish in his voice. He tightens his hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead as he finishes his story.

“We confronted the guy the next morning. We just wanted to know what happened and why she was out on the road, alone, that late at night. He didn’t give a fuck about it. Practically mocked us while alcohol was still seeping from his pores. I was only seventeen at the time, but I lost it and went for him. He was so drunk he didn’t even put up a fight. The cops interviewed him, and decided that while they all made stupid decisions, he legally didn’t do anything wrong, even if morally he did.

“Now, even twenty years later, whenever I run into him, he’s a condescending prick and rubs it in my face that she died without any fallback on him. So, yeah. I ran into him and he made a point to let me know he remembers my sister and how she died.”

Anger laces my words when I spit out, “He’s a horrible person. I hate that there are people in existence like that.”

“Amen to that. Anyway, that’s why I was quiet. I went to my parents to unwind and get out of my head. I know you’ve already forgiven me, but again, I’m sorry for going silent on you. It really wasn’t you. It was me and my demons.”

I tug at my fingers nervously, hating that he was feeling so hurt and I didn’t even know. “Are you okay now? I mean, I know you’ll probably never be fully okay from it, because how could you? But from this instance, are you in a better head space?”

Jaxon’s smile is genuine and filled with so much appreciation. I wish I could throw myself at him and give him a massive hug.

“So fucking sweet. Yeah, sweetheart. I’m in a much better place now. Just needed that time.” He stops the truck and pops it into park. “We’re here.”

I look at the front of the store, sad I have to leave. “Thanks for the ride, Jaxon.”

“Anytime, sweet girl.”

That does it for me. This time I do fall into him, wrapping my arms around his neck to give him a hug. He’s so warm and welcoming that I wish I could stay here forever. Jaxon Thorton just feels safe, like a home.

I end the hug and scramble out of his truck, whispering a quick goodbye before running into the store with Mason’s horse, Austin’s, new toy tucked against my chest.

[image: ]



Sneaking into the horse barn, I quietly look around to ensure I’m alone. I tried to show up earlier than normal, and it looks like there’s no sign of Mason yet.

Tiptoeing up to Austin’s pen, I step onto the gate, so my head is high enough to come face to face with his eggshell white face.

“Good morning, Austin. You’re a good boy today, aren’t you?”

He eyes me sleepily as if he’s pissed I’m disturbing his beauty rest, but I persist, wanting to gain his attention.

“Listen, I might have a friend who’s got these amazing horse toys, and he gave me one just for you. Would you like to see?”

Clicking my tongue, I hang my arm over the gate and wiggle my fingers for him to come closer. Austin huffs out a snort, then takes a tentative step toward me, keeping a space between us as he sniffs the air to see what I’ve got for him.

Pushing up on my toes, I try to reach further in. “If you let me pet you, I promise I’ll show you what I’ve got. It’s a real great toy. I’ve heard all the horses love it.” Pausing, I cock my head just as he seems to do the same. “Do you believe me?”

I know animals can’t understand us, but I swear to God, Austin does. He takes another step and pushes his nose into my hand, his nostrils flaring under my palm as he scents me, looking for his treat.

Sliding my hand around, I brush against his nose and stroke him softly. “If Mason will let me, next time I come, I’ll bring you a treat. But are you ready to see what I’ve brought you?”

He lifts his head up when I pull away to reach down next to my feet, quickly bringing up the large volley-ball sized ball with a rope strung through, a longer length on one end tied with a knot.

I cup the ball in both my hands and try to balance myself as I hold it out to him over the gate. He touches his nose to it but doesn’t take it from me. Sniffing and opening his mouth, he checks it out before backing up a step as if he smelled another animal.

“Oh, come on, boy. I know it’s not brand new. No need to be a snob about it. I’m sure if your Mason saw you playing with this, he’d be happy to know you’re enjoying it. Here,” I say, shoving it out to him again to catch his interest. “Just try it out.”

There’s a muffled noise from somewhere in the back of the barn, but when I check over my shoulder, I don’t see any movement. Maybe it was something from another barn?

Shrugging, I turn back to face Austin again. In my distraction, he’s come closer again and stretches his neck out to scent the ball once more. This time, when he opens his mouth, he bites at the rope and yanks it free from my hands.

“Oh, good boy! See? It’s pretty awesome, right?”

I swear, I’m grinning from ear to ear when he lifts his head to swing the ball. When it flies up and smacks him in the face, he drops it heavily as if it’s a snake ready to bite, backing into the corner.

My smile falls and I try to get closer, holding my hand out to him. “Come on, baby boy. It’s alright. Why don’t you show me how smart you are and pick up the ball?”

He inches forward and blows air from his nostrils over the toy, then picks it up again. Tossing it with his mouth, he jerks his head up and down, making it swing around, and I can’t stop the giggle from escaping when he seems to enjoy it.

Folding my arms across the top of the gate, I watch him play for a bit as he gets more and more into it, his tail whipping around as he shifts around in his stall. He drops it a few more times, but he doesn’t shy away from it now. He quickly picks it up and tosses it around again, and I feel as if I’ve done something wonderful.

Sighing in pleasure, I stretch my arm out again and graze my fingers over his fur I can just barely reach. “I need to go feed the babies now, but you enjoy this. I’ll be back to play with you later.” Hoping down from the ledge I was standing on, I pause and turn back to him, then add, “Don’t tell Mason. I’m not sure he’ll love that I brought you something, but I think you deserve some happiness.”

Scurrying out of the barn, I leave Austin behind as he continues to play with his toy and find my kittens. Dropping to my knees, I cuddle Bonnie into my chest and rub my cheek against her face as she purrs and kneads her paws against me while Buck flies everywhere, chasing a piece of straw.

I hope Mason will let them stay when I eventually have to stop working here. I’m sure that this won’t last forever, but they’ve just begun their lives and they deserve to be well loved.

Everyone does.


Chapter Twenty-Six
Mason
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“Good morning, Austin. You’re a good boy today, aren’t you?”

The sound of her voice surprises me and I jerk my head up to listen more closely. I got here early to saddle my horse up for a ride into the field this morning, but I wasn’t expecting to find Edith.

“Listen, I might have a friend who’s got these amazing horse toys, and he gave me one just for you. Would you like to see?”

I frown. Who the fuck is this friend she’s talking about? Obviously, she has no idea I’m here, so I keep my steps silent as I head toward Austin’s stall and find her standing on the wood frame of his gate, reaching into his stall.

She’s holding herself stiffly, moving slowly as if she’s sore after a long workout. Maybe she’s one of those people who needs to move for a bit in the morning before they’re feeling more like themselves, but I narrow my eyes to watch her, anyway. I’ve been working her hard since she started here. Combine that with the extra job of building the barn? I imagine she’s exhausting herself.

Even I would find that kind of schedule difficult to maintain. I don’t see a lunch bag anywhere, only a ball with a rope attached to it, and I frown in displeasure that she didn’t plan appropriately for lunch once again.

Now that she’s in my line of vision, I’m able to hear her more clearly.

“If you let me pet you, I promise I’ll show you what I’ve got. It’s a real great toy. I’ve heard all the horses love it. Do you believe me?”

I have to bite my cheek to stop from laughing. She’s talking to him as if he’s a real person, which is ridiculous. Austin is a good horse, but he’s a grumpy bastard. I’m surprised he’s even giving her the time of day right now.

Edith steps down from the gate and picks up the ball at her feet, then holds it out to him. I’ve seen something like it before, but it never crossed my mind to grab it from the store before. Or make him one. He’s never been an animal interested in that kind of shit and frankly, I’ve never been bothered to play with him. He’s a working horse, for fuck’s sake.

It pisses me off that I find it sexy as hell when she bends over to grab the toy and I notice the curve of her ass. I shouldn’t be getting hard over Clayborn’s daughter, but here I am wanting to keep her just like that and yank her pants down to explore what’s hidden.

Her next words bring me up short and I scowl at the insinuation she has to ask permission to bring him something. She lifts the toy over the gate and holds it out to him as she murmurs sweet words to my fucking horse.

“If Mason will let me, next time I come, I’ll bring you a treat. But are you ready to see what I’ve brought you?”

As she leans over the gate, I’m fucking shocked when Austin takes the toy from her and starts playing with it. This motherfucker is acting like a foal, swinging this thing around like it’s God’s gift to mankind.

Her laughter warms me, forcing me to step away because I feel myself getting more and more intrigued by her. I bump into a pile of equipment, knocking it over, then wince when I see her looking around to see where the noise came from.

I freeze, hoping she doesn’t see me. Eventually, Edith drags her eyes away and keeps up her montage of sweet and cajoling murmurs to my boy. Instead of staying around, I force myself to leave and head over to the storage barn where her cats are staying.

As soon as I walk in, they’re both meowing at my feet for attention, and I do my best to ignore them. The male, the first one she brought and named Buck, is easy to ignore. He’s hopping around and racing in front of me to get into everything under the sun. But it’s the little lady I’ll admit has my heart.

The purrs coming from her tiny body have me melting and bending over to pick her up. “Hey there, Bonnie,” I whisper, running a finger over the bridge of her nose. I’ll never admit that I’ve snuck out here a few times to tuck her into my chest while I get things sorted, but she really is a sweet little kitten.

I hear the door open to the barn and know Edith has arrived. Setting Bonnie down, I let her and her brother scamper off to find their momma while I finish with my tasks.

Austin should have already been saddled and prepared to go out, but I just didn’t have the heart to interrupt the two of them.

I can hear her murmuring to the kittens while filling their food and water bowls. I’d love to give them more time, but we’ve got shit to get done today.

Stepping into the main part of the barn, I clench my jaw when another wave of desire for her hits me, but I shove it aside. “You ready to get going, girl?” I ask, hating the way she flinches under my coldness.

“Morning, Mason.” Her friendly greeting makes me feel like as ass for always being so abrupt, but I don’t know how to change the narrative, not after I’ve been a dick for this long.

Stepping in front of her, I wait until she looks up, holding Bonnie against her while Buck plays with her shoelaces.

“I’m gonna take out Austin for the day. Just take care of the calves like you have been. I won’t be around, so text me if you have any issues.”

I want to get her on Austin and in front of me again, but the last time I had her there, we had that stumble which scared the shit out of her.

She opens her mouth as if she wants to argue, then closes it before nodding her head. I hesitate, knowing I shouldn’t ask, but I do anyway.

“Did you want to come out with me again?”

The way her eyes light up is enough to make me somewhat happy I asked. “Really? I don’t want to get in your way, but if I can help you besides the barns, I’d really like to.” She fidgets with her shirt, then adds, “I gave Austin a toy this morning. Was that alright?”

Not wanting her to know I watched her, I tilt my head to the side and ask, “What toy?” And because I’m an ass, I add, “Where’d you get it?” I want to know who the fuck her friend is.

“It’s a ball!” she exclaims, excited about her find. “I’ve been trying to learn how to ride a horse and a friend of mine has been teaching me. He had these toys for his horses and said they really like them and let me bring one for Austin.”

Frowning at her, I’m annoyed she didn’t entirely answer my question, so I bite out again, “Who’s your friend?”

She freezes under my stare, then swallows hard. “Do you, umm, do you know Jaxon Thorton? He’s a construction worker in town and is leading the job on the barn raising we’re doing for church.”

I stiffen, hardening my stance, then ask, “Seriously? Your friend is that guy?”

Edith looks away from me and shifts nervously. “Yeah. He’s really kind, and we became friends recently.” Then she stands up straighter and I’ve got to give the girl credit when she focuses on me as she fortifies her feelings about him. “He’s a great friend, actually.”

I grit my jaw, wanting to tell her how his dad fucked us over, but I bite my tongue. “Guess we can’t all be perfect when it comes to who we choose for company. Anyway, I know you’d like to come out with me and Austin, but the calves really do need tending to. So why don’t you get that done and call it an early day?”

She deflates in front of me when I withdraw what seemed like an offer for her to ride out with me, and I feel a small pinch of guilt.

“I’ll get it done. Anything else you’d like me to do?”

I can hear her disappointment and it makes me feel like a pussy when I say, “I’ll swing back around in a few hours. If you’re done, I’ll take you out with me.” Then, because I’m annoyed I gave in so quickly without her asking, I add, “But only if it’s done properly. I won’t tolerate half-ass work.”

Even with my nasty attitude, she still lights up and I want to ask why she’s always so goddamn happy.

“I promise, I’ll have it done in no time!” Setting her kitten down, she hurries out of the barn to get started and I stay frozen in my spot as I watch her leave. Bonnie, the kitten, starts rubbing against my ankle and I pick her up to pet her for a minute.

As soon as Buck bites my ankle for attention, I set her down and push him away. Then, before I leave, I point at him. “She’ll be back before she leaves. Don’t get into any shit while we’re gone, you little asshole.”

I leave to his disgruntled meow and get my day started. While riding Austin, I notice he’s got a bit of pep in his step and I just know it’s because of his little visitor this morning.

After a few hours, I guide him back to the barn and holler for Edith. It’s not even a minute before she’s running out, straw sticking out of her hair and a massive smile on her face.

“You done in there?” I ask with a clipped voice, but little heat behind it.

Nodding quickly, she wipes her hands over her clothes, and I tilt my head toward hers to let her know she’s got shit there, too. Quickly, she brushes her hair and picks out the straw, then stands up straight in front of me.

“I’m done. Did you want to check things over?”

“No, you said you did it, right?” I fold the reins over the pommel and lean over a bit to stare down at her.

“Yes, sir. All done.”

I swear to God, Austin understands what we’re talking about because without me guiding him, he steps closer to her and bumps her with his nose, then lifts his head to sniff her hair. Edith laughs, then strokes him in greeting.

“Hey there,” she whispers. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”

Jealousy. That’s what I’m feeling right now. I’m fucking jealous of a horse and the way she runs her hand over him gives me visions of her doing the same to me.

Pissed and annoyed, I snap at her. “Are you gonna come with me, or are you gonna fawn all over my fuckin’ horse?”

Jerking her hand away, she blushes and chews on her lip. “S-Sorry. I’m ready.”

With a roll of my eyes, I reach my hand out. As soon as she slips her fingers against mine, I tighten my hold and yank her up.

Apparently, her friend has been teaching her well because she doesn’t scramble as much this time as she settles in the saddle, much more comfortable doing it.

Waiting for her to get comfortable in front of me, I decide to say fuck it and let her know I’m in control today. My arm wraps around her waist and I haul her back against me, this time not caring if her ass lands directly on my cock.

Edith hisses out a low breath but doesn’t fight my hold when I drive my heels into Austin’s flank and we take off for the end of the property.

We don’t speak, but I don’t think I could if I wanted to. My cock grows hard under her ass with every shift she makes to stay upright as we ride.

And maybe I take the extra-long way to our destination, keeping a hold of her the entire time.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
Edith
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“Girl! Get your ass down here!”

My father’s voice rattles the walls in my small, half bathroom across the hall from my room. This bathroom and my bedroom are the only two spaces up here, both with slanted ceilings from the slope of the roof.

I drop my toothbrush into a cup and quickly rinse my mouth, making it downstairs as quickly as I’m able. My father is sitting at the table, lacing up his boots jerkily, probably because his hands are shaking. That’s been a common thing I’ve noticed after a night of heavy drinking. He has the shakes and is extra temperamental.

“I’m here. What did you ne—”

“Get your shoes on and get in the van. We’re goin’ to the big store on the other side of Ridges to stock up. I don’t wanna go in there, so I’m gonna drop you off at the front.” He doesn’t look at me as he delivers his plan, and I bite my lip, wondering how I can let Mason know I’ll be late heading over to work this morning. It’s barely six in the morning and I’m actually shocked my father is up this early.

Deciding I’ll just have to apologize when we get back, I nod once and hurry to obey my father. The first thing I notice is he doesn’t even wait to peel out of the drive before I have my seatbelt fastened, not like Jaxon. Every time I’ve ridden with him, he doesn’t even turn on the truck until I’m buckled in.

Gripping the armrest, I white knuckle the door as the tail end of our old van fishtails down the long drive. Without slowing down, he jerks the wheel hard to the right to turn onto the road. He’s always been an erratic driver, so I’ve learned to keep my inhales of air as quiet as possible. I’ve made that mistake too many times to count. He always thinks I’m judging him.

A loud horn blares just as a large pick-up truck whips around us in the other lane, only to cut us off, stopping sideways in the road directly in front of us.

“This motherfucker! Goddamnit fuckin’ piece of shit! I’m gonna beat his worthless ass!” my father screams, slamming his hands on the wheel a few times before yanking it to the right so we don’t T-bone the truck. He brakes hard until we’re stopped. A cloud of dust billows around the van, and as soon as it clears from the breeze, I watch as an irate Mason storms over to the driver’s side where my father is sitting and wrenches the door open, the hinges screeching from the force.

“What kind of crazy maniac are you?” he shouts, fisting my father’s shirt and yanking him from the seat. “You about ran me off the road, you asshole!”

Instead of apologizing the way he should because my father was absolutely in the wrong, his meaty fist swings up hard and connects with Mason’s cheek, just to the right of his eye, slamming his knuckles into the edge of his brow.

I wince, grunting in sympathy for Mason as his skin very obviously splits. He growls loudly before throwing my father to the ground. Straddling his body, Mason pulls him up by the grip he still has on his shirt and gets in his face, blood dripping onto his cheek.

“What is God’s name is wrong with you? I’m gonna sue your fuckin’ ass for assault, you bastard! Where the hell you get off thinkin’ you can drive like a madman, then cop an attitude with me like I’ve done somethin’ wrong?” He raises his arm to hit my father back, which honestly is deserved, but I fumble for the handle of my door and practically fall out before running to them.

“Wait! Stop!” I plead, dropping heavily to my knees next to them and place my hands on Mason’s arm. “Ma—Mr. Cooper. Please stop before this gets worse.”

I’m begging him with everything inside of me, praying he won’t lay into my father because it will be bad for all of us if this continues. Clayborn Hughes has a mean streak easily fueled by vengeance, and this feud will only get worse if this escalates.

Both men twist their heads slowly to glare at me, pissed at my audacity to interrupt their fight. My father doesn’t move, probably out of shock that I reacted like this, and Mason incredulous that I would think he’d actually listen to me. Whatever he reads on my face must be enough because he bellows loudly in my father’s face before shoving him so his back hits the ground. Then he walks away.

I’m not sure what I should do, but assuming my father will want me to help him stand, I shuffle back and reach for his arm, but he pushes me so hard I land on my ass, letting out a soft oomph as I hit the ground. Quickly, I glance at Mason, but he’s got his back to both of us, dabbing at his brow with a rag as he storms back to his truck.

“Fuck off, girl! I don’t need this shit and don’t think I’m gonna thank ya neither.” Standing on wobbly legs, he breathes heavily, and I’m hit with the sour smell of his breath. Closing my eyes, I realize he’s probably still half-drunk from last night. It would explain his erratic driving. Following him to the van, I pause before opening my door and peek over at Mason, who’s now inspecting his face in one of his side mirrors.

In the span of two breaths, my father turns over the engine and hits the gas, wheels squealing as he swings the vehicle around Mason’s truck, still idling sideways across the road. He hits the gravel along the side, kicking up pebbles. I turn my face to keep them from hitting me, and once they clear, I look back and see he’s already disappearing over the slight hill.

Guess I’m not going with him after all. I’m relieved because riding with him in this state would be terrifying.

Unsure what to do, I stay still, my head swinging back to my drive, then over to Mason, who isn’t paying me any mind while he cleans up his face. I owe it to him for giving into my request to not fight with my father, no matter how much he obviously wanted to get him back.

Bracing my shoulders, I stand up straighter and walk over to him. “Can I help you with that? I’m real sorry ab—”

“There’s a first aid kit behind the driver’s seat. I need it.”

Nodding while swallowing hard, I search out the kit, staying silent as he grumbles to himself. As I pull it out, Mason is dropping the tailgate of his truck and waves me over to him. Still not a word.

When I get to his side, I can see how tense he is, his chest heaving in fury and muscles rolling under his shirt as if he’s trying to restrain himself from losing it on me. He grabs me by the waist and hoists me up until my bottom hits the gate. I wince, still sore from a few days ago after being intimate with Griffin, but he doesn’t notice. Pushing my legs apart, he steps between them and brings his face an inch from mine.

“Since you were so adamant that I shouldn’t give your daddy the beatin’ he deserves, you can fix what he fucked up. Got a problem with that, girl?” Another drop of blood slips down his face and my chest aches that he’s bleeding because of us. Guilt slams into me, but I fight back the tears that want to spill out. He doesn’t deserve to see them when he’s the injured party here.

Dropping my chin, I look down and whisper, “No problem.” I bite my cheek to keep from apologizing again as I open the kit and fish through it for antibacterial wipes to clean his cut, some gauze, and a bandage.

He doesn’t move his body away, staying pressed against me, but he leans his head away slightly when I tear open the wipes and reach up to dab his skin. He doesn’t move, keeping his eyes locked on my face as I wipe away the blood under his cut, but as soon as I touch the damaged skin, his hand shoots up and nabs my wrist to stop me.

“That hurts,” he says through clenched teeth. Then, peeling his fingers away slowly, he drops his hand to my thigh and hisses. “Gentle.”

“S-Sorry,” I croak out, trying my best not to pay attention to the heat soaking into my skin from his hand. I dab the wipe as softly as I can, my stomach fluttering every time his skin jerks. I know the wipes sting, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it. The gash is still leaking blood, so once it’s disinfected, I quickly open some gauze and press it more firmly to stop the flow.

I know I need to keep pressure on it for at least five minutes to stop the bleeding, and Mason doesn’t seem as if he’s going to take over. Just as he said, I owe him this. His eyes haven’t wavered from my face this entire time and I begin to feel overwhelmed, unsure if I should stare back.

His breathing is heavy, adrenaline still coursing through him from the altercation, so I look away, unable to meet his eyes for that long.

Fingers wrap around the front of my throat, and he uses his thumb to press under my chin to turn my face back to his. I gulp hard, his hold tightening as my skin moves under his palm. My breath hitches, fingers trembling slightly as I continue to press the gauze to his split brow.

“I’m feelin’ a certain kind of way right now, Edith, daughter of Clayborn.” He says my name like a curse, and I flinch, wishing he’d just call me girl instead.

“H-How are you feeling?” Mason doesn’t free me of his hold, but he uses his free hand to push mine away from his face and leans forward again.

He spits out, “I’m feelin’ like I’ve got electricity rollin’ through my body right now. I’d have let it all out on your daddy, but someone”—his fingers tighten further, causing my breathing to stutter—“decided I wasn’t gonna get that release. So, now I’m findin’ I need a different way to expel it.”

His gaze falls to my heaving chest and a grin spreads across his face before he finds my eyes again. It’s not a friendly smile, but I find my heart beating harder with excitement. Fear mixed with wanting his touch hardens my nipples against the thin fabric of my bra.

“You gonna let me between your legs?” My chin is pushed higher, forcing my mouth to part on a gasp. His lips hover over mine as he whispers, “I’ll make you feel good, too. Doesn’t have to mean anythin’ if we don’t want it to. We can just keep it between the two of us.”

I dart my tongue out to wet my lips, my mind racing between my throbbing body and if this would be a terrible decision. Besides, I’ve only had sex one time, but oh, it felt so, so good, and I’m more than tempted.

“Okay.” I mouth the word, not a sound escaping as I give him my permission. Mason uses the hand on my throat to push me back so I’m laying down. The only thing I can see are the clouds slowly crawling across the sky as he starts working at my button and zipper to pull my pants off my legs.

This is so different than it was with Griffin. Where Griffin was aggressive, there was still give and take with him. Mason, it seems, wants to rush and get to it. I suppose it’s different with everyone and sometimes it’s fast, sometimes slow. I’m not sure if I like this fast, though. Maybe it’ll get better soon. Maybe he’ll kiss me.

Just as I think that, Mason starts tugging my pants down my legs and I lift my hips to help, then push my body up so I’m sitting. Leaning toward him, I move to kiss him, but he turns his head slightly so my lips only graze his cheek. He doesn’t say anything. I’m not sure if I should try again.

Reaching out, I cup his cheek. Our eyes meet briefly and there’s a mix of emotions swirling in his eyes, causing me to furrow my brows. I open my mouth to ask if he’s alright, but he yanks me off the tailgate, spinning me around to bend me over so my chest is pressed against the rough texture of the bed. My shirt is still on, and my pants are only just below my knees.

“Spread your legs for me,” he rasps out, his belt clanking as he frees himself. I do my best to widen my feet, but my pants only allow me to widen them so far. I hear him messing with foil, and his hands leave my body for a moment. A second later, a condom wrapper is dropped next to my face.

I try to stand up to look back at him, but his hand presses against the center of my spine to keep me still. I should be thankful he’s using a condom, especially since Griffin and I already risked no protection the other night. A pang hits my chest, remembering the way he told me we shouldn’t have done it. That my father would be furious with both of us, and it was wrong to disrespect him in his home.

My thoughts blank as Mason slams his length all the way inside of me, a cry of pain and pleasure erupting from my chest. I’m still sore and I wasn’t fully prepared for how thick Mason would feel inside of me. I didn’t even get to see him first, and I grapple for something to hold on to as he keeps one hand on my back, his other hand digging fingers into the flesh of my hip.

Clenching my eyes tight, I try to breathe as he pulls out and thrusts back inside of me, a deep ache spreading low in my belly. I just need a moment to catch my breath, so I can adjust to him pushing into me, but he drives himself in harder, leaning over my back and grunting with every movement.

“M-Mason… I need—”

“If you want to come with me, I’m going to need you to do it yourself. I’m fuckin’ so wound up, I’m not gonna last long.” He releases my back, allowing me to inhale sharply now that I’m pressed against his truck bed. Fingers wrap around my wrist, and he yanks both of our hands underneath my body as he pulls my hips back tighter against his body.

He sets my fingers just above my clit, pushing my wrist lower until the tips graze my swollen and over sensitized skin. I jolt from the touch. “There you go, girl. Play with your clit and hold on.”

Letting me go, his hand finds the other side of my hip, his fingers damp from my arousal as he slams into me mercilessly. With my mouth hanging open, I circle my finger, trying to keep up with him.

“Fuck, you’re so goddamn tight. I need you to hurry up and come, or I’m going to finish without you.” He’s panting hard, and I turn my cheek to glance at him through slitted eyes, my mouth hanging open on a silent cry.

I’m aware that we’re in the middle of the road and I say a silent thank you to whoever is listening that no cars have shown up, or that my father hasn’t decided to turn back home.

Mason’s hips push against me over and over, forcing my fingers to rub against my clit without me even trying, and I can feel a deep need building. I learned with Griffin what this feels like, so I’m prepared for the explosion as it rapidly overtakes my body and I scream into my arm that’s reaching above my head.

With my body jerking hard and forcing me onto my toes, Mason shouts as he rapid fires his thrusts, then holds himself deep and still as his length pulses inside of me.

“Fuck. Yes!” he barks out, pulling back and pushing into me again, shooting another wave of pleasure through me. Jerking once more against my body, he falls forward, bracing his arms around my shoulders, and breathes heavily against the back of my neck.

My body starts to shiver as I come down and I turn my head further toward him to see his face. He’s got his forehead pressed between my shoulder blades, his body still inside of me. I’m afraid to move, but I’m looking for any kind of affection from him right now.

Maybe now he’ll touch me, kiss me even, and tell me he enjoyed this. I think I did…

Finally, Mason lifts himself from me and slips from my body, both of us groaning when he’s free. I stay laying on the tailgate, afraid to move. Unable to move as he pulls the condom off and tosses it tied into the back of the truck. He’s pulling his pants back up and righting himself, so I take a deep, slow breath and stand.

“You need to get your pants on before someone shows up and drives past.” His voice is cold. Shame starts to swirl where there was only pleasure moments before.

Nodding, I reach down and tug my jeans up, wincing when the abrasive jeans press against my tender skin. There’s only my wetness left behind since he wore a condom, but I still feel like I could use a shower.

Keeping my head down, I silently plead with him to give me something, any type of reassurance right now, but he stays silent. Once we’re both put back together, he hesitates.

“You good?”

“Y—” My voice catches, and I clear my throat before trying again. “Yes… are, umm, are you?”

“I’m perfect.” He won’t meet my eyes as he backs away from me. “I need to get to town to grab some shit for my parents.” Checking his watch, he adds, “Work starts in half an hour. If you need a minute, you can show up a little late.”

That swirling shame deepens and starts rolling through me until it settles in my chest. “I’ll be there. I won’t be late.”

“Good.” Finally, he meets my eyes, but I can’t read him. “I’ll see you in a bit.” Then Mason lifts his chin toward my drive. “Best get home and cleaned up first.”

I don’t know what to say. All of my words are buried deep, so I nod again and spin around, ignoring the pulsing throb between my legs as I jog toward my house. I’m tempted to stop and run back to him, but the engine of his truck starts up and I hear him drive away from me.

Blinking rapidly, I bury everything I’m feeling as deep as I can and race to the house until I’m standing under my shower where I let it all free.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
Mason
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Idon’t know if I’m pissed at Edith or myself more. No, fuck that. I’m fucking pissed at her goddamn dad.

My fingers curl over the steering wheel as I clench my teeth. “Fuckin’ asshole.” I can’t stop the words from pouring out as I pull up to park in front of my parents’ house. Mom needed me to pick up dad’s meds this morning, so I grab the brown paper bag and slam my door shut, shoving the keys into my pocket.

This itching energy that I thought would go away after fucking Edith is still crawling up my spine, but it’s shifted to something that feels more like guilt for how I treated her when I was mad at her father.

Could I have been easier on her? Probably. Definitely, actually. But I was so furious at him for swinging at me when I wasn’t prepared or expecting it. Then she had to go and give me those wide eyes, begging me not to hurt her daddy when he so clearly deserved to be splayed out with a busted jaw. It never should have just been me who left that joke of a fight with an injury.

Edith probably left with one, considering how hard I railed into her. I know it couldn’t have been comfortable and another wave of regret crashes into me. I didn’t even check to see if she was ready first.

“What the hell happened to your face?”

I set my keys on the counter and toss the bag into my dad’s lap. “Fuckin’ Clayborn,” I growl, then sit in my mom’s chair. I can hear her moving around in the kitchen, but I don’t want to bother her with this just yet. “Asshole came screamin’ out of his drive on my way into town and about ran me off the road. I got in his face about it and he took a swing.”

“Needs to be locked up, if you ask me.” Dad eyes me, then glances toward the kitchen. “Best get that covered up before your momma sees. She’ll spend the mornin’ worryin’ about ya and fussin’ like a ninny.”

Chuckling, I climb the stairs to the second-floor bathroom. Digging through the cabinet, I find one of the larger bandages and cover the one inch cut Edith managed to get to stop bleeding.

Back in the living room, my dad tilts his head toward the door. “I’ll tell your momma ya got an early start. Let that heal up a bit before she sees. You gonna report him?”

“Nope. I plan on findin’ him later to express my thanks. It was a cheap shot, and I probably deserved it for not stayin’ ready. I got my cell, so call me if you two need anything.” Dropping a hand on his shoulder, I give it a squeeze before heading outside.

Edith should be heading over soon, unless she decided to hide away at home for the morning. I wouldn’t blame her, and I should figure out a way to apologize for being so ruthless. But fuck, her pussy felt amazing. I won’t regret taking her, but I can apologize for not treating her right. It’s the least I can do.

I also need to make sure I don’t do it again. The last thing I need is Clayborn coming around here, demanding justice for fucking his daughter. Grinning to myself, I can’t help but think it was worth it.

Rustling from the tree line pulls my attention and I watch as Edith slips through. Her hair is wet and I frown, not liking that she’s washed me from her body even though I told her to get herself cleaned up. It’s not rational, I know this, but it irks me, nonetheless.

Opening my mouth to greet her before she sees me, it snaps shut just as quickly as a tiny kitten scampers out of the trees just behind her.

Jesus fuckin’ Christ, you’ve GOT to be kidding me.

“Are you the fuckin’ cat whisperer or somethin’?”

Obviously, she didn’t see me, so she freezes, staring at me with round eyes and a touch of fear behind them. Another flare of shame aches in my chest and I rub at it. That’s my fault and I need to fix it. I just don’t know how.

“What?”

Stepping toward her, she stiffens, so I stop. Lifting my chin to her right, I repeat myself. “A cat whisperer. Thought I said no more. My barn’s full enough as it is with Buck and Bonnie.”

There’s a tick of her lips that falls away faster than it showed up. “You remember their names.”

Scowling at her, I cross my arms. “Doesn’t matter if I do. I’m sure you’ve got one for him already, so what is it?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. A name for what?” She tilts her head sideways as if I’m the one who’s lost their mind. The moment she’s says it, her face drops down to stare at the ground.

That’s the moment the fucking kitten runs in front of her, not slowing down as he makes a beeline directly toward me. The little shit doesn’t even give me a second to react before he’s arching his back, spitting and hissing at my feet.

Snorting, I reach my hand out to let him catch my scent. I glance at Edith, who’s staring at him in shock. “You didn’t know he was following you? Wait.” I grip him by the back of the neck to stop him from biting me, and quickly check and verify he is definitely all boy. “Yeah, he.”

She looks back toward the trees. “Where did he come from?”

“Obviously from your damn house. You keep draggin’ them here one after another. Fuck off, cat!” I yell just as the little shit sinks his nails into my palm and bites the fuck out of me.

I can’t help my reaction because those nails are like talons digging into my skin, so I toss him away from me. He doesn’t land hard, but Edith is running forward and falling to her knees to check him over.

She’s cooing reassuring words as I study the trickle of blood welling up from the multiple nail holes and I swear to God, I’m fucking done with this day. I’m also positive the woman I just fucked in the middle of the road has no plans to tend these wounds with the way she’s glaring at me.

And fuck if she isn’t glaring hard.

“You didn’t have to throw him like that!” I swear, both of them are acting like I’m a devil and now the little shit is purring so loudly I can hear him from where I’m standing.

She settles back on her ass and praises him until he crawls up her body and starts rubbing his face against her hands and chest. He gets a smile from her as he meows and begs for attention.

Mumbling to him, I can’t understand her until she finally blurts out, “Billy! That’s what I’m going to call you.”

“He’s a goddamn menace!” I snap, still pissed that the nightmare bit me.

“I didn’t know he was following me!” she shouts back, then flinches and swallows hard. “Sorry.” Her apology is quiet, and I’m actually stunned by the way she snapped at me. Didn’t think she had it in her.

Grinding my jaw, I debate what I should do. I told her in no uncertain terms that I wasn’t taking in another cat. This would make three when we’ve had years without a single one. But watching her stroke his fur and hunch over him, plus with the way I treated her not even an hour ago, I find myself giving in.

“He can stay. But seriously, this has to be the last one.”

Edith nods, but I don’t think she’s fully agreeing with me. It’s as if she knows I can’t tell her no any longer.

Unsure how to handle what happened today, I take the coward’s way out, standing up and backing away.

“Look, why don’t you just get him settled and take off for the day? I don’t need you.” I flinch just after she does, but I’m not sure how to take it back.

A look comes across her face, but I can’t decipher anything aside from humiliation. She backs away quickly from me, and just fucking leaves, disappearing into the barn. I stare after her, knowing I should make things right. I’ll figure it out, eventually.

I sigh, then groan at myself for being a complete dick. I stomp toward the horse barn, needing to go for a ride. Maybe the speed will help clear my head and I’ll figure out how to talk to her tomorrow.

Saddled and mounted on the back of Austin is only as far as I get before I’m staring at the field, unable to leave. Turning in my seat, I glance back to the door she’s hidden behind.

Clicking my tongue, I turn my horse around and shout. “Edith! Come out here a minute.”

When she slips out the door, she’s still obviously pissed and hurt by my words. I know I need to apologize, but it’s not something I’m familiar with doing. What I can do is give her something she enjoys and place myself in a more comfortable situation to say what I need to.

Holding out a hand, I wait for her to take it. She doesn’t. Edith just stands there and blinks at me as if she’s waiting for the punchline. Waving her toward me in a “come here” gesture, she hesitates, then moves closer.

“Come on, girl. We’re gonna go for a ride.”

She still hasn’t given me her hand when she asks, “What do you need help with?”

“Nothin’. We’re just goin’ for a ride. Now give me your hand so I can pull you up.”

I swear I can hear her jaw grinding, but because I am her boss, she doesn’t say no and, like the good girl she is, she reaches for me.

Once I get her in front of me, I immediately notice how rigid she’s holding herself. “You know you can relax. Can’t really get any closer than we already did.”

I am aware that it was probably the wrong thing to say the moment it comes out of my mouth, which is only proven when she attempts to scramble down before I even have the last word out.

Quickly, I wrap my arm around her and hold her against me, murmuring. “Sorry, that was supposed to be a joke, and it was poor timing. Will you please just relax and go for a ride with me?”

A grumble escapes from her and I fight a smile because I’m pretty sure she just insulted me. Aside from that, she does let her body ease somewhat against mine, which makes it easier to guide Austin out toward the field.

Keeping our pace somewhat easy to start, I give her time to get even more comfortable, and I’ll be honest, to give me time to enjoy her like this. I’m finding myself less and less pissed that she’s Clayborn’s daughter the longer she sticks around. She actually makes me doubt that his paternity is accurate. No way does this woman belong to him, and I’d certainly suggest she get a DNA test if it weren’t for the fact they look somewhat similar.

Checking behind me, I know we’re out of view from prying eyes, definitely far enough away that if voices were raised, no one would hear.

I halt Austin and, without saying a word, pick Edith up while turning her around to face me.

“What are you—Hey! I’m going to fall!” With my help, we move her legs over my thighs, and I hold on to them so she feels more stable.

“I wanna make sure you see my face when I say what I gotta say. No funny business, promise.”

She’s breathing hard, her chest rising rapidly with each sharp inhale. “I could have listened facing forward.”

“Nah, this works for me.” This time I do smile when her nostrils flare slightly in irritation. “Don’t be mad at me, girl. I’m tryin’ to apologize here.”

My shirt is fisted under her hands where she grabbed hold to prevent herself from falling, and they tighten when she bites out, “For what?”

“Certainly not for havin’ you facin’ me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I’m still smiling, enjoying teasing her. It’s weirdly fun, and as much as I want to keep at her, I know I need to get serious.

With a softer voice, she seems as if she’s giving up. “We don’t have to do this. It’s not necessary.”

“Yes, we do. I owe you an apology for takin’ you the way I did on the road. I was angry, really angry, and you shouldn’t have suffered the brunt of it. I know I had your consent but usin’ you like that wasn’t the way my momma raised me. Can we move past it?”

I scan her face, an unreadable expression written there, and I swallow hard. I really fuckin’ hate apologizin’.

“So,” she says slowly, dragging the word out. “You’re apologizing for having sex with me?”

Reaching up, I scratch at the back of my head, unsure of her tone. “Yeah, ‘spose I am. Wasn’t real smart. I should also say sorry for bein’ such a dick since you started workin’ for me, too. I’ll be honest, I only let you come on to piss off your daddy, but you’re a decent worker. Got no regrets now.”

“Now.”

That’s all she says and I’m trying to figure out what that fucking tone means. She’s not angry. I just saw her angry earlier with the damn monster kitten, and this isn’t anything like that.

Before I can try again, she literally deflates before me. “Do I still have a job with you? If you didn’t really need me, I don’t want to be in your way. I’d just need some time to figure out what to do with the babies.” She looks away and frees one hand from my shirt to pet Austin as if she’s going to miss him as well.

“Christ, girl. That’s not what I’m gettin’ at. I just said I don’t have regrets. I’m just sayin’, well, tryin’ to say I’m sorry for bein’ a dick and fuckin’ you like that.”

With lips pressed together, she nods once and gives me a fake as fuck smile. “No worries. I won’t hold it against you.”

“Wait, I feel like—”

She cuts me off quickly. “Do you, umm, do you think we could go back? I’m actually anxious to make sure Billy is settling in. Is that okay? Since we weren’t coming out here to do any work.”

“Yeah, sure,” I murmur, helping her to turn around once more. I don’t feel good about this.

I swear I hear a sniffle as we head much faster back to the house. Trying to check on her without being obvious, I expected tears, but her eyes are dry. Unfortunately, there is a spark missing. Like I’ve disappointed her more deeply than I meant to.

She looks like she’s feelin’ terribly alone.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
Griffin
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“Where the hell you goin’?”

Corbin has been helping me for the last three hours with this repair, keeping the counter lifted up so I can fit underneath, but he just started packing his shit as if I don’t have another few things to wrap up.

“Brother, you know I love ya, right?”

I clench my jaw. Instead of looking at him, I keep my eyes on my task in front of me. “Yeah, which means you shouldn’t be takin’ off on me. With all that love you got.”

“That! Right there!” he shouts, pointing toward me. “What the fuck is up your ass? You’ve been pissin’ and moanin’ for practically a week. Got your period or somethin’? ‘Cuz I gotta say, I love the women in my life, but when they’re pmsing, they’re just like you are right now. So, you know what I do when I’m sufferin’ the consequences of somethin’ that’s got fuck all to do with me? I leave.”

I want to ignore him and let him leave on principle so I can sit here and stew, but when he snorts out a humorless chuckle like I’ve just proved him right, I sit up straight. “Fuck! Goddamnit!” I shout, banging my head on a pipe before sliding out quickly. “Corb, just stay. I really do need your help. I’ll stop bein’ pissy.”

He doesn’t believe me, but drops his shit and comes back over. “You say anythin’ other than please and thank you for the next forty-five minutes, I’m droppin’ this on your dick and leavin’ you to clean up your puke. Got me?”

“Got ya,” I mumble, then add, “Thank you.”

It was sarcastic as fuck, but I catch the tick of a smile he does his best to fight off. We work quietly, the only time words are exchanged are requests to hand me something or shift something out of the way. I haven’t missed a please or thank you, not even one time.

Finally, he asks, “So, what is it?”

“What’s what?” I’m concentrating on a tricky part, so I’m only half listening.

“What’s got you in a shit mood?”

I pause, considering if I should say anything. It’s not like he has to know who I’m talking about. “You gonna give me crap for talkin’ about my feelings?”

“Probably.”

I laugh, genuinely this time, and crawl out of the tiny space I’ve been tucked in for far too long. “Well, this is particularly soft, but I really could use some advice.”

Corbin lowers the counter, brushes his hands on his pants, and crosses his arms across his chest to wait me out. “Just get on with it.”

Bringing my knees up so I can rest my arms over them, I mess with my gloves and debate how to fill him in without meeting his eyes. I can’t see what he thinks as I struggle to get it out. Trying to come up with the best way to explain, Corbin interrupts my thoughts.

“Fuck, Fin. Would you just tell me already? Jesus, man.”

“Would ya give me a damn second? It’s... I might’ve fucked up pretty bad.”

His arms fall to the side, and he actually looks a bit panicked. “Like, with the law or somethin’? How fucked up are we talkin’ here?”

I scowl at him. “Would you stop it? Of course not like that. Just morally, I guess. As a man, for sure. Okay, so I’ll tell ya, but I’m not givin’ names because it’s her privacy, too.” My brother’s brows hit his hairline, shocked about my “her” comment, but he keeps his mouth shut.

“Alright, so, I know this gal, and only recently have we sort of started the whole flirtin’ shit, and I’ll admit, I really like her. Quite a bit, if I’m being honest. Thing is, she’s younger than me and pretty new to relationship shit.”

“New... like new?” he asks, stressing it to imply exactly what I’m not saying.

“Yes,” I bite out. “That kind of new. She’s not real comfortable with people seein’ us together, but that’s not so much the issue, or it wasn’t until it was.”

I pause, gathering my thoughts when Corbin kicks my foot. “Would you just tell me? I’m not gonna judge you, man.”

“I fucked her.” I blurt it out and immediately feel relief at getting this off my chest, then I just pour out the rest. “I took her virginity, and it was a pretty great night. The thing is, the next mornin’, I got the impression she regretted it and wanted nothin’ to do with me when it came time for lettin’ someone know. So, to save her the awkwardness of layin’ out expectations, I jumped the gun and gave her the out I assumed she wanted.”

“Sooo... you fucked a virgin, then said ‘hey thanks, had a great time, I’ll see ya around’?”

Well, when you put it like that...

“It wasn’t exactly like that, but in general, yeah. But now that I’m thinking back on it, I’m pretty positive I misread the situation. Then on the flip side, that concern of hers is still gonna be a concern, so I don’t see how there’s a possibility for a different outcome.”

Corbin scratches his head while studying me as I stay seated on the floor. “I don’t know, man. Are you asking me for advice or just my thoughts?”

Shrugging, I wave my hand at him. “Whatever you’re feelin’.”

“I think you shouldn’t have fucked a virgin if you weren’t gonna stick around. No matter the situation, that shit means somethin’ to people. I don’t know what you ought to do goin’ forward with her, but you should make a decision. If she’s not in a place where ya’ll could make it work, then even if you were a dick about it, you should just stay away. Let her save some face.”

I’m not sure I like that, but I’ll definitely think about it. For now, maybe giving her some space is the smartest thing to do. Especially with her not wanting her dad to know. “I guess. I’ll figure it out. Let’s finish this shit up. Sorry for bein’ a dick today.”

“Sorry you’re such a pansy ass motherfucker. Now we can move on with the day.”

Laughing, I slide back under, and we work together to finish up the job. As we’re cleaning our mess, Corbin’s phone buzzes, and once he’s done reading his text, he looks over at me.

“Think you could swing by and grab Jennice from work? Apparently, the wife dropped her off this mornin’ and forgot about an appointment. I have to head out with the boss for a pick up.”

Shouldering my bag, I nod. “Yeah. I’ll grab her.”

He smacks my shoulder in thanks, and I send out a text letting my supervisor know I’m done for the day, then head over to Thorton’s place where my niece has been working for a bit now.

With my truck idling, I head inside and come face to face with Jaxon. He always had beef with Clayborn since I was young, and I know it surrounds his sister. Throw in that he and Edith are friends, I kind of want to get in his face about everything, but I won’t embarrass my family like that. I definitely won’t do it in his place of business.

Lifting my chin, I step to the side. He’s keeping an eye on me like he’s not sure what the hell I’m doing here, so I make it easy for all of us. “Just pickin’ up Jennice.”

He looks over his shoulder and frowns. “Somethin’ wrong with your car, Jennice?”

My niece lifts her head and looks confused, then her face lights up with pleasure when she sees me. “Uncle Finny!” I roll my eyes at her use of that ridiculous nickname, but smile anyway. “And yeah, beater didn’t want to start up this morning, so my mom dropped me off. Am I good to go?”

He waves her off and at least has a friendly smile for one of us. “Have a good night and thanks for your help again today.”

Aannddd fuck you Jaxon for makin’ her happy. She lights up with pleasure from his compliment and I have to admit, she seems to be incredibly happy with her job.

Quickly shoving her things into her bag, she joins us by the door and asks, “You headed back out to the church thing? Want me to forward the calls?”

“That’s right, you’re headin’ that up, aren’t you? Got a friend volunteerin’ over there.”

Jaxon just flicks his eyes toward me and doesn’t elaborate. Not sure what I was looking for, but I wouldn’t have minded dropping Edith’s name just to see his reaction. Since they’re friends and all.

Turning to Jennice, he smiles. “Already done. I’ll be there for a short while, but I’ve got plans, so I’m cutting out early. Have a good night.” He includes me in his dismissal and not having anything else to say, I head out and wait for my niece to hop in.

Once we’re on the road, I let her ramble for the bulk of the drive about nonsense and shit her friends are getting up to, along with rumor after rumor. I don’t even know who half these people are, but I recognize a few of the last names.

I make all the appropriate gasps and “no ways” that keep her happy until she says something which catches my attention.

“...and I don’t know, but I’d bet anything my boss has got a girlfriend. He’s had “plans” like once a week lately. Never did before, but I haven’t seen him with anyone. Oh! Maybe it’s that girl he brought by a couple weeks ago, but she seemed awfully young, so probably not.”

Keeping my question as if I’m not terribly interested, I ask, “Yeah? Who’d he bring by?”

Jennice shrugs and stares out the window. “Don’t remember her name. She was real pretty though. Hasn’t been by since, so it’s probably not her.”

I remind myself there’s no way Edith is seeing Jaxon on the side. Not while she and I were together, and definitely not with how much Clayborn hates the guy. Corbin did tell him about seeing them together, but that was at the job site. Blowing out a breath in relief, I ignore the sting of jealousy and push it away as I realize that if Jennice is talking about Edith, she most likely was there because of the barn build.

After dropping her off at home, I get back to my place shortly after where I now find myself pacing. I’m tempted to call Clayborn and see if he’s up for a visit because I really need to check in on her. Even after talking with Corbin, I still don’t like this feeling, and my gut is telling me I’ve fucked up somehow.

Finally giving in, I call him, but it goes to voicemail. Scowling, I hang up without leaving a message, then grab my keys and head out to the only bar we have in town.

Finding a seat toward the end, I order a beer, then look around the room to see if I know anyone in tonight. They aren’t busy, but there is one patron facing me from the other end of the counter.

Mason Cooper.

He seems as if he’s already a couple of beers in. Neither of us have really been around each other, but I just know he’s trying to fuck with Clayborn through Edith and that doesn’t sit right with me.

Narrowing my eyes at him, he mimics me, then downs the rest of his beer, only to hold it up for another.

And that’s how I spend the rest of my evening. Matching Mason drink for drink and glare for glare across a bar.

Both of us apparently doing our best to drink away a problem.


Chapter Thirty
Mason
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They’re fuckin’ at it again. What the hell is he doin’, the bastard?

After trying to drink away my guilt I’m harboring for how my talk with Edith went yesterday, I ended up playing a silent game of “Who’s going to look away first?” with Griffin Graham. I haven’t forgotten the way he showed up at my place, all hulked out and ready to fight.

So now I’m here, again in the fucking shadows, watching Edith play with my fucking horse.

And he’s loving it.

I put him out in the ring earlier this morning since the weather is supposed to be shit over the weekend and now I’ve got to deal with her playing fetch with him. Fetch. Movement along the ground draws my attention and all three of those kittens are playing in the grass, climbing up the posts as they whack at each other. They don’t leave, though. They never stray far from their adopted mother.

Edith is glancing at them constantly while also trying to keep her head out of range as Austin swings that damn toy around. He’s practically hopping with pleasure, and I jerk when she bursts out laughing as he flops over on his side, nuzzling his toy.

My stomach flips when she sighs and lies on her back near him, staring up at the sky. All the kittens trip and fall as they run over to her, and I watch as they climb over her legs while I absently rub at the ache in my stomach.

I can’t hear what she’s saying, but Austin shifts his body over and lays his head closer, then nips at her shoulder.

She really does have a big heart for animals and it’s the last piece of doubt I was holding on to that she’s maybe like her daddy. Edith Hughes is so, so different.

Quietly, I make my way over with no intentions of ending this little impromptu play session. The first one to see me is Billy. Of course it’s him.

He hauls ass off her body, jumping from her feet as if it was some great cliff, then sprints and stumbles his way toward me. Just as I squat down to greet him, he comes up short and turns his body sideways with an arched back and puffed up tail.

“Are you kiddin’ me, cat?” I grumble at him, and his loud half meow, half groan, draws the attention of both Edith and Austin. Simultaneously, they lift their heads from their laid out positions to witness my emasculation delivered by a ten-week-old nightmare.

Billy whacks at my boots as I step over him and continues to follow me after I slip through the fence to join them. Austin has dropped his head back down, only now he’s fully snuggled across Edith’s chest, and she’s pinned.

“What’s goin’ on here?” I ask with crossed arms, still ignoring the pest currently trying to climb up my pant legs. With a bit of a shake, I dislodge him and smirk when he rolls away, only for him to come back twice as aggressively. “This cat hates me, you know?”

“I’m sorry.” She’s nervously wringing her hands together, then looks up at the sky to blink away her embarrassment over not being able to get up. Not with Austin practically asleep on her.

Lifting my chin toward him, I ask, “Want me to move him?”

“Uhh...” With a quick look at his face, she gives me a hopeful smile. “He’s alright. Unless you needed me to do something? You don’t have to pay me for this hour. I got done a bit early and your mother said I could come out here if I had no place to be.”

That reminds me. “Did you eat lunch with her? I told her you didn’t bring a bag again. She should have fed you.”

Her cheeks pink up as she looks away. “Yeah, she made me. I’m going to make her cookies again as a thank you. They don’t have to feed me. I’m really fine.”

I’m sure her offer got my mom all thrilled and excited. She’s always been a person to express her love through food and the fact Edith seems to do the same is big in her book.

Austin snorts and bumps his nose against her chin. Reaching up, she strokes his head, and he settles back down.

“Ain’t he too heavy for you?”

“No, not at all. He’s really a sweet boy.” Her eyes are closed as she pets him, and I’m almost certain I’ve lost him to the girl. Peeking one eye open, she sees Billy continue to attack my boots, but I’ve done well enough to ignore him. “You can sit down if you’d like.”

Frowning at my new rival, I shake my head. “No fuckin’ way. He’ll eat me alive. I’d like to talk to you. Think we could take these guys back to the barn so they’re not running havoc around this place?”

She sounds so resigned when she gently pushes Austin’s head away and scoots out from underneath him. “Sorry, sweet boy. The boss says I gotta put the babies to bed, but I’ll be back.” With a kiss to his nose, she gets to her knees before scrambling to her feet.

The kittens are meowing like crazy at her, and Austin seems pissed at being disturbed. He hasn’t gotten up, just laying sprawled out with his eyes following her. Edith scoops up Billy and Buck, but Bonnie is at my feet staring up and waiting patiently.

Edith eyes me and I feel as if I’m being tested. Well, jokes on you, girl. I happen to love animals, as long as they aren’t born from the devil.

Picking up Bonnie, I cradle her against my chest and head toward the barn, knowing Edith will follow. I hold the door open since her arms are filled with purring boys while running my fingers through Bonnie’s fur. She’s rumbling so loudly I’m surprised I can hear Edith over it.

“Let’s set them over here. I brought some canned kitten food today and they haven’t even touched it yet.” Setting her boys down, they attack the plate of food with vigor, so I do the same with Bonnie. She’s probably the only one that actually likes me from the litter, so I pet her a few more times and whisper praises before stepping back and watching along with Edith as they inhale their food.

Instead of waiting for her to say something, I wrap my fingers around her upper arm and pull her toward the back where we have an unused office.

Once the door is shut, I face her, then sigh when I see how unsure she is being around me. Stepping into her space, I surprise her and she stares up at me with wide eyes. “I’m pretty certain I fucked up yesterday.”

Her mouth parts in surprise, but she doesn’t answer me.

“I did. You think I was apologizin’ for fuckin’ you yesterday, but that’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?” she asks softly, clearly unprepared for me being so forward. Placing my hands on either side of her face, I brush her hair back so the strands aren’t in her eyes.

“I wasn’t sayin’ I’m sorry for fuckin’ you. I was sayin’ sorry for doin’ it in the middle of the road where anyone could have come up on us. And for doin’ it when I was angry.”

She meets my eyes, then lets them roam over my face. Her breath hitches when she asks, “So, you don’t hate that we did it?”

“No. But I thought of something else I was sorry for.”

“What?” she breathes out.

Tightening my hold on her face, I bring mine closer and murmur, “I should’ve kissed you first. Wasn’t real respectful of me, was it?”

Edith’s teeth dig into her lip and I use my thumb to pull it free. Leaning down, I press my mouth to hers, and smirk when she inhales sharply.

Pulling back, I study her. “I don’t think that was good enough.”

“Mason, you don’t have to—”

I slip my hands further into her hair and thread my fingers through the thick strands, tugging her closer. This time, I kiss her harder and when she gasps, opening her mouth, I slip my tongue inside.

Yeah, I really fucked up yesterday refusin’ to kiss her.

Edith tastes incredible, and I release my hold on her to pick her up. Like we’ve done this a thousand times, she wraps her legs around my waist and I step forward to press her against the wall.

Our kiss goes on for a long time, and I’m hard as fuck by the time she rolls her hips against me. It almost seemed like an involuntary thing, as if she couldn’t stop herself.

Quickly, I set her feet on the ground. Without pulling my mouth from hers, we work her pants off until she’s naked from the waist down. I pull my cock out, my jeans only falling slightly below my ass, and I stroke it a few times. Reaching my hands behind her thighs, I pick her up again and this time, her pussy is bare against me.

Absorbing her moan, I continue to kiss her as I line up my cock and slowly press inside of her. As soon as I’m buried, I drag my mouth from hers and over to her ear.

“I know I already said it, but I’ll say it again. I’m not sorry for fuckin’ you. That’ll never be a regret I take to my grave.” Then I pull back and slam my cock into her hard, driving her further up the wall.

Jesus. Fuck, how does she feel even better this time?

I don’t want to fuck her the way I did yesterday, just bent over and taking what I want. Sure, she came, but I had nothing to do with it. Another thing to check off next to my growing “what makes me an asshole” list.

Roaming my eyes over her face, I notice her grimace slightly each time I move within her. Slowing until I’m no longer thrusting, I peck her lips for her attention.

“Am I hurtin’ ya, girl?”

“N—”

“No lies. I don’t like ‘em.” I touch my forehead to hers and rock my head slowly, enjoying how her heat is fucking suffocating me from base to tip. Fuck, I’m in so deep right now. She lifts her worried eyes to mine, so I gentle my words. “Am I hurtin’ ya, Edith?”

“Maybe a bit.” Her voice cracks, half whisper, half cry. “It’s not you, though. Well, not really.”

Readjusting my hold on her, I shift her higher up the wall while gaining a better hold on her thighs. With a slow circle of my hips, I grind against her clit and smirk when she moans loudly.

“So, I’m not hurtin’ ya, but you’re still hurtin’. Explain what my boundaries are right now because I’ll be honest girl, I’m really wantin’ to fuck you hard. It’s actually takin’ a lot of control not to.”

Her hand is trembling as she reaches for me but hesitates, as if she doesn’t know if she should touch me. I nod my head once to let her know I’m alright with anything she wants. Trailing her fingers over my shoulder, she hugs herself against my chest, clinging as if I might drop her, when she says, “All of this is fairly new and maybe two days in a row is a lot. I’m not hurting, I’m sore.” Her nails tickle the tiny hairs at the back of my neck when she whispers, “You don’t need to hold back. I’m not that sore.”

Surging up, I slam her against the wall, fucking her hard, driven by her making those sweet words sound sinfully delicious.

We’ve barely begun when I hear my dad calling for me. He’s not in the barn, but he’s somewhere between us and Austin. With an apology just at the tip of my tongue, ready to pull away, she tightens her hold and looks pleadingly into my eyes. It’s as if she’s afraid this isn’t going to happen again if we end now. Hell no, girl. This is only the beginning.

“Wrap your arms around me, girl. I won’t drop you, but I’m gonna need to brace myself.” Covering her lips with my mouth, I kiss her hard and pick up my pace, rocking in and out of her with as much pressure as I can muster. “You’re also gonna have to stay real quiet for me. Don’t need my dad walkin’ in here, do we?”

She shakes her head quickly, causing her lips to brush back and forth over mine, and I grin widely at how much she’s needing this right now.

Our bodies grind together, every grunt and moan covered by lips and hands as we both drive ourselves closer to that release we’re desperately chasing. I don’t know if it’s possible to push her harder against this wall, but fuck if I’m not doing my best.

Slipping a hand between us, I stroke my thumb over the hood of her clit. She shrieks, but like the good girl she is, her lips stay pressed together to keep her noise hidden. Her slick arousal makes is so easy for me to work her further toward her orgasm and within moments, both of us are exploding. Barely a buildup, but by God, I see fucking stars.

Her clenching and shaking body as she comes was all I needed to pour myself inside of her, gritting my teeth as I fight my need to roar into the space with my release. I cover her mouth roughly as she screams against my palm.

My dad’s voice rings out more loudly this time, hollering my name. With so much willpower I even impress myself, I keep my voice as even as possible. “Be out in a minute, dad! Go check on Austin for me, would ya?”

With my cock literally still pumping cum deep inside her pussy, my mouth drops open in relief when I hear him grumble but leave.

Edith’s body is shaking slightly, and her eyes are half-lidded. She almost seems as if she’s totally somewhere else.

Easing from her body, I look down and bite my lip at the sight of my cum running out. When I glance up, she’s studying me, and I force a smile.

“I didn’t suit up.” Might as well get it out in the open.

Confused, she tries to catch her breath and asks, “What do you mean?”

“Condom. Didn’t put one on and I came inside of you. You on birth control or anythin’?” I keep my voice non-aggressive because this isn’t her fault. There’s no way she’d have been carrying a condom around in her pocket just in case we had an unplanned hook up in the barn.

Digging her teeth into her lip, her easy, relaxed body starts to stiffen under my hands, and I quickly soothe her. “I’m not.”

Sighing, I nod once and let her know it is what it is. Not like we can undo it now. She seems worried about my reaction, so I smile gently.

“I’m not angry. We just gotta make sure we don’t do that again.” Her eyes flash with pain, and I hurry to explain. “I mean not use a condom. I definitely want to fuck you again, girl. I’m sayin’ we gotta be smart about it, yeah?”

“You’re not gonna tell me we shouldn’t have done this?” It’s probably because I saw how she reacted yesterday to my apology, but I recognize now that Edith Hughes has some pretty deep insecurities over being pushed away.

I’m not going to contribute to that any longer.

Kissing her softly, I cup her face. “No, girl. I’m not gonna tell you that. Can I also say that I’m sorry I didn’t allow us to kiss yesterday? Cuz fuck, your lips are heaven.” I kiss her again, then help her ease her legs down to the ground. “I don’t wanna just leave, but my dad—”

“You need to go. I know. I’ll sneak out of here. I have to go to my volunteer job, anyway.” With trembling hands, she drags her pants back on, and I cover her hands with mine until she meets my eyes.

“Next time I fuck you, it’s not gonna be so quick. Be ready for that.”

Swallowing deeply, she nods once. I hurry and right my clothes, then kiss her temple before slipping out of the room.

Only to find Billy sitting outside the door and immediately he’s attacking my feet as I stumble my way outside.


Chapter Thirty-One
Edith
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Walking into the church behind my father feels as if I’m walking toward judgment day. No, I don’t feel guilty for what’s transpired over the past week, not just with Mason, but also with Griffin. But I should, right?

Mrs. Danielson is standing near the entrance to the main hall of the church with the pews and podium where her husband will deliver this morning’s sermon. Her smile is warm and welcoming. As soon as she spies me behind my father, her eyes twinkle and I silently pray she won’t say a word about me befriending Jaxon and leaving early some days.

If she does, I won’t blame her. It’s not her fault, and I’d never ask her to lie. She just doesn’t know what it would mean for me.

After she says hello to my father, he moves past to find our regular seat. Just before she greets me, her eyes flick over my shoulder, and they light up with glee.

“Well, bless my heart! Mr. Thorton! You decided to come to church this mornin’?”

Whipping my head around, I actually feel my neck crack as I come face to face with my friend and secret crush. He looks... wow. He looks so stinking handsome that I can’t hold back my massive smile as he saunters up to the two of us.

“How are you lovely ladies doing this fine morning?” He seems in such a good mood, and I wish I could pull him outside to find out what’s got him happy and why he’s here. I’m also very much wanting to tell him about my week, but also not sure if I should. Not just because it’s personal, but I do find myself developing more than just friend feelings, and I don’t think I could handle hearing about his trysts with other women.

Mrs. Danielson titters and waves him off. “Why don’t you walk our Edith to her seat, Jaxon? Be a gentleman for me. And Edith, come find me before you leave. I’ve got your dishes from the other week when you brought cookies. I want to make sure you get them back.”

My eyes widen in panic, and I shake my head quickly. “No!” When both of them look at me, stunned by my outburst, I swallow and force out a smile. “I just mean that I need to use the restroom. I’ll go there, then grab them from the kitchen.” Glancing up at Jaxon, I ask, “Are you really staying for the service?”

He chuckles and looks apologetically at Ruth. “I’m not. I just stopped by to get an updated schedule from your husband and some new order forms for materials. I’m heading over to my parents’ place for lunch. Maybe next time, though?” He shrugs and gives her a megawatt smile which absolutely does the trick.

“Jesus will love you no matter if you come this Sunday or next. Josiah is probably in his office right now. Right through there.” She points toward the corner and with a quick wink at me, he disappears through the door.

The two of us watch him leave and I’m startled from my thoughts when she sighs loudly. “If only I were a few years younger.”

She sounds so sorrowful that I can’t stop the laughter from bursting out of me. I notice my father turning back to watch me through narrowed eyes, so I quickly rein myself in. Pressing a fast kiss to Ruth’s cheek, I scurry to the bathroom and wait a few minutes to collect myself, then slip out to join my father in the pew.

I can feel his eyes on me, but I keep my head down and remain frozen until Pastor Danielson speaks. Worrying my lip, I wonder if my father saw me speaking with Jaxon, but I honestly think if he had, we’d already be gone by now.

As the hour ticks by slowly, I grow more relaxed and allow my mind to wander. First, I examine the bit of guilt I’m feeling for not paying attention to the pastor, but I can’t help it. I’ve always felt there was something bigger than me out there. I also don’t think I’d be a regular church attendee if I wasn’t forced to be here.

Although, I do love seeing the Danielsons every week. No matter what they believe and what I believe, they’re still a lovely family and probably the most important to me outside of...

I frown when I can’t think of anyone more important to me than them. I am growing more and more attached to Jaxon and Mason. Griffin too, if I ignore the lack of contact with him, which pretty much tells me everything I need to know. I miss him terribly and I haven’t been able to pick up my favorite book since he left that morning.

Shifting in my seat, I move on to memories of this week. Every single day, Mason has found me somewhere during the morning and shown me things I didn’t think were possible. After the first time we were intimate and he didn’t kiss me, he’s definitely made up for it since.

His comment after the third time when I asked what all of this meant didn’t sit right with me, but at least he was honest. “Let’s just keep this simple. This doesn’t need a definition. We can have our fun.”

Fun is definitely the right word. Just yesterday, he laid me out on a hay bale and put his mouth—

“If you move one more time, I’m gonna drag you outta here and we’ll have words.” My father’s hissed warning is low, but I catch one of the members of the church glance back in our direction.

Embarrassed that I must have been squirming, I drop my head again and concentrate on staying still until we’re finished.

As I follow my father out of the building, barely having a chance to say goodbye to Ruth, I come up short when he swings around to face me.

“I’m goin’ into town. You’ll have to walk home. Corb’s comin’ over for the evenin’, so make somethin’ early.”

With that, he leaves me standing in the parking lot and a cloud of dust as soon as he peels out. Checking around me, I let my shoulders fall in relief that no one witnessed his dismissal and make my way toward the house.

My walk is uneventful and I spend the afternoon gathering food to prepare and settle on a lasagna for the night. I can’t help wondering if Griffin will be joining Corbin, and I’m not sure if I want him to. But I do miss him.

A muted meow drags me from my thoughts and since my father hasn’t returned yet, I hurry to the back door, only to find Billy sitting there looking sad and anxious. The moment he sees me, his cries grow louder, and I push open the door to scoop him up into my arms.

“Why are you here, buddy?” I murmur, trying to calm him as he wiggles in my arms to get closer. His purrs are so loud I have to remind myself the sound isn’t the engine of my father’s van.

As he knocks his head against my chin, I giggle and press my cheek to him. I need to take him back to Mason’s, but I’m not sure how to do that.

I hear doors slam and anxiously look around, trying to figure out where to put Billy. If I set him outside, I know he’ll just cry at the door and my father will find him. Making a quick decision, I run out with him cradled against me, then around the side of the house.

Peering around the corner, I see my father with both Corbin and Griffin, and my heart shoots up to my throat. So, he did come.

I know Griffin left under awkward terms, but I ignore that and attempt to catch his attention. As they walk toward the front of the house, he finally notices me and raises his brows.

Murmuring something to the other two, he starts back toward his truck, then makes a path directly toward me as soon as they’re inside.

“What are you doin’, darlin’?”

I wince at his use of that nickname for me. His face shutters at my reaction and we both silently stare until I blurt out, “Would you help me? My father isn’t a fan of pets, and this little guy isn’t supposed to be here.”

Griffin eyes the kitten bouncing around in my arms. “What do you need me to do?”

With relief that he’s willing to help, I bite the corner of my lip and ask, “Would you take him over to the Coopers? There’s a barn the kittens are staying in, but Billy must have snuck out.”

“Billy?” He huffs out a laugh, but when I don’t return it, he sobers up. “You just want me to take him over there for you?”

Nodding quickly, I shove the kitten into his arms. Thankfully, Billy takes immediately to Griffin, purring up a storm and trying to lick his chin. “Mr. and Mrs. Cooper should be home. If you just knock and ask if you can run him back to the hay barn, I’m sure they’d let you. It’s the one that’s closest to the house. There are two other kittens in there as well, so if you just set him inside, he’ll be fine.”

He doesn’t look thrilled but agrees anyway.

Then, a thought occurs to me. “Were you planning on staying today? Will they think it’s weird if you leave for a few minutes?”

Looking sheepish, he avoids my eyes. “I was just dropping off my brother since now his truck is fucked up. Just in time for mine to get fixed after their little road trip.”

I deflate.

“Well, I’m, umm… I’m sorry if you don’t feel comfortable coming by because of—”

“It has nothin’ to do with you, darlin’. I promise. I really do have shit I need to do tonight before the week starts.” He pauses, then asks, “Are you doin’ okay? You know, after everythin’? I feel like things weren’t right between us when I left.”

Standing up straight, I smile at him even though I agree. It didn’t feel good being pushed aside, but like Jaxon said, he has a right to decide who he’s around and wants to spend time with.

“I’m doing okay, Griffin. I hope you don’t feel like you can’t be here because of that. It’s not like I’m hanging around, anyway.”

He scowls at me. “Why is that, by the way? Why don’t you spend time downstairs when everyone is here?”

Uncomfortable with his line of questioning, I internally scold myself for even saying something. “I don’t really know your brother, and I didn’t know you until recently. I just try to respect my father and give him time to himself without me underfoot.”

“But you cook.”

I cock my head at him. “I do.”

Scowling harder, he says, “But if you’re cookin’, you ought to at least eat your meal in the kitchen. You don’t even do that unless your dad is passed out in his chair.”

I’m not sure what he wants from me, so I redirect. “You don’t mind taking Billy back over to the Coopers’ for me?”

“No, I don’t mind. Although I’m not a fan of their son, but I’ll do it. Hold him a minute and I’ll go let them know I’m leavin’.” Setting Billy back into my arms, he leaves me at the side of the house feeling as if I’ve pissed him off. Worrying myself won’t fix anything, but I wish I knew how to navigate this new “we’ve had sex and now we aren’t” situation.

It’s only a few minutes before he’s heading back and taking Billy from me. “I’ll get him over there. Your dad’s lookin’ for you, by the way.”

Eyeing the house with trepidation, I nod. “I really appreciate your help.”

“Darlin’,” he calls out when I turn to leave. Pausing, I glance over my shoulder at him, waiting until he tells me what he needed. “Are you really doin’ okay? I’m feelin’ all sorts of wrong about leavin’ the way I did.”

“I’m fine, Griffin. You don’t need to feel any obligations toward me.” Hesitating, I add, “But I do wish we could have finished our book.”

With that, I turn and leave him standing in the yard with a little kitten crawling up to his shoulder.

Faintly, I hear him murmur, “We’re gonna damn well finish our book.” I’m not going to hold out any hope.

Entering the kitchen, I drop my shoulders when I hear Griffin pull out of the drive and stick my head into the living room where Corbin and my father are fully settled in. My father notices me and asks, “When’s dinner?”

“About half an hour. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

Corbin throws out a quick thanks and I nod once before slipping back into the kitchen. Everything is already baking, so I just need to wait quietly until it’s done, then I can escape to my room and keep quiet until my father is asleep.


Chapter Thirty-Two
Jaxon
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“You’ve had this permanent smile on your face for a whole week. Tell me what’s got you so happy?”

Edith freezes and looks up with wide eyes. “Uhh, what?”

“You’re happy. I want to say it’s me that’s putting that look on your face, but you’re daydreaming too, and now I gotta know.” Swallowing hard, I ask the question I don’t want to. “You figure things out with that guy from the other week?”

She shifts back and forth as if she’s debating, and when I drop my chin to give her a harder look, she jolts. “No! Well, I did talk to him, but nothing’s been sorted. I just maybe kind of got myself into another situation now and I feel like I’m losing my mind over it.”

That brings me up short. I’m glad I don’t have to fight off a guy who’s snagged her attention after taking her virginity, but it seems as if someone else has stepped up to the plate.

A crack of thunder draws our attention to the door, where we see Ruth scowling in the same direction. Throwing her arms up, she shouts, “Come on, God! Give us a bit of a break, would ya? We’re doing your work here!” Then she crosses her chest and kisses her hand. “I love you no matter what, though. All right people,” she hollers out, clapping her hands together. “Let’s get everything picked up. Looks like we’re done for the day.”

All the able bodies start running around to cover their projects and bring everything inside now the roof is on to protect it from the rain. It’s chaos for about ten minutes until people drift out and run toward their vehicles just as the raindrops start falling.

“I’m going to help Ruth to her car. Stay here for a moment,” I tell Edith, then hurry to usher Mrs. Danielson out the door, doing my best to shelter her from the rain that’s quickly turning into a deluge.

As soon as I’m back inside, I see Edith frozen in the center of the now cluttered space, looking around in horror. “Should we organize this?” she asks, placing her hands on her cheeks.

“Nope, we’re gonna make a run for it and talk. I got some shit to say.”

She whips her head toward me, a bit worried, but takes my outstretched hand, anyway. I yank her out the door behind me. There’s no one left in the small space we’ve designated as our lot, and we haul ass, hunched over to protect ourselves the best we can until we get to my truck. Wrenching the passenger door open, I pick her up and toss her inside before slamming it shut and running to mine.

As soon as we’re both out of the unexpected downpour, another rumble of thunder shakes the windows and we both look up at the sky, breathing hard.

Edith glances toward me, then laughs as she attempts to wipe the water off her face. “Well, that came out of nowhere.”

Nodding, I huff out a laugh. Instead of responding to that, I find myself asking, “Are you seeing someone new now?”

“What?” She stills her movements and seems surprised by my question.

Reaching to the backseat, I grab a few shirts I’ve had lying around and hand one to her. We both wipe the water away as I say, “You said you got yourself into another situation when I asked about the guy. I’m assuming that situation is someone new.”

With a sigh, she drops my shirt into her lap and looks down. “I think so. I don’t even know. I feel crazy because I went from never even flirting with someone before to what I told you the other day, and now…”

She trails off and I lift her chin, so she’ll look at me. “Now?”

“Now I’ve started something with someone, but I don’t think it’s anything other than, well, that.”

Something uneasy swells inside of my chest, and I find myself getting angry. Not at her, but at myself for, yet again, trying to give her some time. “That being you’re fucking someone else now?”

“Jaxon, are you,” she starts to ask, then inhales sharply. “Are you angry with me?”

“No, sweetheart,” I rush to say. “No, I’m pissed at myself.”

The slight fear she had changes to confusion. “Why in the world would you be upset with yourself?”

My laugh is so self-deprecating that she shifts closer with worry. “I’ll get into that in a second, but I got to know Edith. Is that what you were about to tell me? That you’re seeing someone?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m seeing him,” she mumbles. With hunched shoulders, rubs at her cheek and sighs. “I think I started one of those things where you are with someone just as friends because it just happens. Like, maybe convenience, I suppose. He told me when I asked what this meant that we should just keep things simple.”

I narrow my eyes and she quickly clears up exactly what I was about to say this sounds like. “It’s not me being taken advantage of or anything. I wasn’t pushed into it. It’s just, I don’t even know. After that first time, it felt nice to know that maybe others could be interested in me too.”

“So, you’re sleeping with him for validation?” There’s no hiding how much I dislike that idea, but she shakes her head hard.

“No. No! That’s… shoot. I like him, and I’m certain he likes me now as well. It’s hard to put into words, but he makes me feel like I’m important to him. I want to be important to someone, you know?”

She’s staring at me with so much hope that I’ll understand, my irritation begins to thaw. I do understand what’s she saying. She’s looking for someone to value her.

Running my fingers through my damp hair, I sigh. “I know what you’re saying. It’s like a mutual arrangement, a friends with benefits kind of thing.”

It’s adorable the way she wrinkles her nose. “I suppose so. I don’t even know anymore. But I like it. It’s…” She trails off and blushes just before she covers her face with her hands. “God, I’m sorry. There’s no way you want to hear all of this.”

Pulling her hand away, I dip my head to get her to look at me. “I told you before and I’ll tell you again. I don’t mind talking things out with you. I’ll always be that for you.”

With a nervous smile, she silently thanks me. “So, what now? We just going to sit here until the storm passes? This one seems as if it’s going to stick around a bit.”

I debate if I should say anything about how I’m feeling now. Deep down, I know if I don’t speak up, I’ll possibly lose my chance in the future. Carefully, I steer the topic back to where I can bring up my interest in her.

“We can drive somewhere in a minute, but I want to ask you something.”

She sits up straighter and nods. “You can ask me anything, Jaxon.”

Tapping my fingers on my thigh, I just go for it. “Are you only looking for the kind of arrangement you have with this guy? Or is dating someone something that’s on the table for you?”

Edith’s mouth pops open, then she snaps it shut and looks away as she considers my question. Slowly, she begins with, “I’ve not given it much thought, to be honest. My initial answer would be yes. That’s definitely something I’d love to do. Especially because I’ve never done it before. But it’s a little difficult to actually make that a reality right now.”

“Because of the situation you’re in that you haven’t fully told me about.” I don’t phrase that as a question. It’s a truth we both know.

Her mouths tightens in the corners and she nods once sharply.

“But you would want to explore that once you’re out of your situation?” I stress the last word and it’s obvious she’s relieved I don’t press her for more details. But I do add, “Eventually I am going to ask questions, but I want to ask this now. Are you getting closer to being able to get out of it?”

“Yes,” she breathes out happily. “Yes, to your first question, I mean. And also, yes to the second. I’ve managed to put aside some savings since I started working. I actually planned on talking to the pastor and Mrs. Danielson for help to find a little place I could rent.”

Taking a breath, I go for it. “Good, that’s really good.” I turn on the engine of my truck to let the heat warm us up. Unsure what to do now, I ask, “Do you want to come with me back to my place, or do you need to head home?”

“Yours. If that’s alright? I don’t have anywhere to be right now, and I don’t really want to go home.”

A million questions cross my mind. Questions like, why don’t you want to go home? and what do you want to do when we get there? but I don’t ask. Instead, I nod and do my best to steer us out of the lot. The rain is coming down so hard I can barely see out the windshield.

Edith is sitting forward in her seat, squinting out the window with me. “It’s really coming down. Are we going to make it to your place?”

Not wanting to make her nervous, because she’s obviously anxious about the weather, I nod quickly. “We’ll be fine.”

Gripping the wheel, we drive in silence, both of us watching the best we can, but the longer we drive, the thicker it starts to fall.

A dark body darts in front of my truck after I turn onto the road leading to my parents’ place, and I slam on my brakes to avoid hitting it. Edith, bless her, keeps her lips pressed together, but it doesn’t totally silence her squeal of worry when we almost run into the animal.

As soon as I come to a stop far over into the shoulder, she’s shoving her door open to find him—I think it may have been a dog—and running alongside the road.

“Fuck,” I bite out, then shove my truck into park and leave it idling as I follow her out. The rain hits my face like it’s trying to beat me into submission, but I ignore the sting and follow her into the long grass. “Edith!” I shout, the sound of the rain dulling my voice.

She doesn’t react to me calling her name out, whipping her head around, looking for the animal. The rain doesn’t seem to bother her, and when I finally get to her side, she glances up at me with a look of panic.

“Did you see where he went? Did we hit him?” She’s practically sobbing, and I pull her against me, a hand on the back of her head.

Shushing her, I press a kiss to the top of her head. “I didn’t hit him, sweetheart. I swear. He made it to the side of the road. I think it was a dog. He’s probably almost home by now.”

“Are you sure?” she cries out, gripping my shirt and looking over my shoulder.

“I’m positive. Come on, baby. Let’s get back in the truck.” Tugging her with me, she looks toward the tree line once more, then follows, clearly feeling defeated. Lifting her in, I shut the door quickly and hurry to get in as well.

We were damp before, but now we’re absolutely soaked. Wiping the water from my face, I peer over at her and see she’s staring out the window, worried and shivering. “Edith, here. You need to dry yourself off the best you can.”

I hand her the shirt again, but she only holds it in her lap. “You’re sure we didn’t hit him, right?” Her eyes find mine and they’re full of unshed tears. My heart softens with how desperate she is to know he’s alright.

“Come here. I swear to you,” I say, tugging her into my lap and wrapping my arms around her shaking body. “I didn’t touch him. He beat the truck when he crossed the road.”

She nods and lets me hold her. “I just need a minute.” Curling herself into my body, I relax and let her rest against me. We’re both soaked from the rain, and I ignore how uncomfortable my clothes feel so I can keep her close to me.

Lifting her head, we lock gazes, and I suck in a breath. Christ, she’s so goddamn beautiful. Brushing her hair from her face, I cup her cheek and keep her attention on me.

“You gonna be okay, sweetheart?” I whisper. Edith’s fingers are digging into my chest and there’s no hiding the way my heart is thumping under her hands. Her eyes drop and she spreads her fingers further, then peers up at me again.

“Jax…” Her voice trails off, and she implores me for something.

I haven’t even spoken to her about my desire to date her, but with her on my lap, I can’t control my need for her. Bringing my other hand to her face, I hold her face and whisper, “I’m going to kiss you.”

Waiting a moment to see if she’ll deny me, I lower my mouth to hers and taste her lips for the first time. She tastes like everything I’ve ever wanted and more.


Chapter Thirty-Three
Edith
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Jaxon’s lips move over mine, and I don’t think I’ve ever been more stunned. Yes, I’ve kissed both Griffin and Mason recently, but the way Jaxon is kissing me right now, it’s as if he’s telling me every one of his deepest secrets.

My hand spreads further over his chest and his heart is pulsing even harder than my own, which is nuts because mine feels as if it’s about to burst out of me.

“Jaxon,” I breathe out, letting his kiss take me into a different world, distracting me from our almost awful accident and what could have happened. I push myself closer.

When our bodies press against each other, I shiver as the cold seeps into my skin from our soaked clothes. Gasping, I intend to pull back, but he uses the moment to deepen our kiss, his tongue plunging forward. He tastes of mint and ice, his whole body just as chilled as mine.

“You’re shaking,” he says against my mouth.

Nodding, I keep moving my lips with his and whisper, “I’m soaking wet.”

His head jerks back and notice his pupils have blown, a look of lust filling his gaze. “Are you?” It comes out as a low rumble and I realize what I’ve said. How it sounded.

A nervous laugh bursts out of me. My eyes fall to my clothing, and I pluck at my shirt. “I meant my clothes,” I tease, then bite my lip and glance up at him.

Jaxon reaches past me and flips the heater on high, then rests his hands on my hips and tugs me further onto his lap so my legs are resting on either side of his thighs. Playing with the hem, he leans back and studies me.

“Would you let me take this off?” He punctuates his question by tugging hard on my shirt.

I answer by lifting my arms. It’s a struggle to get the clinging fabric off, but eventually I’m freed. In our rush to remove it, my hair band loosens and dripping strands tickle my skin, causing goosebumps to form up my arms.

Sitting in front of him like this feels right. I was nervous with Griffin, mainly because it was my first time, but also because we didn’t know each other as well. Mason always makes me nervous. His gruff demeanor sometimes has me wondering if I’m going to irritate him. That worry has begun to fade away the more time we’ve spent together, and he doesn’t lash out the way he did in the beginning.

Jaxon though. He’s my friend that I’ve spent time getting to know, and I’ve grown to have feelings for him. The first word that comes to mind when I think of him is trust.

I trust Jaxon more than I’ve trusted anyone before. The Danielsons have some of it as well, but considering I’ve told Jaxon so much more about me and my life, maybe I don’t fully trust them. Most likely due to fear of being judged. This man has never judged or thought less of me, no matter what I’ve shared.

Lifting my eyes, I hope he sees how much he means to me, but I lean forward and lay my cheek against his. Closing my eyes, I ignore the water soaking into my skin from his shirt and seek out the warmth underneath.

He trails his lips over my neck and shoulder, tasting the fresh water off my skin. I arch my neck to give him better access, and he’s quick to take advantage.

Raking his hands up my back, he brings his mouth back to mine and something shifts in our kiss now. This one isn’t just sharing that first connection, it’s telling us we aren’t stopping.

When he nips at my lip, then slips his tongue inside again, I feel as if my whole body transforms into someone needy and desperate. My hands fly over him and the two of us work his shirt off while simultaneously unhooking my bra and slipping it off.

The moment both of us are bare from the waist up, we slide together, arms trying to draw the other one closer. Turning us sideways in the seat, he lays me on the bench and tugs my shoes off as I work my leggings and panties over my hips, past my thighs, only for Jaxon to jerk them the rest of the way off.

As soon as they’re gone, he presses his palms against the inside of my thighs, spreading me open to him. His chest is heaving and with only a quick flick of his eyes up to mine, he pushes me up the seat to give himself room and shoulders his way to my center.

The flat of his tongue slides through my folds and he groans loudly, the sound vibrating through my body. My hands fly up and clutch at the seat and dashboard, anything to brace myself as he consumes me.

“Oh God! Jax—” I moan loudly, his naming coming up short when he sucks my clit into his mouth and he taps his tongue against it. Every time he does it, my body jerks, and currents of pleasure race through me.

I’m practically crawling up the window, conflicted between pulling away or shoving my body harder against his mouth as he utterly destroys me.

With trembling muscles, I squeeze my thighs around him just as my orgasm works its way out of me. With another long swipe up my center, Jaxon removes his mouth, and I cry out in frustration.

Reaching for the glove box, he opens it and rustles around until his fingers emerge with a foil package tucked between them.

“Yes?” His plea is short and to the point, so I nod quickly and watch as he yanks the top of his jeans down, his length hard and pulsing.

Ripping open the condom wrapper with his teeth, he spits the corner to the floor, then rolls the condom down his shaft. The moment it’s in place, he lifts me from the bench and scoots to the middle, away from the steering wheel, and sets me back on top of him.

Our eyes lock when his blunt tip locks into place at my opening, then with parted mouths, he drives up, sheathing himself fully inside of me.

I fall against him, our mouths and teeth fumbling together as I shift my hips over him, shuddering at how amazing he feels. This connection is so much more than I ever expected and it’s exactly what I’d been hoping for.

There are no regrets about Griffin and Mason, but it wasn’t ever like this. It’s more, and not just because it feels good. Feeling Jaxon surge inside of me and sharing his breath, I feel passion. Love even.

Cradling me in his arms, he holds me tightly as if he can’t bear for me to separate from him, and we move together quickly, his groans of pleasure knitting into my chest where I’ll keep it forever.

Bringing his hand to his mouth, he sucks his thumb before lowering it to graze over my clit. My body lurches forward, wanting more, but he keeps his touch light, moving with my body as I rock against him.

“I need you to come for me, baby. I can’t—” His eyes squeeze shut tightly before he pleads with me. “I can’t hold out. You feel too good. Fuck, you’ve got me in a chokehold.”

The pressure on my clit increases and I drop my mouth to his shoulder, digging my teeth into his taut muscles, stretching his skin. My scream is muffled as I explode and he holds me in a bear hug as he drives himself over and over into me, fighting to push through my convulsing muscles.

I hang on, unable to do anything more than let him use my body as he shouts out his own release, slamming me down hard. His length is swelling and pumping deep inside of me, filling the condom with each pulse. A flicker of want ignites somewhere in a dark part of my mind and I find myself sad there’s a barrier separating us for this part.

Jaxon’s breathing is coming out in quick bursts, my body swaying with each one, and it feels as if I’m a part of him. Just as his arms tighten around me in a hug, a honk from behind jolts us and I wrench my body from his to fall into the seat and hide.

“Shit!” he shouts, grabbing the condom that slipped from him when I pulled away. I glance down and see his cum dripping down my swollen folds and the upper part of my thighs. “Fuck, it came off inside you.”

I reach for the shirt I was using to dry the rain from my face and yank it over my head. Peering out the back, I can hardly make out the dark vehicle parked behind us, but I see a figure just exiting from the driver’s side. I whisper harshly, “Someone is coming over here!”

“Son of a… Just stay down. I’ll take care of it.” Quickly tucking himself away, he yanks his jeans back up and shoves his way out the door. The downpour of rain so loud I have to cover my ears.

He’s only gone for a moment, but I use the time to tug my leggings back up and wrap my shirt and underwear into a ball, then straighten Jaxon’s shirt I used to covered myself, so I’m at least put together.

He’s hopping back into the truck only a minute later, and he keeps me hidden with his body as the other vehicle passes by us with another honk and quickly disappears in the rain.

“What happened?” I ask, almost panicked at getting caught fully nude.

Using his hands to shake out his freshly soaked hair, he presses his lips together in frustration. “Just a neighbor. Thought we needed help, and stopped. Told him I just pulled over to make a phone call.”

My blood is rushing through my ears as I attempt to calm myself down. Placing a hand over my chest to ease the ache, we both sit in silence until he breaks it.

Reaching down for his shirt, he winces as he pulls the freezing fabric over his head. “The condom came off, Edith. I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to pull away so quickly.” At my look of despair, he rushes to add, “It wasn’t your fault. It just happened, but you should know because… well…” He trails off and waves a hand toward my stomach. “Are you on birth control?”

Wringing my hands together, I shake my head slowly. “Not yet. I made an appointment to get some, but it’s not until next week.”

With a sigh, he nods and forces out a smile. “Well, we’ll just deal with that if it becomes an issue. Nothing we can do about it now.” Pausing, he reaches out and cups my cheek. I lean into it and close my eyes. “You okay?”

He’s so gentle and I can tell immediately that he cares about my answer. My smile is full when I peek at him. “I’m really good. Are you? Okay with what happened?”

Chuckling, he pulls me to him and gives me a hug, then settles me under his arm. “I had intended to woo you, but yeah, I’m really happy with what just happened, minus the little hiccup at the end.”

“Woo?”

He flashes his teeth at me, then pulls away to put the truck in drive and get us back on the road. “Yup. Woo. I have plans to date the fuck out of you, so be prepared, Miss Edith.”

My cheeks flush red when he ends his promise with a wink. Placing my hand over my heart once more, I silently demand it slow down so I survive until the promised wooing.


Chapter Thirty-Four
Edith
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I’m shocked when I read the longest text I think I’ve ever received from Mason.

Wanted to send you a quick message. I have to head out of town for a couple of weeks to help my aunt. My uncle passed away last month (it was expected) but she needs help moving into a new apartment. It’s last minute, or I’d have given you a heads up. The barn will stay unlocked with your devil kittens so you can get to them, but I don’t have much for you to do while I’m gone. My dad has someone coming in to help him cover everything until I get back.




Biting my lip, my fingers hover over the keyboard, unsure how to respond. Obviously, it’s fine that he needs to go help his family out. But I had hoped to talk to him this morning about other things. After Jaxon and I were together, it only feels right to end things with Mason. Right?

The idea doesn’t sit right, though. My head is telling me it’s the right thing to do, the mature and adult thing to do. Mason only wants sex, even if it was beginning to feel more intimate. But Jaxon? He seems to want the sex with the relationship and it’s what I want too. I need to know someone cares for me outside of just sleeping together.

Griffin’s face flickers through my head and the way he gazed at me moments after he pushed inside for the first time.

There was something there, I know there was. But he said no… That we shouldn’t have done it.

Stiffening my shoulders, I push thoughts of him away. I can’t make him love me, or at least feel more than he does. Before I can respond to Mason, another text pops up from him, and I quickly respond.

You okay with this, girl? I wouldn’t go if I didn’t have to.




I understand. I hope your aunt is alright and everything goes smoothly. When you get home, can we talk about something?




Sure. Everything good?




I think so. I just need to talk about something, but it can wait. Please have a safe trip and let me know if your dad needs my help while you’re gone. I’ll be available.




You can come over now if you need to talk. I’ve got a few minutes.




No, it can wait. Promise.




Don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone, girl. Otherwise I’ll have to take you over my knee.




“What’s got you smilin’ like that?”

Spinning, I come face to face with Griffin. My mouth falls open, tongue tied, and unsure of what to say. I was literally just remembering our night together and my face explodes with embarrassment.

“Okay, so now I gotta know what’s got you blushin’ like a tomato in the sun.” His teasing tone relaxes me, and I find that I’ve really missed him. The easy banter we had before that night was amazing and I hate that he’s stayed away.

“What, umm, what are you doing here?”

With a sigh, his smile turns slightly apologetic. “Guess I’m not gonna get an answer, then. I came to pick up some scrap for your dad he needs junked. Couldn’t fit it into his van and Corbin’s truck is still down for the count. He around?”

Fisting my phone tightly, I bounce my hands against my thighs nervously. “I think he’s inside. Might be in his chair.” Lifting my chin, I wait for him to leave, but he doesn’t.

Stepping closer, his gentle smile falls away. I flinch slightly when he reaches up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, but he only pauses a briefly before finishing his task. With a sigh, his hands fall away, and he shoves them in his pocket.

“I really screwed up, didn’t I?”

I stare at him and hate the way my throat tightens with emotion. Blinking quickly, I force myself not to cry, shocked I was fine a moment ago and now this wave of longing has nearly brought me to tears.

“N-No,” I croak out. “It’s like you said, right? We just gotta pretend like it never happened, and no one will be the wiser. No regrets.”

He freezes and narrows his eyes. “Yes.” Dragging the word out, he cocks his head to study me. “Because that’s what you wanted.”

Jerking my head back, I’m floored. “I didn’t say that.”

“You basically did. You were shoving me away from you. Couldn’t get away fast enough.”

Uneasiness fills me, and I take a step back at his tone. Hesitantly, I say, “Because my father was about to walk into the house.”

“Because you didn’t want him to know what we’d done.” It almost seems as if he’s asking me a question, but he says it like it’s fact. It’s true, I didn’t want my father to know what we’ve done, but something is telling me he thinks it’s for a different reason.

“Griffin. My father…” I trail off and glance toward the house. “It wouldn’t have been good if he’d caught us. He’d have been furious with not just me, but you as well.”

His voice is a bit more aggressive when he says, “Which is why you didn’t want it to happen again!”

“I didn’t say that,” I snap back. “You did. Then you left.” Instantly regretting my tone, I let my head fall. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“Darlin’,” he calls to me, but I shake my head, not wanting to see the censure in his eyes. “Edith, would you look at me?”

“I need to get to my chores before my father—”

“Why you so worried about your dad thinks? You’re a fuckin’ adult. Who cares what he has to say?”

This time, I do meet his eyes, anger flaming within their depths. Pressing my lips together, I stay silent, which only serves to further his frustration.

“You’re a grown ass woman. You’re allowed to see and fuck and hang out with whoever the hell you want. You know this, right? What’s he gonna do? Ground you?”

Griffin is staring me down with hands planted on his hips and I can feel my own irritation growing. More tears threaten to fall, and I want to laugh and scream all at once. What the hell is wrong with my head right now?

“It’s not like that. But this is his home and while I’m living here, it’s my job to be respectful of his space. It’s not—”

“What’s goin’ on out here?”

My father’s voice slices through me like a whip, and dread pools in my stomach. How much did he hear?

“Just askin’ Edith where the shit is that I’m haulin’ for you,” Griffin answers without taking his eyes off me and I close mine against his perusal, mentally begging him to stop before my father starts to believe something’s between us.

Grunting, I open them in time to see my father jab a fat finger toward the other side of the horse barn. “Shit’s over there. I’ll show ya.”

His heavy feet land on the rickety steps until he’s stumbling toward the barn. He must have been drinking while I was outside because he’s swaying slightly as he makes his way through the cluttered yard.

“I’m gonna want to talk more about this. I thought you didn’t want me. That’s why I said what I said. But if you do…” He lets the rest of his meaning float between us, his eyes studying my face closely.

Swallowing down my nerves, I open my mouth to tell him I think I’ve started seeing someone, but my father’s shout ends our conversation.

“Over here, Fin!”

Sighing, Griffin takes his hat off to shove a hand through his hair, then slams it on hard. With one last look, he points a finger at me. “Not done talkin’.”

Yes. Yes, we are. Like a terrified rabbit, the moment he turns, I scurry away and run into the house to hide away in my room. I don’t move until I eventually hear his truck start up and drive away, then let out a long, slow breath.

My phone buzzes under my hand and I open it, thinking it’s another text from Mason. A clash of disappointment it’s not and excitement that it’s actually Jaxon, wars within me.

I need to talk to Jaxon, too.

What are the rules here? Am I loyal to the last person I was intimate with? Do I owe Griffin a conversation, a chance to see if maybe I was right and there was more between us? What about Mason? Is it fair of me to just stop what we’ve been doing when there’s no warning beforehand? I don’t know what the normal rules are in these types of situations.

I do know I want more of Jaxon. But I also worry I’ll find myself regretful if I don’t have some sort of closure with the other two.

My father’s words calling me a whore rattle through my head and eat away at my conscience.

I’ve had sex with three different men in the span of like, ten days… Oh God. Am I a whore?

Another buzz forces me to read my messages, the newest from Jaxon. I’ve never had this much communication with the outside world and it’s jarring to have people wanting to actually talk to me.

So, I was thinking… Maybe we could cut out a little early tomorrow and get another riding lesson in? If I’m not mistaken, Noir’s been in a bit of a mood ever since he saw you last.




Unless you think you need another day or so to… Well, to be blunt, recover. I just want to spend some time with you without little ol’ Ruth staring us down, thinking she knows secrets. lol




Before answering him, I read the unread message from Mason.

Maybe I should put you over my knee for not answering, but I’ll let it go this time. Let me know if you need anything while I’m gone.




Answering both of them, I sigh and turn my screen off, then lay back on my bed. My eyes fall to my side table where The Count of Monte Cristo rests, unread since the last night Griffin was here.

Reaching for it, I open to the page we left off and read a few paragraphs, but I can’t bring myself to turn to the next. It doesn’t feel right to continue without him.

Another wave of guilt hits me when I open my phone and send a text to Griffin.

Three men in one day. I am a whore, aren’t I?

If anything, I want to finish our story.




I’d like to finish our story as well, and I’m not just talking about our book.




I find myself rubbing at my chest once more, my heart feeling like it’s going to stop mid beat. Running my free hand over the open page of our book, I wonder what Jaxon or Mason would think about Griffin and I curling up in my bed while I read to him. Would they like that too?

Snorting a laugh, I shake my head at myself. Mason probably wouldn’t. He’d curl his lip and ask, “The fuck is this shit?” but Jaxon I could see stretching along my other side and murmuring, “Next chapter, sweetheart.”

I freeze, a new vision of myself lying between Griffin and Jaxon as I read, Mason sitting at the end of the bed grumbling, but listening anyway. Maybe with little Bonnie purring and stretched out in his arms.

A fresh wave of tears makes their appearance, and this time I let them fall.

There’s no way they’d ever be okay with it… and my father would never allow it.


Chapter Thirty-Five
Edith
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The last week and a half has been incredible. Although, I am still feeling anxious over Griffin’s, “We’re not done talkin’ about this,” promise, but I haven’t heard from him since then.

Since Mason has been gone, I’ve been able to spend more time playing with the kittens and even taking some time to play with Austin. I swear, he perks up and starts hopping in place the moment I pull his toy from the wall and hold it out. He could spend hours swinging that thing around. I sure hope Mason’s dad has taken him out for a bit. This guy is definitely energetic and needs to run.

The rest of my time has been filled with extra chores around the house to keep my father happy, then over at the barn build, earlier than normal most days. It’s worked out well because Jaxon has been cutting his evenings short to sneak us out a few hours together before I need to head home.

His desire to drive me home has become more persistent, but thus far, I’ve managed to avoid it. I’m not ready for him to meet my father, or my father him. Not until I’m gone from the house. Then maybe I’ll introduce them. For what purpose? I have no idea.

Honestly, I’m ready to cut ties at this point. Loyalty rides hard in my subconscious, but the past years with my father have been hell. It’s only been lately I’ve considered what going no contact would be like.

Or if he would accept it.

Shaking off those morose thoughts, I head into the clinic for my appointment. I was supposed to see them last week, but a scheduling conflict arose and they called asking if we could reschedule for today. I had to laugh when I told Jaxon my appointment was changed and his look of disappointment when I mentioned we should probably wait to do anything else until I’m properly covered with birth control.

Me. Me! Needing birth control.

It’s almost comical and as I check in, I can’t help but giggle that I’m sneaking behind my father’s back to get the pill so I can have scandalous sex with a man who wants to actually date me.

“Miss Hughes?”

A nurse calls my name, and I stand quickly, then follow her into one of the back rooms. Handing me a paper gown, she directs me to undress, then sit on the table with a small blanket over my lap. Nervously, I tug on my fingers as I wait for the doctor to come into the room.

Sitting up straight when the door opens, I deflate when I see it’s the nurse again. Holding up her stethoscope, she gives me a friendly smile. “Just going to get your vitals. Blood pressure, temperature, things like that.” Nodding my permission, I sit still as she does all the things she’s supposed to before leaving me alone once more.

Tapping my fingertips on my thighs, I wait impatiently for another twenty minutes before there’s a knock just before the door cracks open. A little old man pokes his head in, then gives me a grin. “Edith?”

“Yes, sir,” I whisper, then clear my throat. “Yes, I’m Edith.”

“Wonderful!” he says, shuffling the rest of the way in. “Let’s get started. My notes say you’re here with a desire to start birth control. Are you having irregular periods, hormonal issues, or pregnancy prevention?”

The whole time he’s speaking, he sits on his stool and rolls himself closer. As soon as he’s finished, he blinks up at me and waits. My mouth falls open, slightly shocked by how fast he’s talking and as if it’s no big deal to talk about periods and my sexual activity.

“I, uhh, I—” Stuttering, unsure how to answer, he pats my knee and laughs.

“Got it. Not an irregularity issue. Well, if you’re looking for a prescription because you’re sexually active, we’ll need to perform a pap. Glancing through your charts, I see you haven’t had one as of yet. How long have you been active, and do you have any concerns?”

My face is probably redder than it has ever been, and this doctor must see it. Gentling his features, he lowers his voice. “There’s no need to be embarrassed. This is what I’m here for. We want to ensure you’re making smart, educated decisions while keeping yourself healthy. So, if you don’t mind, why don’t I call in the nurse? We’ll do a physical, then, as long as I don’t see anything worrisome, we can discuss birth control options. Any chance you’re pregnant?”

“N—” I cut myself off, and my eyes go wide. “I don’t think so? But I suppose I can’t say no for sure because I have had unprotected sex recently, but I don’t think I am. I haven’t felt pregnant.”

With another warm smile and pat to my leg, he gets up and starts rummaging through the cabinets to pull out a little cup and some white, square packages. “Why don’t you do a urine sample for me? We’ll do a quick test and perform your exam as we wait for results. Sound good? We can get you outta here quickly.”

Nodding, I take the cup, then, holding the paper gown closed behind me, I slip out of the room to the bathroom in the hallway he points at. There are instructions on the wall, which I follow to the exact letter, then set my cup on the ledge and tell the nurse I’m finished.

The next fifteen minutes are uncomfortable and embarrassing as the doctor pokes and prods between my legs, taking swabs for samples and dropping them into test tubes.

“All done, my dear. Why don’t you get dressed? I’ll grab results and then we’ll chat, yes? Good.” With that, he leaves the room without waiting for my response.

Rubbing my hand over my chest, I press against my thumping heart and will it to slow. I don’t even know why I’m so nervous right now. It was just an exam and routine tests. No big deal. Once he comes back in, I’ll be able to start birth control and I won’t have to think about doing anything like this again for another year.

My father never took me to the doctor when I was younger, so maybe I’m a bit embarrassed that I’m almost twenty-one and I’ve never had an actual physical before. A small cramp makes itself known in my lower stomach and my hand shifts from my chest to lower stomach to ease it away. Pap smears are not freaking comfortable. Goodness.

Sitting back on the table, I swing my legs gently from side to side, reading all the posters on the wall. Some of them detail the internals of a female’s reproductive organs, some of them male. There are stages of pregnancy, symptoms of the cold and flu, and even a poster of different rashes and what they are.

Wrinkling my nose at the sexually transmitted diseases poster, I wrench my eyes away and find something else to occupy my mind.

Finally, there’s another knock on the door and both the doctor and nurse come in once they’ve seen I’m dressed and shut it behind them. The nurse is holding a folder stuffed full of papers, but my eyes are drawn to the doctor, who seems very serious, although his smile is still plastered on.

“Well, my dear Miss Edith, we’ve got some news for you. I’ll just rip off the bandaid because I’m assuming you weren’t expecting this, but you’re pregnant. Now, Kathy here has…”

I stop listening, my ears plugging up with only a high-pitched ringing noise. His mouth is moving, but panic is overtaking me. Every inhale of air feels as if shards of glass are tearing through my lungs.

Oh God…

New visions of the future swirl in my head when my father discovers that I’m carrying a child. I shrink back at visions of his fists flying toward me, screaming curse words and insults that I’m a whore, no better than my mother, trying to trap some unsuspecting man into fatherhood.

“Edith?”

Curling over myself, I gasp and suck in a sharp breath, picturing telling my baby’s father.

Oh my God. Who’s the father of my baby? Griffin and I didn’t use a condom, but we only had sex the one time. People don’t get pregnant during their first time of having sex, right? Mason and I used a condom that first time, but all the times after that? How could I be so stupid? We used a condom when Jaxon and I were in his truck together. So, it can’t be Jaxon’s baby, right?

Visions of his cum running from my body slam through my head, and I remember the condom being yanked off when I threw myself off him, almost being caught by a random driver. A hand rests on my back, pushing my head between my legs as I attempt to draw more air in, but there’s nothing. I can’t breathe.

My father is going to kill me.

My father is going to hurt my baby.

My baby… Oh God, I’m going to have a baby.

“Edith, honey, I need you to calm down.” I’m so far gone I don’t even know if it’s the doctor or nurse murmuring comforting words. Words I don’t want to hear right now.

What am I going to do? How will I know who the father is?

Choking out a cry, I peer up through swollen eyes. “What do I do?”

“Oh, honey,” the nurse sighs sympathetically, rubbing a hand down my back once more. It must have been her touching me the first time. “This isn’t the end of the world. We’ve got a ton of information for you, but first and foremost, we need to make sure you’re okay. Obviously, this has come as a shock, but I hope you can see it as a blessing moving forward. And if you don’t, there are other options you can pursue.”

“Would you like us to call anyone for you?” the doctor asks, and I quickly shake my head.

“No. I’ll be okay,” I tell them, wiping my eyes. It’s as if my body’s decided to tell me there is something going on because I feel a heavy throb through my breasts. Rubbing my hand over my sternum, I do my best to pull myself together. “I’ll be okay. I just wasn’t expecting the news. So, umm… What do I do now?”

Both of them are sympathetic when they pat my back and leg, then take a step back. “For now, we need to schedule your next appointment. At that time, we’ll do a vaginal ultrasound to determine how far along you are. We’ve got a folder here with information you’ll need to read through. Mainly about what to expect over the course of your pregnancy along with foods you should avoid, as well as activities and changes your body will experience. It’ll feel like a lot, but just take a gander through it and we can take this one step at a time.”

“If you’d like, the father can accompany you to your next appointment,” the nurse adds, but her smile slips away from whatever she’s reading on my face. Clearing her throat, she nods once. “Whatever you’d like to do. This is your show, Edith. For now, let’s get your appointment scheduled. We’ve got a sample of some prenatal vitamins we’d like you to start taking, and we’ll get a prescription put in to your preferred pharmacy. Just let us know if your body tolerates them. Some nausea and tiredness are expected, but if you feel as if it’s more extreme, give us a call and we can try something different.”

The rest of the appointment feels as if I’m in a tunnel as they shove a folder full of papers and pamphlets into my hands, and before I know it, I’ve got an appointment card tucked inside for next week.

Next thing I know, I’m standing outside the clinic, staring at the sun, my eyes watering, but I don’t care. I force myself to take one step at a time toward my father’s house, dread building the closer I get.

He doesn’t need to know now, but I do need to let the guys know I’m pregnant and there’s a possibility they’ll be a father within the next nine months. Well, one of them will.

How do I tell three different men that not only could they be the father of my unborn child, but I’ve also been spreading my legs for two more outside of them?

I really am a whore.


Chapter Thirty-Six
Edith
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After knocking, I glance over my shoulder toward Jennice who gives me a happy smile with a little wave. I wish I could return it, but I’m so incredibly nervous that I can only stare longingly at the office door, wishing for an escape.

“Come in!”

My eyes dart around and I swallow against my dry throat before pushing my way in. Jaxon is sitting behind his desk and when he glances up, his face erupts into a huge smile before standing and coming toward me.

“What the hell, sweetheart? I didn’t know you were coming by. You should have texted. I could have picked you up.” Leaning down, he presses a hard kiss to my lips, then cups my cheek to study me. The smile he had before falls away. “What’s wrong, baby? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Can I talk to you?” My voice is so soft that his look of concern only grows, and he nods sharply. Locking the door behind me, he tugs me forward and sets me on his desk. Standing between my legs, he rests his hands by my sides and kisses my forehead.

“Tell me what’s going on?”

My whole body feels like I’m going to shake right out of my skin, but this is Jaxon. I feel my eyes already watering as I peer up at him, pleading silently for understanding. “I have to tell you something and I’m really scared to, but you’ve always been open to hearing me and I’m hoping you’ll be okay with this.”

“Jesus, sweetheart. You look as if you’re about to pass out. Whatever’s going on, we’ll work it out. Is it your situation? Did something happen?”

His worry only makes me feel awful, but this is so hard to get it out. Sucking in a deep breath, I fortify myself. “I’m pregnant. I just found out yesterday and my mind is kind of going crazy. I only had the one appointment, but I’m supposed to go again next week, so I don’t know anything yet, just that it’s happening. But, umm, yeah. I’m pregnant.”

The longer I talk, the wider his eyes get, but he never pulls away. I want to throw myself against him, so holding myself back is taking everything I’ve got. I just need him to tell me it’ll be okay.

Clearing his throat, he collects himself and smiles, albeit a little forced. I don’t know what that means, so I hold my breath until he starts talking.

“Okay, wow… Pregnant. Damn, Edith, you really caught me off guard here, so forgive me while I wrap my head around all of this.” Wiping his hand over his face, he studies me for a moment. “This is going to sound so tactless, so I’m really sorry, but I want to get this all out. I’m assuming we don’t know if I’m the father, correct? I know you’ve been with the other guys recently. We used a condom, but we did have that mishap at the end. Were you unprotected with them?”

I hang my head, fighting off the mortification that he went straight to the main issue, but this is what being an adult is all about, right? With a trembling lip, I frown at him. “I don’t know w-who. I was s-so stupid.” My last word breaks, and with a sigh, he wraps his arms around me and tugs me against him.

With his chin resting on my head, he murmurs, “It’ll be alright. They need to be told as well. Have you told either of them yet?”

Shaking my head against his chest, my “No,” is muffled, and I fight him when he gently pushes my shoulders back to look at me.

With a furrowed brow, he presses his lips together in concern. “Is there something else? Are you afraid to tell them? I can come with you, if you’d like. We can’t get all the answers now, not until you have your appointment.”

“My father’s going to kill me.” I hear the fear in my voice, but I don’t hold back. I should have told him about the situation with my dad before. This whole thing would have been easier to explain, but I can try now. Gripping his shirt, I tug on it to get him to understand how serious I am. “Jaxon, he’s going to absolutely lose it on me. This is literally the worst thing I can lay at his feet.”

Attempting to placate me, his smile is indulgent. “Sweetheart, it’ll be okay. You’re a grown woman. Sure, he might be disappointed, considering the circumstances, but once you get it all out, I’m sure you’ll see that it wasn’t so bad.”

My head is already furiously shaking in denial before he finishes. “No, you don’t understand. That situation I’ve been trying to get out of? It’s him. My father. He—”

Interrupting me before I can tell him what’s been going on inside the Hughes home, his smile falls away and a look of anger replaces it. “Who the fuck is your dad? Edith, why didn’t you tell me? We could have gotten you out of there if you’re not safe.”

“Clayborn Hughes, and I couldn’t just leave. I literally have nothing. He hasn’t allowed me to work. I had to sneak out to do it and it’s only been recently, I…”

I trail off when Jaxon’s entire face closes down and, without ceremony, he plucks my hand away from his shirt only to let it fall to my lap. My eyes dart all over his face, but he’s looking through me, as if I don’t even exist to him.

“Jaxon?” I push out through my tight lips, worried over his reaction and unsure why he’s shut down on me. Calling his name was apparently the wrong thing to do because when he focuses, there’s nothing but fury and hatred burning within him.

Gulping audibly, I straighten my spine and am harshly struck with shock when his lip curls into a sneer. “Pretty fucked up to make a joke like that, don’t you think, Edith Hughes?”

“I—I… I don’t know what you think I’m j-joking about.”

His laugh is caustic as he steps further away, crossing his arms and barring himself from me. Jaxon like this is one hundred percent unapproachable and I don’t have a clue what I’ve said aside from my father’s name.

My father.

“Do you know him?”

“YOU KNOW I KNOW YOUR FATHER!” His shout is so loud I swear the picture frames on his desk shake from the force.

This right here is something I’ve been trained for. In the face of an enraged male, I know it’s time for me to freeze, lower my eyes, and be prepared for the swing.

Fear is a fickle, crippling thing, but honestly, I’m numb to it. Numb from his reaction, numb from his raised voice, and when he strikes, I’ll flee and tend my wounds alone.

Tearing at his hair, I watch as he bellows to the ceiling in a pained roar from beneath my lids. Carefully, I slip from his desk and ease myself toward the door.

“What was all this? A fucking game to you people? Are you even really pregnant?” He’s shouting and moving between me and the door, blocking my escape, so I stand rigid in front of him.

With a low, calm voice when faced with a predator, I say, “I would never play games with you, Jaxon. I’m not even sure why you’re so furious right now, aside from obviously disliking my father. Which, I assure you, I’m in the same boat.”

Barking out a laugh, he whips his arms out to the side, my flinch going unnoticed by him as he yells again. “You’re fucking father is the one who killed my sister! Remember? I very specifically remember telling you!”

“You didn’t tell me his name.” It’s barely a whisper, but he hears me, nonetheless.

“Bullshit!” he spits out. Then, jabbing a finger toward my stomach, he seethes, “I don’t want any fucking part of that kid, especially if it’s got Hughes’ blood in its veins. When you manage to push it out, I’ll submit to a test and if it turns out to be mine, all you’ll get is money. Nothing more.”

Every word is a crushing blow, more painful than a fist or kick, but I stay controlled. My eyes fly to the door when I hear a soft knock, then Jennice’s voice ring out. “Jaxon? Everythin’ okay in there?”

“NOTHING IS FUCKING OKAY!” he shouts, jerking the door open, revealing a wide-eyed and fearful sixteen-year-old. Without looking at me as if he can’t bear the idea of it, he hisses his order I know not to disregard. “Get the fuck out.”

Without waiting, I sprint for the door and only glance back when I hear the destruction of items being shattered against walls and Jennice staring after me with her mouth hanging open.

I push my way outside in a flurry of limbs and run as if my life depends on it. I let the tears fall faster and faster the further I get from the man I thought I was going to be with. The man I trusted to always be there, and me for him.

My father is the one responsible for his sister’s death?

I don’t want to believe it, but I find myself unsurprised. How did this even happen?

Confusion is warring within me. Memories spent with Jaxon flicker through as I sprint, chest heaving from the exertion, but nothing comes to mind where I mentioned who I was. Was this all my fault?

By the time I make it down the drive of the home I grew up in, sweat is pouring from my face and my clothing is saturated. Eyeing the house, then the rusted-out van parked near the door, I find myself unable to take another step toward it.

I can’t go in there like this. He’ll know…

My eyes fly to the tree line, and without another thought, I take off toward the barn where my babies are waiting. Mason isn’t due back until tomorrow, so I can hide away in there without anyone knowing.

Thankfully, there’s no one outside as soon as I break through as I stumble into their yard. The moment I’m shut inside the barn, I fall to my knees and let the adrenaline and fear overtake me.

Three tiny bodies climb over my numb but shaking limbs, their purrs loud, but not loud enough to drown out my sobs.


Chapter Thirty-Seven
Edith
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Cracking one of my swollen eyes open, I groan, then cough after inhaling a mouthful of dirt and kitten fur.

It takes me a moment to register what’s going on, but the moment clarity hits, I jerk upright and grab my phone from my pocket.

Oh God, no!

No matter how awful my altercation was with Jaxon yesterday, not going home is a million times worse! I must have exhausted myself and passed out for hours.

Panic is real right now, so I hang my head between my knees to center myself. My mind spins as I attempt to come up with some excuse to explain my absence. I can probably count on the fact he more than likely drank himself into a coma, but dinner. Dinner!

Scrambling to my feet, I quickly apologize to the now meowing kittens as I smack the dirt from my clothes, but it’s no use. After laying in the dirt with sweaty clothes, it’s ingrained in the fibers at this point.

With gentle hands, I shoo the kittens away from the door and slip into the early morning light. The sun has barely broken into the sky, and I’m brought up short when I find myself face to face with Mason.

My heart gallops when I realize this conversation is going to happen a lot sooner than I’m prepared for.

“Look what the cat dragged in.” His tone is teasing as he eyes me up and down. Then, pressing a fast, needy kiss to my lips, he murmurs, “Good mornin’, girl. You’re here awfully early.”

I can hardly react before he’s pulling away, taking my hand, and dragging me back toward the barn. Digging my heels in, I know what he’s thinking, and I just can’t. Not right now. Not after yesterday. Not after everything I’ve embroiled myself in.

Mason needs to know everything.

“Mas—” I yank my hand harder to stop him. “Mason! I need to talk to you.”

Dropping my hand, he turns toward me with a raised brow. He’s in a special sort of mood today because his normally down-turned lips are tilted up in a playful smile. “You don’t wanna talk after we say a proper hello?” Holding up a couple of fingers, he waggles them at me. “Two weeks, girl. Two long weeks of dreamin’ about what’s between those legs of yours.”

“Mason,” I whisper. “It’s important.”

Spinning us around, he pins me to the wall of the barn and braces his hands on either side of my head. Hovering his lips over mine, he breathes out, “Bet I could convince ya, girl.”

“I’m pregnant.” It just bursts out of me, and I inhale sharply when he drops his arms, standing straight in shock. Needing to get the rest of it out, I just let all of it tumble out. “And I don’t know if it’s your baby, but honestly, it probably is. I had sex shortly before you and I did. Then, after you left, I was with someone else. That’s what I had texted about when I told you I needed to talk to you. But then this happened and I—”

I wish it was Mason interrupting me, but he seems incapable of voicing anything at the moment. His eyes are wide, and he looks a bit green, a sheen of sweat already beading on his forehead.

“Whore!”

A pained sound escapes through my closed mouth when I hear my father, but I can’t drag my eyes from Mason’s ashen face. I try to gain his attention. “Mason, please… Will you say something?”

“You’ve been fuckin’ the whole goddamn town, huh? No better than that slut of a mother you got! Sneakin’ around behind my back, workin’ for this piece of shit!”

My father is storming toward us, but I remain unmoved, pleading with Mason to say something, anything, but he is like a statue. Disappointment fills me and I can’t even bring myself to care when my father’s fingers dig into my upper arm, yanking me away from him.

I can’t drag my eyes from Mason as I’m pulled toward the trees, but he keeps his back to me, still frozen in the spot where I apparently delivered a blow he wasn’t prepared for.

Disappointment and guilt, more guilt, settle deep and I eventually lose all hope that someone will give me an ounce of compassion. My father continues to berate me, but I haven’t been listening until he spits out, “—fuckin’ knocked up, too? Jesus Christ! What the fuck did I do in my life to be forced into this sort of sufferin’?”

Throwing me forward, I land on my knees next to the back door of the house and peer up at it, praying he doesn’t force me to go inside.

“I’m gonna fuckin’ end you, you little slut! There ain’t no way I’m takin’ on another—”

My shoulders slump in defeat when I hear Griffin. Of all the people to hear right now, it has to be him.

“The hell is goin’ on here?” He sounds worried, but more confused than anything.

My father’s hand shoves me forward and I topple to my side.

“Jesus Christ, Clay! What the fuck are you doin’?” Griffin shouts, running over to my side in an attempt to help me up.

“This whore is fuckin’ pregnant with God knows whose baby! Been spreadin’ her legs all over fuckin’ town like a fuckin’ Mary Magdalene.”

I hear Griffin’s breath whoosh out in surprise, but he helps me get to my feet, then pushes me behind him. With his hands up, he wards off my father to try to calm him.

“Look man. I’m sure if you just take a minute to calm the fuck down, ya’ll can sit and have a conversation. No need to be insultin’ anyone.” He glances over his shoulder at me and asks, “You alright, darlin’?”

Hiccupping a sob, I shake my head roughly. “No!” Then, to my father, for the first time ever, I argue back. “I’m n-not a whore! Maybe I made some mistakes, but y-you have no right—”

Surging forward, he screams at me over Griffin’s shoulder, his face practically purple with how furious he is. “I got every fuckin’ right! Fuckin’ the goddamn neighbor? That piece of trash only stuck his dick in you to piss me off! How stupid can you be, girl?”

I wince when he calls me girl, hating that I’ve grown to like it when Mason uses the term. But he’s right. I’ve been so, so stupid. I want to ask Griffin what he’s thinking, but he’s currently shoving my father backwards, both of his hands slamming against his chest.

“Darlin’, run upstairs and get your shit. You’re not stayin’ here. Not while this ass is raging like a motherfuckin’ bull.” Another cry escapes, and he gives me a serious look that says he’s not messing around. I can’t tell if he’s angry with me, but he doesn’t seem thrilled to be pushed into the middle of a fight between my father and me. “Go!” he snaps, and I spin around and rush into the house.

The last thing I hear is him saying, “You keep your ass outside until I get her out of here. I’m gonna go move some shit around in my truck to make room. Don’t fuckin’ move, Clay, or I’ll hand you your ass.”

My father grumbles at him, but I sprint toward my room, slamming the door behind me. My eyes fly around my space as I question what I should grab. Yanking my dresser open, I just pick up everything I can and drop it in the center of my bed. My eyes fall on my book, and I know I have to take it with me.

Before I have a chance to round the foot of my bed, my door slams open, the hinge screaming loudly as it bounces off the wall, then my father’s boot kicks it shut.

Within a heartbeat, he’s got my hair in his fist, and slamming me face first into the wall. I drop to my knees, one arm cradling my stomach and a hand reaching up to stop the blood flowing from my nose.

Another second before his foot collides with the side of my thigh, and I fall to my side. Something rises up inside of me and I roll to my back and kick out my feet, connecting with the soft fat of his belly, finding joy in the oomph that expels from his parted lips.

I attempt to scramble away in the moment he’s rendered frozen, shocked I actually struck back before he’s falling on top of me, and I’m flattened to the ground.

Fists fly against my spine, and every hit is like a sledgehammer as he curses and screams, telling me how I’m born from the devil, and he should have killed me years ago.

Coughing, I spit out blood pooling in mouth. It’s only the tiny speck of a baby inside of me that keeps me fighting and clawing to get away, and I think I’ve actually succeeded when he’s gone a few moments later.

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I watch as Griffin throws my father across the room, slamming a fist into his jaw. My father’s head flies sideways, and he falls back like a log, dropping to the floor. The whole house shakes from his weight and I’m frozen as I feel the vibrations roll through my hands holding me up.

“You piece of shit! Beatin’ up a little girl just ‘cuz of a stupid mistake?” he shouts, straddling my father’s body as he slams another fist into his face.

Those words knife their way through my head, and I choke on a cry.

I don’t wait around.

Leaving everything behind, I descend the stairs as rapidly as I can, taking my stupid mistake with me, and fly out the front door of the house. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

I’m sure they’ll be tied up for a bit, so I run to the road, thankfully seeing a car cresting the hill to my left.

Waving it down, I whisper a silent prayer that they slow for me. Thankfully, it does. The driver is a middle-aged woman whose name I can’t remember, but I’ve seen her at church from time to time.

After wrenching her door open, I plead with her. “Will you please take me to Pastor Danielson’s house? I need to get to there now. Please!”

Nodding in shock, she waits until I get inside with mouth hanging open, then hits the gas as we race toward town.

Using the bottom of my shirt, I do my best to stem the flow of blood pouring from my nose and quickly take stock of my injuries. Both my driver and I are breathing rapidly from the intense situation, but she doesn’t ask any questions. The only thing she says is, “Here,” as she pushes a small towel into my hand.

I can’t even croak out a thank you, but I flick my eyes toward her so she can see how appreciative I am of her help.

The drive is bumpy, and every bounce sends a fresh wave of pain through my back. It’s only when I realize my stomach feels fine, untouched by the attack I just survived, that I blow out a slow gust of air in relief.

I wait patiently as we pull up to the Danielsons’ house and I’m prepared to sit on their porch if they’re away from home. Grabbing the handle, the woman stops me with her palm on my shoulder.

“I’m glad you waved me down, dear. Please, take care of yourself.”

“Th-Thank you,” I grit out, a fresh wave of tears already spilling onto my cheeks. With a nod, I climb from her car and knock on the door of Ruth and Josiah’s house.

Wiping away the wetness from my face, I wait until the door cracks open.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! What the hell happened to you?”


Chapter Thirty-Eight
Griffin
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“You piece of shit! Beatin’ up a little girl just ‘cuz of a stupid mistake?”

I’m screaming in Clayborn’s face, then hauling back and delivering a blow I know would rock me to my core. Who the fuck does he think he is?

He’s trying to ward me off and I flick my eyes over to a shocked, bleeding, and pale Edith, shoulders curled over her body as she stares at the two of us.

She’s fuckin’ pregnant. Jesus…

I don’t have time to even process it. Is it mine? Shit, it’s gotta be mine, right?

This absolutely disgusting waste of air is slapping at me, but I don’t let his pathetic taps faze me. I’ve never been more thrilled to see blood flowing from his nose, and I want more.

Everything surrounding me fades into a hazy silence when I drop my full weight on him and lean into his face. My nose wrinkles at the stench of him. Stale cigarettes and body odor laced with alcohol seeps from his pores. His smell assaults me, so the hints of flowers and clean, air-dried sheets I grew accustomed to in this room are nowhere to be found.

“So, Clay. Wanna tell me how long you been beatin’ on your daughter? ‘Cuz I gotta tell ya, witnessin’ today only tells me seem to have gotten real comfortable doin’ it. That black eye she had a few weeks ago, that your doin’ too?”

“Fuck. Off!” he spits out, arching his body to move me, but I’m rooted in place and have no intentions of going anywhere. Not until I get my answers. “You ain’t got no right to—”

Digging an elbow into his gut, I hiss, “I got every fuckin’ right, you fuckin’ drunk!” Smiling darkly, I tilt my head to the side and find so much joy when his eyes widen with actual fear. The same fear I only briefly saw pouring out of his daughter. “That’s most likely my baby in that belly you just beat the shit out of. I’m findin’ that my protective instincts are goin’ a bit haywire right now.”

He sputters, shaking his head violently. “Y-You… You!”

“Me,” I sneer, then wrap my hands around his head, digging my nails into his sweat-slicked face and slam his head against the floor. The crack and grunt before he passes out doesn’t bring me enough pleasure, so when I stand, I drive the toe of my steel-toed boot into his side for good measure.

Lifting my head, I turn toward Edith. I need to make sure she’s okay and we have to get her shit out of here. I’ve got my place she can stay at until we figure things out.

And Christ, a baby.

My eyes fly over the room, narrowing when I don’t see her. I hurry to the other side of her bed, thinking she might be hiding, but she’s not there. A haphazard pile of clothing lies in the center of her bed, but no Edith.

Ignoring the pained wheezing coming from the floor, I move around her room, even checking under her bed, only to come up empty. She’s probably downstairs.

The only reason I even came over today was because Corbin called me with news that Clayborn couldn’t find his daughter. She never came home last night, which was unexpected. Edith was always home whenever we hung around here. I needed to ease my worry she was alright and maybe check over at Mason’s place to see if she’d snuck over there.

Guilt hits me when I think back over all the signs that something wasn’t right in this house. The way she cowered and flinched from quick movements, that fucking black eye, worry over upsetting her dad. The man doesn’t deserve that title if it were up to me.

I feel like a goddamn idiot. I am an idiot.

She’s been fighting off her drunk daddy for God knows how long while I was over here, sneaking into her room, playing around and fucking her, then slipping out with some piss poor reasoning.

My feet freeze as if I’ve been cemented in place. Horror fills me when I replay that morning I left over again. My dick was almost inside of her when Corbin and her dad showed up. She shoved me away, terrified and panicked that we were about to be caught.

She shoved me away, and I thought…

Smacking myself in the head twice, I kick Clayborn again on my way out the door and race down the stairs.

“Edith?” The kitchen is empty, so I barrel through the door into the living room. “Darlin’, you hidin’ in here?” I call out, but it’s silent aside from the creak of floorboards above my head where Clayborn is most likely rolling over.

Fuck him. I hope he drinks himself to death.

I want to keep searching for her inside, but my gut tells me she’s not here. It’s as if my heart knows she’s too far away. Pushing aside my growing concern that she’s injured, I focus on finding her. Then I can give her the help she needs.

Rushing outside, I cup my hands around my mouth and start yelling.

“Edith! Where are you?” I turn in the yard but see nothing aside from a few weeds swaying in the breeze.

Running toward the front, I shout again, but she’s totally gone. Thinking quickly of where she could have gone on foot, I hop in my truck, slamming the door shut on Clayborn as he stumbles out the door.

“Don’t you fuckin’ come back here! You’re a motherfu—”

Nothing he can say will matter to me. I back up to turn around, then peel out of the drive, most certainly kicking stones at the bastard as I head straight over to Mason’s ranch.

She’s gotta be here, right? Where else could she have gone?

I explode from my seat as soon as I shove the gear into park and leave my truck idling as I take the porch steps two at a time.

Pounding my fist on the door, I keep at it until the door opens and I realize I must be a fucking mess when the tiny woman stares at me with huge eyes. She starts to close it almost immediately, but I stop her.

“Wait! Please. Is Edith over here?”

She looks behind her and who I assume to be her husband comes into view. “Edith isn’t here. What’s goin’ on?”

Hanging my head, I brace myself on the frame of their door. “Shit happened over at her place, and she took off. She’s hurt and I don’t know where she went.” Pleading with them, I ask, “Ya’ll have any idea where she could have gone?”

“No, honey. We don’t know her well enough to have any idea. But we’ll let our son know to go lookin’. What happened to her?” Mrs. Cooper has now opened the door all the way and worry over my state long forgotten. It’s clear these people have some care for Edith, but I don’t want to send Mason out for her. I need to find her.

Driving my point home with an unwavering stare, I bite out, “Her daddy happened to her. Ya’ll know about him and his fists?”

Both of them jerk their heads back in shock. Mrs. Cooper presses a hand to her chest. Turning to her husband, she shoos him. “Bill, go call Mason right now!” Then to me, she asks, “You call the police?”

Sucking in a breath, I shake my head slowly. “No. Fuck. I wasn’t even thinkin’. I beat the shit out of him, then went lookin’ for her.”

“Check the roads into town. Maybe she’s on foot. I’ll have Bill call Mason while I get some police over to the house.” I immediately turn away, but she stops me with a hand to my forearm. “Would you stop by and let us know if you find her? She’s a sweet girl and I hate to think she’s alone and hurting.”

“She’s pregnant,” I blurt, wincing that I’ve shared private information with these strangers, but I need them to know how dire this situation is. “She’s pregnant, and he beat her to hell. She was bleedin’ before she ran.”

“What’s your name?”

Holding out my hand, I quickly shake both of theirs. “Griffin Graham. I know your son, but we didn’t run in the same circles, so he’s likely to not be a big fan of me, if I’m being honest. I’m gonna try to find her. Thank you for calling the cops. Clay’s pretty beat up, so would you let them know I’ll call as soon as I can with my information, since I’m the one who did it?”

“Go.”

I’m urged off the porch. Giving them a quick thanks, I don’t waste any more time. I keep my speed slow as I drive just in case she’s keeping to the trees, but there’s no sign of her as I make it to town.

While doing my best to keep my eye on the road, I dial my brother’s phone and place him on speaker.

“Yeah?”

“Did you know that Clay’s been abusin’ his daughter?”

I won’t dance around this topic with any sort of trepidation. My brother is a great guy, although dumb as a doorknob at times, but if he knew…

“What the fuck are you talkin’ about?”

Nodding once, I explain as my eyes fly over every shop window and side street with no sign of Edith. “Remember when you mentioned that Clay was lookin’ for Edith? Well, I went over there just now to find out if she made it home.”

“Why—”

Cutting him off, I don’t answer what I know he’s about to ask. “Not important right now. So, I show up there and he’s pushin’ her over in their backyard, screamin’ his head off.” I debate sharing that she’s pregnant, but I decide against it. I’ve already told two people, and it’s really not my place. I don’t even know for sure where she and I stand. “I backed him off and went ‘round to pull up the truck. When I went inside to grab her so she didn’t have to stay with him, I could hear him hollerin’ in her room and found him layin’ into her with everythin’ he had.”

Corbin doesn’t say a word, only blows out a whoosh of air at the news I just spilled at his feet.

“So, I’m gonna need to know now since you spent way more time over there than I ever have. Did you know he’s been abusin’ her?”

“No! Christ, Fin. I had no idea. Thought she just liked to keep to herself. That’s what he always said. She alright? What’d you do to Clay? I’m gonna fuckin’ kill him for layin’ hands on a woman like that.”

The amount of relief I feel removes some of the tension from my shoulders. Sagging in my seat, I gentle my words. “I don’t know where she’s at. I’m out lookin’ for her, and the neighbors are callin’ the cops on Clay. I’m tellin’ you right now, we’re done with him. You hear me?”

“Shit. I got it. I know he’s always had a temper, but I didn’t think… Well, there’s nothin’ to say about what I thought. Need any help lookin’ for her?”

A flash of dark hair draws my attention, so I slam on my brakes, only to be disappointed. It’s not her. “I want to say yes, but I have no idea where she’d go. I don’t know who her people are.” I was her person for a brief moment, but I fucked that up.

“Brother… when we talked the other day about the girl…”

His voice trails off and I close my eyes, knowing what he’s asking.

“Yeah,” I croak out. “She’s the girl I was talkin’ about.”

His noisy exhale crackles through the phone. “Damn. You really got yourself mixed up in some shit, huh? Lemme know if you find her. I’m sure the wife and I can help if she needs anythin’ too. We’ve got room here at the house.”

I want to rage out my denial that anyone is going to take care of her other than me, but I bite my tongue. “I’ll let her know when I find her. Call ya later.”

Hanging up the phone, I spend the entire afternoon driving down every road I can think of, only stopping long enough to fill my tank up with gas when I run low. My call to the cops didn’t take long, and I’ve now got them keeping an eye out for her.

I heard they took Clayborn in to treat his well-deserved wounds, but without Edith and her statement, there’s not a whole lot they can do at the moment. Luckily, he was so intoxicated when they showed up that he’ll spend the night in the drunk tank until he sobers up. They’re at least asking him questions.

Once evening falls, I feel absolutely defeated. Going home sounds like an awful idea, and as much as it seems to be a terrible idea to hit the bar, I go anyway.

Tonight deserves whiskey. Tomorrow, I’ll continue my search for Edith Hughes.


Chapter Thirty-Nine
Mason
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“I’m pregnant.”

Everything else that pours from her mouth is only white noise. My body goes lax, and my arms feel heavy at my side. Edith is speaking. I see her mouth moving and she looks as if she’s growing panicked, but I literally cannot move.

I just need a second to process. Fuck. We used a condom that first time, definitely not the second, though. Third, fourth, and fifth? I don’t know…

Her face swims in front of my eyes as I do my best to remember every time I fucked her. At least one other time, I took her bare. There’s nothing more incredible than feeling her tight, wet… Internally, I shake away my thoughts, focusing back on the now.

I specifically remember using a condom after I ate her pussy when she was spread out in the back office. But that other time, I don’t remember. We were probably bare, but… Ahhh, that’s right.

My cock makes itself known when memories of shooting ropes of my cum over her stomach and pussy filter in. How could I have forgotten that? First thing I did after I caught my breath was rub it into her skin and I remember grinning at her shocked expression and wrinkled nose.

Introducing little Edith Hughes to the joys of sex has been the highlight of my past three weeks. And now she’s pregnant.

Fucking pregnant.

That jerks me out of my head, and I only see wood with peeling paint in front of my eyes. Narrowing them, I make a note to get a pressure washer out here to strip it. Dad can hire a couple of high schoolers to come out over some weekend and put on a fresh coat.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

My eyes roam over my now empty farm. No Edith in sight. I have no clue how long I stood here. Flashes of yelling and her pleading voice dance in the recesses of my mind, but for the life of me, I have no idea what she said after those two words.

“I’m pregnant.”

I have to get out of here. With no idea how the hell I’m feeling about this, I trudge my way to my truck, climb in, then drive home in absolute silence. All I can think about is her worry and fear as she delivered our life-altering news.

It’s like a flicker of time passed me by when I come back out of it and find myself sitting alone on my couch, an untouched bottle of water being strangled in my grip.

My face feels weird.

Reaching up, I trail my fingers over my cheek and realize I’m fucking grinning.

Holy fuck. I’m fucking grinning just like one would expect when a man hears his woman is expecting.

Adrenaline slams into me, and I surge to my feet. I let the bottle fall to the floor as I smack my hands against my pockets to find my keys.

“I gotta go talk to her.”

As if fate was only waiting for me to open my mouth and say a fucking word, my phone rings. I yank it from my pocket and fumble with it until I can answer the call.

“Edith?” I ask into the phone, certain it’s her. I’m not sure why she would even be trying to call me. I stood there like a statue and didn’t give her any kind of reaction.

Unfortunately, it’s not her.

“Son.” Dad’s voice is hesitant, seriousness lacing his tone. My pulse starts to beat wildly because I just know he’s about to deliver a blow.

“What’s goin’ on?” I ask, sitting back down, preparing for whatever it is he’s calling for. “Mom alright?”

“She’s fine. She’s on the phone with the police right now, but there’s an issue. We just had a visit from Griffin Graham. You know him?”

My lip curls into a snarl, but I keep my dislike of him reined in. “Yeah. What’d he want?”

Clearing his throat, dad hits me with news that if I wasn’t sitting down, I’d actually worry my knees would give out. “He came over in a state, bloody knuckles and panicked. Said he was next door and found Clay hurtin’ Edith. Don’t know exactly what happened, but he was lookin’ for her. Said she’d been hurt pretty bad, maybe. He, uhh, mentioned that she’s also pregnant. Your mom and I are real worried about her. Any idea where she could’ve run off to?”

I can actually feel my throat constricting the longer he speaks, and all I know is I need to do is find her. Like right the fuck now. “I’ll call you back. She shouldn’t be hard to find. Thanks for the call.”

Hanging up, I find my text thread with her. Instead of writing to her, I flick to her contact and select the call button. I listen to the ring as it cycles through five or six times, then a generic voice message fills my ear.

“Girl.” Wincing, I cough and try again. “Edith, I need you to call me. Got a call from dad that some shit happened at your house, and I need to know you’re alright.”

Ending the call, I send a quick message.

Call me, Edith. I need to know you’re alright. Please.




Going back to the call log, I dial her number again, then again, and another ten times before I give up. My next step is to find her, so I rush from my place without locking up and haul ass over to her house. Maybe she’s gone back by now and I can make sure she’s alright and we can have a talk about the pregnancy. The one I should have been present for from the start.

Another smile tugs at my lips, and I laugh. Jesus Christ. I never thought in a million years I’d ever father a kid. Didn’t seem to be something I’d find written in my cards, so I brushed the idea away years ago. I’ve dated women and fucked them, but never met one I could imagine having a kid with.

Fresh thoughts of raising a little boy alongside Edith have an unfamiliar, but pleasant feeling weaving through me and connecting pieces together I never realized were missing. I’ve been broken and just getting by, pretending it didn’t affect me.

My anxiety spikes when flashing lights draw my eye as I stop at the end of her drive. Without shutting off my truck, I run over to one of the cops writing on a pad as he leans over the top of his squad car.

“Hey, I’m the neighbor. What’s goin’ on? Ya’ll got Edith Hughes in there?” I’m vibrating in place as my eyes dart over to the house, hoping to see her.

The cop side-eyes, then jerks his chin toward the house. “She’s not in there. Took off a bit ago. Any idea where she’s at? Heard she might be just as banged up as her father.”

My shock must be evident because I can only gape, then shake my head. With a crack to my voice, I admit, “G-Got no idea where she’s at, but I’ll go find her. What’s happenin’ with him?”

He seems frustrated as he slaps his book shut and turns down the volume on his radio. “Taking him in for the night to get his injuries treated and give him a chance to sleep off the booze. If you find Edith, have her come down to the station if she can, or at least call, would you?”

“Yeah,” I say, distracted as a few more officers start to head out of the house, tugging a sluggish and bleeding Clayborn behind them. I don’t give two shits about the blood on his face, but when my eyes fall to his uncuffed, bloodied hands, they turn to slits and I see fucking red.

Bolting forward, I rush toward him. “The fuck did you do to her, you piece of shit?” I’m screaming at him and two of the officers step between us, preventing me from getting any closer.

His words are slurred as he taunts me. “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ ‘bout, neighbor. Now, get the fuck off my land and keep your cock away from my daughter. You’ve already dirtied her enough with your hands.”

I barely catch the way a few of the officers eye him, not happy with how he’s speaking about his family, but I pay them no mind. “If you—”

“If I what?” he spits out. “What could I have done that’s any worse than you?”

Two hands yank me back and I attempt to throw them off me, but their grip holds enough warning that I force myself to take a step back. With narrowed eyes, I watch as he’s helped into the back seat of one of their cars, then handed a bag in case he needs to puke.

Whirling on the first cop who decided to stop me, I jab a finger at him. “Ya’ll better find somethin’ to charge that bastard with. From what I hear, he spent the mornin’ beatin’ up his daughter. His pregnant daughter.”

“I need you to calm down. We got the story already. We’re just waiting to hear from the man who did that”—he jerks his thumb toward Hughes—“to his face. Nothing more we can do right this second. Call me if you have any information.”

Handing me a card, I stand in the middle of Edith’s drive and watch as three police vehicles, one containing Clayborn, disappear down the road. Pushing the card into my pocket, I force my feet to take me back to my truck.

Once I’m behind the wheel, I stare out the windshield for a minute, wracking my brain with ideas of where she could have gone. Turning in the same direction the cops went, I begin hours of driving around town, stopping to ask anyone I see walking around if they’ve seen her.

Eventually, I find myself in front of the only fucking bar in this town and decide I need to calm myself down. It’s already turned dark, and I can’t imagine Edith is still roaming around. During my drive, I did swing back to her house almost every hour, knocking on the door and praying she’d answer.

She never did.

Walking into the poorly lit place, I decide I’m also going to celebrate the fact I’ve got a baby coming in the near future. Fuck, she can’t be more than a few weeks along!

Wondering if she’s feeling okay outside of the pain I’m sure she’s in from her dad’s assault, I make my way to the end of the bar and find a seat.

My eyes skim the place, a few patrons quietly drinking, scattered around grungy tables and sticky floors. I note that Jaxon Thorton is here, looking pissed off. I’ll go talk with him in a few once I’ve got my order. I don’t care if he’s in the mood or not. He was heading up the job she volunteered at, so maybe he’s seen her.

Which reminds me, I should have gone to the pastor’s house. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll go to them after checking to see if Edith made it home.

The bartender draws my attention and I catch sight of Griffin Graham at the other end of the bar, nursing a glass of brown liquor. As soon as our eyes meet, I surge to my feet.

My booming voice catches everyone’s attention, but I ignore them. Pointing a finger at him, I march forward just as he leaves his chair, getting to his feet.

“You! I need to talk to you!”


Chapter Forty
Jaxon
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“Idon’t want any fucking part of that kid, especially if it’s got Hughes’ blood in its veins. When you manage to push it out, I’ll submit to a test and if it turns out to be mine, all you’ll get is money. Nothing more.”

My words ring on repeat in my head, but I haven’t calmed down enough to regret them.

Not yet.

What I do regret is my last words to Edith. “Get the fuck out.”

My lip curls in a sneer when I consider her full name.

Edith Hughes.

Fury fills me again and I wish I had more shit to throw in here, but I’ve already destroyed everything that’s not valuable to me. I’m being ripped apart by this, and I know I need to go home.

Did she play me?

I refuse to believe that I didn’t tell her the name of the man, her father, who essentially killed Julia. Which means the woman I’ve fucking fallen for is a liar. One who looks and acts as if she were born from a saint, but turns out it was the devil all along.

A devil named Clayborn fucking Hughes.

Feeling sick, I wrench my door open, fueled by the crack when the knob hits the wall, and storm out of my building. Jennice is sitting rigidly in her chair, but neither of us say a word to each other as I pass her by.

Tomorrow. I’ll apologize for my behavior she was forced to witness tomorrow. Today, I need to bale some goddamn hay.

As I make the few minutes’ drive to my parents’ house, I can’t help but feel as if I’ve been tricked. To be honest, I’d be willing to bet I’m not the father of that baby, but there is a chance. When she pulled away and my condom slipped off, it seemed as though it was an accident. But was it?

Dismissing that almost as quickly as I think it, I can confidently say it was unplanned. The sex, the storm, the car showing up and startling us. All of it was too perfectly timed for it to be anything other than an unfortunate series of events.

But withholding her name from me? I don’t see how that could have been anything but intentional. And now, the possibility of being forever linked to that fucking killer makes me feel ill.

Whispers that Edith shouldn’t bear fault for who her father is filters in, but I shove them deep. Not today. Today, my world was just thrown upside down and I’m the sucker who got kicked in the gut.

This is just another reminder that Clayborn Hughes will always play a major role in my life.

Normally, I speak with my parents when I’m this far into my head, but today’s revelations are too much to handle. I feel their eyes on me as I storm to the barn and start throwing around equipment, quickly working up a sweat as I organize shit that doesn’t need it, and it does nothing to ease the pit widening further and further in my chest, tearing me apart slowly.

Hours go by and nothing. Nothing is changing!

My phone rings a few times, but I ignore it. All my calls go unanswered. There is no crisis big enough for me to have even an inkling of care for it right now.

I know I’m being selfish, but Jesus, I need to get rid of this rage somehow. Temptation rides me hard as I consider going over to their house and beating Clayborn to within an inch of his life and maybe toss a few more words toward Edith. Something turning deep within me keeps my feet within the barn.

Finally, when my phone rings three times in a row, I yank it out and without checking who the caller is, I answer.

“What?”

My breaths are heavy and I close my eyes as I realize I’ve just essentially snapped at Ruth.

“Well, that’s quite the greeting, young man.” Before I can apologize, she keeps talking. “Listen, do you have a moment to chat? I find myself in a situation I don’t quite know how to handle.”

She whispers into the phone and God help me, I’m actually thankful for the distraction.

“Sorry for barking at you. Is everything okay? Josiah’s fine?” Normally I’d get a friendly brush off, but when I hear whispering behind her, my concern grows deeper, bordering on alarm. “Ruth? What’s going on?”

A distorted exhale of air crackles in my ear before she speaks again.

“I wouldn’t say everything is okay. I’ve got your friend over here and she’s not in a great state. Josiah and I can’t get her to talk other than her muttering about needing to leave. You and Edith have become good friends since—”

Everything in me turns cold until I can no longer listen to another word.

“I’m fucking damned no matter what, aren’t I? There’s no escaping that entire fucking family.” Her gasp at my foul language doesn’t cause me even an ounce of guilt. “I’m gonna go ahead and tell you, if that girl wants to leave, then I say good riddance. I don’t want to hear another word about her or her problems.”

“But Jaxon! You’re her—”

“If you want to discuss the build or any other gossip around town, ask about my family, or even the weather, I’ll be happy to have that conversation. But another word about her and I’m hanging up.”

“I don’t understand, Jaxon. She’s hur—”

Refusing to hear another word, I hang up my phone. Ruth is more than welcome to discuss all of those options I laid out, but right now, Edith isn’t my problem. She may be in about nine months, but that’s far enough away that I can push it aside for now.

My phone starts ringing again, and seeing Ruth’s number, I send the call to voicemail. Over and over again, she continues to call, then I get an extra notification indicating she’s left a message. I’ll delete it tomorrow.

The more the calls ring through, the less good running my body into the ground is doing. Yelling into the space, I throw the rake I had just picked up until is slams against the opposite wall.

“Jaxon, honey.” Mom’s voice jerks me into the present and I spin to face her.

She’s uneasily watching me, worry and a bit of fear etched in her down-turned lips.

“I can’t talk about it right now,” I croak out. “Tomorrow.”

Nodding once, she whispers, “Tomorrow. You leavin’ or staying for dinner?”

“I have to go.” Walking to her, I press a fast kiss to her cheek, then squeeze her shoulder as I leave.

Alcohol. That’s what I need right now.

I’ll sleep in my fucking truck bed if I have to. Give my keys to the bartender so I don’t risk driving, but I’m going to get myself piss drunk and forget everything relating to the name Hughes.

The calls from Ruth end shortly after I leave, but they pick up again just after the bartender drops my second whiskey in front of me.

With a growl, I slam my phone on the table and thumb through the notifications to silence just her number for the time being. Then, because I’m already feeling warm from the liquor, I go to Edith’s number and block it. My finger hovers over the option to delete her contact, but I just can’t bring myself to do it.

There’s still a chance the kid is mine, so at some point I’ll need to unblock her and wait for word that she’s given birth and I’m due at the clinic for a paternity test.

A girlfriend from years ago had a pregnancy scare, and I thought my life was going to change, but it ended up being a false alarm.

Sure, I’ve always considered starting a family, but not like this. Not with so much baggage surrounding it and feeling as if I’ll never be able to look at the mother again.

Briefly, I wonder who the other two men are that she slept with and how they took the news. If she even told them yet. Of course she’d come to me first.

With a sigh, I deflate.

Of course she’d come to me first.

Before anything, I was her friend. I feel an uncomfortable sickness which hardens me as I realize she’s been open and honest since day one about everything that didn’t matter.

Waving down the bartender, I throw my glass back and let the burn to my gut distract me from softening my thoughts toward her. Tonight, I want to be enraged and wallow. I’m allowed to fucking grieve, goddamnit!

A few more people enter the bar over the next few hours, and I’ve slowed down my drinks now as the cloud of a heavy buzz settles over me. I’m not paying attention to anyone or anything, including my thoughts, and for the first time today, I feel the rage trickling away.

This time, when a tiny thought flows in, I don’t push it away.

Did I love her? Was I wrong to react the way I did?

“You! I need to talk to you!”

The shout jerks me from my thoughts and I watch as Jennice’s uncle, Griffin, stands up, about to be confronted by a grumpy as fuck Mason Cooper.

Mason has his hand out, pointing at Griffin’s chest, and the alcohol causes a bubble of laughter to build from absolutely nowhere within me.

There’s an older guy who works at the feed store sitting at the next table over, so I lean toward him. “This ought to be good.” Pointing at Mason, I whisper too loudly, “That guy is a complete dick, and that guy.” I point at Griffin. “Hangs around with the wrong sort of folks.”

I grin widely when my fellow audience member chuckles softly, both of us not wanting to draw attention from the fight about to go down.

Fuck. I missed something because now their heads are close, and they’re angrily whisper yelling at each other.

“What the hell happened? What’d I miss?”

With a much louder laugh, my partner in crime lifts his glass and tilts it toward the two men arguing. “That one told the one hollerin’ that he needs to back off. Then the first one demanded to know what happened today—don’t know what he’s talkin’ about—and the second one said, ‘Did ya know she’s pregnant?’ and now they’re in each other’s faces.”

The glass in my hand slips from my fingers and smashes on the table. All eyes are drawn from the two bickering assholes at the bar and over to me. Even the two of them pause long enough to glance over, but only for a moment before they’re back at it.

“You alright, man?”

Ignoring him, I shove my chair back and march over to the two who I know have to be speaking about Edith.

Stopping only a few feet away, my chest is heaving as my head bounces between the two of them. Eventually, they notice and turn, Griffin with a raised brow and Mason with a snarl.

“The fuck do you—”

“Who the fuck are you talking about being pregnant? And if it’s Edith Hughes,” I spit out her name like it’s a curse before continuing. “You better shut your goddamn mouth right now. Nobody wants to hear about the town—”

That’s when a fist flies and connects with my jaw.

I never saw it coming.


Chapter Forty-One
The Bar
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Mason

Shaking out my hand, I growl in frustration as I pick Jaxon’s drunk ass off the floor and bring him up to my face. “I suggest you choose a very different way to end that sentence, yeah?”

There’s no way I’m going to let this self-centered snob utter another word if it’s an insult to the mother of my child. With a shove, he pushes me off and touches his chin, then checks his fingers, undoubtably to verify he’s not bleeding. He’s not.

I’m impressed he handled the much-deserved punch well. Won’t be telling him that, though. Fucking prick.

“Saint,” he grits out. “The town saint.” Looking at Griffin, then me again, he rolls his shoulders and mutters, “She’s always ready to give a helping hand, it would seem.”

Griffin regains his spot on his stool and leans back with crossed arms, staring at the two of us. “So, you boys wanna tell me why you’re so interested in what’s goin’ on with Edith? Mason I get, neighborly concern and all that. What about you, Jaxon?”

Jaxon whips his head toward me, not answering Griffin. “You’re the neighbor? Her boss?”

“Yeah,” I drag out. “Why?”

He snorts. Griffin mimics him, but Jaxon and I ignore the ass. Jerking his chin toward me, he hits me with a question I wasn’t prepared for. “Had a bit of friends with benefits sort of thing going on with her?”

“Don’t know how that’s any of your business.”

Griffin runs his mouth again. With a wave toward me, he smirks. “Oh, they weren’t friends at all! He only planned to stick his dick in her to piss off her daddy; at least that’s what I assume. Didn’t go so well, though, did it? Good ol’ Clay took it out on the wrong person today.” His tone starts light, but changes to accusatory.

“The hell are you going on about?” Whipping his head toward me, Jaxon growls, “You were only messin’ with her? She was torn the fuck up over the thing you all had going on! You confused the hell out of her.” His nostrils are flaring as he glares at me.

I swear to God, let him come after me. I’ll knock him out this time.

“Again, none of your goddamn business.” It takes everything in me to contain my rage. Who the hell are these guys to think I need to explain anything to them?

I’m surprised he gets in my face after I already knocked his ass down once. “It’s my business because I’m the reason that shit was coming to an end. I’m the one who had to convince her not to be so hard on herself when she was feeling guilty over it!” He sneers down his nose at me, and I really fucking hate that he has extra inches in height over me. I’m six-foot-one, for Christ’s sake. “How the hell are you gonna just use her as a fuck buddy? Her? That woman deserved more than a tumble in the barn!”

My fingers curl into a fist and I’m ready to throw it again when Griffin barks out a laugh, only it’s filled with disbelief. “You gotta be kiddin’ me. You actually did it! You, Mason Cooper, enemy numero uno to the Hughes’ clan, was actually bangin’—”

Lunging forward, I fist his shirt to shut him up. “If you don’t wanna end up on the floor like that asshole, I suggest you keep your fuckin’ mouth shut. Just sit there, look pretty, and drink your drinks.”

“I just find it pretty strange… wait.” Griffin sits up straight and narrows his eyes on me. “When the hell did you start fuckin’ her? Like the actual date?”

Throwing my hands out, not giving a shit who’s listening to us at this point, I start yelling. “How the fuck is it anyone’s business what I’ve got goin’ on with Edith?” These two fuckheads are ruining my evening to celebrate. Instantly, I regret my next thought as it pours from my mouth. “I just wanted a fuckin’ drink to toast my kid!”

“Your kid?” Griffin shouts back, surging back to his feet. “How the hell do you figure? It could very well be mine!”

Jaxon is laughing manically as he shoves himself between Griffin and me to wave down the bartender. I slam in elbow in his side, but he’s too fucking drunk to react outside of a grunt. “I really need another goddamn drink, man. You still got my kids?” He pauses, then laughs even harder. “Keys! Fuck me, I meant keys.”

I’m too busy battling my need to go for Griffin’s throat and swirling disappointment that maybe I’m not the father of her baby to give a shit about Jaxon’s slip of the tongue.

Did she say I was? Fuck, I can’t remember a thing after she announced her pregnancy.

Griffin is gaping at how insane Jaxon is acting right now, but it makes sense when Jaxon turns around and jabs his finger into Griffin’s chest.

“I can only assume you’re the fucker who took her virginity, then walked away the next morning with the fantastic advice that she ought to just forget it happened. Do I have that right?”

Both Griffin and I start hollering at the same time. “How the fuck do you know all of this?” Turning to Griffin, I snap, “And you walked away from her after that?”

“Who the fuck are you to her?” he shouts at Jaxon, then to me, he bites out, “And that’s not what happened!”

Instead of holding up one finger, Jaxon holds up three, forcing us to wait on his dramatic ass. After he takes his time to down his entire drink, he sets the glass on the counter, then continues to wave those three fingers in our faces.

“I’m daddy number three.”

Jaxon

There comes a time when a man learns a valuable lesson in life, which is to always think before he speaks. Especially when surrounded by intoxicated assholes trying to piss on the ground and mark territory over a woman we’ve all been involved with in some way or another.

I forgot that lesson.

All of us pay no mind to the bartender shouting for us to take it outside as those two pricks fight each other for the chance to take me out first. Thankfully, they slowed themselves down, so when a balled fist swings for me, I manage to avoid it.

Shoving myself away from the bar, I deliver a solid gut punch to Griffin since he was the first one to swing this time. Grinning as I let him fall sideways, I turn to the other asshole and charge. Mason is fucking ready for me, too.

Feet planted wide, he hunkers down and drives his shoulder into my gut as I wrap my arms around him. We both fall to the floor hard. Normally, I wouldn’t have difficulty in this sort of scenario. Considering I’ve lost count of the number of whiskey glasses I’ve downed, it’s embarrassing how quickly Mason flips me to my back.

With a hand pinning my shoulder to the sticky floor, his arm rears back and he gets his second solid punch in for the night. Then a third and fourth. Maybe I’m looking for punishment after losing my shit on Edith because I welcome every hit like they’re cleansing me from my sins.

Leaning down, Mason is enraged as he screams, “If you think there’s a chance that kid could be yours, then where the hell have you been for the last twelve hours?”

Another blow is heading toward me, but Griffin interrupts, yanking him away so the two of them can tussle. Sitting up, I spit the metallic tasting blood from my mouth and take a moment to catch my bearings.

My head is spinning from the alcohol and punches. I eye the two of them, debating if I should throw myself back in the mix, but honestly, I need a minute. Edith’s fearful eyes slam into my memory and I grip my hair, squeezing my eyes shut as I tug at the strands in an attempt to drive that vision from my memory.

“I don’t want any fucking part of that kid, especially if it’s got Hughes’ blood in its veins.”

I groan when I hear my words echoing in my ears. Something is sitting heavy in my stomach and I don’t think it’s the whiskey making itself known. This feels like deep-seated remorse. My sister’s smiling face makes an appearance and I groan louder when I can practically hear Clayborn’s laughter ringing through my ears.

When a chair collides with the floor and shatters right next to the three of us, we all pause and turn to the bartender who’s now leaning over the bar top, glaring down with a snarl.

“I know who all of you are, so this is your final warning. Get the fuck off my floor and either plant your asses in a chair and have a civilized conversation, or get the hell outta here.”

I don’t know about those two, but I’m thankful for the distraction with the way my head was diving deep into a really fucked up place. I can’t go there tonight, not all of it at once. It’s too much!

Griffin and Mason are grumbling as we stand and brush ourselves off, then find a table in the corner away from everyone else as they’re cleared from the space. Shortly after closing early, the bartender comes over with three fresh glasses and a full bottle of liquor. Setting it in the middle, he lowers his voice.

“Now, clearly ya’ll have some shit to work out, so I’m goin’ against my better judgement here, but I’ll give ya the time to work it out. I want the rest of your keys and you can sleep off the hangovers you’ll surely have out in the lot when you’re finished fuckin’ each other up.”

As if he knows they’ll comply, he shoves his hand out as Mason and Griffin, albeit a bit testily, drop their keys in his palm. Before he walks away, Griffin stops him.

“Paul, you seen Edith around town before you opened up today? We got people out lookin’ for her, but I’ve been tryin’ to ask everyone I run into.”

The bartender, apparently named Paul, shakes his head slowly. “No man, sorry. I’ll call the wife and ask, though.” Pointing at me, then Mason, he adds, “Your asses don’t leave those chairs.”

Leaving us alone, I’m staring hard at Griffin. “Why the hell are you looking for her?” My pulse pounds as soon as I ask, and I’m actually afraid to hear the answer.

“Because she’s fuckin’ missing. One would think you’d know that if you’re under the impression she’s team Jaxon right now,” Mason hisses. Griffin stays silent as he fills our glasses, then pushes one toward me.

Nausea has me swallowing hard as I watch the liquid swirl, but that’s a problem for tomorrow. I really need to stop pushing shit off until tomorrow. “Explain,” I bite out. Forcing my hand out, I pick up my drink and bring it to my lips.

“Say please,” Griffin sing songs, loving every second he’s getting under my skin. He waits with a shit-eating grin I want nothing more than to slap away. Mason is glaring hard enough that I know he clearly would love to do the same.

Backed in a corner, I feel an ache in my jaw with how hard I’m grinding it, plus from the bruises I’m sure I’ll be sporting tomorrow. “Please,” I bite out.

Satisfied, he fills in both Mason and me with the events that transpired at the Hughes home. Mason seems to know some of it, but when Griffin gets to the details, his face grows tumultuous and I can read Clayborn’s death written within the depths of his stony demeanor.

The longer Griffin speaks, the sicker I feel, realizing she had tried to tell me what she was facing with her father. She fucking told me before she was in a shit situation. I knew this, but my own past trauma and history swallowed all of it up and spit it out at her feet.

I’m no better than her sperm donor…

“When you manage to push it out, I’ll submit to a test and if it turns out to be mine, all you’ll get is money. Nothing more.”

Swaying in my chair, regret and shame drown me. I sent her away. “Get the fuck out!” That’s what I said to her.

Jesus, she fucking ran from me like I was going to beat the shit out of her, too. What have I done?

“Here.” Paul’s voice sounds like it’s coming from within a tunnel, but the trash can he shoves in my hand is perfectly timed as I lean over and hurl up every drop of whiskey I’ve ingested tonight. Once I’m finished, a cool glass of water is placed in front of me and I down it.

“Thanks,” I murmur, leaning back.

I hear a huff, then a scathing, “Pussy.”

Probably Griffin, but I ignore him as well as Mason’s snort in agreement.

With my eyes closed, I make sure I’m following everything. “So, you’re telling me that earlier today, the guy who killed my sister almost killed his daughter? Right? That’s what you’re saying?”

Mason cuts in. “Hughes killed your sister?” There’s no empathy, but he does manage to keep the question somewhat civil.

“Yes.” My answer is sharp and I crack an eye open to peer at Griffin.

Hiccupping, he slumps to the side, supporting his head up with a fist on the table before he falls over. Apparently, he’s more drunk than I realized. With a slurred voice, he finally answers. “He didn’t almost kill her ‘cuz I got in there fast enough, but she was all sorts of banged up. I’ve been lookin’ like crazy and can’t find her anywhere.”

Mason seems to be the most sober of us all, but his eyes are definitely glassy, so maybe he’s just holding it well. Without blinking, they narrow into slits, focused on me. “Why do you think you’re the guy she was tossin’ me to the side for?”

“I was gonna actually date her.” Pissed that he’s acting like he’s done nothing wrong and Griffin seemingly fine with walking away from after one night, I throw in an extra jab to hit them both hard. “Instead of just fucking her and saying thanks for a good time. Although, I’m sure my dick would’ve been enough of a reason for her to walk away from both your asses.”

Fuck, I forgot that fucking lesson again.

Griffin

“You cocky sonofabitch!” I’m already launching my drunk ass over the table before I’ve even finished shouting. This time, Mason actually helps instead of hindering me by clearing the glasses out of my way. Wrapping my hands around Jaxon’s throat, I ride to the floor with him as his chair tips straight back. “Since when are you such a hateful motherfucker? You’re actin’ like you’re pissed at all of us and her!”

Throwing up must have cleared his head because the hits I’m getting pummeled with hurt like a bitch. Mason, again super helpfully, slaps him across the cheek. Hard. Jaxon stops, stunned that he was just bitch-slapped like that.

“Answer. Why are you this mad? How the fuck do you not know anything about today if ya’ll are such good friends?” Mason snarls down at him.

“Shit!” Jaxon shouts, then scrambles out from under me, then quickly smirks at the way I tumble to the side, whacking my head on the corner of the table in the process. “Ruth!” he adds, not clearing a goddamn thing up.

“Ya’ll good over there?” Paul hollers from behind the bar where he’s working on a crossword puzzle. He sounds bored, not even looking in our direction, but I know he’s very aware of everything happening over here.

“My head fuckin’ hurts!” I call back, rubbing away the pain.

“Who the hell is Ruth?” These may be the first words tonight where Mason doesn’t sound pissed. He seems just as confused as I am.

This whole fucking night has been a shitshow and I swear to God, I’m about to call it a night.

Lifting his chair, Jaxon sits back down, paying no mind to the trickle of blood from a split in his lip. Damn, I don’t remember doin’ that. I raise a brow at Mason, tipping my head in question toward Jaxon as he scrolls through his phone. Mason simply shrugs.

Shame I missed it. I’ve been dabbing at my nose for a bit, and Mason’s got a touch of blood near his brow, but thankfully the whiskey is making this all fairly pain free. I doubt either of them are feeling much either. Except my fucking head. Christ, it hurts.

Dismissively, Jaxon holds his phone to his ear before finally answering us. “Ruth Danielson. She’s the pastor’s wife. Called me about fifty times today but I ignored them after she started talking about Edith. I hung up on her, actually.” There’s a hint of regret in his voice, but I don’t know him well enough to know for sure.

“Why the hell would you hang up on her?” Mason roars and I’m irate all over again. Has she been over there this whole time?

Blinking slowly at us like we’re morons, he says, “Because I didn’t know she was Clay’s daughter. You know, the guy who fucking killed my sister?” That last question was aimed directly at me, but I hit back.

“What the fuck’s that got to do with Edith?” Opening his mouth to explain, he hesitates, then presses his lips together. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” It comes out under my breath, but fuck this guy for ignoring her.

“I’m calling them now.”

“You do that. Take all the time you want. I’m just gonna go over there,” Mason growls, storming toward Paul. “Need my keys, man.”

“Nnnnnnope. Wait for the call first.” Paul doesn’t even look up. I chuckle because apparently, he’s been following along a lot closer than I realized. No way the rest of the town doesn’t know about what went down by brunch tomorrow.

“Ruth, I’m sorry for—”

The louder the voice grows through the phone, the higher my brows rise. Mouthing, “What the fuck did you do to her?” I’m not even sure if I’m asking about Ruth or Edith at this point. I wait until Ruth, I assume, finishes her speech before Jaxon can answer.

His shoulders droop as he nods his head slowly to himself. “She alright, though? And there with you?… Ruth, you’re not even gonna tell me if she’s there?”

“Now can I have my keys?” Mason shouts over his shoulder to Paul. Fucking asshole ignores him and Mason is about to crawl out of his skin, pacing between our table and the bar.

Sighing, Jaxon groans, “Hold on, I’ll put you on speaker.” Setting his phone down, Ruth delivers a little speech before hanging up.

“Not a single person is coming over here tonight. I can hear one of you shoutin’ and you’ll wake the devil with all that racket. Lord knows we don’t need him to show up tonight. It’s practically midnight, and I’ll send Josiah out with his shotgun at the first sign of trespassers. Jaxon, I hope your head hurts in the morning. Find Jesus at the bottom of your glass and have a good loooong talk with him.”

Click.

We’re all silent as we stare at the phone.

I’m the first to break the silence. “Who the fuck is Ruth?”

“God, you’re so fuckin’ drunk,” Mason grumbles.

“Ya’ll ain’t gettin’ your keys. Ruth said so! Best finish off the bottle. I’m chargin’ everyone triple for my time, by the way,” Paul hollers happily.

With a sigh, knowing we aren’t going anywhere tonight, I stumble to Paul and grab fresh glasses, then bring them back to the table.

“Pour,” Mason grumbles, dropping into his chair heavily, pouting like a fucking self-absorbed tween not getting his way.

The three of us spend the rest of the night finishing the bottle without speaking. I’m certain we have a lot more to talk about, but not tonight. The last thing I remember before I pass out is thinking I’ll be able to find Edith tomorrow once I figure out where Ruth lives.


Chapter Forty-Two
Jaxon
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I’m in so much pain that if I didn’t have Mason and Griffin eyeing me repeatedly, I’d slump over and let out a pathetic mewl.

Holding back my groan, I push myself to my feet and stretch my body out, wincing when I realize our fight last night took a bigger toll on my body than I expected. Aches in places I didn’t expect are rendering me practically useless, and I know it’ll be impossible for me to even pick up a pencil today.

The only thing bringing me any sort of relief is that they’re as fucked up as I am and moving just as slowly as they peel themselves from the floor of Paul’s bar.

“The hell time is it?” Griffin croaks out, rubbing a hand over his face, then stares at his palm as if it’s covered in shit. It probably is. This place isn’t exactly sterilized unless you consider the amount of alcohol that’s been spilled on the floor.

Squinting with one eye shut, Mason checks his phone, then his eyes go comically wide. “It’s almost fuckin’ noon!”

Both Griffin and I mutter and we all start gathering our things. I should probably go home and shower before even attempting to make things right with Edith, but I can’t wait.

As I head out, leaving the other two behind, something on the bar catches my eye. When I pick up the paper, I read the note left behind.

‘There are bottles of water in the fridge behind the bar and painkillers. I stuck them in there so you all wouldn’t have to go digging through my shit. I’d thank you for the entertaining night, but since I had to close early, I charged $200 on each of your cards. That includes alcohol, damages, and lost wages. Jaxon, I added an extra $50 to yours since you started earlier than the other two. — Paul’

Snorting, I hand the paper to Mason as he comes up to my side, reads quickly, then heads behind the bar to pull out the water and the pills. He hands the bottle over to me. Pouring out a few extra, I open the bottle of water he tossed to me and down them, then hand the pills to Griffin.

“I’m out.” My voice is scratchy from all the yelling last night and my lip stings from where it was split open as I take another long drink from the bottle. With a second bottle in my hand, I head toward the door, then squint from the sun when I wrench it open.

I don’t pay attention to who is behind me as I head toward my truck until a hand stops me. “You know where Ruth lives?”

Griffin’s eyes are red-rimmed from the whiskey, but it’s obvious he’s just as determined as I am.

Shaking off his grip, I nod once. “Yeah. I’m going over there now to talk to her. Edith, I mean.”

“Can I follow?”

Irritation takes over and I snap, “I need to talk to her alone.”

“Man, get off your high horse. You’re not the only one who has their hat thrown in the ring. I was there when she got the shit kicked out of her. I need to make sure she’s alright, and honestly, there’s a good chance that baby is mine as well.”

“I’m comin’ too,” Mason calls out, heading to his own truck.

As much as I want to tell both of them to fuck off, I give in. “You can follow me.”

We’re all dragging as we pile in our own vehicles and the two of them stick close as I drive over to the Danielson house. Once I’m parked, I don’t wait for them as I climb the front steps and ring the doorbell.

It’s whipped open as if Ruth was waiting. The glare she’s leveling forces me to step back. For the first time, I’m not greeted with a smile or kind words, which I know is well deserved.

Swallowing down the nausea, I straighten my spine. “May I please speak with Edith?”

“She’s not here.”

That’s it, no explanation. The door starts to close, but Mason’s hand stops it just as he makes it to my side.

“Ruth, right? I’m Mason Cooper. It’s important that I find her.”

“We.” I roll my eyes at Griffin’s interjection. With a flashy smile, he adds, “Griffin Graham, ma’am. I was with her yesterday durin’ the incident. I’m sure she’ll want to see me. Would you let her know I’m here?”

The door swings open wider and Pastor Josiah comes into view with a sad smile. “Let them in, Ruthie. Doesn’t hurt to have a little chat.”

I swear, the little woman growls and steps back to allow us in. My eyes are flying over the space, but Edith isn’t anywhere in view. Finding the stairs, I head in that direction, thinking she’s hiding away in a room, but Ruth’s sharp voice stops me.

“You’re not welcome to go up there. Besides, as I said a moment ago, she’s not here.” Her eyes roam over the other two before she adds, “Not that any of ya’ll have a right to speak to her. I know what’s been going on and all of you should be ashamed of yourselves.”

Her scathing tone freezes all of us, including her husband, who’s staring at her as if she’s grown two heads. Pointing a finger toward a floral patterned sofa with a silent command, we all trudge our way over. An elbow jabs into my side and I side-eye Griffin as he takes the middle and settles in as if he didn’t do anything.

“Now, I don’t have much patience for listening to any of your reasonings over what happened yesterday, but we’re gonna to get a few things clear now, then ya’ll best be on your way. Edith—”

“Is she alright?” Mason blurts out, interrupting her. I catch Josiah shaking his head hard in an attempt to tell him to shut his mouth, but Mason doesn’t pick up the hint. “I appreciate you wantin’ to talk, but if she’s not here, I don’t have the time to sit around for a chat. I need to find her.”

“Don’t interrupt a lady when she’s speaking.” Ruth sniffs in annoyance, then holds a hand out. “There’s the door if you want to go.”

Mason stands as if he’s going to leave, hesitates, then asks, “She at home?”

Blinking up at him, Ruth’s lips stay pressed together in a thin line. With an aggravated sigh, he plops back on the couch and once she’s happy, she nods once. Folding her hands together in front of her, she studies all of us.

“Now, I don’t know what kind of business three grown men have with that girl, and frankly, I don’t want to know.”

Readying herself to lay into us, she takes a deep breath, then hits us with everything she’s got.

“Edith was here. She left this morning after speaking with the police last night, then again this morning. I assume you all know what happened yesterday between her and that man who… Well, I won’t say what I want to say.” She sniffs again, picking an invisible piece of lint from her shirt.

“Sorry for interruptin’, but seriously, is she alright? When she left yesterday, she was pretty beaten up.” Griffin is rubbing his hands on his pant legs anxiously, and I frown down to watch, then eye him. I have no doubt he’s concerned, but it pisses me off he’s even here.

“You’re asking if she’s alright? Aside from swollen eyes, bruised ribs, a broken nose, and in so much pain she can hardly walk?” That image hits me like a fucking train.

My eyes dart around the room for a trash can because I think I’m going to throw up again. Mason’s breath whooshes from his mouth and Griffin completely deflates into the couch. “I’m gonna kill him,” Mason growls.

“What did the cops say?” I croak out, mentally agreeing with Mason, but I say nothing because I want more information. Her glare shuts me up.

“It’s obvious you all think you care about her, but I’m not so sure it’s born from anything but guilt and a sense of duty. If it is, don’t bother. Edith will be gone until things are settled on the legal side with her fath—with Clayborn Hughes.” Eyeing us all carefully, she asks, “Did any of you know he’s been abusing her? Aside from yesterday, I mean.”

My couch mates and I stay silent, guilt souring the air. Finally, I speak up because Ruth doesn’t seem as if she’s going to continue without an answer.

“I, umm, I knew she was in a bad situation. I didn’t know details, only that she was working on a way out of it. I had no idea who her father was.”

“But you had sex with her.”

The condescension lacing her tone hits hard. My cheeks flush and I don’t think I’ve ever felt so small. Ruth drags her glare from me and focuses on the other two.

“As did the two of you. Not one of you knows a damn thing about that girl, do you?”

“Ruthie.” Josiah’s voice holds a slight admonition for her language. Blinking away her tears, it’s clear this isn’t just a talk where she’s giving us shit. She’s truly devastated with not only what happened to Edith, but with our disgusting behavior.

“Josiah,” she cries out, then points at us. “These men have been dragging that woman into the haystacks to get their rocks off without havin’ an inkling of who she is!” Whipping her teared filled eyes to us, she shouts, “You all treated her like a whore when all she needed was a bit of love!”

“Ruth!” Josiah snaps out. “Be kind and tenderhearted to people who don’t deserve it and patient with those who fail you.” He locks eyes with me when he adds, “Failures might get knocked down, but they’re not destroyed. Fix yourselves. All of you,” he adds, indicating he’s speaking to all of us.

“Where is she?” Mason grits out while Griffin shifts restlessly in his seat.

“Gone.” Ruth’s answer is just as biting. “They set her up somewhere to recover where that man can’t find her until he’s handled.” With a deep breath, her fury with us melts away, and she smiles widely. It is not a friendly smile. “Since you all have so much time on your hands now, why don’t you stay for lunch to sober up and the two of you”—she points at Griffin and Mason—“can give Jaxon a hand over at the barn build. Now that we’re short a strong pair of hands.”

Opening his mouth to argue, Mason is silenced with a hard look from both me and Griffin. “Fine,” he eventually grumbles out.

A loud single clap causes me to jump and I swear, this woman has a maniacal gleam in her eye. “Wonderful! I’ll accompany you to the site and read from God’s word while you three work.”

Standing, Griffin gives her a forced smile. “If you don’t mind, ma’am. I’m gonna take a raincheck on lunch. There’s someplace I need to be first, but I’ll head over to the barn in a couple of hours.”

Something in me is screaming to agree and follow him, so I stand and make my apologies for leaving as well. Mason, the rude fucker he is, just leaves with us once Ruth concedes. With her mood, it’s a surprise she gives in so quickly. Maybe she’s feeling the tension the same as us.

As soon as we’re outside, I call out to Griffin. “Where you going?”

Without slowing down, he glances over his shoulder and flashes a smile that spells out death and destruction. “Got a man to see about a horse.”

“I’m goin’ with you. Ya’ll can park at my ranch if you want.”

Clued in, I nod quickly and follow them out of town, riding silently and glancing often to the seat next to me. Seeing Edith spread out before me across that seat is ingrained in my head and I can’t help but think I’ve ruined every chance I had with her just by opening my mouth.

“I don’t want any fucking part of that kid, especially if it’s got Hughes’ blood in its veins. When you manage to push it out, I’ll submit to a test and if it turns out to be mine, all you’ll get is money. Nothing more.”

I’ve never regretted saying something more in my life. The news of who her father rocked me to my core, but I know her well enough to know she doesn’t have a manipulative bone in her body. I know this. So why the fuck did I let my two decades old hurt pour out as if she was responsible for it?

Clayborn’s sins aren’t hers to bear, and I made her think they were. I don’t even deserve a chance to be the father of her baby, but fuck if the idea isn’t burying its roots deep inside.

I blame the whiskey, but a realization strikes me hard, and I sit up straighter.

Did he hurt the baby? Ruth said she’s bruised up, broken nose, but what about the baby?

“Fuck.”

Shifting so I can grab my cellphone, I call the only person with information, and as soon as she answers, I’m blurting out my question.

“Is the baby okay? When Cl—when he hurt her, did he… Is the baby okay? Did she go to the hospital and get checked over?”

There’s a pause, then shuffling as if she’s moving the phone to her other ear. Then Ruth sighs loudly.

“She went to the hospital. The baby seems to be fine.” Closing my eyes in relief, I find my throat is closing up, clogged with emotion. Since I don’t say anything else, she ends the call. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Bye,” I rasp out, then throw my phone to the side.

Relief is all I can think about until we’re hopping out of our respective trucks. Griffin immediately starts toward the trees at the edge of the property and Mason is following, only glancing toward me briefly.

Running to catch up, I keep my voice low as we pick our way through the wooded area separating their properties. “How do you know he’s home?”

“I don’t. But I’m gonna find out.” Griffin’s nonchalant shrug seems as if he’s unperturbed by this whole situation, but if I study him closer, it’s obvious how tense he is. To my left, Mason has a hard glower as he stares ahead.

Choosing to keep quiet, we finish our trek. As soon as the house comes into view, I wrinkle my nose as I glace around. The whole place looks run down and loaded with junk. It doesn’t seem as if it’s been touched for the twenty years since I last stepped foot on this property.

Picking a key out from between two rocks, both Mason and I scowl as Griffin uses it to unlock the door. As he returns it, he pauses when he catches us. “What?”

“How do you know where the key is?” I ask, not liking how familiar he is with Edith’s home.

With an eye roll, he doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls the door open and holds it open so the two of us can head in first. The first thing to hit me is the stale scent of cigarettes and memories about bring me to my knees. My eyes dart to the wall where I took my fists to Clayborn until my dad pulled me away.

Since I’m breathing harshly, Griffin raises a brow, silently asking if I’m alright. All I can do is shake my head to brush him off. I’m not fucking okay, but fuck both of them if I’m going to have a breakdown right now, no less in front of them.

“Where’s his room?” Mason asks quietly. When Griffin points toward a door in the corner, Mason pushes his way past and peeks inside.

Pulling back, he’s sporting a massive grin spread all the way across his face. “Our man of the hour is takin’ a bit of a nap. Looks like he got out early.”

Whatever they say after is lost to me as I surge forward and barrel through the door, not giving a shit when the door slams into a dresser, sending shit crashing to the floor.

Clayborn jerks upright, confused and growling. “Fuckin’ girl,” he bites out, before his eyes grow round.

Without waiting, I throw myself on top of him, my balled fist the first part of my body to connect. His movements are slow and sluggish, but it doesn’t take long for him to go into fight mode and he starts swinging.

“Clay, buddy!” Griffin sings, plopping on the bouncing bed to our side while I aim every hit I can into the most sensitive areas I’m able to reach. When Griffin ducks to avoid Clayborn’s flying arm, he grabs it to pin to the bed. “I’ll keep this safe for you right here, friend.”

I can hear Mason yelling something behind me, but a haze takes over me as I do my best to end this worthless sack of shit. It feels like forever as I expel every ounce of rage on him, but it couldn’t have been too long because the fucker is still breathing.

“Move,” Mason grits out, shoving me to the side where I roll to my back and catch my breath. Staring at the cracked ceiling, I let sounds of grunts and flesh being pounded envelop me as I feel myself circling the drain.

There’s nothing I can do. She’s gone. Hidden away until this guy is permanently out of her life. We all know how long the courts take and it could be months, maybe even a year or two, before she’ll feel safe to come back. She’ll have the baby without me. I fucking promised her we’d get through this and I’d help before I fucked up.

“Get the fuck out.”

“Get the fuck out!” Clayborn shouts the same words I used on her. I blink slowly, then turn my head to the side to watch. Apparently, Mason and Griffin have swapped positions because now he’s leaning his forearm against Clayborn’s throat.

Pleasure fills me when I see his face turning purple from lack of air and I whisper encouragement for Griffin to end him.

A hand moves in front of my face and I drag my eyes from Clayborn to find Mason standing over me, holding that same hand out. “Let’s go. We’ve done enough.”

Begrudgingly, I take it and wince when he hauls me up, my bruises from last night aching. “He needs to die,” I tell him, and he nods once with understanding.

“He does, but for now, we’ve got a shitload of days to come visit and take our pound of flesh.”

“Ya’ll are ruinin’ my flow here,” Griffin yells over his shoulder. Then, shoving Clayborn back, he backs away and wipes his hands on the front of his shirt. “Alright boys, we got a barn to build and I’m feelin’ much better now.”

When he passes by to head out the door, Mason gives him a murderous look as Griffin smacks him on the shoulder.

I’m shocked that I actually want to laugh when Mason mutters, “That asshole is fuckin’ next.”


Chapter Forty-Three
Griffin
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“You know, if you’d lay that sh—”

A gruff cough stops me from cursing, and I glance apologetically over at Mrs. Danielson, which she’s insisted we all call her now. Her name Ruth is no longer allowed for boys who can’t even respect Jesus on Sundays, according to her.

We’ve been over here for weeks, every single day, working our asses off, and this barn is almost done. If Jaxon would stop being so fucking stubborn about suggestions…

“Sorry, ma’am. Don’t know where my heads at.” Flashing her with a broad smile, I turn back to Jaxon. “I was just sayin’, if you lay that stuff out here, we can mark the backs with numbers so we can pre-cut and not worry about tossin’ it down every five minutes.”

Jaxon blows out a breath, clearly frustrated as he stares down at the stacks of flashing we need to get up on the roof. From the corner, Mason snorts, drawing our attention to him. “What?” Jaxon snaps out.

This guy has been a real grump ever since Edith left, but I have to admit, he’s fucking great at his job. I haven’t said anything yet because of this uncertainty over what’ll happen when Edith comes home, but I wouldn’t mind working for him.

With an annoyed sigh, Mason straightens from where he’s bent over from installing flooring and points at me. “He’s right. Pull your head out of your ass and take some advice once in your life.”

Mrs. Danielson makes an intelligible noise in the back of her throat, but Mason being Mason, disregards her objections to his language. He’s the only one with balls big enough to only placate her in very small ways.

Slapping Jaxon’s shoulder, I make an executive decision and lean over and start laying everything out.

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“All human wisdom is summed up in two words. Wait and hope.” A pang of remorse hits me when I quote mine and Edith’s book to Jaxon, who’s now staring at me as if I’ve grown two heads. “What?”

“The hell does that mean?”

My laugh isn’t as full now, but I mask how I’m feeling and explain. “It’s from the Count of Monte Cristo. You know, the book?”

“I think we all know the book. Shocked you do. Didn’t think you could read,” Mason complains.

Ignoring him, I point at all of us. “I was reading it with Edith before she left.” There’s a flash of pain behind Jaxon’s eyes, and I choose to keep going instead of avoiding the topic. “It just means we should have patience and hope it all works out in the end.”

Mason snorts and comes to stand next to Jaxon. “Doesn’t really apply to the situation.”

Shrugging, I keep working. “Sounded good, though.”

“I think we’ve had enough for today. Jaxon, walk me to my car, please?” Mrs. Danielson is slowly hobbling herself out of the chair she’s set near the entrance of the barn. Best place for her to watch us.

While Jaxon disappears with her, Mason and I begin our clean up. I can’t help glancing over a few times, debating if I should ask if he and Jaxon want to grab a drink or something. It’s not that I love these guys, but if I’m being honest, they’re growing on me.

In another life, I could actually see all of us being pretty good friends. My daily routine has always been sort of what’s expected. The normal. I followed my older brother around for as long as I can remember, which is the only reason I ever ended up over at Clayborn’s in the past few years.

As much as I hate myself for giving that fuck any of my time, I’m thankful I was there, or God only knows what would have happened to Edith that day.

It’s been fucking weeks since we last saw her. I’m certain the cops at the station are sick of hearing from us, asking for status updates on Clayborn’s case. They’ve got what they need for the most part, but now we’re just waiting for a date before the judge.

Complete bullshit, if you ask me. But apparently lawyers have schedules they need to work around. I’m itching to have Edith standing in front of me so I can make sure she really is okay.

Christ, I miss the fuck out of her.

Glancing again at Mason, I let out a long sigh.

“If you stare at me long enough, you’re gonna make me think you’ve got a crush. What do you want, Griff?”

Surprised by the nickname, I ask, “Wanna grab a drink?” Before he answers, Jaxon walks back in. “You too, Jaxon. Drinks?”

“I’m not really a drinker,” he mutters, then gathers his tools, shoving them into a bag.

Mason barks out a laugh. “I’d argue that, but we all saw how poorly you handle your liquor, so I’m not actually surprised.” To me, he adds, “I gotta head back to my farm. Got shit to do tonight before heading home.”

“Need a hand?” The offer is out before I think, and Mason lifts a brow in surprise.

Jaxon moves in next to me and jerks his chin toward Mason. “I’ll give you a hand, too. Don’t have anything else going on tonight.”

I have to give Mason credit. Although he looks annoyed as fuck with us, he simply nods once. “You know where I live. Griff is shovelin’ shit.”

Snorting a laugh, Jaxon smiles, and I realize it hasn’t happened a lot since being around him lately. Neither has Mason, for that matter, not that the asshole ever did smile before. Edith being gone has taken a toll on all of us. Hate to admit it, but this is going to be tough when she comes home with a baby belonging to only one of us.

I’m still gonna stick around. There’s nothing wrong with being with a woman who’s got a baby daddy. People do it all the time. I just need to convince her she wants me around.

It’s not long before I’m standing shoulder to shoulder with Jaxon in a barn, watching as a tiny, furry kitten attacks the hell out of Mason’s legs. He just keeps walking like it’s completely normal.

Jaxon is completely stunned, and I want to ask what’s up with the little devil, but I feel a soft bump against my ankle. Dipping my chin, I get a glimpse of two more kittens who are now rubbing up against Jaxon’s legs, since I wasn’t quick enough to give them attention.

Squatting down, he scratches their heads while cocking his head at Mason. “What’s with the zoo in here?”

“It’s Edith’s zoo. Fuckin’ hell Billy! Knock it the fuck off, you demon!” As pissy as he sounds, he’s toeing the spitting and hissing kitten gently with his boot to push him away.

Instead of running, Billy the cat literally lunges for Mason’s leg and starts clawing his way up until his nails are dug into his side. Mason shouts more curses, but again, gently unhooks the little daggers embedded in his skin.

Marching to us, he shoves the kitten against my chest. “Here. If you think he’s so funny, you can enjoy the nightmare of Billy the Kitty all you want.”

I didn’t realize I was chuckling until Jaxon’s dancing eyes meet mine and we both burst out laughing. Prepared to be clawed, I cradle Billy to my chest, but the little fucker immediately starts purring and settles right into my hand.

Drawing his brows together in confusion, Mason plants his feet and jabs a finger toward us. “How the hell did you get him to do that?”

Raising a brow, I scratch a single finger under Billy’s chin. The damn thing is purring so loudly I can feel his vibrations deep within my chest. Waving my fingers at Mason, I grin. “Guess I’ve got skilled hands.”

“He probably just thinks you’re a dick,” Jaxon adds helpfully, still laughing to himself. “What do you need done here?”

Bumping him with my elbow, I get his attention. “It’s ‘cuz he is a dick.”

“I gotta get Austin out for a bit and clean his stall. Jax can handle that, I think.” Mason is grumbling, but I catch the twitch in the corner of his mouth as he pushes past us, picking up one of the other kittens on his way out. That one climbs right onto his shoulder and they walk away as if they’re used to their routine.

Following Mason, I continue petting Billy as I ask, “So, what’d you mean when you said this was Edith’s zoo?”

Without turning around, he calls out, “Girl kept showin’ up with a kitten in tow every day she came over. One right after the other.” He stops in his tracks to face us, something odd written on his face, as if he’s lost in thought. “Mentioned she couldn’t keep them at her place because her dad wouldn’t want pets around. That’s how she started workin’ here. To house them in the barn.”

He reaches up thoughtfully to pet the kitten on his shoulder. Jaxon’s just as interested in the story as I am. “What’s that one’s name?” he asks, lifting his chin to indicate the kitten on Mason’s shoulder.

“Bonnie. She’s attached.” Mason clears his throat. “Especially since Edith’s been gone. That one you got there is Buck. He was the first to show up.”

I didn’t even realize Jaxon had the other one in his hand and a bubble of laughter erupts out of me.

“Fuckin’ hell. We’re a bunch of pussies,” I say, swiping at my eye.

Growling, Mason storms off and wrenches the door to another barn open. “Wait out here!” he hollers, then disappears.

Eventually, he comes back out with a beautiful white gelding, who I assume is Austin. Mason has a decent sized ball connected to a rope hanging from his other hand as well.

“That’s from my place,” Jaxon informs us. His eyes are locked on the ball and Mason pauses, looking down at it, then sighs loudly.

“She brought it for Austin. Said she got it from a friend teachin’ her to ride. Is it safe to assume that was you?” He seems almost resigned to the fact we’ve all had these little connections to each other unknowingly. All because of her.

Nodding sharply, Jaxon doesn’t comment further on it. “Rake near the stall?”

“Yup. I’m takin’ him to the corral. Griff, feel free to play with the kittens to keep yourself busy. Don’t touch anythin’.”

What a prick.

Choosing to follow Jaxon, I look around and find a barrel to wheel over so Jaxon can shovel shit. He hands his kitten, Buck, over to me and I lean my shoulder against the frame of the stall as he gets to work.

“So,” I say slowly. “You were teachin’ our girl to ride?”

I smirk when he straightens, shocked by my use of our. Swallowing hard, he turns his back to me. “She’d never been on a horse before and had always wanted to learn. I’ve got a stable full of them over at my parents’ place, so I started showing her the ropes.”

Nodding to myself, I ask, “Seems like you two were pretty good friends. She told me about workin’ with you.”

Again, my words bring him up short.

“She told me about you both as well. Not who you were, but she confided what happened between you. Asked for advice. She is my friend. Was. Fuck, I don’t know. Obviously, things became more.”

I’m surprised he’s talking so much, but I want to know everything. Partly out of curiosity, but I like hearing about different sides of her. “We were friends too, in a sense. She cooked me dinner a few times and—”

“And read books.”

“Book.” I correct him because I want it to be books. Lying with her was peaceful, and I loved every second of it. My chest swells with a small pain, so I rub it away. Billy meows his dislike that I removed my hand from his head.

Jaxon continues to work quietly as I think back to all the times I got her alone. She lit up when she wasn’t being crushed under Clayborn’s hard stare, which builds my ire once again. It happens every time I think of him.

After some time, Jaxon hits me with a hard question. “Why’d you leave? That morning, I mean. She was real tore up about it.”

Maybe he’s giving me some courtesy to sit with my shame in private, but I deserve to be laid out for it. “I hadn’t planned on it. I was actually gonna talk to my brother, Corb, and get his advice on whether Clay would give me shit for seein’ his daughter.”

My throat feels dry, and I know Jaxon is eyeing me as I spill my fuck up to him.

“That mornin’, he was supposed to be hours away with Corb on a job, but the truck got fucked up, so they came home early. Edith panicked. I know now why she pushed me away, but at the time, I didn’t know how bad it was. I thought her dad was just a dick sometimes. Figured she wasn’t as interested as I thought with her freakin’ out so badly.”

“So, you left her.”

“I tried to make it easy on her,” I defend. “I thought I was doin’ her a favor so she wouldn’t have to worry about an embarrassin’ situation by sayin’ it was a one-time thing.”

Mason’s voice cuts in. “You’re a fuckin’ idiot.”

“Yeah, I know,” I snap at him, annoyed he was eavesdropping. “I talked to her about it a bit, but he was around. I misread the situation and I’m hopin’ she’ll understand it wasn’t intentional to hurt her like that. Because it wasn’t.”

I glare at Jaxon when I say my last statement and see him wince. The conversation ends there, and Mason helps finish up in the stall before we’re all heading over to Austin.

Jaxon snorts and I look to where he’s staring, my jaw dropping as I watch Mason’s horse prance around with that toy, swinging it in wide circles.

“What the hell is he doin’?” I ask no one in particular.

“I swear to God, that horse was normal since the day I bought him. Edith shows up with a little present from our friend here, and now he’s like a fuckin’ toddler who just found his dick for the first time. He won’t stop playin’ with the damn thing!”

I bite my cheek because, although Mason sounds annoyed, I think he’s more frustrated she’s not here to watch. The three of us lean against the fence in easy comfort, Mason slipping through every now and then to throw it, encouraging Austin to run.

The kittens are wrestling between mine and Jaxon’s feet, little cries of pain sounding when one of them nips too hard.

I really wish Edith was here.

And that thought brings me right back to Clayborn.

Shoving myself from the fence, I check my watch and know it’s probably the perfect time for another little visit. He’s probably knocked out in his chair by now, considering the way he drinks.

Besides, it’s been a full week since I was there last. I quite enjoy my weekly ritual of beating this shit out of him and whispering promises I’ll be back next week, and the week after, until Edith is safe and home.

“Where you going?” Jaxon asks, still watching Mason and Austin together.

“Headin’ next door. It’s my weekly check in with Clay.” With a wink, I shove my hands into my pockets and stroll toward the tree line that will take me to the Hughes’ backyard.

I might even have an extra pep in my step as I gear up for his ass-whooping.


Chapter Forty-Four
Jaxon
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Rolling my eyes at Mason’s abrupt text, then Griffin’s buddy comment and his commitment to not using Ruth’s first name ever, I tap my thumb on the side of my phone in thought. I don’t know how it happened, but apparently, we’re friends… of sorts.

Picking you up in ten. You at your office?




Hey buddy, Mason and I are heading your way. We want to go see Mrs. Danielson and see if she’s got any updates on our gal. I’d ask if you want to go, but I know you do.




Their offer to bring me along to see Ruth pleases me. She tends to shut me down when I call, but maybe with the three of us putting pressure on her, she’ll give us something about Edith this time.

Texting them back in the group text they refuse to use, I hit send, then gather my things together.

I’m at my office. I’ll be ready when you get here. Need someone to bring me back to my truck when we’re done.




Heading to the door, I let Jennice know she can head out for the night. She must have been ready to go because she’s out the door within minutes and I wait alone until Mason’s truck pulls into the lot.

Locking up, I yank the passenger door open and wait as Griffin shifts to the middle to give me room. Mason’s truck only has the one bench, so it’s a tight fit for the three of us.

All of us sitting shoulder to shoulder, I press my lips together tightly as Mason pulls out of my lot and we make the first few minutes of the drive to Ruth’s in silence.

Griffin seems on edge with his knee bouncing harder and harder the closer we get. Finally, Mason slaps his hand down hard on his thigh.

“Would you knock it the fuck off? You’re makin’ me want to crawl out of my skin.”

“You realize that she’s been gone seven weeks? She was probably a good three weeks pregnant before she left, so that puts her at ten weeks pregnant now. Maybe even eleven, but I think ten is a good guess. I did some research and at ten weeks, the baby would be the size of an apricot.”

My eyes bulge, then glance at my hand and imagine a baby that big cradled in my palm.

“Fuck,” I murmur, then wince when Griffin jabs me in the side.

“How’d you take it when she told you? We already know Mason froze up like an icicle, but you never said how she told you.”

Mason’s low growl has both of us smirking before I remember the way our conversation went and my mood sours.

Glancing out the window, I mutter, “It didn’t go well. Gotta fix that when she comes home.”

Both of them turn their heads toward me, Mason scowling and Griffin with a brow raised, clearly interested. I refuse to elaborate, but when Mason says, “Go on,” I know I have to share my biggest regret.

“It wasn’t good,” I warn them.

Griffin’s easy demeanor shifts to a more serious one. After spending seven weeks with these guys, I know I’m about to get my ass kicked again. But my guilt has been eating me alive, and it’s nothing more than I deserve. Neither says anything, so I suck it up and spill how much of an asshole I was.

“When she told me, I knew there was a chance I wasn’t the father, but I was pretty on board with being there for her. Told her we’d figure it out, and I’d be a support. Then…” I swallow hard. “Then I found out who her father was.”

“How did you not know? I thought you were friends?” asks Griffin without accusation, only curiosity.

“Will you believe me if I say it just didn’t come up? When we were introduced, it was just as Edith. We got to know each other, and it was one of those things where I just never asked her last name. I thought she knew my history involved her father, but when I took the time to remember all of our conversations, I realized I never mentioned his name. I fucking hate saying his name, so it’s not surprising.

“Anyway, she was terrified of telling her father she was pregnant and I told her I’d go with her to break the news, then asked who he was when she expressed her fear. I’ll be honest, when she told me, I lost my shit on her.”

Mason’s hands grip the steering wheel harder when he lowers his voice dangerously. “What’d you say to the girl?”

I sigh. It’s long and low, but I bite the bullet. I’m filled with so much shame as I admit everything I said. “I pretty much questioned if she was playing me, manipulating me. Then told her I wanted nothing to do with her kid and once she found out paternity, if I was the father, all she’d get from me was money.” Feeling even lower, I tell them the worst. “I told her I’d never want my blood mixed with a Hughes and to get the fuck out.”

Neither of them says a word. I watch the scenery flow by through the window until my curiosity gets the best of me and I glance toward them to get an idea of what they’re thinking.

Pain explodes across my temple, and black spots fill my vision as I gain my bearings. Another fist slams into my face, but instead of warding him off, my body flies forward as Mason’s brakes squeal on the pavement from how hard he slammed on them.

Griffin reaches over my lap to open the side door and shoves me out into the ditch. I expect to be left behind, which I deserve, but instead of leaving, they follow me out.

“Are you fuckin’ kidding me, Jax? You know that girl! How could you have been sittin’ here as if you’re God’s gift to mankind, carryin’ that bullshit in your pocket?” Griffin is shouting, shoving me back with each statement.

My instinct is to fight, but I force myself to keep my arms to my side. I deserve every insult and punch they deliver. Edith deserves to reign over my punishment, but she’s not here. I’ll let these guys take the pound of flesh she’s owed.

Mason pushes past Griffin without a word and lays into me, a few hits to my stomach and one to my chin, but as soon as he realizes I’m not blocking them, he stops, pushing me to my ass.

When I land, my teeth clank together so hard, I grimace as pain shoots through my jaw. Hanging my head, I wait for more blows, but they never come.

“Get in the goddamn truck, Jax.”

Mason’s order surprises me, so I drag myself to my feet. Neither of them offer a hand, only their backs as I follow them to the truck, then climb in.

Once we’re settled, Griffin murmurs from the side of his mouth. “You better fuckin’ make it right with her. What you said is fucked up beyond belief and the only reason we’re not leavin’ you behind is because we know you care about her, as pathetic as you are.”

Nodding, I swallow hard against the lump in my throat and keep my mouth shut for the rest of the ride.

Stopping much carefully when we arrive, Mason shoves his truck into park and kills the engine. The three of us stare at the house, knowing Ruth isn’t going to be very welcoming.

“Well, let’s get to it, then,” Griffin mutters.

Mason hops out, so I follow, Griffin close behind. We don’t even need to knock this time before she’s opening the door and ushering us inside.

“Boys,” she says, her greeting cold.

“Ma’am,” Griffin says, pressing a kiss to her cheek and ignoring the way she rolls her eyes. “You’re lookin’ more lovely than ever.”

“Your flattery will get you nowhere,” she snaps, then asks, “You boys want something to drink? Need a rag to clean up your mess?” Ruth is staring at me and I touch the corner of my mouth. Pulling it away, I notice a sheen of blood on my finger and nod quickly. Fuck, they got me good.

It was well deserved.

Ruth disappears into the kitchen for a few minutes, then comes back in with some glasses of lemonade and a damp cloth for my lip. After dabbing up the blood, I take a sip of the lemonade and wince at the sting. I glance at her and catch a flash of glee at my pain and I just know she chose lemon to make my punishment sting a big harder.

“What can I do for you boys?”

Her insistence on calling us boys actually makes me smile, and I look down at my lap to hide it.

“Have you heard from her? We just wanted to check in and make sure she’s doin’ good. Is the baby healthy?”

Leaning back in her chair, she folds her hands in her lap. “I have heard from her. She’s doing the best she can.”

“What does that mean?” I blurt out, pleading with her to give us more.

“It means she’s doing the best she can. I won’t tell you more, other than she’s healthy, recovered, and working through the damage to her mental health her father, and all of you, wrought on her.” Eyeing us critically, she adds, “The baby is also doing well.”

If I didn’t think we were a unit before, the way we all deflate in relief would make it quite obvious we were. Ruth’s brow lifts as she studies us, then asks, “Anything else?”

“Will you tell her we miss her?” Griffin asks, and the way Ruth snorts is enough to know she couldn’t give a rat’s ass how we’re feeling.

Shaking her head slowly, she says, “I absolutely will not tell her that. You all can wait until she comes home.”

“When will that be?” Mason’s question comes out gruff, filled with longing, and I don’t blame him. I want to know the same.

Her eyes narrow on him. Slowly, like he’s stupid, she says, “When he’s taken care of. Not a moment before.”

I know he means Edith’s father and we’ve all been driving the police up the wall with our almost daily phone calls, asking for updates. Thankfully, Clayborn hasn’t said a word about Griffin’s weekly visits, even when Mason and I accompany him from time to time. We’ve been doling out our own revenge on him for the trauma he’s inflicted for years on Edith.

“Do you know where she is?” I ask, and when Ruth shoots a glare in my direction, I clarify. “I’m not asking you to tell us. I just want to know if you know where she is. Have you seen her or only talked to her?”

“I won’t share that. But I have been speaking with her. She’s getting the assistance she needs right now, so I think you all need to be satisfied with that.” Ruth stands indicating it’s time for us to leave, so we all rise with her.

“Thanks, Mrs. Danielson. As always, you’re a ray of sunshine,” Griffin says, then walks toward her and plants another kiss on her other cheek.

Smacking him, she turns away, but I catch the slight twitch of a smile trying to emerge from her stony demeanor that’s always present when we’re around. “Off you all go. Call next time you think you’ll want to come visiting.”

“Yes, ma’am,” both Mason and I say under our breaths, then I thank her for her time.

Seeing us out, the door snicks shut, and I follow the guys to Mason’s truck. Griffin gets into the passenger side and before I get the chance to climb in, he shuts the door in my face.

Lowering the window, he hangs his head out with his arms resting on the sill. “As much as we’d love to give you a ride back, I think it’d do you some good to take a walk and think about your actions.”

Mason snorts, then a laugh bubbles out until he’s actually laughing his ass off.

With a wide grin, Griffin rolls up his window, but not before I hear him add, “Enjoy your walk. It’s a beautiful evening,” with a salute to say goodbye.

Gunning the engine, Mason peels out from Ruth’s drive and I wave off the cloud of dust they leave me alone with. I want to be irritated, but honestly, it’s well deserved.

So, I begin my trek back to my office a good three miles away, refusing to call anyone to pick me up.


Chapter Forty-Five
Mason
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“You got horses in the show this weekend?” I ask Jaxon, taking a bite of my burger.

He shrugs and shoves a fry in his mouth. “A couple of them. My parents are going to be there, so I don’t have to go. Not that I don’t want to, but I have a few jobs we need to wrap up this weekend.”

Nodding, I take a sip of my beer and glance around the diner as I casually take another bite. If you’d have told me five months ago I’d be sitting down for a meal with Jaxon Thorton, I’d have told you to go jump off a bridge, but here we are.

After beating the shit out of him a few times, we’ve formed a truce of sorts, maybe even a friendship. Ruth and her husband have sat down with all of us individually, as well as a group, to work through our issues. Jaxon’s main one being to let go of his past and realizing that the sinner is the only one responsible for their actions. Basically, Clayborn’s sins don’t belong to Edith. He also received some grief counseling for his sister, which, to be honest, was hard to hear when he detailed the events from the night they lost her.

Griffin, according to Ruth, needs to let people see who he really is. Not always present himself as shallow or, frankly, as an idiot. Trust his gut to know what’s right and to allow his relationships to develop. Not assuming he knows everything without having a conversation. Communication being key and all that.

And fuck if they didn’t hit me with some truths I didn’t want to face. Letting go of grudges is a huge thing for me, apparently. Although, I still say my hatred of the Hughes family is well founded, Edith excluded. I apparently also have anger issues and come off as a real dick. That’s a fair assessment which I’m trying my damnedest to correct. If you ask me to do a group hug with these fuckers, I’m going to tell you to fuck right off, but diving into how I treated Edith and what was between us opened my eyes quite a bit. I’ve got some pretty deep feelings for her and I’m anxious to let her know she’s gotten under my skin. I just need to let her in.

Shoving another fry into his mouth, Jaxon points a fresh one at me. “Why are you scowling?”

Frowning at him, I smack his hand away, making him chuckle and eat the fry. “I’m not scowling. Just thinkin’.”

“About what?”

“Shit Ruth and Pastor have been sayin’ to us. Nothin’ I want to get into now.”

I appreciate when he just nods and keeps eating. We’ve all developed a deep respect for the Danielsons, and I’m incredibly thankful for the bits of information she’s shared regarding Edith. The biggest news is that she’s been getting her own counseling to help with the bullshit she went through with her father.

Imagining her facing off with him on a daily basis over the course of her whole life makes me absolutely sick. Memories of Griffin beating the shit out of him help to ease my rage, which seems to be constantly boiling inside whenever he crosses my mind.

“Why the hell are you smiling like that now? What is wrong with you tonight?”

Laughing, I pop my last bite of burger in my mouth and grin, then wipe my hands clean of the grease. “Just remembering our visit to ol’ Clayborn’s house a few nights ago.”

Jaxon snorts a laugh. “Griffin took it a bit easy on him last time, in my opinion.”

“Maybe. But the way he’s just curlin’ up and cryin’ is taking all the fun out of it. Bet that dude hasn’t pissed right in months.”

I wave our waitress down to let her know we’re ready for the bill when he responds. “Probably not. I don’t feel bad about it, though. You’d have thought he would have tattled by now.”

“Nah. Even if he did, it’s not like he’s got any friends over at the station. Court’s next month and he knows he’s gonna be put away for—”

My phone rings, cutting me off. I hate answering while I’m eating, so I reach into my pocket to silence it, then turn it upside down on the table.

Continuing, I say, “Gonna be put away for years. Then she’ll get to come home.”

“Thank God. This has been absolute torture. I just want to talk to her.”

Jaxon’s phone rings this time and, unlike me, he checks the caller.

“It’s Fin,” he tells me before answering. “What’s up, man?”

Listening, his brows move higher and higher the longer he listens, then hits me with a hard stare. Mouthing, “What?” I get annoyed when he doesn’t answer me as he keeps listening, his mouth dropping open in shock.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Are you serious? What the hell happened?”

Hating that I don’t know what’s going on, I peek at my phone and see my missed call was from Griffin as well. Making sure I’m not overheard, I lean forward and hiss, “What’s going on?”

With a wave, he silences me. “Fin, is he dead?”

“Who?” I bark out, pissed I’m being kept in the dark. Jaxon shoots me a dark look, then nods once. “We’re coming over. You… Yeah, okay. We’ll meet you at Mason’s farm. Yeah, I’m with him. No, he didn’t want to talk to you. I’ll tell him. See you soon.”

Hanging up the phone, Jaxon doesn’t let me ask anything before he hits me with the best news I’ve ever heard.

“Clay’s dead.”

I’m absolutely stunned and find myself frozen in my chair until Jaxon stands and drops cash on the table. That gets me moving and I toss some bills down as well. As soon as we’re outside, my questions start pouring out.

“What the hell happened? How’d he die?”

“Fin said it was a car accident. We’re going to your place because I want to drive by the crash site. Apparently, he was only a mile or so away from his home, heading into town.”

He’s speaking rapidly as he picks up the pace to his truck. I grab his arm to stop him and when he turns to face me, his eyes are wild. “Edith.”

“I know.”

Deciding to leave mine behind, I hop into his passenger seat, anxiousness growing quickly. I’m ready to go.

“There’s no more case, Jaxon.” I’m stating the obvious, but what the hell else is there to say? Holy fuck! “Edith can come home…”

“I know.” Those are the only two words he’s capable of speaking at the moment. I stay quiet for the drive, my knee jerking up and down and eyes flying everywhere once we hit the final stretch toward my place.

“There.” I point when the flashing lights flicker in the distance. We have to slow down due to the number of curious, nosy residents conveniently driving by. On a normal day, there aren’t this many people who travel this particular road over the course of twenty-four hours, but I don’t blame them. We’re here for the same reason.

Inching along, Jaxon and I both crane our necks to see the crash hidden behind firetrucks and first responders. As soon as what’s left of Clayborn’s van comes into view, Jaxon stops the truck, his brakes squealing softly.

“Holy shit,” he breathes out and I can only nod.

The van is in literal pieces. My eyes roam the field and what looks to be the front end is about thirty feet to the right, then a few bucket seats are another forty feet beyond that.

Rolling down my window, the scent of gasoline and burning rubber assault my nostrils, but to me, it smells like freedom.

Freedom for Edith. Freedom from the monster who’s been allowed to roam for far too long on this earth. Freedom to pursue the woman who can now live without fear. But most importantly, freedom to move forward as a family, if she’ll have me.

Instead of moving on, Jaxon jams the gear into park and hops out, not caring about the short line of vehicles waiting behind us to get their own look. Shit like this doesn’t happen often around here, and Clayborn was not a loved person. Those few forced to interact with him barely tolerated him.

Following Jaxon, I jog to catch up and just barely hear his question to an officer standing off to the side.

“What was the cause of the accident, Nate?”

I’m glad Jaxon knows him. Hopefully, he’ll be willing to give us extra information.

The officer, Nate, lifts his chin in greeting. “Evenin’, Thorton.” Flicking his eyes toward me, he nods a silent greeting. “We don’t know for sure,” he says, then lowers his voice. “But considering you could literally smell the alcohol on him, my guess is drunk driving. To do this kind of damage, he had to have been going eighty plus. Wasn’t even a mile from home and there aren’t any skid marks on the road. Headlights weren’t on either, so I think he just took off and floored it right into the tree.”

Considering that every time we’ve gone to his place, he was absolutely obliterated, I’m not surprised tonight was any different.

“Wonder where he was goin’,” I mumble, but wave Jaxon off when he lifts a brow in question. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s find Fin.”

Thanking Nate, we leave the scene. I turn in my seat to let the sight of the mangled metal burn into my memory. Grinning when I turn back to Jaxon, I see a lift to his mouth as well, fighting back the glee. I’m sure my face is just as relaxed as his, all our tension melting away with every yard we put between us and Clayborn’s body.

“I should probably feel like shit for being so happy about this, but I’m not.”

“Same,” I grunt, then burst out laughing. He joins me, both of us laughing all the back to my farm where Griffin is waiting on the front porch with arms wide open and the biggest fucking smile I’ve ever seen.

“Well boys, how we celebratin’ tonight?” he shouts, literally skipping as he jogs over. My parents are sitting on the porch, clearly having been told as well. They don’t seem overjoyed, but mom and dad aren’t ones to celebrate the loss of life. What they do seem to be is content. Which means they definitely aren’t torn up over the news.

Jaxon slaps him on the shoulder, and I’m floored when they hug, laughing together. “Definitely not getting wasted, but I wouldn’t mind a beer or something.”

“When do you think she’ll be back? Anyone call ol’ Ruthie?” Griffin asks, clapping his hands and rubbing them together.

Shit, we need to call her!

I don’t waste a moment dialing her number. “Good evening, Mason. I assume you’ve heard.”

“When’s she comin’ back?” I refuse to beat around the bush.

“Pleasant as always. I’m doing well this evening. Josiah and I just finished a lovely pot roast one of our congregation members brought over. My joints have been flaring up mighty bad these past days, so cooking was a drain. Wasn’t that kind of them?”

Rolling my eyes, I wait out her desire to teach me patience. I dig my teeth into my cheek to prevent a rude retort.

You’d think a woman of God wouldn’t be so goddamn sarcastic all the fucking time.

“Thrilled that you got a hand. Don’t mean to be short with you, Mrs. Danielson, but would you please tell me when Edith is comin’ home?” I’ll use the ‘Mrs.’ title if it’ll win me some brownie points.

Ruth pauses, then begrudgingly says, “I don’t know yet. She was only just informed of Clayborn’s passing. Probably a few days.”

Swallowing hard, I glance at both Griffin and Jaxon who are staring impatiently for an update. “Few days,” I mouth at them. “Thanks for the information, Mrs. Danielson. We appreciate you.”

“You boys need to give her a minute. It’s been a tough time for her. Don’t go messing everything up that she’s done to heal herself. I have no problem asking Jesus for handing all of you a good ol’ fashioned lesson. Something from the Old Testament ought to do the trick.”

Chuckling, I let my shoulders fall in relief. “Promise. Thanks again. Hope your joints feel better soon, and let us know if you need anythin’. Give my regards to your husband.” She says a quick goodbye and hangs up the phone. “Few days. Told us not to mess up the work Edith’s done to get better. Don’t know what that all means, but basically, we need to watch ourselves with her.”

“Few days as in a couple of them? Or are we talkin’ like five or six?” Fin is bouncing on his toes, glancing toward the trees as if he can’t wait to go over there.

Jaxon seems to be the most nervous, but there’s no doubt he’s determined to make things right. Keeping my voice low so my parents can’t hear, I make my feelings known to them. “We don’t know what she’s gonna want to do. If she’ll want any of us, but I’m tellin’ you both right now, I’m fightin’ hard for her. Be prepared for that, but what she decides, goes. I’ll stick around here until she comes back, and I’ll let you know when she’s home.”

“I’m not backin’ down, Mason,” Griffin states firmly, narrowing his eyes at me.

Of course, Jaxon has to speak up as well. “Same. She and I have some shit to work out, but I’ll be damned if I walk away without giving it everything I’ve got. There’s a lot I need to make up for with her.”

Nodding, I ready myself that this is going to get a lot more complicated before it gets easier. Not even considering the fact that one of us is going to be a father in just a few months.

“You both should head out. I’ll let you know.”

I spend the next four days walking through the woods almost every other hour to check if the house has been opened back up. For any sign that my girl has returned.

Then, finally, just as it starts to turn dark for the evening, headlights flicker through the trees. I race toward her house, arriving just in time to see a lone figure emerge from an older four-door sedan after shutting off the engine.

Squinting to see her better, I soften my steps so she doesn’t hear me, just wanting a moment to soak her in before I make my presence known.

Edith steps around the vehicle, and with a hand on her swollen stomach, she chews on her lip, staring at the house unblinkingly and with a large amount of trepidation.

I shoot a quick text to the guys, knowing I’ll only have a few minutes of time with her, just the two of us, but I promised I would tell them.

She’s back




Without waiting for a response, I step out from the trees and head toward her slowly with my hands in my pockets, watching her body language as I murmur, “Girl…”


Chapter Forty-Six
Edith
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“Girl…”

My head flies to the right when I hear Mason’s voice, scaring the daylights out of me. I wasn’t prepared to see anyone when I decided to make the drive home tonight instead of waiting until morning.

Night time at this house was always the most peaceful for me because that’s when my… well, when he would be asleep. It’s when I was the safest. Taking my first steps inside after five months is daunting enough, so doing it when my subconscious is telling me I’ll be okay seemed like my best bet.

I wasn’t prepared to see any of them. Not tonight.

Glancing around, I check for the other two I know have been hounding Ruth for information on me, but I chose to keep everything close to my chest. It’s taken me a long time to process what happened between all of us, and I’m still not sure how I feel. Not good. That I know, and it’s caused a lot of stress while battling debilitating morning sickness which still hasn’t gone away.

“They’re not here,” Mason tells me, picking up that I was checking for them. “Not yet,” he adds and I gulp deeply against my suddenly dry throat.

He’s still inching closer without straying his laser focus from my face. Eyes wide and filled with relief and maybe some pain. I can’t tell. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, and a rush of memories hit me hard once his scent of clean soap and woods surrounds me like a cloud.

Sucking in a breath, I fight back the ache building in my chest, rubbing at it as we simply stand in front of each other.

I jump when I feel his hand slide over me where I still had it resting on my stomach. It’s something I find I never stop doing. It’s almost always without thought.

His calloused palm grazes over my skin, then gently pushes me away so he can settle over where the baby is sitting.

Eyes still locked on me, he touches every inch of my belly, then widening when she shifts from the movement. Always moving. Always reacting to whatever I’m doing. Always making her presence known.

Without pulling away, he reaches to me with his other hand and brackets the side of my neck, tipping my head back to continue studying me. Slipping into my hair, he threads his fingers through my freshly cut strands, murmuring, “Fuck, I missed you, girl.”

Then Mason Cooper pulls me against him and drops his mouth to mine. I’m so stunned by it, my lips part open in surprise, which he takes quick advantage of, sliding his tongue against mine. Groaning as he holds me tighter, he loses himself in me, whispering, “I can’t believe you’re finally back.”

His kiss is deep, and so much slower than he’d ever done it before, which I’m confused about. This isn’t one from a man who’s just looking to get laid. This is someone who’s doing his best to let me know everything he’s feeling.

His hand is still resting on my baby as if he’s unable to pull away, memorizing every bump and curve. When she rolls harder, his eyes pop open, and he chuckles, then leans away to drop his gaze down.

Every thought I’ve tried to work through in regard to Mason has left me, so when she kicks again and he lets my head go to put both hands on me, I step back.

Following, his hands reach to touch me again, but I hold mine up to stop him. “I need a minute.”

For the first time, Mason seems unsure. “Are you doing good? I can’t believe how big you are.”

That makes me come up short, and I scowl at him. “Big?”

Nodding his head quickly, he can’t stop staring at my stomach, which embarrasses me. Since I have a smaller frame, my baby bump seems more obvious than others, at least to me. “How far along are we now?”

“Twenty-four weeks, almost… and we? Mason, what are you doing here right now?”

Snapping his eyes up, he seems confused by my question. “Are you kiddin’ me? You couldn’t pay me enough to stay away. I told you, I’ve fuckin’ missed the hell out of you.”

“You’re not making any sense!” I snap, then take a deep breath to calm myself. Speaking more slowly, I do my best to rein in my frustration. “Mason, you weren’t exactly thrilled about this situation when I told you. Not a word or sound, nothing.”

He opens his mouth to argue, but I cut him off.

“I’m sure you’ve got lots of thoughts on this predicament.” He narrows his eyes when I say that, but I ignore it. “I just can’t, and won’t, be discussing it tonight. I’m absolutely exhausted and need to attempt to eat something.”

Growling, he focuses on the last thing I said. “What do you mean attempt? I can run next door and grab some dinner for you. Mom always makes enough for lunches the next day. You know what? I’ll do that. Get yourself settled and I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“No! Please. I don’t need you to feed me. I’m sure I’ll be able to make something here. I just need—”

The sound of an engine drags both of us away from our standoff, and I shield my eyes when high beams temporarily blind me. Blinking away the dots, footsteps grow louder and before I know it, I’m swept into strong arms and lifted from my feet.

“Jesus, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. So fucking sorry for everything. I screwed up so bad and I hate how I spoke to you.” Jaxon is mumbling his apologies over and over, but I remain stiff in his arms.

Throughout the entire nightmare of those two days, Jaxon’s words cut me more deeply than I even realized at the time.

“I don’t want any fucking part of that kid, especially if it’s got Hughes’ blood in its veins. When you manage to push it out, I’ll submit to a test and if it turns out to be mine, all you’ll get is money. Nothing more.”

I know his speech verbatim at this point. His voice lulled me into a restless sleep for the first two months I was gone. It wasn’t until I started speaking with a counselor who helped me work out my feelings that I was able to move past the hurt. The hurt that someone I loved as a friend, someone I trusted, and was developing deeper feelings for, felt torturous.

Maybe he realizes it, but his apologies eventually drift away until he is left clinging to me in silence. My stomach is tucked against him, his body heat warming me while the rest is left feeling cold.

He leans back to take all of me in. Without me having to say a word, he nods once and gently lets me down until my feet hit the uneven ground. Before fully releasing me, he cups my face and presses a kiss to my cheek.

It’s painful when his lips slip away and I close my eyes to fight the urge to follow. As much as I’d love to just pretend nothing ever happened, I can’t. Besides, he might only be here because he could be the father of my little girl, and I don’t want that.

I know what it feels to be unwanted, and I refuse to watch her struggle when someone who should just love her unconditionally isn’t there for her. She’ll get it from me, though. She’ll get everything I can give her, and I know I’ll have her love as well.

Tears begin to form, and I blink rapidly to get rid of them. It’s been happening far too often and I hate it. I drop my chin and turn away, only to come face to face with Mason once again.

“Edith,” Jaxon calls. I only turn my neck to glance back. “I understand how badly I fucked up. When you’re settled, would you give me some time to talk it through with you? I won’t make excuses, but I promise you, every word that fell from my lips were stemmed from hatred for him. I have so much regret for the hurt I caused you.”

“You did hurt me. I’m not my father and—” I stop abruptly, and sigh. “We can talk later if you want. I just don’t think it matters anymore.”

Guilt punches me when his face falls momentarily, but he pushes past it. “I’ll show you it does. Thank you and I’m glad you’re home. You look incredible, by the way.” Peering at my stomach, the corner of his mouth lifts with a hint of sadness. “How’s the baby? I’ve been following online with growth charts and stuff. I’d love to see pictures and hear about everything.”

“Not tonight,” I whisper, rubbing at my stomach again, fighting off a bit of nausea. Slipping around Mason, I hurry to unlock the door and push my way inside, leaving them behind. There may have been a soft sound of frustration that rumbled out of Mason, but he didn’t stop me.

Taking a deep breath, I slap my hand over my nose and mouth, then bolt for the bathroom. Living in the home of a smoker, you get used to the smell of cigarettes and filled ashtrays, but I was not prepared for how revolting it would smell to me now. Being away for so long and only weeks away from my third trimester made it hit harder than I expected.

My knees slam to the unclean floor and I shove the lid to the toilet up, then recoil at its condition, gagging even harder. Utter panic takes me over and I scramble backwards to get as far away from how unsanitary my father was, but I’ve only got seconds before I either have to run upstairs or outside.

A set of arms pick me up and yank me away with a rushed, “Just hang on, darlin’,” before he hauls me upstairs to my old bathroom. Lifting the far cleaner lid, I’m vomiting before he’s even lowered me to my feet.

I heave over and over, emptying what little was in my stomach from lunch, images of the downstairs bathroom making me gag again. Griffin gently brushes my hair back to hold in his fist, whispering that it’s okay and just get it all out.

“Here,” Jaxon says sympathetically. I’m not what he’s referring to until I feel Griffin press a cool, damp cloth to the back of my neck. The cold distracts me enough that I’m able to stop thinking about every disgusting thing I’ve already encountered in this house. My body crumbles with the last purge, depleting the little strength I had left for tonight.

Turning to the side, I hide my face as I grab the rag from my neck to dab at my mouth, then fold it over so I can press it against my heated cheeks.

How freaking embarrassing. Not even five minutes and I’ve hurled my lunch in front of two of them. Peeling my eyes open, I come face to face with Mason and I groan low. Three of them. All three are here to witness my shame.

“Why are you all in here?” My question is broken from how sore my throat is.

Griffin runs his hand over the back of my head before he helps me stand and walk over to the sink. To Jaxon, he asks, “Grab her a clean cup from downstairs, would ya, Jax?”

He disappears to do as he’s told, and I catch the familiar way Griffin referred to him. I want to ask, but I won’t. Not right now. With an arm around my waist, supporting my stomach as if he’s been doing it every day with me, he helps me lean forward to scoop water and rinse my face better.

“Cup,” Jaxon says, returning to the bathroom. Mason takes it from him and reaches in front of me to fill it under the faucet, then pushes it into my hand.

“Drink, girl. Rinse your mouth and drink the rest of it down. After all that, you definitely don’t want to risk gettin’ dehydrated.” I roll my eyes at Mason’s order, but I do it anyway. I know I need the water.

Tipping the cup back, I catch Griffin watching me in the mirror carefully. My hand shakes a bit, but I down it all. His chest is pressed against me, so when I try to turn, it’s cumbersome and I can’t do it without having to actually ask him to move.

He knows it too, because his smile spreads quickly, and he drops his chin to my shoulder. “You know, darlin’, you’re absolutely stunnin’. Motherhood looks good on you.”

I snort. No way do I look any sort of anything other than drained and ragged. My biggest issue during this whole pregnancy has been weight control. At this point, my doctor is just happy if I’m maintaining my weight, but we haven’t found anything that’s helped.

“Is this normal? Or was this something out of the ordinary?” Jaxon asks while Mason watches me carefully. I know I can’t lie to them. He’ll call me out for it before I can finish the stinking lie.

“Yes and no.” I push back and force Griffin to release me, then head into my old bedroom. My eyes take in the space as I keep talking. “It’s a problem with the pregnancy I’ve been in constant contact with my doctor about, but this particular time was because of the smell downstairs. Then the—” My eyes fall shut as I inhale slowly through my mouth, doing my best to avoid smelling even a hint of stale tar clinging to probably every inch in this entire place.

“Stay with me,” both Griffin and Mason stay in unison, then glare at each other, daring the other one to back down.

“Why don’t I give Ruth a call, see if they’ve got a spare room for you until we can get this place overhauled? We should have done that before you even got back.” Jaxon is frowning as if he’s fucked up.

Shaking my head, I stop him. “I wouldn’t have wanted anyone to do that. I’m just going to get someone out here to clear his things out and all the junk outside. There’s nothing I want. Then I’ll pack my stuff and find an apartment. I want to get rid of this place as soon as possible.”

And I do. I want nothing to do with this house. I have my clothes and a few items I’ve saved over the years, but even then, there’s nothing really of value that I own. My father’s horse is being taken care of over at Mason’s, which once I get working, I’ll settle the fees with him. Maybe sell him. As much as I’d love to keep him, I just can’t.

“Edith?”

I have no idea who called my name, but it pulls me from my spiraling thoughts. I’ve been doing it so often lately while trying to plan out what the heck I’m going to do now, especially as a single mom.

Eyeing the guys, I can tell I won’t be forced to do it one hundred percent of the time, but to begin, I will. One of them will have rights to her and I don’t really see any of them refusing to see her at least sometimes.

“I’ll call Ruth,” I whisper. Without looking at them, I add, “I appreciate you helping just now, but I would like you all to leave. I’ve got my old phone back, so I’ll reach out when or if I’d like to talk. I’m sure you’re all anxious to know who the father is, as am I, but I decided I don’t want to risk that test before she—”

“She?” Mason’s question is raspy, as if that bit of information just rocked him to his core.

I nod slowly and check to see how the other two feel about it as well. Jaxon’s eyes are swimming with something I can’t identify, and Griffin has another massive smile. I just… I can’t do this right now.

Exhausted and so ready to be done with this entire week, I sit down. “Yes, she’s a girl. So, if you’re just waiting around to check paternity, you’ve got another three months or so. But tonight, I just want to get my things and sleep.”

I am allowed to say no when I don’t want people in my space.

With pleading eyes, I let them see how desperate I am to have them gone. “Please, leave me be tonight.”

They don’t argue, but I know they aren’t happy. In the end though, Mason, Jaxon, and Griffin walk out after soft goodbyes. And I make a phone call.


Chapter Forty-Seven
Edith
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I’ve been awake since the before the sun came up, but this little girl is moving like crazy this morning and no matter how I try to lie down, she’s not happy.

I was going to call Ruth last night and see if I could stay there, but I decided against it. Cracking my window and keeping my door shut gave all of my senses the relief they needed from the smell downstairs, and I was able to eventually fall into bed and pass out quickly. I never did make myself something to eat, and it’s probably why my daughter is demanding my full attention.

Buck, Bonnie, and Billy! And Austin!

Shooting upright, I groan when my muscles revolt against the movement and I rub my stomach to ease the ache. Ever since my belly got heavy, it feels as if I move the wrong way, I’m straining everything.

Pregnancy is no joke and I don’t think I’ll ever be used to it. Rocking myself over, I ease myself from bed and stretch before finding my feet. With a quick glance out the window, I chew on my lip and debate sneaking next door to see my kittens. I don’t even know if they’re still there. I just left that burden on Mason’s shoulders. I should have settled them before taking off.

But I had to leave. My father was determined not to stop that night and if Griffin hadn’t shown up when he did? Well, I might not have my baby right now. If anything, I owe him my gratitude for stepping in, even if he did say getting pregnant was a stupid mistake.

I know it’s not entirely fair to blame him for that comment, but it still hurt. As if I was the only one responsible for my predicament. My therapist helped me understand that all of us weren’t smart in regard to protection, and it’s just as much on me as them. But Griffin’s words, now that I’m able to process everything, weren’t meant to hurt. He was deescalating an awful situation.

Him leaving after our night, on the other hand, that still stings no matter how much I try to convince myself it was out of our control when my father came home early.

I am not responsible for my father’s actions.

Choosing what I would like to do today, I decide I’ll go next door. Not to see Mason, although it’s important I do speak with all of them. As much as I’d love to just hide away and pretend no one else has to be forced into parenthood, I can’t. One of them has rights and for now, I do need to at least create boundaries for how we will work together.

After readying myself, I weave my hair into a braid and march through the kitchen quickly while holding my breath. I can’t even bring myself to search for some crackers, because I’m feeling extra nauseous this morning. I run the risk of seeing Mason, so puking is definitely a thing I don’t want to happen again.

They’re all going to think I’m disgusting if every time they’re around, I’m vomiting at their feet.

Instead of picking my way through the trees, I head to Mr. and Mrs. Cooper’s front door. Sneaking into their barn after being gone for so long would be rude. Besides, if I’m going to insist on boundaries, then I should offer the same.

Knocking firmly, I step back and wait until the door swings open. It’s Mr. Cooper, Bill as he’s told me to call him, but it doesn’t feel right to.

“Well, my dear, you’re a sight for sore eyes. How you been doin’?” he asks, opening it further and waving me inside. “Come on in. Cheryl’s in the kitchen throwin’ together some breakfast.”

His eyes flick down to my stomach, but bless him, he holds his tongue for now, and I accept his offer with a soft smile. Slipping inside, I glance around checking for Mason. Mr. Cooper whispers softly, “He’s not here yet. You’ve got some time.”

“Thank you,” I murmur back, then follow him until we find Cheryl.

She’s humming to herself, but as soon as we walk in, she’s already talking as she turns. “Honey, would you grab me the—Edith! Honey! Oh my God, would you look at that!” Her dripping whisk points directly at my stomach and she doesn’t refrain like Mr. Cooper did. “I can’t believe how far along you are! Logically, I knew you’d be showin’ by now, but seein’ you is different than picturing it. Sit down. Let me feed you!”

Mr. Cooper’s hand falls gently to my back as he steers me toward the kitchen table, then pulls out a chair.

“It’s nice to see you both, but you don’t need to worry about making me food. I actually stopped by to see if I could sneak out to your barn and check on the kittens. Maybe I should have called first to see if they’re still here, but the fresh air called to me for a walk.” I tap my fingers anxiously over my bump. When I eye Mason’s father, he’s watching my movements closely.

He must feel me watching because he glances up, then looks sheepish. With a flush, he smiles awkwardly, then clears his throat as he gets up to grab some plates from the cabinet. He pulls out three of them.

Waving me off, Mrs. Cooper starts giving me all the updates I’ve been itching to know. “Oh, they’re definitely still here. Mason has been takin’ great care of them. I think he’s quite attached to that little female out there. Bonnie, right?”

I nod, but she keeps going before I can ask anything.

“That beautiful little lady is forever on his shoulder wherever he goes. Even when he takes Austin out into the fields, he just props her right up there and she doesn’t go anywhere.” She laughs and winks at me. “Although that one little boy has been doin’ his best to murder him. Not Buck, the other one.”

“Billy,” both Mr. Cooper and I say at the same time.

“That’s the one!” she cries happily. Bringing the skillet to the table, she dishes up a mix of sausage, eggs, cheese, and hash browns onto all three plates. “There you go, honey. Eat up and get some fuel to that baby, so he grows big and strong!”

“She,” I mumble while eyeing the plate warily. I don’t notice the way they both freeze right away because I’m fighting off the building moisture flooding the back of my throat. If push myself and try to eat, I’m going to embarrass myself in their kitchen.

“A girl,” Mason’s mom breathes out, dropping heavily into her chair. Her wobbly smile is directed at her husband and she whispers, “We always wanted a girl.”

“Mom, we’ve talked about this. We don’t know if she’s mine yet.” I whip my head toward Mason. I never heard him walk in and my face turns bright red having my proclivities called out like that. He stares at me hard, adding, “Which we’re all perfectly fine with, no matter the outcome. Mornin’, girl.”

My stomach rolls violently and I grab a glass of water on the table to sip without asking who it belonged to. Mrs. Cooper slides out of her chair and fills another glass, not worried that I apparently took her drink.

“Sorry,” I tell her, then eye the food again, pressing my lips together.

Mason and his father start chatting about something, but I spend the small break without attention on me willing my stomach to behave so I can try to eat my breakfast.

A heavy hand drops to my shoulder, squeezing gently, before a new plate with some dry toast and a small square of butter to the side is placed in front of me. He snags the plate filled with cheesy eggs and meat, then sits in the empty chair to my right.

“Mason, what are you doin’?” Mrs. Cooper scolds, shifting as if she’s going to get up and take it from him.

“Mom,” he bites out, stopping her in her tracks. “Edith is green around the gills right now. I know it’s been a bit, but I read all about how most women struggle to eat heavy and greasy foods in the morning.” I jolt when I feel a foot bump against mine. Leaning toward me, he gentles his voice. “Only try if you want. You here to see the cats?”

I’m so overwhelmed and taken aback by this little piece of toast, it’s taking everything in me to not dissolve into a puddle of tears. I literally cannot speak right now.

Stiffening when Mason runs a hand over my back, apparently picking up on my turmoil, he pulls it back when it’s clear I’m very much on edge. Instead, he picks his conversation back up with his father and I pretend I can’t feel the way Mrs. Cooper keeps throwing glances in my direction.

I pick at the piece of toast, leaving the butter where it’s at because honestly, barf. The idea of spreading it out is enough to have me emptying my water glass again. This time, it’s Mr. Cooper who takes it for a refill, and I thank him quietly for his thoughtfulness.

Not everybody offers kindness with the expectation that it has to be returned.

My therapist’s guidance has been my lifeline since I got home, and I’m so thankful for the time she’s given me over the past few months.

After finishing half my meal, I glance toward Mrs. Cooper with an apology on my lips, hating that I’m wasting her food. She must know what I’m about to say because she quickly picks up my plate and clears it without complaint.

Standing, both Mason and his father rise with me, but I wave them off. “Please, finish eating. I’m just going to sneak out back to see the kittens and get out of your hair. I appreciate breakfast, and it was nice to see you.”

There, that was pleasant enough. Mason frowns, but surprisingly, doesn’t argue. Maybe he’ll keep his distance until I’m ready to have the bigger conversation we eventually do need, but right now, I just want to see the babies I’ve missed like crazy.

Mrs. Cooper forces me to take a bottle of water, and before I know it, I’m alone outside, hurrying to the barn my kittens have made their home.

As soon as I shut myself in, their cries fill my ears and I drop to my knees, scooping them up to check them over.

“Babies! You’re so big!” I croon, kissing their heads and reveling in their purrs. Bonnie immediately curls up in my lap once I’m seated on the ground with my legs crossed. Buck and Billy are literally climbing me, fighting over who can tuck their heads under my chin first.

These guys aren’t babies anymore, that’s for sure. They must be around seven months and they look like adult cats, minus the maturity part where they gain those few extra pounds to really fill out. They’re lanky, and I can’t stop my happy tears as they fall. Mason has taken care such great care of them. All three seem so happy and content. I couldn’t have given them the life they need, and that eats at me.

Billy runs away, then brings back a tiny little toy mouse which seems well played with. Dropping it next to me, he bats it with his paw, drawing Buck’s attention. The two of them start tumbling and pouncing on each other as they fight, but Bonnie stays right where she is, eyeing her brothers from her perch through slitted eyes.

I’m not sure how long I sit with them, but Mason leaves me in peace through our reunion and we play for so long an ache builds in my lower back, forcing me to keep stretching my right leg out to rub away the pain.

The doctor said I’ll be feeling a lot of hip and nerve tenderness as my body readies itself to give birth, but it’s nothing like I expected. I wish I had someone I could talk to who’s been through this before. Unfortunately, I’ve been limited to my doctor and her few nurses to answer the million questions I always seem to have.

Eventually, all three of the kittens, although I should be calling them cats now, are curled around me, twitching ears and paws as they doze off in a little pile, Bonnie buried at the bottom.

With a sigh, I debate moving them now or let them sleep and suffer through the pulsing pain shooting through my hip to my knee.

“Why don’t I move them for you? You look uncomfortable.”

Turning my head slowly so I don’t disturb the sleeping babies, I find Mason leaning against the door with his arms crossed and a foot propped behind him.

“How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to see proof the little asshole is fuckin’ with me. He hasn’t given me an inch in the whole five months you were gone.” Looking irritated, he complains, “The shit loves Fin and Jax, though, if you can believe it.”

Peering down at Billy, I run the tip of my finger over the bridge of his nose, smiling when he twitches his whiskers. “So, you three are friends now?”

“We’ve got somethin’ pretty important in common. Only seems fittin’ that we’d handle our shit and find some peace between us. Don’t know what you see in them, though. Fin’s a jackass and Jax is a bit full of himself, if you ask me.”

My lips turn down and I open my mouth to argue, but his bark of laughter silences me.

“I’m just teasin’, girl. They’re alright. We’ve worked out our shit.”

“How?”

Holding his hand out, he studies his knuckles, grinning as if he’s remembering something pleasant. “We may have used our fists to clear up the majority of our disagreements.”

His face falls when he sees the look of horror on my face, then steps forward and squats down next to me. “That wasn’t supposed to upset you. Honestly, we were all pretty fucked up in our heads and after layin’ out our sins, gettin’ our asses chewed out by Ruthie, and learnin’ that we all did wrong, it was needed.”

Shaking my head hard, my lips are turned down so hard my face actually hurts from it. “I won’t—” My voice breaks and I gulp hard. “I won’t be around that. I won’t let my daughter be around that, either. Violence—”

He palms the side of my face and hushes me. “I swear to you, girl, it won’t happen again. It’ll never happen again, and you won’t see an ounce of anything but love from all of us. Do you trust me?”

I chew on the corner of my lip and pull my face away. Do I trust him? Not really. Not when it matters. Mason hasn’t ever lied to me that I know of, but his kindness is something new and I’m not sure I trust what part is really him.

Sighing sadly, he quirks the corner of his mouth up. “Trust is a hard thing to earn from someone, especially if it’s been lost once. It’s not impossible, though.” Maybe he can tell I’m not prepared to dive deeper because he changes the subject. “Want to go visit Austin? I got him out in the ring.”

Giving in, I nod. Removing Bonnie and Buck from my lap, he leaves Billy, who’s peering at him with malice from one eye barely cracked open. “You can move him. My advice would be to just shove him off, but I wouldn’t want you to suffer those demon claws as punishment.” Considering my position on the ground, he shakes his head. “Actually, no. I’ll move him, then help you up.”

Quickly, Mason scoops up Billy, who comes alive in the blink of an eye, whipping his little paw out and batting at his hands and Mason runs him over to where his siblings are. Shaking out his hand and checking over the fresh cuts, he makes some sort of hissing sound at Billy before returning to me.

They really don’t like each other, which is shocking because Billy is such a sweet little guy.

Instead of offering me a hand, Mason moves behind me and lifts me up by slipping his hands under my arms. With the added weight on my feet, my leg buckles slightly and I ease the ache away.

“What’s wrong with your leg?” His concern is evident as he watches me massage my palm into my muscle.

Grunting, I test my balance, then once I know I’m good, I move a few steps away. “It’s not my leg. It’s my hip. Just growing pains.”

I can tell he wants to ask more, but accepting my answer, he offers his hand, which I don’t take, then leads us outside to Austin.

As soon as the beautiful boy comes into view, I pick up my pace and hurry to him. “Austin!” I call out, laughing when jerks his head up after hearing my voice, then spins around to find my location.

The moment he sees me, he excitedly bounds over. I can’t wait to touch him, so I slip through the small fencing and run at him. Inches from touching his nose, Mason’s arms wrap around me and suddenly I’m face to face with his broad back.

“What are you doing?” I breathe out, shocked by our new position.

“You need to calm down, buddy.” Mason is murmuring to his horse, who’s shifting side to side anxiously in an attempt to get to me.

Pushing pathetically against his side, I grunt. “Just let me around. He’ll calm as soon as I can pet him.”

“He needs to calm the fuck down,” Mason tosses over his shoulder, holding his arms out. With a glare, they face off until Austin actually snorts and stands still, his tail twitching side to side wildly. “Now you can go to him.”

Taking a step to the side, I round Mason’s planted feet and rest my hands on Austin’s nose and neck, stroking his fur.

He leans his head heavily against my shoulder in an attempt to get closer and I laugh, tears filling my eyes once again. “I’ve missed you,” I whisper, pressing kisses to his cheek.

Dropping his head down, he nuzzles my stomach, which honestly feels incredibly odd. My eyes widen when he sniffs, but Mason is quick to push him away, putting his body between us once again.

With a growl, he orders, “Stay away from there, buddy. You’ll hurt her.”

I roll my eyes, then look around the small field, spying the toy I brought him on one of the first days I was here. Picking it up, I bring it back and Austin yanks his head away from Mason to grab the rope from my hand, then prances away, already spinning it in wide circles.

“He loves that fuckin’ thing.”

Nodding in agreement, I smile as we watch him dance and play around for a bit. Eventually, I laugh when Austin accidentally throws it over the fence, and he looks so forlornly at it now that it’s out of reach.

“I’ve really fuckin’ missed you,” Mason murmurs softly. Turning to him, I notice he’s only looking at me and nothing else, pain etched in his features.

My laugh dies down and I drop my eyes. “I should probably get back to the house. Thank you for letting me see them today.”

“You never need my permission. Come all you want. Better yet, let me know when you’re headed over and I’ll make sure I’m here.”

“I owe you for—”

“You owe me nothin’,” he bites out firmly, then more gently, “Absolutely nothin’.”

I don’t want to argue, so I whisper a goodbye and walk away. Only to find Jaxon sitting on my front step when I make it back home.


Chapter Forty-Eight
Edith
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My shoulders fall, completely giving up that I’ll have anyone respect my request to be left alone at this point.

Jaxon clambers quickly to his feet, holding up his hands in supplication. “I know you don’t want me here, but I am here for a reason. Would you just give me a minute to hear me out? Then you can do all the yelling or screaming you want. Not that you’re a yeller, but if you wanted to, I’ll stand here and take every bit of it.”

“Jaxon.” I sigh, exhausted from seeing Mason so early this morning. “You can tell me why you’re here, then I need some time to myself. I have a lot of work to do in there.” I gesture toward the house and he nods once in agreement.

“Actually, that’s why I’m here. You know I have a construction company, but I’m not sure if you know we also do restoration work. One of things we do is clean up after events like house fires, hoarding situations, things like that. I have a whole team of guys who I want to bring over for the next few days to take care of his stuff. They’ll do a deep clean to remove all the tar, sanitize every inch of that place.”

He takes a deep breath and glances at my stomach. “I can’t bear the thought of you exhausting yourself cleaning up his shit.”

Shifting side to side, I look toward the house, then at him. “I can’t afford that, Jaxon. I appreciate the offer, but I—”

“You’re not paying a penny for it.”

Not everyone is all bad or all good, even the worst people have good qualities.

My most recent lesson rings through my head as I study the man I thought was my friend as I try to decide if this is a trick. I want to think he’s playing games with me, but his face is so earnest, I can’t convince myself he’s being anything but truthful.

I can’t help asking, “What do you want in return?”

Stung, his face falls. “Oh sweetheart, I’m not asking for anything from you. Except to let me help. This I can help with. This is what I know how to do until you’re ready for us to talk.”

Taking a moment to think it over, I remind myself once again that Jaxon isn’t all bad, even if he did crush me the last time we were alone together. “What’s your plan?”

Relieved, he lays out the schedule and jobs he wants to assign to his guys, and I can’t help feeling relieved that he’s pretty much thought of everything. The only space left untouched will be the small upstairs where my bedroom and bathroom are.

“In the interest of being transparent, I have to tell you something.” Now, Jaxon looks concerned I’ll be upset, which makes me nervous. I knew there’d be a catch to what sounded like a well thought out plan.

I wait him out instead of answering.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he rocks back on his heels. “A few months ago, Fin started working for me. He’ll be part of the team I want to send over, if that’s okay with you.”

My eyes widen, hating the idea of Griffin getting elbows deep into the nastiness my father left behind. “I don’t know…” I trail off, unsure what to think. He’s spent loads of time here in the past, but since I’ve been gone, the house has devolved quickly into a disgusting mess. It should be condemned, honestly.

“If you don’t want him here, I’ll make sure he isn’t. It’s whatever you want. I just thought to get everyone over here, including myself, to clean it out as fast as possible. You deserve better than what he did to this place.” Taking a step closer, he tilts his head to the side, waiting for my reaction. “I may have also talked with Ruth and she’s got a lovely afternoon planned for you and some of the ladies in town, plus other things for the next few days while we do this. You don’t even have to be here if you don’t want to.”

“And this doesn’t mean I owe you anything?” I ask with hesitation, still uncertain.

“Nothing at all. Will you let me take care of this for you?” He peeks down where my hand is resting once again on my stomach. “For both of you? I know you have no intentions of living here, but it’ll help you get rid of his stuff faster.”

“I don’t want it to mean anything,” I murmur, and he takes another step closer.

“It won’t. I promise. I won’t lie to you; I do want to sit and talk. But this isn’t about that. This is about taking care of you and doing what’s right.”

Nodding, I bounce my hands off my thighs nervously, unsure what to do now. It’s never been awkward around Jaxon, but now it’s like I don’t know how to even communicate with him.

“Thank you.”

His smile is warm. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you’re letting us help. Why don’t you grab your things for a few days and—”

My eyes shoot to the house and he stops, clearly seeing my disdain about heading inside.

“Would you let me go in and get your things?”

These damn freaking emotions are eating at me and I swallow hard, looking at him, unsure how to answer. “I hate going in there, but I can. I slept there last night.”

Jaxon frowns. “I thought you stayed with Ruth?”

“No. My room wasn’t so bad. It’s just getting there that’s tough.”

“Please let me do it for you. What do you need?”

I press my lips together, wanting to refuse him, but he pushes it.

“Please Edith. The thought of you going in there infuriates me, and it’s not healthy to breathe that air. God, just tell me what to get and I’ll grab it all.”

My hands lift to cover my face as I rub away all of my confusion. Why does he want to help so bad? Didn’t he say he wanted nothing to do with me? If I let him do this, will he think we’re okay now?

“I see your mind working. This doesn’t mean you owe me a goddamn thing. I’m going to go get everything I can put into a bag and bring it out. Please, go to Ruth’s place while we make this fucking house tolerable, so you’ll be able to at least walk inside.”

“Okay,” I croak.

Not wanting to risk me changing my mind, he spins around and plucks the key from underneath a rock and lets himself inside. How does he know where the key is?

I remain outside until he returns with a large bag, one I’ve never seen before, and walks past me to put into the trunk of the beater I received through a donation.

Slamming it shut, he comes back, only stopping a foot away. Running his eyes over me, he asks, “How are you feeling? Have you been able to keep anything down today?”

“Yes. I had a bit of toast this morning.” I stop myself from asking, why do you care?

“Would you let me come see you soon so we can talk? I don’t want to stress you out, but if you’re willing, I’ll be there as soon as you say yes.”

“I’m not ready, Jaxon.”

Nodding, he gives me a small smile. “I understand. When you are ready, I’ll be here. I don’t want to push you, not at all. But I do think we need to set some things straight, and I owe you more than just an apology. For now, and maybe you won’t believe me, which is okay, but I have to tell you again that I’m so unbelievably sorry about the way I spoke to you. It was completely out of line. I regret every word that came out of my mouth.”

I blink up at him, unsure of what to say. There’s so much in my head and he must be able to tell.

“You don’t have to say anything. I just… I said I wouldn’t say anything, and I went ahead and said something, anyway. Go and relax for a few days. We’ll take care of everything.” I feel guilty about how defeated he sounds, but I just can’t make myself ease his pain.

Maybe he does feel regret, but over what? I’m not sure how to tell if it’s because someone told him he was mean or if it’s from him.

Hunching over, I head to my car and slip into the front seat. I left my keys tucked between the sun shade and roof, so I pull it down and let them fall into my hand, then start the car. It still feels weird driving myself now that I’ve learned, but the freedom I have is exhilarating.

I don’t hear or see the guys for the next four days, even when I pop over to the Coopers’ farm to check on the kittens and Austin every day. I even discovered my father’s horse, Raleigh was tucked into a stall, happily munching on feed.

I refuse to stop referring to the three B’s as kittens because in my mind, they’ll always be babies. Mason kept his distance even though I saw signs of him around when I was there. I peeked down the drive of the house I now own when I left every day and saw not only Jaxon’s truck, but Griffin’s as well. I itch to go to them, but this time alone is important to me.

Eventually, I get a text message from Jaxon. The first one in days.

The house is finished. Would you like to come over? Just as a head’s up, both Griffin AND Mason are here. Mason pitched in as well, along with the rest of my guys.




Debating as I lay in the bed I’ve been using at the Danielsons’ home, I respond. It’s not fair of me to ignore them when they’ve all put in so much effort. They deserve my thanks, at the very least.

I’m just getting up from a nap. I’ll be there in half an hour, if that’s alright with you? Maybe we can all talk?




I hesitated adding the last part, but I do need to talk with all of them. Someone is the father of my little girl and staying silent, avoiding them, isn’t right. It doesn’t mean I have to take up with any of them, but we can at least find some common ground.

She should have a father’s love… Even if he doesn’t love her mother.

Hefting myself up from the bed after that depressing thought, I pop into the bathroom for a quick shower and let Ruth know I’m heading out. Since the house is done, I take the bag of things Jaxon packed for me along.

Ruth eyes it as I haul it outside, but keeps her comments to herself until I fill her in. “The house is finished. Thank you so much for allowing me to stay here for a few days, but I don’t want to take up anymore of your space. You’ve been a godsend, Mrs. Danielson.”

“I do wish you’d call me Ruth. You’ll come here if you need anything, right?”

Hugging her tightly, we both laugh when she pats my stomach poking her. “I will, but now that this is done, I’ll get it listed to sell and find a place in town.”

She eyes me with concern. “I don’t like the idea of you bein’ on your own, honey, but I understand. Josiah and I will always be here. And you tell me if those boys give you any problems. Don’t let them push, you hear me?”

“Yes ma’am. I do need to speak to them, though. We need to figure out how to move forward and what things will look like once I find out who her dad is.” My cheeks flush, hating to bring up that I still have no idea who fathered her.

With a sympathetic smile, she taps my stomach once more. “Nobody is perfect and God never gives us more than we can handle. It’ll work out in the end, no matter what path you choose. But tell me if you need me to tug on some ears. I’ve got them good and scared of me. They’re shakin’ in their boots each time they hear my name.”

The way she cackles has me laughing, and I wave goodbye, thanking her once more before I shut my door.

My drive to the house is easy, and as soon as I park, Griffin is waiting to pull open my door with a hand out to help me stand. I eye it warily, but take it. Talking to them is going to be hard enough, so starting off on the wrong foot doesn’t feel right.

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes, darlin’?”

His cheesy greeting feels simple, but it’s not. Not really. He must understand because he doesn’t push me any harder once he grabs my bag from the trunk, then follows me inside.

I prepare myself for the assault of stale smoke, so my first few inhales are careful. There’s nothing. It smells clean. Clinical. Disinfected and neutral.

Dropping my shoulders in relief, I take a larger breath and sigh in relief. “It’s gone,” I murmur. Griffin moves to my side and sets my bag on the floor.

“It’s better, that’s for sure. Does the paint smell bother you at all?” He seems worried, so I shake my head.

“Not at all. I can barely smell it. You repainted?” It’s a stupid question because as my eyes fly over the living room, I can see how bright the off-white paint seems. The walls were always tinged yellow from the tar sticking to the sheetrock, but it wasn’t something I paid much attention to until it actually bothered me.

Nodding slowly, his smile is reserved. “We did. Every inch of the house. I know you said we didn’t have to mess with your room, but we washed the walls and flooring in both your bedroom and bathroom, then painted those as well. Mason had his mom wash everything that was left in your drawers and on your bed. She remade it and put clothes back in the dresser, too. We didn’t want you to think we were going through your things without your permission, but it needed cleanin’.”

Looking away from him toward the kitchen, I chew on my cheek, hating that so many people saw the shameful state it was in. “Are they here? Mason and Jaxon? Their trucks were outside.”

“They’re out back. We started a bonfire once you said you wanted to talk. Figured it would help you to be outside, fresh air and everything. Plus, it’s a nice night and you’ll be able to see how clean everything is out there.”

Nodding and feeling quite overwhelmed, I ask, “Can you give me a few minutes? I’ll grab something to drink and head out soon.” My voice is strained as nerves take over, but he doesn’t pressure me by asking if I’m alright.

More serious than I’ve ever seen him, he reaches out, pausing just before the tips of his fingers reach my cheek. “Yeah, darlin’. We’ll be waitin’. We’ll always wait for you.”


Chapter Forty-Nine
Griffin
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Idon’t rush outside, but I don’t dawdle either. It’s obvious Edith needs a few minutes to herself, and I want to give them to her.

With my hands in my pocket, I pick my way to the back part of the yard where both Jaxon and Mason are sitting in chairs, staring at the fire on opposite sides, staring silently at the flames as I approach.

They turn their heads simultaneously as I approach, Mason the first one to question me. “Is she coming?”

“Yeah, she’s coming out. Needed a few minutes,” I tell him, going to the other side of the fire and settling into the chair.

Mason hands me a beer as Jaxon asks, “What’d she think of the house?”

Smiling to myself, I crack the bottle open and take a sip. “She’s overwhelmed, but stunned by all we managed to do.”

“Was she bothered by—”

Interrupting Mason, I shake my head quickly. “The paint smell didn’t bother her. Couldn’t smell the smoke either. Rest assured boys, she didn’t puke. I could tell she was surprised by how clean it was. I’m not even sure she noticed the new furniture in the living room, to be honest. All she could look at were the walls. Seemed damn near close to tears.”

Jaxon hangs his head, and Mason presses his lips together. I know exactly how they feel. Walls shouldn’t be the thing to move her to tears, but here we are. Her father let her down so significantly that the sight of freshly painted walls is enough to take her over the edge.

We all sit in silence, sipping slowly at our beers. The three of us decided we won’t ever get to the point of being drunk in front of her. Not just because she can’t drink due to the pregnancy, but she’s had enough of that in her life.

Finally, the faint sound of a twig snap lifts our heads toward the house and we see her silhouette moving through the yard until the fire illuminates her face.

She pauses as she notices our drinks, then asks, “Should I go back and grab—”

“God no, Edith. Please, sit down. We’re perfectly fine with what we’ve got,” Jaxon rasps out, moving out of his chair to help her sit. She eyes the beer warily, but sits nonetheless.

I catch Mason’s eye and we both silently agree to set our bottles on the ground, out of sight. Jaxon sees what we’ve done and tosses his into the flames.

Pausing next to her, he leans down and I just make out his murmured question. “You doing okay, sweetheart? Sorry about the beer. None of us are intoxicated, we were just sharing one, but we won’t do it again if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“You all can do what you want. I’m not and won’t be your keeper.”

“You can be my keeper, darlin’. Every fuckin’ day for the rest of my life if you want,” I tell her, then glare at the guys when they try to shush me as if I’m being ridiculous.

Fuck them both because I get a smile from my girl. It’s brief, but I fucking saw it. Lowering her eyes to the fire, she rubs her hands over her legs, getting ready to face all of us. I sympathize with her. There are three of us, all who are hoping we’re the father of her baby and all ready to step up even if we aren’t. That’s got to be a lot for one person. I don’t think she understands we’re all in it for the long haul, not yet at least. But that’s why this talk is so important. Edith Hughes is about to get her world turned upside down by three men who all fucked up and want to worship at her feet.

As soon as Jaxon sits, I start in immediately.

“I know you wanted to talk to us darlin’, but would you be okay with us sayin’ a few things first?”

My hope that she’ll be receptive is shot down almost immediately. Shaking her head, she stares at the fire, not meeting any of our eyes.

“I’d really like to say what I need to, then go to bed. You guys are more than welcome to stay out here for as long as you’d like. I don’t care. I never thought of this place as mine. I am tired, though.”

Mason clears his throat. “Say whatever you need to. We’ll listen.” I raise my brow at how placating his words are, but his scowl shuts me up.

Thankfully, Edith misses our little silent conversation, pushing forward to get out everything she needs.

“I know I messed up, not being smart with protected sex.” We all begin to argue, but a quick flick of her eyes silences us like the whipped men we are. “But what’s done is done and one of you is the father of my little girl. I’m not feeling good about how any of our last interactions went when I told you I was pregnant. But I’m sure you all aren’t feeling great either. None of us expected this. It’s almost ridiculous that it happened, but here we are.”

She chuckles, but there’s no humor behind it. It’s simply sad.

“I want you all to know that she and I are healthy. If you want to accompany me to any of my appointments, you’re welcome to. Once she’s born and we know paternity, I’m sure two of you will disappear, which is understandable. Whomever is her father, I just want you to know that I won’t keep her from you. I only hope you’ll understand that at the beginning, I’ll want to keep her with me while I’m feeding her. If you need to come to me to see her, you’re more than welcome. Whatever you want to do is fine.”

She thinks we’re all ready to write off her and the baby and I fucking hate that. Her twisted way of thinking keeps pouring out and I’m only getting more and more upset as we let her continue.

“I know no one wanted this. I won’t force any of you to be a father. I’ll love her enough myself, but I won’t have any of you coming around sporadically, then disappearing for weeks or months at a time, confusing her.”

We’re stunned. I know we all fucked up, but to hear she’s not expecting any of us to step up, and actually asking us to not be failures as fathers hurts like a bitch.

“I’m gonna stop you right there, girl,” Mason hisses. “I don’t give a shit if that girl is mine or not. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

His statement is abrupt and pulls her up short.

Both Jaxon and I are quickly nodding. “Agreed,” I say. Jaxon following with, “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Edit lifts her head slowly, looking all of us over. “Don’t say that if you don’t mean it.”

I stare hard and wait until she meets my eyes so she knows how fucking serious I am. As soon as we connect, I nod once. “I mean every damn fuckin’ word of it. I hope to God that’s my baby, but if she’s not, it won’t change the fact I’m gonna chase you until you say you’ll have me.”

Her eyes widen slightly before she shifts to peer at Mason, then Jaxon. I don’t need to see them to know they feel the same. We haven’t had the conversation yet, but I know neither of them are planning on backing down, even if the baby isn’t theirs. This is going to turn into a situation where she has to decide what she wants. One of us, or all of us.

“You can have me, girl,” Mason says softly. “With or without them, you can have me.”

“Same here,” Jaxon adds.

I’ve already told her where I stand, and a bit of me feels bad putting her on the spot, but the bigger part wants her to know she’s got all of us behind her.

Edith sucks in a broken breath, and does it again, then once more.

Softly, her question comes out as a plea. “Why are you playing with me? None of you… none of you were on board before I left.” Meeting my eyes, she drills into my soul with her next words. “Griffin, you called this baby a stupid mistake.” Twisting toward Mason, she says, “You didn’t say a word when I told you, not even when my father lit me up for being a-a whore.” Then to Jaxon. “And you. You told me you wanted nothing to do with this baby, and if you were her father, the most I could count on was some money. Which I don’t want, by the way.”

Jaxon is falling toward her immediately, dropping to his knees at her feet. “Edith, please listen to me when I tell you I didn’t mean a fucking word when I said that. I was angry about who your father was. It caught me off guard and I was reeling after learning Clayborn was in any way related to you. I was so messed up with that in my head when I lashed out at you, and I hate I ever uttered a single word of the shit I spewed. I’m so unbelievably sorry for what I said.”

“That baby is not a stupid mistake,” I bite out. Jaxon is cupping her face, but I can’t bite my tongue any longer. “I said what I said to deescalate the situation when he was goin’ after you. But she’s not a mistake, goddamnit. She’s perfect. You’re perfect. I got shit to apologize for, but that’s not one of them.” I’m so frustrated she’s thought I felt that way this entire time. I want to tell her I shouldn’t have left the morning after we were together, but knowing this is what has been eating at her guts me.

“It’s gonna take you a bit to believe any of us, but you need to know I wasn’t upset when you told me about the baby. I was shocked. I wasn’t expectin’ the news. I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am that my head blanked out like that. If I had known…” Mason trails off, sounding defeated that he was there when Clayborn dragged her away. “I’d have killed him on the spot, and I won’t apologize for that. I was shocked…”

Pressing a kiss to her forehead, then lips, Jaxon rests his head against hers for a moment before letting go. “I’m so sorry, Edith.” Then he lowers his hand to her stomach and my hand clenches, wanting to touch her as well. “I didn’t mean a word of it,” he whispers before getting up and finding his seat again.

Edith is staring at her hands, wringing them together after listening to what we’ve had to say. Then, slowly, she starts to speak.

“I don’t know if Mrs. Danielson told you, but I’ve been working with a therapist ever since I left. She’s, uhhh… she’s helped me to work through a lot of my feelings about what happened with my father, and with all of you.”

Mason leans forward, bracing his elbows on his thighs as he gives her his full attention, and I know she’s got Jaxon just as invested. I’m here too, still wishing like hell she didn’t go five months thinking I considered the baby a mistake.

“She said in every situation I’ve had to deal with, like my father for example, there’s a villain, a hero, and a victim. My father was the villain, obviously. At least in my story.” Glancing over to Jaxon, she adds, “In yours, as well. I know that.” She tilts her head to me. “At times, all of you were my hero. Griffin, you saved my life that day. I’ll never discredit or minimize what you did that day. I’m so thankful you were there to stop him. And Mason,” she says, turning to him. “Even though I was just a pawn in your game to mess with him, you gave me purpose and my animals a place of refuge.”

We’re all silent, not knowing where she’s going with this and honestly, I’m worried it’s not going to end well.

“Jaxon, you were my hero in so many ways. You gave me the freedom to share my passions and secrets. You were my friend.”

“Were?” he croaks out, his voice laced with pain.

She nods solemnly. “Were. And I trusted you. All of you, in a sense. But what am I supposed to do now? I have a baby who has no father and I don’t know how I’m—”

“That little girl has three fathers. That ain’t gonna to change,” Mason bites out, cutting her off.

Surprised by his statement, she whispers, “I don’t know if that’s really true, Mason. I’m not trying to hurt any of you, but you have to know that in my story, you’ve all been my hero and my villain.”

I don’t even know what to say, but I want to deny it with everything inside of me.

Standing, she looks us over. “I won’t prevent you from being a part of this, if you want. I’ll let you know when my appointments are. But I have to think of me and my baby. She’s going to love me like I love her already. I love her more than anything in this world,” she hiccups. “I hope you can love her, too.”

I’ve never felt lower than this moment, learning I’ve been a villain in her story.

Edith runs a hand over her stomach, watching as she does it with a sad smile. “I’m going to head back to the house. Thank you so, so much for all the work you’ve done. I’m so thankful for it. I have an appointment on Friday. If any of you’d like to go, you’re welcome. Thank you for understanding where I’m coming from.”

With that, she turns and leaves us to ruminate. All of us stare as she walks away, feeling awful and defeated.

It’s not until Mason whispers, “We’re gonna prove to her she’s wrong. I’m not her fuckin’ villain, and none of you either.”

Neither Jaxon nor I agree, but we both nod that we heard him. Apparently, our new mission is to be her heroes once again.


Chapter Fifty
Mason
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Griffin and Jaxon are following me closely as I hurry over to the spot where Edith just parked. Glaring at the pile of rust, I consider all the ways I can make this piece of shit car disappear and not have her pissed at me.

“There’s no way that thing is safe,” I growl, pleased when both of them grunt their agreement. Unfortunately, none of us have a leg to stand on at the moment. That’s going to change as soon as I can get her to believe my concern comes from a good place, not just me being a controlling asshole.

She’s barely turned off the engine before I’m pulling the door open and offering her a hand to help her out. I feel my lip twitch into a brief smile when she eyes it, then me warily before accepting with a sigh.

“You need anyone to grab a bag or somethin’ for you?”

She peeks over my shoulder after my question, then widens her eyes in surprise. Seems she wasn’t expecting us to all show up when she texted her appointment time. Girl is in for a rude awakening. I’ll be damned if I’m missing a single one, and neither are they.

Griffin spent the entire drive looking up pregnancy facts and reading them aloud while Jaxon grew more and more worried the closer we came to arriving here. Finally, he snatched the phone away, begging him to stop reading all the worst-case scenarios.

“Oh, umm, I’ve just got a shoulder bag with a copy of my record from the other hospital I was seen at when…” She trails off and awkwardly shifts on her feet when she realizes she brought up a reminder of why she disappeared for months.

Clearing his throat, Jaxon carefully moves around her and plucks the bag from the passenger seat. “When you were keeping yourself and our little girl safe. It was the right thing to do and none of us will ever act like you shouldn’t have left.”

With a nod and lips pressed tightly, she glances toward the hospital. “My appointment is in thirty, but I have to check in fifteen minutes early to fill out some forms. Did you want to just come up when I go in?”

“Hell no, darlin’. Besides, I’ve got some questions about the baby.” Cupping her lower back, Griffin leads her toward the building while peppering her with question after question, barely giving her a chance to breathe between answers. “So, I was readin’ up on the whole throwin’ up issue you’ve got. It’s called emesis, right?”

Thinking it over, she tries to explain. “Hyperemesis something. It starts with a ‘g’, but I can’t remem—”

“It looks like it could get pretty serious. The internet said it makes eating and drinkin’ difficult, but dehydration is a real concern. Are you sure you’ve been gettin’ enough water every day? What’s your intake look like?”

“Knock it off, Fin,” I snap. I study the careful way she walks through the lot, holding her stomach as if she’s supporting the weight. Her baby bump is pretty out there, and I worry how much larger it’ll get over the next few months, especially on her petite frame. “And it’s called hyperemesis gravidarum.”

Both Edith and Griffin stop walking. She turns to me with her jaw hanging open. “Yes. That’s it. How did you know that?”

Glaring at Jaxon when he smothers his smile by wiping his face, I admit, “I’m perfectly capable of readin’. I also know your doctor is gonna be all over it and will make sure it doesn’t get too severe. So lay off the naggin’, grandpa.” I direct the last part toward Griffin.

I know he’s worried but stressing her out over things she has no control over isn’t the way to go about it.

Nodding, he gets her moving again and we ride the elevator to the third floor where there are massive signs labeled LABOR and DELIVERY. Gulping down my nerves, I hurry forward to hold the door while Griffin goes with her to the check-in desk.

Although we were thirty minutes early, the time moves quickly as the three of us watch her scribbling a pen over a stack of papers, chewing on her lip when encounters a question she isn’t sure about. I noticed a few yes boxes checked instead of no, which the majority of them were.

Is there more goin’ on with her aside from the nausea?

Her cheeks flush when a nurse calls her name and all of us jump up to be the one to help her. She brushes our hands away, and, without looking at us, follows the nurse to her room. The woman throws us curious looks, but never says a word about why three oversized men are tagging along.

We stop and wait while Edith has her weight and height checked, Jaxon turning both Griffin and me around just before the scale flashes a number. Whispering, he keeps his voice soft enough for Edith to not overhear him. “Women don’t love having their weight flashed in front of everyone.”

“That’s stupid,” I mutter back. “It’s just a fuckin’ number.”

He rolls his eyes but doesn’t argue. We turn back around when they’re finished and the nurse hands Edith a soft pink gown, then points toward the room at the end of the hall.

“You’ll be there on the end. Why don’t you head in and change out of your clothes? You can keep your bottom clothes on. Keep the gown open to the front so the doctor can have access for measurements, please. You aren’t due for an ultrasound since you had your twenty-week done at the other hospital, but the doctor may decide to do another.”

My pulse pounds at the chance of seeing the baby. I hadn’t even considered it. Christ, there’s a lot of shit to think about. Appreciation for what she’s been doing all on her own fills me as she simply nods and murmurs a soft thanks.

“Crack the door when you’re ready for us to come in,” she adds before stopping us with an arm as we start to follow. “You should wait out here until she’s changed. You all can head in when the door opens.”

“Not a problem. Thank you,” Jaxon says, flashing a smile. She’s not immune to him, laughing softly. Eventually she leaves us to wait a few feet from Edith’s room.

She’s quick to change and within a few minutes, the door clicks and slides open a few inches. Rushing toward the door, I push it gently open in case she’s standing nearby, then hurry to her side once I find her trying to crawl onto the table in the center of the room.

Holding her sides carefully, I help boost her up until she’s turned around, huffing in annoyance. “I’m fine, Mason.” Her complaint is adorably frustrated, most likely due to needing the help versus me just giving it.

“Happy to help, girl. You comfortable?”

I bite my cheek when I catch Griffin’s attempt to smother his chuckle over how hard Edith is glaring daggers at me.

“Perfect,” she grits out.

A poorly timed knock at the door ruins my next round of teasing, and a tall woman pokes her head inside.

“Ready for—Oh. Wow. We have a whole group in here.” Working her way inside and past us, the guys and I shift to give her space as she heads over to Edith. She doesn’t hide her curiosity the way the nurse did. Maybe it’s a doctor thing, but she’s definitely about to ask questions.

And I’m fucking ready to answer every single one of them.

Facing me, she tilts her head to the side. “Would you mind scooting over for me? I need my stool.”

“Oh, fu—” Coughing to cover up my language, I just close my mouth and step out of her way.

“Perfect! Alright Ms. Edith Hughes. I’m Doctor Kasey Willet. I’ve already gone through the files we had transferred from your previous OB, so today I just want to do a quick, non-invasive physical, measurements of the baby, and quick check of your cervix. Then we can talk about any questions or concerns you’re having.”

Edith is bright red again; maybe some of it is still left over from the waiting room. Flicking her eyes at me briefly, she turns back to Dr. Willet with a forced smile. “Sounds like a plan. What, umm, what do you want to do first?”

Her eyes roam over us to check for our reactions. It’s clear she’s uncomfortable with the idea of us watching, so I bite the bullet. “We can step outside while you do the personal stuff first, if you’d like?”

Dr. Willet snorts and peers at me over her shoulder, eye squinting as if I said something hilarious. “It’s all personal stuff. But yes, why don’t you guys step out and we’ll do the not so fun part.” To Edith, she says, “Up to you if you want dad to stay behind.”

A garbled noise pours from Edith’s throat and now she’s looking at everything not human.

“We’re all takin’ that role,” Griffin announces proudly, then whispers, “Ow, you ass,” after Jaxon delivers a sharp poke to his side. I’d have smacked him, but we’ve all got to be aware of these sorts of things around Edith.

Waving her hands at us, Dr. Willet ushers us from the room. “Shoo. I’ll let you know when you can come back in. Out you go.”

As soon as we’re back in the hallway, Jaxon turns on Griffin. “Would you not be so callous about this?” Pointing between all of us sharply, he hisses under his breath. “We are okay with this, but she’s clearly not thrilled she’s having a baby with three potential fathers. Would you have some sensitivity?”

“That’s rich, comin’ from you of all people.” Griffin bites back, but nods anyway. “But yeah, sorry. I’ll hold back my comments until the end. I do have questions though, and I’m gonna get them answered.”

“Just…” Jaxon trails off. “Just have some awareness.”

It’s not long before we’re allowed in again. Edith is laying back slightly on the table with her gown tied above her bare stomach. Her hand is fisting the edges together between her breasts tightly.

She watches as we file in and gives us a wobbly smile.

“Alright, now for the fun part! We’ll check her growth and if you’re all really good, I might even let you stay for the heartbeat!” Shoving a hand into her pocket, she produces a thin tape measure like it’s a prize, then starts turning it all sorts of ways over Edith’s baby bump.

I can’t take my eyes off the smooth, alabaster skin stretched tightly, knowing there’s a good chance that’s my kid in there, tucked just a few inches away from the air we’re breathing.

It’s overwhelming, more intense than I imagined it would be when it was just the idea of a baby. But seeing her stomach up close like this, I feel a ball of something clogging my throat and I cough softly a few times to clear it.

Checking with the guys, it’s obvious they’re just as overcome as I am. I want to ask them what they’re thinking, but a soft grunt from Edith has me whipping my head back to her with a frown.

Dr. Willet is pressing one hand into the top of Edith’s stomach, her other down where the waistband of her leggings is lowered. With a scrunched-up face, she groans a bit again, wincing.

“Sorry, honey. I know this part isn’t fun, but…” Dr. Willet tightens the measuring tape, then pulls her hands away, checking out the number. “You’ve got yourself one big baby! She’s measuring right where she’s supposed to be. Good job, momma!”

I didn’t realize I was poised to shove the doctor away for hurting her, but Jaxon’s palm giving my shoulder a light squeeze pulls me back from how tense I am, and I relax.

Moving around to the equipment stored in the corner of the room, Dr. Willet starts rattling off numbers that Edith nods her head quickly to in understanding. They make absolutely no sense to me.

From the corner of my eye, I can see Griffin opening his mouth to ask questions, then shutting it when a new fact flies from Dr. Willet’s stream of nonsensical words. Nodding as if he understands everything, he eventually relaxes against the wall, completely at ease with his arms crossed and a grin from ear to ear.

Leaning toward him, I ask from the side of my mouth, “You’re gonna tell us what all that means, right?”

“It means baby girl is doing well,” the doctor calls out while pouring a bit of gel on Edith’s stomach. “Oh wow, they actually warmed it this time. Lucky you,” she teases my girl with a wink. “Okay, let’s find—”

A distorted whomp-whomp-whomp fills the room and all of us stand tall with eyes widening after each beat.

“Oh, wow,” Jaxon whispers, his voice cracking slightly.

I’m speechless. Holy fuck. That’s her heartbeat. It’s so—

“Fast,” Griffin chokes out. “That’s good, right? Her heart beatin’ that quickly? I read it’s much faster than an average adult but hearin’ it instead of readin’ about it is so different.”

Grinning, the doctor fake whispers to Edith. “This is my favorite part. The dad, well, in your case, dads, always react strongly to this. She sounds great, mom. Perfect even.” Glancing at us with dancing eyes, she keeps the machine on Edith’s stomach for a while longer, allowing us time to keep listening.

My vision goes a bit unfocused, and I realize there’s a sheen of moisture in them. Dragging my eyes away from where our little girl’s heart is, I meet Edith’s unblinking stare. She’s watching us react to hearing the baby for the first time, a content smile decorating her unbelievably gorgeous face.

I can’t believe this is actually happenin’.

Lunging forward when the sound disappears, I want to plead with the doctor to put it back. I’m not done hearing that sound. With my hand resting over my heart, I feel my own thump-thump-thump racing almost as fast as hers.

Christ, I think I just synced up to my kid.

“Okay, let’s talk about you now. Tell me how you’re feeling.”

I’m rooted in place, not wanting to move at all and lose this tempo under my hand as it continues to beat just like hers.

Griffin moves next to Edith and helps her sit up, who closes her gown and removes my baby from view. It fuckin’ hurts.

Only picking up bits and pieces of Edith’s soft voice as she explains things about some aches and pains in different areas, then answering the doctor’s questions about her morning sickness, I finally come back to myself when Dr. Willet says, “Let’s try the Pyridoxine again.”

“What’s that?” I ask, cutting her off.

She silences me with her eyes, and instead of answering, she continues as if I never spoke. “I think it wasn’t helping last time because you were taking the pre-natal vitamins with it, but I’d like to try cutting the vitamins down and see if those aren’t making your nausea more rampant. Are you okay with that?”

Sighing in relief, Edith agrees. “I’ll try anything.”

“I’m concerned about your weight gain, well, lack thereof, but if we can get you some relief with the vomiting, your weight should start going up. We’re getting to the point in your pregnancy where we’re looking for larger increases each week until D-day.”

“D-day?” Griffin sounds so confused, his head turned to the side in curiosity.

Snickering at her own joke, she crosses her legs and leans forward. “Delivery day. Best day in the world!” Winking at Edith, she claps excitedly. “It’s gonna be a party. I’ll give you a list of foods to try. Keep up your water intake. That’s most important. I’ll have the nurse come in and schedule you to come back in two weeks. Normally we wait a month, but I want to see how the meds are working and adjust if necessary.”

Thanking her, the guys and I follow the doctor out of the room so Edith can get dressed, then before I can blink, we’re back out in the lot with an appointment card in all of our hands.

“Shit,” mutters Griffin, glancing back toward the hospital. “I had a ton of questions. I forgot to ask all of them.”

Laughing softly, Edith shakes her head at him. “Text me your questions and I’ll do my best to answer.” Turning to me, then Jaxon, she asks a bit nervously, “Are you all going to come again?”

“Yes, I fuckin’ am,” I state, hitting her with a look that I hope she sees as my promise I’ll be here every step of the way.

The other two agree as well, and this time, Jaxon walks her back to her car. Then the three of us stand shoulder to shoulder as we watch her drive away.

Forcing ourselves to get back in the truck, we spend our drive coming up with a plan on how to help her with the nausea and food we can start stockpiling at her place. The conversation moves to how amazing it was to hear the baby’s heartbeat, the changes to her body, and what we get to look forward to.

My hand finds my chest once more and my lip curls up when I realize it’s still beating just as quickly as hers. I’ve memorized the sound of my daughter’s heart.


Chapter Fifty-One
Jaxon
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27 weeks and 4 days

Not seeing Edith is fucking crushing me. It’s not that our communication has been nonexistent, but she’s held me at a distance and I’m beginning to panic that it’ll be too late in her eyes to undo the damage I did.

She always answers the phone when I call her. Ignoring anyone just isn’t something she’d do. Our conversations are always peaceful, but the moment I try to go into anything deeper beyond how her pregnancy is going and how she’s handling the changes with Clayborn being gone, she shifts the conversation to a lighter, more superficial topic.

I did manage to draw her out and ride with me over to the barn the guys and I completed while she was away. She wanted to see it all finished, and there was a sad longing when she looked it over. A disappointment that she wasn’t there to see the project to the end.

But that was ten days ago. I’m literally living off the sound of her voice and pieces of information I manage to squeeze out of Mason and Griffin.

Frowning at the stretch of road in front of me, I realize Mason is just as shut out as I am. It’s fucking Griffin who’s managed to make his way back around her again. Although, his mistakes err on the side of miscommunication and the fact that he’s just a goddamn idiot.

My anxiety picks up, so I press the gas harder, wanting to get to my parents’ place. We’ve been spending more time together over the past few months, working through our grief together over Julia’s loss.

Pastor Josiah and Ruth ate dinner with us one night after a long conversation I had with them about how I’ve handled those dark moments when her passing hits me the hardest, which then resulted in decimating the woman I know I’ve fallen in love with. She eased her way inside through friendship, then became so much more. It happened so gently, like water trickling into a pail, and before I knew it, it was overflowing.

They talked us through different ways to ease the ache and soften the topic by sharing memories every day until it gets a little easier. I decided to add in details to force myself to decrease my hatred for Clayborn. It won’t fully go away and forgiveness is a long, long way off, but by finding one thing I blamed him for which wasn’t his sin to carry has really helped me understand that Julia’s death was nothing more than a tragic incident.

She wasn’t murdered. That’s the part eating at me to admit, but someday I’ll get there.

“Hey, mom.” Kissing her cheek once I make it to their house and find her in the kitchen, she reaches up and pats my face, then nods her head toward the fridge.

“There’s sweet tea. Your dad will be in soon.” She turns back to the counter and starts aggressively chopping cucumbers, then scoops the pile into a bowl and reaches for the next one.

“Whatcha making?” I ask, pouring myself a glass, then lean against the counter while I sip at it and watch her work.

She peeks up at me with a red face. “I did something that I hope you’re not upset about.”

Confused, I furrow my brows. “Doubtful, but what’d you do?”

“I asked Mason and Griffin to come over for dinner.”

Waiting for my response eagerly, I just shrug and take another sip. “I don’t know why you’d think that would be a problem.”

Hesitating, she adds, “They’re picking up Edith on their way.”

My hand freezes halfway, and I stare hard at my mother. “I’m not upset about that, but did you push her into it, mom? Seriously, please tell me you didn’t pull some mom guilt trip on her to get her to say yes.”

“Honestly, Jax. What kind of woman do you think I am?” she huffs out, turning her now magenta face from me.

“You’re the kind of woman who wants to fix everything and fawn all over a pregnant belly.”

Sniffing in irritation, I start chuckling when she mutters, “Maybe. I didn’t this time, though. I simply gave her a ring, invited her to dinner, and promised we’d just chat about baby things… and maybe asked if she’d be offended if I rubbed her belly a little. That’s all!”

“Jesus, mom,” I groan, closing my eyes. Edith is going to think she’s psychotic.

Slapping me lightly on the arm, she hushes me. “Now, tell me a story, then I’ll tell you mine.” That’s code for sharing a memory about Julia.

Sobering up, I nod, looking down at my feet. “She covered my middle school jersey with paint. Remember the one we all got with our names put on the back in eighth grade? It was when we went to the end of season pizza party and the coaches did awards for those of us moving on to high school. They put our nicknames on the back. Anyway, she snuck into my room when she was like, I don’t know, thirteen or fourteen and was looking for something to use as a smock out in the garage for painting. She never paid attention to what she took, then proceeded to paint out there for the next four days.”

My dad chuckles, and I glance over, surprised I didn’t hear him walk in. Lifting my chin in greeting, I relax and keep going. It really does get easier with every story.

“I’m not sure why I went in there because I always stayed out of her space, but I needed to grab something. So, I walked in. She spun around to beam up at me, jabbing her brush over her shoulder at the painting. I didn’t hear a word she said because all I could see was freaking orange paint falling in massive drops over her shoulder and running down her arm.”

“Bet you were pissed,” dad says, grinning ear to ear.

“Furious.” It rushes out with so much passion that mom barks out a laugh. “That painting is the one over my desk in my office.”

Humming, mom’s laughter dies down a bit into softer giggles. “That girl was a disaster, wasn’t she?”

I grin, dropping my chin to my chest. None of us need to answer because she was.

“Mine was when I took her to get her ears pierced on her eighth birthday. I wanted to take her to the mall where they have those little chairs outside the store and pop-pop, you’re done. We were waiting our turn and there was this little girl in the chair absolutely losing her mind, screaming and crying and fighting her mom, who was holding her down. The way your sister’s face went from smiling to ash was immediate.”

“She didn’t get her ears done at eight,” dad says, confused.

Smirking at him, my mom’s smile is borderline evil. “I know. I didn’t want her to get them done yet. I had always wanted her to wait until she was ten, but she was so desperate to have them, I didn’t have the heart to say no. That day was so traumatic that it took her another three years before she wanted to try again. That time, I took her to a piercing place. She didn’t even flinch.”

“Ahh, clever girl.” Dad’s mumbled praise reminds me that he still struggles with not having his little girl anymore. I haven’t told them Edith is having a girl yet. It didn’t feel like it was my news to share since I’m not positive I’m the father, but if Edith wants to, I know they’ll be over the moon.

Muffled doors slam and we all turn to look toward the front of the house.

“Tell me the other thing, before they come in,” mom quickly hisses from the side of her mouth.

The thing to weaken my anger toward Clayborn.

Shaking my head, I leave my parents in the kitchen as I head to the front door, opening it just in time to see Edith wince as she climbs to the top step.

“You doin’ okay?”

Glancing at Mason and Griffin, they both seem concerned as they do their best not to hover. Edith simply waves me off.

“I’m fine. It’s this stupid, ugh… I don’t remember what it’s called. Oh, ligament pain. Mrs. Danielson helped me order something to help, but it doesn’t arrive until next week.” Her half smile is a touch forced, polite even, so I try not to pry any further.

Thank God for Griffin and his incessant need to be informed about everything. “Ligament pain is caused due to her stomach growing and causes sharp pains in the lower belly and hips. Totally normal.” There’s a higher pitch to his tone, which means he’s stressed about it while playing it off for Edith’s sake.

Mason’s hard eye roll is enough to tell me he’s already fed up with Griffin this evening but is trying to be on his best behavior.

Ushering them in, I jump when I find my mom hovering just behind my shoulder. “Damn it, mom. You’re like one of those little prairie dogs, popping up in random places.”

Saving me from her censure, dad calls out to us. “Boys! Why don’t you all help me take the meat outside? Just cleaned up the grill, but I need to get it started and your mom doesn’t need ya’ll hoverin’ in the kitchen. She’ll be after me to build her a bigger one if you do.”

As much as I want to hover, I’m sure being around so many people while you have an issue with half of them has got to be overwhelming. Leaning down, I touch her back and feel her stiffen slightly, but she did her best to hide it from my mom.

“Thank you for coming, Edith. You look incredible tonight.” Finishing with a fast brush of my lips over her temple, I leave her with mom and follow the guys out as they carry sheet pans filled with meat piled on top.

I spend the whole time we’re cooking staring at the house, and after my father’s fifth loud sigh followed by kicks to my ankle from Mason, we’re finally sitting around the kitchen table.

Edith seems more at ease now that mom has softened her up. I bite my cheek to hide the grin when mom reaches over to pat her stomach a few times before we’ve even taken a bite. Turns out, Edith gave her the go ahead to grope the shit out of her.

“So, Jaxon let us know you’ve been having a tough time finding foods that will sit well. We made burgers and chicken. Some seasoned, some not. Pick what you’d like to try, and if you can’t, I promise, no one will be insulted.” Mouthing a thank you to my mom for her kind words, she winks at me and pushes the plate of food toward Edith.

Beaming a smile, Edith leans forward and looks everything over. “It all looks so good. Can I have that piece of chicken?” She points at one which has only a bit of seasoning, but it’s a decent sized piece and I swear, Griffin, Mason, and I all exhale slowly. Relief swamps me, and I help pass around the dishes, eyeing everything she piles on her plate and taking mental notes.

We dig in and start up some side conversations while Edith takes small, tentative bites, and as soon as she’s reassured that nothing is going to come back up, she dives in with more fervor.

Mom, always the one to carry a conversation, points her fork at Edith. “You were saying earlier that you’ve got that house listed. What’s the plan now?”

Glancing over at me, she wipes her mouth with a napkin. “Oh. I spoke with the realtor yesterday and he suggested I move up my timeline for moving out. Said the house would sell faster with not much inside. Something about helping the buyer see their own stuff in the space. I’m not quite sure what I’ll do yet. I planned on using the funds from the house to purchase something little for us.” She sets her hand over her stomach when the us slips out.

“You ought to stay at one of their places.” My dad’s suggestion sounds nonchalant, but I know he’s getting ready to meddle. We all think my mom is the pro, but he’s just as keen.

Her face turns red. Fanning her face, she quickly shakes her head. “No, that’s… We’re not…”

Stuttering through her excuses, I realize my dad is right. “Why don’t you? Honestly, Edith. We’ve all got places we could stay to give you privacy. I’m barely at my house as it is. I could stay here and let you have it all to yourself while you wait for the house to sell.”

“You should do it,” Mason tells her, then slides her glass closer to her fingers, subtly hinting she should take a sip. “You could use mine as well. I’d say Griffin’s, but we’ve been there, and that place is an outright bachelor pad.”

Glaring at Mason, Griffin argues back. “She could use mine if she wanted! But he’s right, darlin’, my place is a shithole compared to theirs. Sorry for the language, Momma Thorton.”

Wiggling her fingers at him in forgiveness, she nods happily. “I know it might feel like you’re intruding, but I assure you, none of them would mind one bit.”

“I’d actually prefer it,” I admit, hitting Edith with a pleading look for her to believe me. She seems so unsure, and I know it’s because she’s still wary of trusting me.

Clearing his throat, my dad bumps my elbow. “While she thinks it over, why don’t you give us your truth?”

The guys turn to look at me, knowing exactly what he’s talking about since I’ve shared with them how I’ve been working through my shit. Edith, though, picks up her head, confused. “Truth?”

I’m not ashamed I’m doing this, but I am nervous about her reaction. “I’ve been spending time working through some grief counseling with Josiah and Ruth.” Including my parents with a wave of my hand, I tell her, “We’ve been doing it together. Sort of like daily affirmations, in a sense. We share a memory of my sister, then I finish with something I blamed your father—”

She winces, but I push through. I need her to hear this.

“The things I blamed your father for, which were never his sins to carry.” Meeting my mom’s shining eyes, she dips her head, encouraging me. “So, today’s truth is that Julia is the one who chose to sneak out that night. No one forced her to slip out her window and go to a party. That was her choice alone.”

Edith’s hair is hanging in front of her face as she picks at the shirt bunching over her stomach. Her shoulders hitch up a few times as she sucks in a breath, then she turns her face to the side to wipe away a tear.

Mom hands her a fresh napkin, and Edith lets out a watery laugh. “Sorry, it’s these darn hormones. I wasn’t—” She chokes on a sob, and hangs her head again, trying to apologize.

Griffin is reaching out for her, and Mason is already getting up from his chair, but I beat him to her side, squatting down so she can see me. “I wasn’t going to do any of the heavy stuff tonight, and I won’t say more. I’d love to tell you though, if you’ll listen.”

She’s nodding her head, swiping quickly at the faster falling tears.

“Why don’t you take Edith for a drive to your place, see if she’d be comfortable stayin’ there while the house sells? Your momma can pack up an extra plate.”

I flash my father a thankful smile, then check with Mason and Griffin. They have as much skin in the game as I do. As much as I want her to myself, it wouldn’t be right to exclude them.

“You both alright with that?”

“Whatever she wants,” Griffin says thickly. Mason nods once, so I wait for Edith to agree.

Shifting to stand when she agrees, I help her up as she’s still doing her best to stem the tears. Thanking my parents for dinner, I walk her to my truck and drive us to my place.

I keep eyeing her as she stares out the window, giving up on her fight to stop crying. Swallowing nervously, I decide to take a risk.

“Can I tell you one other truth I have? I don’t want you to say anything, but will you hear it?”

Without looking at me, she nods her head a few times. I can see her reflection in the window, but she’s so lost she doesn’t notice me watching.

“My other truth is that I fell in love with you all those months ago, and I have so much regret that I threw away my time to shower you with it.”

She doesn’t say anything, listening without responding, just like I asked her to, but I catch the way she slowly closes her eyes as my words dig into her.


Chapter Fifty-Two
Edith
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31 weeks and 0 days

Three and a half weeks is all it took to get out from under my father’s house. Today is the day I sign the papers for the closing. I feel as if a load is off my shoulders, which has moved directly to my protruding stomach.

Griffin insisted on being the one to accompany me today. I had to put my foot down when the other two asked as well, but I woke not feeling physically great. Out of all of them, Griffin seems to be the one who doesn’t hover as much when I can’t hide the faces I make.

It’s been tough since the dinner with Jaxon and his parents. I love what they’re doing together, but his second truth in the truck on the drive to his place wrecked me to my core.

You’re worthy and DESERVING of love and you don’t have to earn it.

That’s been the hardest lesson to believe. I’ve sought it out for as long as I can remember, but I’ve never been told someone loved me before. Never once. Jaxon was the first, and it came on the tail end of words of hate. Those are two very powerful emotions. My head is telling me he wouldn’t be doing all this work if he didn’t feel something. I just can’t help but worry it’s stemming from guilt.

And God, my heart… My heart still hurts.

Groaning, I shift to the side and a zap of nerve pain travels like a whip through my hip before shooting down my leg. Thankfully, no one is around to hear the whimper I let escape, breathing through the pain until it dissipates.

Why is this so hard?

“I think they’re headed here now,” Griffin says, slipping into the conference room with a paper cup of water in his hand. “The lady at the front desk says these things don’t normally go longer than about forty-five minutes. You have the keys to the house, right?”

Closing my eyes, I nod quickly. I don’t think I can say anything as this nerve pain rockets through me once again. It’s happening more often now, and I can’t seem to do anything to ease it.

The chair slides next to me as he settles in close, his warm palm going straight to the spot on my lower back where the source of everything evil in this world is centered. His warmth seeps through my shirt as he rubs at it gently. “You gonna make it, darlin’? I’m not sure this is the sort of thing you can reschedule.”

Gritting my teeth, I do my best to smile. “I’ll be fine. I just want this over with. Then I can go back to the house and get a heating pad or something.”

He studies me with worry for a moment, then lowers his voice. “Will you let me help you?” Holding up his hands and wiggling his fingers, he curls his lips up in a sympathetic smile. “I’ve got good hands that could at least try to ease some of the aches.”

I can’t help smiling at how earnest he seems. Things have been so awkward ever since I came back, but it seems to be only on my end. Griffin has been here every step of the way and hasn’t pushed me to talk about things. He knows I’m just trying to make it through my pregnancy, but I owe him a conversation. I owe it to all of them. Not just because I’d love some closure for my own peace of mind, but one of them is going to be a father.

Another pain shoots through my leg and it’s strong enough that I find myself gasping out, “Yes.”

There’s no sign of pleasure from my agreement because he’s watching me carefully, concerned every time I wince. It’s sweet, but I’ve been dealing with it for the past few weeks.

The couple purchasing my house is led into the conference room, along with their realtor and another employee of the title company we hired to oversee the closing.

I force myself to plaster on a pleasant smile and we work our way through the paperwork fairly easily. It’s not long before I’m happily handing over the keys to the property and watching as they leave the room, excited and whispering over their plans for their new home.

A small bit of longing hits me hard, wishing that place would have been a home to me, but it never was. I’ve always viewed it as my father’s house, which I was allowed to reside in, and had the job to keep it in running order. I never felt a sense of pride or ownership.

It’s the same with Jaxon’s home I’ve been staying in. I’m so thankful he’s given me the space to use, but I’m anxious to leave, even if it’s incredibly wonderful there.

The pillows smell like him…

“Let’s get you home.” I wince when Griffin holds out a hand and I stand with his help. I’m sure he saw it, but I hope he thinks it was because of pain and not because he called Jaxon’s place home.

It’s not a home if you haven’t been invited to make it your own.

On the drive back, Griffin and I don’t talk much because I’m shifting around in my seat in an attempt to get comfortable. I’m absolutely miserable and I think I should talk to my doctor about the pain. This can’t be normal. She mentioned I could use some over-the-counter pain relievers, and I read Tylenol was okay to take.

Griffin takes the keys from my hand and unlocks the door. As soon as I’m inside, I make a beeline for the bathroom where I know Jaxon has a medicine cabinet. I pick through the bottles until I find what I’m looking for.

As soon as I have them poured out in my hand, Griffin pushes a small glass of water toward me. After swallowing them down, I set the glass on the sink and dig my fingers into my lower back.

“Put your hands on the sink.”

My eyes fly to the mirror, and I see Griffin standing right behind me, watching intensely. He nods ever so slightly, so I shakily place my palms on either side of the sink, never taking my eyes off him.

Settling the tips of his fingers on my lower back, he digs his fingers into the muscles just above the curve on my butt. My eyes close as a gasp, turning fast into a groan, escapes my lips.

One of his hands glides up my spine to the back of my neck and I let my head fall, my hair hiding his reflection in the mirror. He grips it gently, guiding me to bend over a bit more. I follow, adjusting my position so my forearms are now supporting my weight and he brings that hand back to my lower back, now working his fingers carefully along the top part of my hips.

He digs into my sides, and I want to cry it feels so good. Instantaneously, the ever-present shocks of nerve pain dissipate and I’m left with only a dull ache as he works my body under his fingers.

“Is this helping?” he murmurs. All I’m capable of is a nod, which I do with as much exuberance as I can muster, and I blush when he chuckles.

He continues working on my back and I’m honestly afraid my knees are going to give out underneath me. Pressing my palms against the cool marble of Jaxon’s counter, I spread my fingers and shift my feet a tad wider so I don’t collapse.

Griffin rolls his fingers over my hips again, stretching them far enough that it feels as if he’s holding them the same way Mason did when he slammed into me in a similar position.

It takes great effort not to push my body back into his. This is only a massage. Not once has he pushed for more, so my hormones can just get in the backseat and allow Griffin to drive.

He interrupts the silence, leaning over my prone position to ask, “Would it be easier if you laid down?”

“No. This is… this is perfect. Just like this. Please don’t stop.”

I swear I hear a rumble escape from him, but when I lift my head to glance at him in the mirror, he seems to have himself controlled. But those eyes are focused hard, and I can’t drag mine away.

Running a firmer hand up my spine again, he squeezes the back of my neck harder this time, then shifts closer. “Darlin’, I want to make you feel better,” he rumbles out, and I realize he’s more affected by this than I thought. He’s also letting me make the call.

My legs are trembling as I part them wider, removing even more pressure from my hips, and I feel my wetness pooling within my folds. The books say when you’re pregnant, your libido might increase, which apparently, mine has. But what they don’t say is how quickly desire will slam into you and make your brain absolute mush.

His lids are heavy, mouth parting slightly as he moves even closer, and I feel the warmth of his body heating me.

Those hands of his slide back down, then circle my hips once more, only this time he doesn’t stop until one grazes over my throbbing sex. He presses hard against my pussy, grinding his palm just above my clit and I whimper, shifting forward to press harder against him.

Lowering his head until he’s resting his lips against my shoulder, he whispers, “Let me touch you, darlin’.”

“Oh God, I n-need you to,” I gasp on a sob, grinding myself on his hand again and I want to sing when I feel his fingers dance against my opening, the barrier of my pants the only thing keeping his hand from where I want it.

Supporting his weight over me, he slips his hand up to push the waistband of my leggings out of his way. He drives his fingers against my clit, the moisture giving his fingers purchase to draw circles against me.

My forehead thunks heavily on the counter as he plays with my clit, pleasure racing through my body. Wrapping his other arm around me, he palms my stomach and lifts it slightly, supporting the weight and the relief is intense. He strokes his hand over the swell of the baby as he continues to work between my legs, driving me toward an orgasm.

I shift my body forward to let the tips of my hardened nipples drag across the cool marble top, easing the throb. Slipping my hand against them, I dig my fingers into the swollen flesh and shudder when another wave of ecstasy takes hold.

“Fuck yes, baby. You just need to come, don’t you?” Griffin mumbles, nipping at my back and shoving two fingers deep inside of me, almost filling me how I want.

It’s not enough.

I rock back, feeling his hard cock pulsing against my ass as he works his fingers in and out of me, only pausing for a moment to pull them free to stroke over my clit a few times.

Moaning louder, I throw my head back and twist my hips against his cock and buried fingers buried. I’m almost where I need to be. He tightens his hold and starts to move them more forcefully until I’m exploding all over his hand, screaming into the tiny space as my body shudders and constricts beneath his hold.

His fingers roll over my clit as I convulse, coming down from the relief he’s given me until he catches me as my legs give out.

Supporting me with one hand gently holding my stomach and the other drenched and still buried inside of me, he grinds his hardness against me once more, then shudders as he leans over my back.

I can feel him pulsing with every groan he bellows, pouring his cum into his jeans as his body relieves itself.

He plants tired kisses across my back, then up to my neck and ear, which incite more shivers as I try to catch my breath.

Finally, he lays his cheek against my temple and breathes out, “That might have been the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life. Christ, darlin’, you’re gorgeous when you come.”

I huff out an embarrassed laugh and he frees his hand, drawing his fingers slowly from my body until he can hug me close.

Hesitating, I admit, “That was everything I didn’t know I needed.”

“It was what you needed from me, and I want to be here to always give you everythin’ you want. Edith,” he says, his voice pained as he says my name. “I want to be here for you all the fuckin’ time. Christ, I didn’t know what was goin’ on that day and was tryin’ to make things easier on you. I need you. I fuckin’ ache every damn day I’m not around you.”

Standing up straight, I turn my body around to face him. The despair in his voice is heartbreaking, and I hate it. I hate it more than anything.

Without thinking, I cup his cheek and meet his begging eyes.

“Please, darlin’. Please don’t tell me I can’t be here with you. I want to give you all I’ve got and the thought of not havin’ you is eatin’ me alive. I fuckin’ fell in love with you and I can’t make that go away.”

Pushing myself to my toes, I press my lips to his and taste the way he sucks in a breath, then revel in the feel of his arms holding me against him. Griffin kisses me more deeply, then pulls back and lays his forehead against mine.

“I love you as my life, for you are the best.”

Oh God, he quoted our book.

My eyes water and I blink up at him. “Did you read ahead?”

Chuckling, his voice thick with emotion, he rocks his head back and forth across mine. “No, darlin’ Edith. But I wanted to. I looked up quotes and that one hit me so fuckin’ hard that I knew it’s how I had to tell you.”

Kissing his chin softly, I lean back and give him a tentative smile.

“I maybe think I might love you back. You were my first, Griffin. That means something to me.”

Smirking, he tips his head to the side, studying me. “Only maybe? Because I’d love to know for sure so I can rub it in their faces.”

“Don’t do that,” I scold. “We need to work things out and, Griffin, just because—”

Putting a finger on my lips, then replacing it with his mouth, he drags his lips over mine until I’m silenced. Then he says, “I won’t. I know you’ve got shit to work out there and I swear I won’t stand in the way. Just…” He trails off and lets his hand roam over my little girl. “Just don’t push me out, even if she’s not mine. I still want to have everything with you. With both of you.”

Swallowing hard, I nod once.

Maybe he’s resigned to my indecision, but he doesn’t press me further to talk more about it. Instead, he grabs my hand and pulls me from the bathroom and into the bedroom I’ve taken over.

“Let’s lay down. I’d love if you read more to me and if you stay on your side, I’ll keep working on your back until you fall asleep.”

I eye him when he peers over his shoulder, his wink telling me he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“And I promise to keep my hands out of your pants this time, darlin’. Even if your pussy felt amazing squeezed tight around my fingers.”


Chapter Fifty-Three
Griffin
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32 weeks and 1 day

Edith and I turn our heads toward the kitchen when we hear a crash, followed by cursing, disrupting us from our reading.

I’ve got her curled between my legs on Jaxon’s couch where she’s able to lean back without having the weight of her stomach crushing her lungs. Dragging my fingers across the bump, I smile to myself, impressed with how quickly this little girl is growing. It’s as if every time I see her, she’s doubled in size.

Well, her stomach, not her, and fuck anyone who makes a comment about it because our Edith is shockingly sensitive about her body right now.

Another slammed cupboard and clanking has Edith turning to glance at me over her shoulder. “Do you think they need help?”

She jumps when Mason shouts unintelligibly at Jaxon, then seconds later storms in, annoyance pouring off him.

“‘Sup buuuuuddy? Whatcha got goin’ on in there?” Laughing when he shoots me a warning glare, he picks up Edith’s feet and drops onto the end of the couch, holding on to them as if it’ll keep him from laying out Jaxon. He doesn’t notice the soft inhale from her, holding her so familiarly. They haven’t fully worked through her hurt yet and this move was done subconsciously.

He’s gritting his teeth as he digs his fingers into her arches, completely missing the way her head falls heavily to my chest at the unexpected foot rub.

I might have learned a few days ago that Edith’s feet are an erogenous zone when I gave one a squeeze to get her attention. Her reaction was instantaneous. Maybe it’s from the pregnancy, but I won’t lie; I hope this little trick sticks around because she reacts fast. I have to bite my cheek so I don’t clue him in, interested to see what happens.

“It doesn’t take a fuckin’ rocket scientist to figure out how to boil some goddamn pasta.” Putting in more effort, he seethes as he works her over. “I made the sauce, even kept the burger to a minimum since red meat isn’t sitting well for everyone. Found a recipe online for pull-apart garlic bread and got that goin’, too.”

Edith’s head lolls from side to side, eyes closed as she sinks down further against me. Leaning forward, I spy on her and catch sight of her teeth digging into her bottom lip, so I slip the hand I had resting on her stomach up a bit higher, just below her breasts.

“It’s a pot of water. You turn the fuckin’ thing on, throw in some salt and wait for it to boil. The box even says how long to cook it for! How hard—”

A low, barely perceptible, breathy moan interrupts him, and he jerks his head toward her, finally noticing what he’s done. His hands pause on her feet, and I shake my head slowly so she doesn’t notice.

“Don’t stop, man.” I keep my voice low, grazing my fingers over her ribs. He throws himself back into her foot massage with more effort, and quirks a lip up at whatever expression he’s seeing on her face.

I also found that if I circle my arm under her stomach and pull up gently, the relief in pressure is practically orgasmic for her, so I carefully adjust her. Curling my arm under, I lift up a few inches, eliciting another deep moan.

Mason cocks his head, watching what I’m doing, then raises a brow in silent question as he meets my eyes.

“Somethin’ about this feels good, but you gotta be careful not to do it too fast or let go quickly. It relieves pressure from her hips, I think.” I lay my cheek against her head and rub it gently as I hold her stomach, feeling slight bubbles of movement as our girl shifts around, still grazing my fingers over her skin.

A sigh escapes Edith and she murmurs, “I don’t know what it is, but it feels really good.”

Clearing his throat, he checks with me briefly before asking, “Edith. Will you let me—”

“Yes,” she hisses out, knowing exactly what he’s asking. “But I’m still angry with you.”

Chuckling, he nods his head once. “I’ll let you lay into me after.” Using his hold on her feet, he spreads her legs to hook them over my knees. Shifting my body to support her better, I ignore when his hands bump against mine as he works her pants down her hips and tosses them to the side.

Another sound from the kitchen distracts her, and she glances in that direction. “Do you think he’ll be…” She trails off and tips her head up to an answer for her unfinished question.

Laying my lips against her forehead, I murmur, “Nope. And if he comes in here, he’ll get to see you bein’ taken care of. I’m sure Mason is just dyin’ to bury his head between your thighs. Makin’ Jax jealous is probably just icin’ on the cake for him.”

Mason rumbles out a low hum of approval. Rubbing his hands up and down her inner thighs, I feel her spread them more. She turns her head to the side and buries her heated face against me, but Mason isn’t having any of that.

“You can watch me, girl. Maybe Fin will too. He could even learn a little somethin’.”

“Jackass,” I mutter without any heat behind my words. Honestly, the shit he gives me has been entertaining as fuck, and at this point, I know he’s just trying to get a reaction. Holding up five fingers, I brag, “I’ve gotten five out of her just this week.”

Edith hums, then covers her laugh with a cough. She’s been shy and hesitant anytime things moved toward intimacy, so when she reaches for Mason and threads her fingers through his hair, begging, “Please, Mason,” I’m fucking floored.

With palms on her knees, he pushes them open further, my legs spreading with hers and my cock hardening under her ass. I never thought about what it’d be like if none of us gave up in our pursuit of her, but if it means I’m going to hold my girl’s legs open so another man can eat her out? I don’t think I mind it so much.

There’s no way to see exactly what Mason is doing, but when her body stiffens, I know he’s just licked up the center of her pussy. He lifts her with a hand under her ass, giving me a better view so now I can watch.

“Holy fuck.”

Flicking my eyes to Jaxon, I see him standing in the center of the living room, a dish towel in his hand hanging limply at his side and mouth gaped open, focused on Mason’s head between Edith’s legs.

Without looking away from him, I lower my lips to her ear and whisper, “I know you’re not right with him yet, but I’m sure he’d love to continue that foot rub Mason abandoned. What do you think, darlin’?”

Hiccupping on a sob and nodding sharply, she arches her back, Mason clearly paying attention to that little bundle of nerves now.

“Jax.” I wait for him to drag his eyes from them. “Mason was massaging her feet. I’m sure she’d love if—”

His towel hits the floor in his hurry to the end of the couch, definitely onboard with what I was about to suggest. I shift my body around, so Mason now has his knees firmly planted on the floor, mouth never moving away from her pussy. Jaxon takes up the job of her feet, running a thumb up the center of her heel, eyes flying from what Mason’s mouth is doing, to her face, then back again.

“Fuck, you taste so fuckin’ good, girl.” Mason’s words are muffled as he devours her. Remembering her flavor on my tongue, my dick pulses heavily, demanding to be buried inside of her tightness. We haven’t fucked yet, but I don’t care. I mean, I do care, but I’ll wait years if that’s what it takes for her to feel comfortable.

Getting her pussy worked over, though? Now that is something I’m shocked she’s onboard with, considering the first time I did it, she was so unsure.

Her breathing is heavy and loud, gripping the back of Mason’s head to keep him in place, but her other arm reaches around to hold the back of my neck. My fingers find her nipples and pluck at them as I trail my lips over the sensitive skin of her neck.

“She’s going to come,” Jaxon says softly. He’s holding onto her foot tightly, watching her trembling and facial expressions. Her nipples are sharp under my fingertips, and I know he’s right.

Mason nods and shifts to push his fingers inside of her. Her broken cry is loud, and it ramps up all of us like a switch has been flipped.

Jaxon leans forward, his hand leaving her foot and roaming up her leg, fingers digging into her calf muscles as she shakes beneath him. Mason is driving his fingers into her hard, sucking at her clit as he attacks it, murmuring begging words for her to come for him.

I lift her chin up to kiss her lips, then trail my mouth over her neck and shoulders, biting and nipping, whispering encouragement to fall apart for us.

“That’s it, darlin’. Just like that,” I whisper as she starts to tip over the edge, then I praise her as I feel her curl up, a keening cry followed by a scream as she explodes.

Mason sucks on her clit and follows her body as her hips tilt, pushing against him, and he lets her ride his face through her orgasm. Jaxon’s harsh breathing is loud as he grips her leg to keep her still. I dig my teeth into her shoulder for an extra bit of pleasure. The way her body is rolling over me has me on the verge of coming right along with her, but I will myself not to.

We all keep our hands on her, touching and kissing until she finally relaxes against me, her body boneless as she sighs and closes her eyes. Releasing the hold she had on Mason’s hair, she runs her fingers over his strands to smooth them out. Her other one falls from my neck and drops heavily over my hand still cupping her breast.

Patting it tiredly, she lets her eyes fall shut and within a moment, she’s fast asleep.

Jaxon hasn’t let her leg or foot go as if his life depends on it. He’s watching her sleep with so much longing I actually feel sympathy for him. The way he spoke to her all those months ago hurt her deeply, and she’s been struggling to move past it.

She doesn’t trust him. It all boils down to that. She has no confidence he’s here for her and not out of duty. After spending so much time with him, I know he’s here for the long haul, but it’s not my place to fix what’s broken between them.

When it comes to Mason and her, that’s a whole different ball game. He needs to open up, let her know what she means to him instead of being a grumpy bastard and waiting for her to just be satisfied he’s here.

Jaxon slowly sets her leg down with a pained expression as he drags his hands away. Getting up, he watches for a few more moments before whispering, “I’m going to finish making her dinner. We can let her sleep for a bit.”

“Jaxon.” I keep my voice soft to not disturb her. When he looks at me, I give him an understanding smile. “She knows you’re not a bad guy. Just give her some time. Trust is a hard thing to earn back, but you’re doin’ the right things.”

“I’m in love with her.”

I nod, knowing he is. He hasn’t said it to us, but it’s obvious. “I am too.”

Mason sits back on his heels, subtly trying to wipe his face, then picks up a blanket to lay over her so she’s warm. He remains silent while Jaxon and I talk, but the fact he hasn’t given anyone shit tells me he’s pretty much in the same boat as us.

“I’ve told her. Every time we’re alone, I tell her. It seems as if it only hurts her when I do, but I can’t stop saying it.” Agonized over the damage he’s done, Jaxon wipes his hand over his face, then looks toward the kitchen. “I’ll finish up dinner.”

After he disappears, I shift my legs back onto the couch and help Edith turn slightly to the side, never waking fully. Her fingers dig into my chest to hang on, her mouth parted as she sighs softly.

Mason sits on the coffee table, his arms hanging loosely between his legs to watch her.

“You gonna help Jax in the kitchen?”

He frowns and shakes his head. “I did enough. You think she knows I’m here for her, no matter the outcome of paternity? Or if any of you stay as well?”

“Why, Mason Cooper, are you wantin’ to have a heart to heart with little ol’ me?” I press a hand to my mouth in a gasp, then laugh when he scowls at me.

“Shut the fuck up. I’m serious. I know I wasn’t smart with everythin’, but I didn’t know about all of you. It started off as fun, but she grew on me so fuckin’ fast and I do love her. I do. Maybe it makes me a fuckin’ pussy, but Christ, I did not see her comin’.”

My humor dies down when I hear how torn up he is and he just keeps going.

“I talked to Jax. He wants her to stay here after the baby is born, which is fine, as long as he doesn’t try to tell me I can’t come over whenever I want. I was thinkin’ about bringin’ little Bonnie over for her, but then realized those two other shits would be torn up about it. So, I thought maybe it’d be okay to have three cats, then I started readin’ about dangers to pregnant women and changin’ out litter.”

“Mason,” she mumbles against my chest, twisting her head only slightly to peer at him.

Both Mason and I widen our eyes, a bit embarrassed she’s been listening the whole time. She shifts to sit up, but doesn’t stop using me as a pillow, so I get stuck as the two of them have their talk.

“Before you say anythin’, you gotta know I’m fuckin’ in this. I want to be here and with you. I fucked up thinkin’ I could just have my fun with you and not tell you I was fallin’ for you. And when you told me you were pregnant, I honestly just short-circuited. I was so shocked by what you said I can’t remember a moment after.”

Blowing out a breath, she leans forward, touching his hand. “Mas—”

“No. I need you to hear me. I fucked up. I knew your dad was a piece of shit, and I’m so fuckin’ sorry I didn’t say a word and let him drag you away. I barely remember it happenin’, but I’m sick over it. I want this little girl to be mine more than I want to breathe, and if she’s not, I still want to be her daddy.”

Edith’s chin lowers as she sucks in a deep breath. “What if I can’t choose? What if I want Griffin to stay too, then we find out she’s yours?” Her hand falls to her belly as she peers up at him.

“Don’t care,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. “You want him, you can have him. I won’t stand in the way of that. I just hope you’ll want me as well. Even if the baby isn’t mine, I’ll make sure she knows I’m her dad, too.”

My heart tightens, aching for her when she murmurs, “I just want her to be loved. If you can be here to give her that, it’s all I’ll ever ask for.”

I open my mouth, readying my argument that she’s just as deserving to be loved, but he beats me to it.

“That’s a load of crap. Of course she’s gonna be loved, but so are you, girl.”

When her head falls, Mason cups her chin to keep her looking up. She’s chewing on her lip, doing her best to believe him.

“Listen, and I feel like I’m beatin’ a dead horse, but this is where I’m at.” Her head turns to where Jaxon just walked back in, but he doesn’t interrupt, clearly picking up the sincerity of the moment. “I want to take a chance, I do. So, for now, we’ll pretend things will move forward, but I have to see after she’s born. Not because I don’t believe you, but because it’s hard for me to accept that you, any of you really, would be here if it were only me.”

Pointing a finger toward Jaxon, her voice cracks. “He told me he loved me a month ago. Did you know that?” She doesn’t wait for him to answer. “That was the first time I’ve ever heard those words spoken to me, and I still question it, which is terrible. To reduce something so precious to doubt? I wanted to hear those words my whole life, and up until the moment I found out about her, I would have curled around that feeling of someone possibly loving me and protected it like it was the most previous thing in the world. Now, all I want is for her to have it.”

Edith is openly crying now, but her posture is stoic, like a fucking queen sitting in the room before her subjects desperate to please her.

“Girl, I know you know when I first hired you on it was to fuck with him. I swear to God, one week and all that changed. You changed me. I’m awful with apologies and words, but I want you to let me love you, because fuck, I fuckin’ feel it.” He grips his shirt and I glace at Jaxon, meeting his look of surprise.

“I know you’re sorry for what happened. I don’t blame you for manipulating me at the beginning. My father was an easy man to hate. His actions belong to him, and only him. I can also understand why you didn’t say anything when I told you about my pregnancy. But Mason, that’s the part that makes sense in my head and still hurts in my heart. Time heals that part, and it is healing. I promise you and thank you for that.”

He surges forward from his seat and kisses her lips hard, holding her face to keep her from falling back. When he pulls away, his eyes dance over her face before meeting her eyes to have a silent conversation I think only the two of them understand.

Finally, he nods and lifts the corner of his mouth in a smirk. Sitting back down, he picks up her feet and wordlessly continues her massage.

Seems as if the conversation is done for today.

“Dinner is ready,” Jaxon says thickly. I can’t be certain, but I’m almost positive a lot of those words she gave to Mason were meant for Jaxon as well. I also won’t be forgetting and will take them to heart.

Without looking away from her, Mason says, “We’ll come in shortly.”

Taking the cue, I wiggle my way out to stand, then press a soft kiss to her temple, whispering against it. “I do love you, darlin’.” Then I follow Jaxon into the kitchen to set the table.


Chapter Fifty-Four
Jaxon
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39 weeks and 2 days

Iturn my key in my front door, then frown to find it already unlocked. Ever since Edith laid everything out with Mason, she’s let all of us in a lot more. It’s a false sense of peace because I know she could be stripped away from me at any moment. But for now, it’s been nice to have her more comfortable and opening up.

She and I haven’t been intimate, but I’ll be damned if I haven’t taken advantage of knowing how much she appreciates getting her aches and pains rubbed away.

The guys and I have been taking turns to stay the night over here since we’re getting closer to her due date, and tonight is my turn. I’ve been comfortable in my old bedroom at my parents’ house, but I do miss my home. Mainly because she’s here after agreeing it would be best not to worry about finding somewhere new until after our little girl is born.

She said she was worried that one or more of us would back away after we find out the baby isn’t ours, but she’s never been more wrong. Honestly, I hope that little girl isn’t mine. Not that I wouldn’t love her dearly and be thrilled, but I need Edith to know I’m here for her. I’m afraid if the baby is mine, she’ll always have that doubt rooted deep inside of her.

Walking into the house, I look around for the woman I want, but can’t find her anywhere.

“Edith? Sweetheart? Where you at, honey?” I call out, then stand still, waiting for a response.

“Bedroom.”

I’m shocked when it’s Griffin’s voice I hear, not expecting him here tonight. I don’t care, but I thought he was helping Mason over at the ranch with an electrical issue.

Pushing the door open, my mouth falls open when I see what’s going on. I attempt to back out quickly, but Griffin shakes his head quickly. “It’s not really what it looks like. Well, I mean, it is. I’m fuckin’ her, but not really.”

Edith chokes out an embarrassed half laugh, half sob, which makes Griffin’s head fall back on a groan.

He’s sitting on the edge of my guest bed, pants around his ankles, and Edith is leaned forward very obviously with his dick buried inside of her. But, and it takes me a second to realize it, she’s not totally enjoying it.

“What the hell is happening right now?” I ask both of them. Griffin runs his hand up her back and hugs her to him.

“You okay for a minute?” he asks breathlessly, and she nods, wincing as she settles back against him. She’s wearing a dress, so her body is hidden from me, but I notice her panties on the floor by their feet.

“Edith is having Braxton Hicks. Pretty regular ones right now, actually. She called her doctor and we’re supposed to monitor them, but we did research.” He waggles his brows at me, and I want to smack him. “Turns out, there’s a good chance she might be headin’ toward actual labor, so when I read out things we could do to encourage it to happen—”

“Sex.” It’s all she says, and I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

His eyes close for a moment, then he looks at me. “So, apparently, sex is one of those things. I’ll be honest, I was hopin’ to get her all laid out and play with her a bit for our first time since you know, but she just… got on.”

“Griffin,” she cries out, then leans forward to hug her stomach. “Why is this so freaking painful? I don’t want to do this!” she sobs out, and my humor completely fades away.

Hurrying over, I drop to my knees and brush away loose strands sticking to her sweaty face. “Sweetheart, are you sure these are Braxton Hicks? How often are they happening?”

“They are,” she bites out. “They’re random, and the doctor said until they’re actually evenly spaced out, I shouldn’t come in.”

“Are you sure you want to be doing this right now? You don’t look comfortable.” I throw an apologetic look at Griffin, but he waves me off. Focusing on her, I add, “I could give her another call. How many of these contractions have you had tonight?”

Blowing out a breath as the supposed false contraction ends, she sits up straighter, then moans as she rotates her hips out of pure desire. “Not many, but they’re a lot stronger than the ones I’ve had over the past few weeks.”

Nodding, I sit back on my heels and search up how to know if you’re actually in labor. She’s been having these for the past month, but this seems like more.

“I need some chips.” Both Griffin and I snap our heads up to stare at her as she attempts to stand up. I laugh when he lets out a loud groan as she removes herself from him and leaves us in the bedroom to find her snack.

Ignoring the flash of his cock as he tucks his hard on away, I let my eyes fall to the screen of my phone and scroll through everything.

“I’m gonna die from blue balls. It’s happenin’. Fuck havin’ a baby. I need you to take me in.”

I snort at his complaints I have no sympathy for and ask, “Seriously, how quickly are these coming? Have you let Mason know?”

“I didn’t even get a chance. I read the word sex, and she was like, ‘Yes, that!’” He mimics her in a high voice and we both bark out a laugh.

We both shoot to our feet when we a chair being dragged through the kitchen and I just know she’s about to climb up to grab the chips from the cupboard above my refrigerator. Hurrying to find her, I stop her just as she’s lifting her leg. “I’ll grab them. Why don’t you sit?”

With her hand supporting her back, she eases herself into the chair while I show her different bags until I finally pick the right one. Dill pickle. Fucking gross, but I keep my opinion to myself.

As she dives in, I send a quick text to Mason.

I don’t know for sure, but I think she’s having contractions. Real ones, not the fake ones.




There in ten.




Door is open.




Turning off my screen, I squat down in front of her and watch as she shovels in a chip with a loud sigh. Thankfully, her morning sickness seems to have completely gone away in the last two months, so her weight has finally started to go up in small increments, making her doctor extremely happy with her.

“I’m going to start setting timers so we can see how long is between each one.”

“I’m having one right now,” she says nonchalantly, popping another chip into her mouth. I narrow my eyes, but I notice the tightness around her eyes, clueing me in that she’s not comfortable.

“But you’re eating chips,” I say slowly, not wanting to sound like I don’t believe her. She reacted strongly to the previous one, so this just seems odd.

Shrugging, she gives me a half smile and mumbles around her mouthful. “They’re really good.”

Laughing at how fucking cute she is, I set a timer and set my phone on the table. Gripping her knees, I study her as she eats chip after chip. My mind starts spinning because of what might be happening and a question pops into my head. “Are you nervous?” I blurt out, but I want to know. I don’t want her to be scared, but I fucking am and I know the guys are as well.

The chip she has halfway to her mouth falls to her lap as she looks at me. “I’m really freaking scared.” Her lower lip trembles and I wish I could take my question back. With regret riding me hard, I rub my hands up and down her thighs in a soothing gesture.

“We’ll all be right here with you. You’ll be incredible, and I’m sure she’s going to be super sweet the moment she’s born. My mom said when she had me, then Julia, it was like every scary moment floated away as soon as we were in her arms.”

A lone tear falls down her cheek as she smiles. “Do you think so? I want to have her right now so I can meet her, but I also wish I could keep her inside forever because I know she’s safe there.” With a wobbly lip, she adds, “And I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.”

Pushing up to wrap my arms around her, I kiss the corner of her mouth lightly, then her cheek and nose. “Maybe a little, but I think you’ll be focused on doing what your body needs from you. We’ll make Mason run around for everything you need and keep us entertained. Maybe we can make a game of it. How many times will he yell at a nurse?”

Her giggle is watery, and for the first time, she peers up at me with no hesitation or worry. She’s totally open to me and I wish I could eat up every second of it. I want to pour out my heart to her, but I know this isn’t the time. Maybe a distraction will help.

“You want to hear my Julia story?”

Nodding her head quickly, she grins. “Yes, please. I’ve loved hearing about her. Will you tell me a funny one?”

Tapping my fingers on my lips, I pretend to think hard. “A funny one. Alright. I don’t know if it’s super funny or if it was something you had to be there for, but when Julia was about three years old, she was fighting our parents about wearing clothes.”

Humming in approval, Edith leans back in her chair and starts munching on her chips again as I share my story.

“So, my mom had a bunch of ladies over for the afternoon. Maybe it was for a book club or something? I don’t really remember. I was only five or so at the time. Julia had snuck up to her room, and no one noticed. You should know that the kitchen table was in full view of the stairwell at that time, so when my sister interrupted them, everyone got their fill of what my mom was about to deal with.”

Edith’s eyes open wide just as Mason walks into the kitchen, but he doesn’t interrupt us. He just lifts his chin in greeting and sets his keys on my counter.

“What’d she do?” she asks excitedly.

Grinning, I shake my head slightly. “She had snuck into her room and stripped out of all her clothes, including her pull up. They were still trying to potty train her, the stubborn ass. Apparently, someone had left the bathroom door open, and she proceeded to grab a wad of toilet paper and shove it between her butt cheeks. So, Julia, with a ball of paper shoved up ass crack, came running to the top of the stairs and screamed, ‘Look mommy! I’m a bunny!’ and proceeded to hop around in a circle, making what she thought were bunny sounds, but actually sounded like a donkey.”

Mason snorts as Edith bursts into laughter. Covering her mouth, her words are slightly muffled. “Oh my God, that’s precious! You need to call your mom and tell her that one. I bet she’d love it!”

Laughing with them, I assure her I will later. “It was pretty hilarious because mom flipped out and ran up the stairs so fast, she missed a couple and tripped her way up to hide her. I don’t think she’s ever been more mortified.”

“I bet!” she laughs out, then sighs. “I love that story. Do you think she’s going to do anything funny like that?” Her hand rubs over her stomach, and she looks down in wonder.

“If she ends up belonging to Fin, you can count on it,” Mason teases, then feigns shock when Griffin smacks him on the arm lightly. I hadn’t seen him come into the room, but I’m glad they were both here to listen to Edith’s laughter.

She inhales sharply through her nose, then drops her head down, face hidden behind her hair. “Another one,” is all she can grit out, so I check my timer and see we’re at about six minutes since her last one.

We wait silently, but on edge as she breathes through it. As soon as she relaxes, Griffin and Mason are moving in a flurry. “How much time since the last one?” Griffin asks as Mason bites out, “Where’s her bag we packed? It has everythin’ in it. I’ll put it in the truck.”

“Guys,” she says gently. “It’s not a real contraction.”

Tilting my head to the side, I study her and give her a sympathetic smile. “Sweetheart, I think that was. We’ll time out a few more, but if they’re coming like this, I think we need to get you to the hospital sooner rather than later. When did you call your doctor?”

“This morning,” she whispers, her anxiety picking up as she realizes she might actually be in labor.

Picking up my phone again, I hit the number for the Labor and Delivery department I had programmed in months ago, then fill in the nurse who answers. Listening, I jot down a few notes and share with everyone what she said.

“Okay, so they said we’re looking for contractions between four to six minutes that are regularly coming on. For now, if we aren’t sure, she wants you to lie on the couch or bed with your feet up and keep sipping water. Main thing she said was that if you couldn’t talk through a contraction or your water breaks, we need to head in immediately.”

“Water sounds good,” she breathes out, then holds her hands out for me to stand. I keep an arm around her as she slowly makes her way toward the living room, but right before she leaves the kitchen, she pauses and looks down.

All of our eyes fly to where she’s looking, and I see a trickle of fluid running down the inside of her leg.

“Is that…” I ask her, tightening my hold on her shoulders.

She glances up at me with fear and panic. “I felt a pop.”

“I’ll grab her bag,” Mason hollers, already running into the bedroom.

Griffin hurries over to stand in front of her. Taking her face in his hands, he grins widely, then presses a hard and fast kiss to her lips.

“Okay, darlin’. We’re gonna do this thing, yeah?”

Nodding with her face still pressed between his palms, lips puckered, she sucks in a harsh breath to stem her emotions. Then she’s shaking her head no with conviction. “No, I c-can’t.” It comes out broken and I can’t stand her worry anymore.

Turning her to me, I wrap my arms around her and murmur, “We got you, baby. It’ll all be worth it and we’re all here for every moment. I love you so much and I can’t wait to meet her.”

Whispering after Griffin slips away to start the truck, her voice cracks when she asks, “Will you love her even if she ends up not being yours?”

“I’ll love her just as much as I do you. Don’t let that be a worry right now. I’ll show you after.” I kiss her softly, letting my tongue peek out to taste her lip, wanting more of her, but I know we’ve got to go. “I want it all with you.”

She takes a shaky breath, then lets me help her to the truck with Mason following behind, a pink suitcase in his hand.

Fuck, we’re about to have a fucking baby.


Chapter Fifty-Five
Mason
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39 weeks and 2 days – Birth Day

I’m not sure what the fuck happened, but it only took the drive from Jaxon’s house to the hospital for Edith to progress to the point where she was gripping the handle on the ceiling of the truck and crying from the pain, her contractions seemingly coming one on top of another.

“We need a room, like right the fuck now,” I bark at the first nurse I see. Edith is being walked in between Jaxon and Griffin, who’s forever got his hand holding her stomach. He tried to explain why he does it, but it didn’t make sense to me. But if she likes it, I’m on board for him to keep doing it.

A low moan escapes her as she stops to lean forward, pulling her arms from theirs and bracing her hands on her thighs. The nurse behind the counter widens her eyes and looks at me.

“Now!”

Thankfully, she gets up and runs into the back and within minutes we’re being shepherded to the back. The room they’ve stuck us in is large enough for everyone to be able to stand at her side while also allowing the doctor and nurses to move around with plenty of space.

I shove Griffin out of the way and help assist Edith with taking her dress off, tossing it to Jaxon who shoves it into her bag, then get her dressed in the pink hospital gown.

Meeting her eye, I quirk up a brow. “Think they gave you pink because they know we’re havin’ a girl?”

Humming, she gives me a brittle smile. “Maybe. Or it could be because of the size? But I like pink.”

“I think you look beautiful in pink,” I tell her, holding it open for her to step in, then watch as she snaps the edges together. As soon as she’s finished, she stands straight and looks at all of us.

“What now?”

We’re all pretty clueless, but thankfully, Dr. Willet comes flouncing into the room. “Well, helloooo there, momma!” Her voice is happy in a sing-song type way, and I want to yell at her for being so damn giddy while my girl is in pain. “Looks like we’re going to have a baby!”

She quickly washes her hands, then shoos me out of the way so she can stand in front of her.

Edith bends over from another strong contraction and I look at Jaxon who mouths, “Four minutes,” to me. Dr. Willet places her hands on Edith’s shoulders and murmurs encouraging words, coaching her through breathing and widening her stance to ease the discomfort in her back.

After what feels like an hour, but was more realistically only a minute or so, everyone blows out a slow breath as this one passes.

“Wow, that was a good one. Why don’t you lie down on the bed and let me see where we’re at? I’d suspect you’re probably a few centimeters dilated. You told the front desk you water already broke, correct?”

Nodding quickly, Edith does her best to clamber up on the bed, then does her best to get comfortable on the bed. I move to her head and offer my hand while Dr. Willet moves to the foot.

Checking with Edith before proceeding, she asks, “We good with everyone being in here right now?” I like that she doesn’t ask any of us, leaving the choice to my girl. If Edith wants us gone, we’ll leave, but I’m relieved when she smiles.

“Yes. They can stay here. At this point, I don’t care about anything other than stopping this pain.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to help you out. Okay, I want you to relax your knees. You can keep your feet there. You’ll feel me touch the inside of your thigh, then I’m going to check your cervix.”

I want to smack Griffin when he moves behind the doctor to watch, and when she turns to him with a look of confusion, he shrugs at her. “I’m curious. If Edith doesn’t mind, I want to see what you’re doin’.”

Waving him off, Edith tries to shift, gritting out, “He’s fine.”

Moving right along, Dr. Willet pushes up the gown slightly, then does something to feel around down there. I purse my lips and lean forward, interested, but stop when her eyes widen and she pulls her gloved hand out, quickly snapping them off. Leaving the end of the bed, she tosses them away and turns, smiling at Edith.

“Well, I will say your little girl seems to have a full head of hair!”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I grit out, ignoring the glare from Jaxon. “That sounds like—”

“Like baby girl is right there? Yup!” She’s grinning from ear to ear, then moves over to Edith’s side. “I’m so sorry. I know you wanted to have some pain management, which we can do to a degree. I’ll send in a nurse to set you up with an IV and we’ll get some painkillers going, but honey, she’s ready to come out.”

“Is that normal?” Edith is panicked, her hand gripping mine hard, so I rub my thumb over the back of hers in a calming gesture.

Giving her a pat on her leg, she reassures my girl. “It’s normal. We never know how it’ll go. Some women take days to have a baby, others hours. There’s no birth that goes exactly the same. But I’d say within thirty minutes or so, we’ll be ready to have you start pushing. So, let me sneak out of here and get everything going, then we’ll have a baby!”

Edith doesn’t get the opportunity to ask more questions because another contraction takes her breath away. She grips my hand hard and pulls it toward her, gritting her teeth as she moans through it. She’s doing her absolute best to imitate the breathing thing Dr. Willet just did with her during the last one.

I lean down and let her use me as she grunts through the pain, Jaxon helping her shift to her side, then rubs her back. He seems calm, but there’s a tightness around his mouth which tells me he’s hating this part every bit as much as I am.

Griffin is standing at the end of the bed, bouncing in place, ready to step in and help however she needs. Murmuring from the side of my mouth and not taking my eyes from Edith’s scrunched up face, I ask, “Why don’t you go see if you can get her a glass of water or ice or somethin’?”

“Got it. I’ll be right back.”

He hurries from the door, and I can’t stop myself from brushing a stray strand of her soft hair from her forehead. “You doin’ okay there, girl?”

“N-n-nooo,” she moans out, then opens her mouth on a gasp as the contraction intensifies. She reaches back and shifts Jaxon’s hand to a different spot, then sighs in relief as the contraction lets up while he works his fingers against the much needed area. Cracking her eyes open, she peers up at me. “It hurts really bad in my back.”

Her voice is broken and already sounds exhausted, but she’s doing well.

“You tell me where you want me, sweetheart,” Jaxon tells her, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. “Whatever you need.”

Turning her head to face him, she gives him a watery smile. “Thank you. I think that’s really good right now, if you don’t mind. When the contraction hits, it’s like this really low pressure but it’s wrapping around to my back.”

“Then I’ll stay right here.” Lifting his hands away from her briefly, he wiggles his fingers. “These things can go all night and into tomorrow if you need them to.”

Huffing out a laugh, she turns away and lets her head fall to the flat, pathetic pillow the hospital provided. “Let’s hope it’s not that long. I might die if I have to do this for hours.”

My heart stops beating for a moment, then plummets to my stomach. “There’s no talkin’ like that. Not tonight, you hear me, girl?”

Humming, she smiles sleepily. “I didn’t mean it literally.” She pats my hand as if to soothe me, and I bite my tongue to prevent more of my lecture from slipping out.

“Got a huge cup of ice. The nurses said no actual water just in case, so this is what we’ve got. You want a bit, darlin’?”

She tries to move as if she’s going to sit up, but he stops her with a hand on her thigh. “Stay there, just pop open that mouth and I’ll set a few pieces on your tongue.”

Rolling my eyes at his smirk, I let him move in next to me to deliver the much-appreciated ice. She sighs as she chews on it, even asking for a few more. We work our way through another four contractions before a nurse finally shows to set her up with an IV in the back of her left hand.

I wanted to tackle her when Edith whimpered from how uncomfortable it felt, and I would have if she didn’t have a death grip on me, keeping me right next to her.

If I could take this all away from her, I would. Frankly, I’m a bit pissed at all of us for even getting her in this predicament in the first place. Who the hell decided she should be the only one to suffer through childbirth when all of us were equal participants in the creation of the tiny little girl snuggled inside of her for only a bit longer?

Leaning down, I kiss her head and whisper, “Sorry we did this to you.”

Her fingers tap me, forgiving me immediately, and it only makes me feel worse. Another contraction rolls in, but this one is different from all the previous ones.

Gasping, she tries to roll over further and climb to her knees, rocking back and forth. “It… It feels l-like sh-she’s going to c-come out!” It takes effort for her to get the words out, and Griffin is back at my side, staring down at her as his face pales.

“Darlin’, would you like me to slip in behind you? Maybe sitting up a bit will help take some pressure off.”

She nods quickly, her teeth bared as both Jaxon and I help her lean forward as Griffin kicks his boots off and scrambles onto the bed. With a sigh, Edith leans back against him, the contraction passing once more.

“There’s still so much pressure. It’s not going away like before.” All of us reach to her stomach in an attempt to rub away the ache, then start laughing when she giggles at us. “I think we should push the button. It feels like she’s—”

Another wave hits her, and she jerks her head back, slamming it against Griffin’s chest.

“She barely had a minute to breathe!” I complain to Jaxon who’s already pressing the button over and over again, then leaves her side to run to the door.

Edith stretches out for him but pulls her hand back right away. He missed the way she reached for him, and I know, even if she doesn’t realize it yet, she’s forgiven him.

“You ready for this, darlin’?” Griffin asks her, running his hands over her arms and squeezing her shoulders lightly.

She looks at me, pleading to make the pain stop, and I can only give her a supportive smile. I feel helpless, unable to unburden her from what’s going to happen. “I’m so fuckin’ proud of you, girl.” Kissing her tear-stained cheek, then her swollen lips where she’d been chewing on them. “You will be amazin’, and I’ve never met someone stronger than you.”

Her eyes are watering as she sobs, hurting so badly from the baby working her way down.

I haven’t said it before, but I know right now is when I need to tell her. Cupping her cheek, I make her focus on me and whisper against her mouth. “I love you, Edith. And I’ll love that little one in there as well. Now, let me meet her so I can tell her the same.”

“Smooth,” Griffin teases, but it’s without any heat. He winks at me as Dr. Willet and a few nurses follow into the room. They all wash their hands as soon as they’re in, and the doctor sits on a stool, wheeling herself to the foot of the bed.

“Alright, honey. I’m going to check you real fast, but I’m certain we’re ready to give our girl a few good pushes.” I appreciate that she’s more serious this time, and I’m starting to actually enjoy her bedside manner. Edith seems to calm the moment she starts talking things through with her, monitoring another few contractions that come and go.

“Boys, if Edith is comfortable with the position, I’d like for you each to help support a leg. She’s going to need to push hard, so having you both help her brace as someone to push against will be a massive help. Don’t pull her legs back, just support them and allow her body to do what it needs to.”

Both Jaxon and I shift slightly down the bed and pick up her legs as Edith cries out, grasping for our hands to stop us. “I-I’m not ready! Can w-w-we just wait a b-bit longer?”

God, I want to fucking fall apart, listening to her fearfully plead with us to stop, but I know it’s not possible. Dr. Willet stands up and draws her attention.

“I’ve delivered hundreds of babies and it’s scary for every single woman, no matter how many they’ve had. I swear to you, Edith. You. Will. Be. Fine. We’ve got you. Listen to your body and I want you to push when you feel the next contraction build. It’ll feel like you need to poop, which I know sounds gross, but don’t worry about that. Those are the muscles I need you to use. She’s right there. I can practically see her head. You’re incredible. Let’s meet your little girl.”

Mouthing, “Thank you,” to the doctor, she winks at me as she sits back down. We wait for only a minute or two, then Edith is panting as another contraction comes.

“Here we go. I’m going to place my hand right by baby girl’s head. Bear down and use those muscles to push her toward me. That’s it… that’s the exact push I need!” Cheering her on, Edith goes silent as she concentrates and only the air moving in and out of her nose fills the room. Both Jaxon and I have a firm hold on her legs as she tightens her muscles, and Griffin is laying his head against hers in complete peace.

As soon as the contraction lets up, she relaxes and a soft whimper escapes as she lays her head back against his chest. Running a hand over her hair, he murmurs, “That was so beautiful, darlin’. You did so good.”

“It was perfect. Those are the pushes we need,” Dr. Willet adds. “We’ll wait until the next one, then try again.” To her nurse, she asks for a few items, and the woman hurries to grab them. As the doctor works on Edith, she asks, “Have you decided on a name for this little girl?”

“Y-Yes,” Edith gasps out.

That surprises me. I jerk my head up to Jaxon who seems just as surprised.

“Want to share with the class? Or are we keeping it secret?”

“I w-want to meet her f-first to make sure it’s the right name.” Dr. Willet nods her head in understanding. Flicking her eyes over to the monitor, she smiles gently at Edith. “Alright, we’ve got another one coming up. I don’t think it’ll take many more. You’re a pro at this. Let’s go with some more pushes.”

She was wrong.

Edith pushed for another forty-five minutes. My shirt is sticking to my back, the room getting warm with all the bodies, but Edith is incredible through the whole thing and I’m awed by her strength. By the time she hits another big contraction, she’s almost spent, but we’re all at the point where we’re cheering and encouraging her to push hard, then praising her for how well she did.

“This is it. I’ve got her head. One more push, honey, and we’ve got her!” Dr. Willet calls out.

Screaming loudly, Edith gives it everything she’s got and finally, our little girl slips almost too easily from her body. The hospital staff is quick to hand the doctor a suction to clean out her mouth, then the first cry of her voice fills the room.

Edith tries to sit up, reaching for her baby with a sob. I was able to catch the moment she slipped free, and my mouth dropped open in complete shock. The fact she was able to do something this incredible has me stunned speechless.

“Oh, Edith. She’s just beautiful.” Dr. Willet places our squalling baby on Edith’s chest, who is sobbing as she hugs her gently, touching her head and back with shaking fingers.

“She’s al-alright?” she asks, looking at all of us for reassurance, then back to her baby.

Nodding with a smile, Dr. Willet giggles. “She’s perfect. We’ll get her settled in a moment, but take your time while we finish things up.” I know they’ve got more things to take care of down there, but I don’t pay attention. My eyes are only for Edith as she stares at our daughter.

A swell of emotion clogs my throat as I see the way Griffin and Jaxon are staring down at them, and I can’t help feeling overwhelmed that we’ve all just created this family, locked into place the moment we heard that first wail.

Not wanting to let her go, Edith fights handing her over to the nurse, and I follow them to a station they’ve set up to take all her vitals.

The baby’s arms flail as she’s moved from side to side, getting checked over. I watch the nurses clean her up and place goop in her eyes, then do all the weighing and measuring as she screams her displeasure in the room. Then I catch sight of something that settles deep into my chest.

She’s mine.


Chapter Fifty-Six
Edith
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Baby Girl – 2 hours old

Ican’t stop staring at her.

Running my fingers over her puckered mouth, I giggle when she purses and smacks her lips, then I touch her wrinkled forehead. She’s so grumpy already and is getting annoyed by my constant poking, but I can’t help it.

“She’s got all ten though? Ten fingers and ten toes?” Griffin asks from his position to my right. He’s leaning his arms on the bed, a hand resting on my knee as he watches us together.

Smiling at him, I can only keep my eyes away from her for a moment before I’m back to her gorgeous little face. “I counted them like eight times. They’re all there.” My fingers reach to her hands, and I touch the soft skin to count them one more time.

Catching Jaxon’s eyes, he’s grinning at me as I count softly. One of the nurses already came in and took an extra tiny sample of her blood for a DNA test, which I had expressed to them I wanted done immediately after she was born.

Nodding his head, he seems serious as he asks, “How are you feeling?”

“I don’t feel anything right now,” I admit. It’s true, too. Even if I had some aches, I’m too absorbed with this baby that it doesn’t matter. “Do you want to hold her?”

I feel bad when his eyes bulge with surprise, but he hurries to my side and carefully takes her from my arms. Cradling her to his chest, he holds her gently as he turns to walk toward his chair. My eyes water with the way he’s whispering loving words, and I just know this little girl is going to be loved no matter what.

Mason is sitting to my left, grabbing my hand once my arms are free. He hasn’t let go for more than a few moments, and I let my head roll toward him with an easy smile. “You okay over there?”

“Mhmm. I’m doin’ great. Can I get you anythin’, girl?”

My eyes are watering from the tears watching Jaxon with my daughter, and I shake my head gently. “No, I’m perfect. She’s perfect.”

Kissing the back of my hand over the spot the IV was placed, he asks, “What’s her name?”

I hold my hands out for her when she starts fussing, and Jaxon brings her back to me. Hoping she’s hungry, I lower my gown and bring her to my breast, Griffin watching like a hawk as I help her latch on.

The moment she does, I sigh with happiness, whispering, “Blakely Ruth.”

“Why Blakely?” Jaxon asks, resting his elbows on the edge of the bed, watching as she does her best to earn some milk. He’s already got a chair next to Griffin. Having the three of them around us just feels right, and I push away the anxiety that someone might leave once we find out who her father is.

It’s silly to feel embarrassed, but I share my reason with them, anyway. They should know where her name came from. “It’s the only thing I know about my mom. Her name was Blakely. I’m pretty sure she’s not alive anymore, and maybe hasn’t been for a long time. But I like the idea of her having a do over.”

Jaxon’s head dips in understanding, but the other two are grinning as they watch her feed from me.

Mason reaches out, brushing her short hair to the side. “I think Blakely is perfect. And ol’ Ruth is gonna lose her mind over it.”

Giggling, I nod and sigh, closing my eyes, enjoying the feel of her mouth tenderly moving against my breast. I’m absolutely exhausted, but I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep for a long time.

My mind begins to wander, and I keep my eyes closed when I whisper, “We should have paternity within the next day or two.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Jaxon says. I peek an eye open to see him staring hard at me. Reiterating what he just said, he lowers his voice. “I don’t care, and I don’t think these two do either. She’s got all of us as her daddy, even if you wanted nothing to do with us.”

Pressing my lips together, I choose not to respond. I believe him, but I don’t want to be swayed by my hormones and, thankfully, he doesn’t push me.

I’m not sure who removes her from my arms and closes my gown, but one of them does as soon as little Blakely releases her mouth from my nipple. I fall into a deep sleep to whispered promises of love and learning how to ride horses as my guys talk to her.

I wake a few hours later and blink the sleep from my eyes when I hear a soft cry from my baby. Reaching my arms out, Griffin hands her to me. Cradling her against my chest, she nuzzles until she finds my nipple, then feeds frantically.

As soon as she latches, I let my head fall back to the pillow and I focus on the room around me, then snort out a laugh when I see all of them standing around the bed. “You guys should probably take turns sleeping or something. We’re both fine.” I tighten my hold on her, solidifying my words in my head.

“Can’t stop lookin’ at her, darlin’. I’m pretty sure we’ll all be awake for the next eighteen years.” Griffin is grinning, but it’s clear he’s tired.

Lifting my chin toward the couch in the corner, I tell him, “There’s a pull out in that sofa and the recliner also lays all the way back. Why don’t at least two of you try to get a few hours? There’s nothing to do that requires all of you.”

Begrudgingly, Jaxon and Mason both kick their shoes off to sleep after Griffin volunteers to take first watch. Blakely’s feeding takes a solid twenty minutes, but as soon as she’s finished, I hand her over.

The way he holds her against his chest absolutely melts me. Swaying from side to side as he pats her swaddled back to burp, he meets my eyes and smiles happily.

“You know she’s perfect, right? I don’t think you could have given us a more beautiful little girl in the world.” I know his words should make me happy, but my lower lip trembles, and I cover my mouth to hold back a sob.

A flash of panic crosses his face and he’s sitting carefully down, still holding her as he reaches a hand out to take mine.

“What’s goin’ on, darlin’?”

“What if she’s… I’m so afraid of you being upset if she’s not yours.”

Tightening his fingers over mine, he winks, then releases me to lean back and continue patting her softly. “She’s mine. Don’t matter if her DNA says she’s not. I was here while you pushed her out and I’m gonna to remind her of that when she’s headin’ out on her first date with a boy we’re all gonna hate.” Studying me, he seems to understand my worry. “All of us feel the same way, Edith. I know you’re worried, but I’m tellin’ you, this little girl already has us sunk for her. It doesn’t matter. You could tell them to cancel the test and we’d all be here every day helpin’ you to raise Blakely. Which, by the way, I fucking love.”

I do my best to trust his words and watch as he whispers his love and silly little facts in her ear until she falls asleep against his chest. Finally, he pulls out our book and lays it on my bed and begins to read from where we’ve left off.

Trying my best to stay awake, I only make it a few pages before I’m dozing off again to the sound of his voice, my daughter doing the same. Just before I’m out, I whisper, “I love you so much, Griffin. You make me smile.”

“I know, darlin’. Sleep now. I’ve got our girl until you wake.”

That’s the last thing I hear before the sun wakes me.

Two nurses are bustling around the room as Mason hovers over one of their shoulders as they check on Blakely, and Jaxon is sitting by my side. Tilting my head to look at him, I blow out a breath when I catch Griffin passed out on the pull out, finally getting some sleep after spending the late hours with the two of us.

“How are you doin’, baby girl?” Jaxon asks, drawing my attention back to him.

Snickering softly, I smile. “I thought Blakely was the baby?”

“You’re mine, but I’ll probably use the term interchangeably. Seriously, how are you feeling?”

Pushing myself up, I wince at the ache in my lower my body. “Sore, but it’s tolerable. Nothing like yesterday, so I’m fine.” My eyes shoot over to her when she fusses. “How is she?”

“Perfect. Just like her momma. I filled out the menu and ordered you some breakfast. I might have checked all the boxes because I wasn’t sure what you were in the mood for.”

Biting my lip, I reach out and grip his hand, which he turns over to weave our fingers together. “You can help me finish it off. I’m starving, honestly.”

Mason walks over, holding Blakely in his arms. He looks so natural, and I watch them as he sways with her side to side. I feed her for a bit until breakfast comes. As soon as she’s finished, he takes her back to change her diaper like a well-practiced father, then sits in the rocking chair to snuggle her.

Another staff member walks in with paperwork, and Jaxon helps me sit up. By this point, Griffin has woken up and finished off the food I couldn’t, laying a syrupy kiss to my lips.

The staff member talks me through the papers, which are Blakely’s forms for getting a birth certificate issued, and again, I start to worry. Not wanting to upset anyone, I fill it out as best I can until I’m finished. The only thing left is her name. Glancing up at him, I ask, “Can I leave off a last name until we know who her father is? They’re testing her now.”

“Don’t need to wait, she’s mine.”

Everyone turns to stare at Mason holding Blakely, rocking her slowly in the chair, eyes locked on her face.

“You don’t know for sure,” I tell him gently. I knew this was going to be the worst part of the day. Someone is going to be crushed and I’ve been dreading it.

Mason slowly lifts his head to face me. “I know we’re waitin’ for a test, but I’m tellin’ you, she’s mine. Look.” He lifts her arm and, ever so carefully, turns her to us to show a tiny, light brown mark near her armpit. “I’ve got the same one. So does my mom.”

“Lemme see,” Griffin says, moving next to them. He reaches out and strokes a finger over her cheek, then peeks at the mark Mason was trying to show us. “Take off your shirt.”

“Fu—” Mason’s eyes drop to his little bundle, then mouths, “Fuck off,” so she doesn’t hear him curse. I cover my mouth to stifle a laugh, but I’m curious, too.

Chuckling, Griffin pokes at his arm. “Then just lift up. I want to see what you’re talkin’ about.”

With a sigh, Mason holds his arm up straight. Griffin pulls the sleeve away, humming as he inspects his skin. Then, standing up straight, he stares at us with his mouth hanging open.

“The damn thing is there!”

I chew on my lip, worried he’s upset. But when he laughs and smacks Mason on the shoulder, who growls about being careful while he’s holding the baby, I let myself relax just a touch. “Congrats daddy Mason! Why am I not surprised that you’d be the one with all the lady swimmers?”

Glancing at Jaxon, I catch him watching Mason and Blakely longingly. I fear this is the moment where he’ll turn to me and tell me he was just waiting to hear for sure, but he drops his gaze to me with a grin. “I suppose no one deserved to get a little girl more than him. Next time, I want it to be mine and we’re going to have a little boy to watch over his older sister.”

My eyes well with tears, and I can’t hold back the sudden rush of sobs that pour out of me. A look of alarm crosses his face, and he climbs on to the bed next to me, gathering me in his arms.

“We can have a girl, if that’s what you want. Although, I can’t promise gender. It’s sort of up in the air, honestly.” His voice is hurried in an attempt to soothe me, but I can only shake my head.

“What the hell did you do, you dick?” Griffin asks, storming over and attempts to pull me from Jaxon’s arms.

Hiccupping around another sob, I shake my head. “H-He didn’t say anything wrong. I promise.”

Griffin lets out a low rumble but backs off while I cling to Jaxon.

Pressing my head against his chest, Jaxon understands I need a moment, so he holds me until I’m ready to let go. Over my head, he gives his congratulations to Mason.

“I’m happy for you, man. But I’m gonna teach her how to ride a horse. I can guarantee I know more than you do, and we need her to be an expert before she starts competing in shows.”

Another wail escapes me, but they all just let me fall apart as they make plans for my Blakely, and I’m dying a little inside, wishing she could be each and every one of theirs.

“What the heck are you doing to her? I swear, I leave you all alone for fifteen minutes and you’ve got that girl howling like a banshee. Give me the baby.”

Jerking upright at the sound of Mrs. Danielson’s voice, I quickly wipe away my tears and check my gown to make sure I’m not hanging out everywhere.

“Mrs. Danielson! Are you alone?” Before she’s able to answer, her husband shoves his way through the door with a handful of balloons and a vase of carnations. “Pastor Danielson,” I cry out, moving to get up, but Jaxon keeps me in place.

“Don’t even think about moving from that bed, Edith. As much as I love you, I’m here to see this little girl. Now, hand her over Mr. Cooper.” Ruth is already slathering her hands with sanitizer, then holding her arms out expectantly.

With a disgruntled sigh, Mason stands to give Ruth his seat, who takes it quickly, then hands our daughter over.

The moment she’s got her in her arms, she’s already rocking the chair and cooing soft words and God’s blessings. Mason moves to my side, and I peer up at him, whispering, “Do you two really have the same birthmark? I didn’t even see it before.”

Flashing me a smile, he lifts the side of his shirt to show me the mark high up under his arm. Peering back at Blakely, I feel awed that she’s got a stamp of her father literally written all over her. We may have the DNA test coming back to us soon, but the way all three of them are confidently accepting that Mason is her father, and are okay with it, eases something in me.

I lay back against the pillow and watch as Ruth lavishes her love all over my little girl. “What’s her name?” she asks, only glancing at me for a moment.

“Blakely Ruth Cooper.”

Both hers and Mason’s eyes grow wet, and I smile to myself as I drift off back to sleep, feeling content with my whole family surrounding me.


Chapter Fifty-Seven
Jaxon
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Blakely – 2 months old

Looking around my master bedroom one last time, I sigh, flipping the light on and off slowly for Blakely. I don’t know what the hell it is about this room in particular, but the light fixture in here has completely entranced our little girl.

She’s just starting to get gassy and fussy on the regular, so when I was walking her around, I came in here to grab something, flipped the light on to search, and, not finding it, turned it back off.

Her mouth popped open, and her mewls at being upset died right down. So, I did it again, and again, and sure enough, she was enthralled.

“You know,” I tell her softly, shifting her so she’s able to see the ceiling better. “We’re going to have to find a room at the new house with lights you’ll approve of. If I need to, I’ll take this one with us and put it in your room.”

Blakely wiggles, eyes wide with her mouth hanging open, gaze moving everywhere as I blink the lights on and off once more.

Chuckling softly, I press a kiss to her head, then laugh outright when she crinkles her face in frustration that I’ve blocked her view. She’s going to give us a run for our money if her attitude is anything remotely close to Mason’s. Although, the way that man has been brought to his knees by this little eight-pound, fourteen-ounce girl is something to write into the history books.

I tip my head back to look at the lights with my daughter and I picture all the things she’s going to learn in the years we’ll have the honor of raising her. Julia flashes into my head and a pleasant feeling fills me, only an echo of sadness tagging along at the end. She’d have been over the moon with Blakely.

Dipping my chin down, I meet her eyes, now gazing at me sleepily. I begin a soft sway as I whisper, “Did I ever tell you about the time your Aunt Julia thought she could do stunts while riding her bike? No? Well, at Grandma and Grandpa’s house, there’s this real long driveway that stretches all the way to the road. Aunt Julia and I were racing each other to the mailbox and back. Grandma was on the porch with a stopwatch to see what our times would be and call out a winner.”

I lean my body to the side, using my elbow to turn the light off for the last time as I keep talking. Maybe I’ll get her to sleep for a nap before the last drive to Mason’s farm where we’ve all decided to move.

Edith leaning against the door frame surprises me when I turn, so I toss her a wink. A soft pink blush fills her cheeks, and she bites her lip. Seeing that our girl is almost asleep, she whispers, “Finish the story.”

Keeping my voice low, I nod once. “My dad’s parents were in town visiting for the weekend, so they had their van parked on the drive, part way into the grass. Aunt Julia and I made it to mailbox in record time, then spun our bikes around to race back to Grandma.”

“You guys ready to get on the—”

Edith presses her finger to her lips, hushing Griffin as he finds us, then widens his eyes. “Oops. She wanted the lights again?”

I nod, and we all smile when Blakely lets out a shuttered sigh. It’s one of those that signals she’s calmed from her fussing fit and she’s content for now. “On our way back, Aunt Julia was ahead of me because my feet kept slipping off my pedal. I was due for a bigger bike and my long legs just couldn’t pedal fast enough. She turned around to laugh at me and threw her hands out to the side, calling out how she could beat me even with no hands. Then she smacked the back of our grandparents’ van.”

My love covers her mouth to stifle a laugh, and I hold in my own so I don’t wake Blakely. “That girl fell over to the side, arms curled around her stomach, laughing her butt off, then got right back up and practiced riding with no hands the rest of the way home. Eventually she got it figured out and only had a few scrapes and bruises to show for it, but within a year, she could do all sorts of tricks and jumps on that pink thing with streamers on the handles.”

Moving over to my side, Griffin touches Blakely’s hand and whispers, “My Blakely-Blake isn’t gonna have a single wipe out when she learns how to ride. I won’t stand for it. I’m gonna take her out to the truck and get her home.”

Home.

Mason’s parents felt it was time for them to find a smaller place and wanted all of us to buy the house from them so we can be on the Cooper farm with a larger place to raise Blakely.

“Wanna ride with me, darlin’?” Griffin asks, then coos at Blakely as he lifts her from my arms and settles her against his chest.

Edith is watching me hard. “No. Jaxon and I will be there soon, if you don’t mind.”

I’m not sure what’s happening with her right now, but she seems contemplative and Griffin, understanding her, gives her a quick kiss and disappears out of the room.

“What’s goin—”

She holds up a hand to stop me, then leans back to watch down the hall. As soon as we hear the door shut, she throws herself into my arms. Climbing my body, she locks her legs around my waist, and I scramble to hold on to her ass so we don’t fall over.

“You love her deeply, don’t you?” she asks after tilting her head back. Her eyes are bouncing back and forth, studying my reaction as if she can read my mind.

Swallowing hard, I nod. “More than anything.”

“And every day, when you’re giving me your truths, you always finish by telling me you love me as well.” Her words sound tight, as if she’s pushing them past a lump in her throat.

Gathering her closer, I look at her fiercely, begging her to hear how truthful I am. “With my whole body and soul.”

Settling her palm over my heart, that’s beating hard and fast under her palm, she’s silent for a moment. A radiant smile slowly spreads across her face seconds before it falls away, and she seems heartbroken.

“Sweetheart,” I call to her. She’s chewing on her lip, practically on the verge of tears.

“I’m sorry I said you were my villain. You’re not. I was hurting and—” She presses her face against my neck, breathing deeply. “You were hurting, too. I forgive you for the words you said, and I know you didn’t mean them. I love you s-so much, Jaxon.”

Holding the back of her head to keep her against me, I tip my head back and blink away the moisture welling behind my eyes. Agony has had me in its grip for months, wishing and hoping I’d hear those words from her lips, and it’s like all that fear and pain has been purged.

Both love and forgiveness. Both I don’t deserve, but I’ll be damned if I ask her to take it back.

Edith’s hands slide up my shoulders to grab my face and tugs me down to her. Curling my back, I meet her lips with fervor, our mouths fusing together in need and desire to make all the hurt disappear.

She clings to me, almost as if she’s afraid if she lets go, I’ll vanish. It’s not going to happen. I need her more than the air I need to breathe. My hands move over her body, clinging to her with need, wanting to touch every part of her I haven’t had a chance to get to know since she had our little girl.

It’s painful when she rips her mouth from mine, but she’s breathing hard, yanking on my shoulders to bring me closer. “Jaxon. Please… I need you so bad.”

“Yes,” I hiss out, gripping her leg to hook over my hip. Her body rolls against me, grinding her pussy over my cock, and lust drives me to drag her to the wall. With a hand on her shoulder, I spin her to the wall so she can brace herself.

I drop down, grip her pants and tug them, panties and all, down her legs. She steps out of them, kicking her shoes off in the process, then arches her back to grind her ass against me as soon as I stand.

My hand slams against the wall next to her head, my lips sucking and licking over her neck and shoulder as I work the button and zipper of my jeans down. They only make it halfway before I’m reaching around her body and sliding the head of my cock through her saturated folds.

Lining myself up, my cock is pressed at her entrance just as my senses come back to me. “I don’t have a condom.” I hate ruining the moment, but she did just have a baby because all of us were careless.

Her gasping breath is rough, poised, and ready for me to take her. “I started birth control after I had Blakely.”

I don’t wait for any more permission, bending my knees slightly to drive up into her, hard and fast, filling her to the hilt with my cock.

Edith’s head drops back against my shoulder and I wrap my arm around her stomach, reaching my fingers to her clit as I pull out, only to thrust into her once again.

Her hands grapple for the wall, so I let go when she finds purchase, standing up straighter to wrap a second arm over her chest, fingers digging into her shoulder.

I fuck her hard, groaning out how much I love her and how good she feels. With her back to my chest, I have her cradled into me, pounding into her heat and working her clit furiously.

“More,” she gasps out, her eyes rolling back when I tilt my hips. She digs her nails into the wall, and I growl out a cry when she yells, “Jaxon, please!”

Lifting her, her toes leave the floor and I press her against the wall, rubbing her clit as she shifts her hips back for me to fuck her deeper.

A continuous cry is pouring from her, and I bite her shoulder, moaning as I feel her pussy clamping in pulses around my cock. She’s coming all over me, legs shaking and stomach tensing up.

Screaming into the empty room, the echoes fill me with pride, and I drive in a few more times, filling her with jets of my cum as I empty inside myself.

My fingers are dug into her skin so deeply, I worry I’ve bruised her. Then a surprising thought hits me. I wish she wasn’t on birth control.

Regret washes over me, remembering how I told her I wouldn’t ever want to father a child with her, but her shaky hand reaches up and lazily strokes the side of my face in contentment.

We’re both catching our breath, awed that this just happened so quickly. Even though I just came, my cock is still hard inside of her, and I move inside of her lazily, enjoying her little tremors as she feels those ending jolts of her orgasm.

I slip my hand up her body and turn her chin so I can see her face. There’s a serene, happy smile stretching her lips and I’m so relieved she doesn’t seem to be unsure after all of this.

Kissing her lips lightly, I nip and suck at them until she has the energy to move her mouth under mine. Opening for me, our tongues touch and her shuddering sigh fills my lungs.

I could live off her breaths alone.

“Maybe someday, we’ll actually make it to a bed.” Her words are heavy, laced with sleepy desire.

Chuckling, I ease myself from her body and wince as clenches around the head of my cock just before we separate.

“Let’s shoot for round three in a bed. That way, I can take my time with you.”

She bites her lip to hide her smile, and I help her right her clothes, then tuck my still pounding cock away.

A strand of hair falls across her cheek, so I use it as an excuse to touch her again, tucking it behind her ear. We kiss again where I pour out all my appreciation for her forgiveness into it.

“Want to go home?” I ask, pulling her into a hug.

Her arms wrap around my waist as she nods yes against my chest.

“I want to, very much.”

As we lock up my house, for the first time I feel no remorse leaving it behind. We climb into the truck and as soon as we’re on our way, Edith unbuckles her seatbelt to move next to me.

Laying her head against my shoulder, she gazes up at me.

“Thank you for loving me.”

With a wink, I pull her against me and enjoy her warm softness at my side. “You make it so damn easy.”


Chapter Fifty-Eight
Mason
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Blakely – 2 months old

“Are you sure you want to go out now?” Jaxon asks me, picking Blakely up after changing her diaper. He blows on her stomach gently, her legs kicking and little fingers grabbing for his hair. Turning to face me, he winces when she gets a firm hold of a few strands, but he lets her tug until her heart’s content.

I’m standing in the doorway of her nursery, leaning against the frame. “Yeah. Edith is going with me. Just put her in one of those full body things so her arms and legs are all covered up, like that bag thing.”

Griffin snorts from the ground where he’s messing with the rocking chair in the corner. Edith said it felt like it was catching each time she rocked, so he’s trying to fix it up for her. “It’s called a sleep sack.”

Narrowing my eyes at him, I keep an eye on Blakely as she wiggles and Jaxon does his best to coo at her and slip her into the bag thing I wanted. “No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is you ass—”

“You have got to stop cussing around her! Break the habit now, otherwise her first word is going to be something we’ll have to apologize to Edith for,” Jaxon says with a smile in his voice. He’s kept his tone gentle as she stares at him while he’s moving her around.

“Fine. Blakely-Blake, darlin’ little love, I’m so sorry for cursin’ around your precious little ears. I’ll do my best to mince my words. Your daddy is just sometimes ridiculously stubborn and won’t admit when he doesn’t know somethin’.”

Scrubbing my face in annoyance, I decide to keep the peace for once. “Fine. I’ll believe you. Now, lemme have her.” I literally hold my hands out and make grabby hands for our little girl who’s already got me totally wrapped around her tiny, adorable little fingers.

Keeping his motions slow and controlled, Jaxon lifts her and cups her bottom to hold her against him as he brings her to me.

Both Griffin and I have fallen silent as she makes tiny gurgling noises, all of us softening with every sound. I brush a downy soft strand of hair from her forehead as Jaxon sways slightly with her.

“Did I tell you guys she smiled at me yesterday?”

I whip my head toward Griffin, my mouth dropping open. “Did she really?”

His entire face is lit up with love for her, never once caring that biologically, she’s not his. Both he and Jaxon dove headfirst into fatherhood right along with me, and honestly, it’s been pretty amazing even if we do butt heads from time to time.

Jaxon kisses her head and finally hands her over. Grinning at Griffin, he teases, “Are you sure it wasn’t gas? I thought that didn’t happen until three months?”

“That’s what I thought, so I searched it up. Babies can start smilin’ as early as six weeks, and she’s obviously way more advanced than any infant I’ve ever met.”

“It’s true.” I can’t help but agree with him. If he said she smiled, then I’ll take it and try to get one for me as well. “What are you two gonna do while we’re outside?”

Blakely rubs her face against my chest, but I don’t think she’s hungry since Edith just fed her less than twenty minutes ago. That is something I never thought I would find so goddamn beautiful. I could watch the two of them like that for hours given the chance.

“Gonna head into town and grab some sh—stuff we need at the store. There’s a list on the counter in the kitchen if you want to add anythin’.”

Jaxon nods his head in approval when Griffin corrects his language. I don’t care so much. Not like she’ll understand right now, but we’ve got four people making decisions now. If Jaxon is bothered by it, it’s a small sacrifice to make to keep all of us happy.

“We’ll see you when you get back,” I say before I turn and take my time walking down the steps with my girl, then snag Edith’s hand wordlessly to drag her outside.

Pulling me to a stop at the door, she turns me to check on Blakely. “Oh good, you guys put her in her sleep sack. I was worried maybe the hay or fur would irritate her skin.”

“Is it really called a sleep sack?” I ask, feeling kind of irritated that Griffin was right.

She blinks up at me in confusion. “Yes? I’m pretty sure. Why?”

Grumbling, I just shake my head and mutter, “Doesn’t matter. You feeling okay for a walk?”

“I feel fantastic.” Edith is beaming and I’m glad her adjustment to the move into the house and all of us being here as well seems to have gone over well.

I’m certain that she and Jaxon have made up, and I’m tempted to ask, but the way she was grinning when they came home the other day told me he finally got his forgiveness in the best of ways.

“Why are you smiling like that, Mr. Cooper?” she asks, poking me in the side.

Barking out a laugh, I quickly let go of Edith’s hand to pat Blakely’s back when she fusses, startled by the noise. “Sorry, baby girl,” I whisper. Winking at Edith as she follows closely at my side, I tell her, “Just thinkin’ that Jaxon and you seem to have worked through your troubles. Am I right?”

She hums and blushes. “Mhmm. You know that means we’re all stuck together now, right? Think you can handle that?”

I let out a loud, exaggerated sigh. “I suppose I can tolerate them. Grab the door, would you?” We stop in front of Austin’s barn, and she hurries ahead to pull it open since I’ve got my arms full.

Austin already had his head over the stall wall to nip at Raleigh, then lifts his head to watch us with interest as we head toward him. The moment he sees Blakely, he snorts out a breath, shifting from side to side, interested but not quite knowing why.

Edith drags a hand over Raleigh’s nose in greeting before we make it to Austin. “I’m gonna need you to keep calm for me, buddy. Then I’ll bring her over so you can meet.” I’ve found myself talking more and more to him as well as those fucking cats, picking up on the habit from Edith and her long conversations with all of them.

I’m going to accept he understood because Austin lowers his head slowly, then tentatively stretches his neck toward our bundle, his nostrils working hard as he scents her.

Edith moves to his side and runs a hand up his neck, praising him for how sweet he’s being. “This is your little sister. You know when she starts riding, it’s you and Noir she’ll be learning on. So, just remember, she’s precious and breakable while she’s little like this.”

Austin pushes his nose against Blakely’s rump, which has her doing her best to turn her head. I adjust my hold so she’s laying in my arm, now facing my horse.

Both Edith and I chuckle when her eyes comically widen, taking in the massive face peering down at her. With Edith’s hand on his neck, he doesn’t try to nuzzle her again, but a heavy breath snorts out of him, fanning Blakely’s hair from the current.

She does that shuddered intake of breath, then purses her lips and blows a few bubbles from her lips.

Austin jerks his head back, curious now, then tries to step forward to get closer. I shift Blakely away so he can’t get too close, then run a hand over his nose. “You’ll get to see her plenty. This was just a lil’ meet and greet for now.”

Backing away, he spins in his stall, then comes back with that damn ball, gripping the rope between his teeth and drops it over the wall.

“Oh my Lord, how sweet is this? Aw, Austin. She can’t play just yet, but soon. It’ll feel like only a moment before she’ll be running around with you.”

I swallow hard at Edith’s words, realizing she’s right. Blakely is already two months old, and it feels like I’ve only blinked. Holding her a bit tighter, I bob my head toward the door. “Want to go see the cats? Maybe we’ll get lucky and you know who won’t be around. I’ll end the little…” I trail off, not wanting to swear.

Whispering her goodbyes to Austin, she kisses his nose, then holds her arms out for Blakely when she starts to whimper against me.

“I bet she’s ready for a nap, but I do want to go see them. I wish you’d let them in the house.”

It’s been the only cause for argument since moving here. “Girl, they can’t come in the house. They’ve been outside their entire lives. The barn is warm, dry, and comfortable for them. They are literal barn cats.”

“Kittens,” she argues, then sighs. “And I know. I just like to snuggle them.”

Smirking at her, I transfer a fussing Blakely into her arms, then lead us to the other barn with those nightmares, my hand low on her back.

As soon as we’re next door, Edith moves over to a hay bale and sits down, the cats already meowing and circling at her feet. Of fucking course, Billy is the first one to hop up next to her and I’m ready to throw him off if he even looks like he’s about to cause any sort of injury to my baby.

Placing my hand in front of his face to take the brunt, he bumps it, then rubs against my palm as if he’s marking his territory and dips his head lower to get a good sniff of her head.

“Are you kiddin’ me, Billy? Now is when you’re fine with me? Now, when—”

He blinks at me as if I’m stupid and rubs his body against Edith, then sits next to her. Bonnie and Buck check Blakely out as well, but they both leave her be. They’re curious but none of them get in her face.

I pick up Bonnie and place her on my shoulder, then sit next to Edith, bracing an arm behind her so she can lean against me.

Blakely is fast on her way to passing out against her momma, so Edith lays her head against my chest, humming in contentment. I’ve noticed more and more lately that when I get these little moments with her, she always turns her ear against my chest to listen to my heartbeat.

“You doin’ the thing again?”

She nods her head, closing her eyes with a smile.

“Heartfelt love.”

“I love when you’re sweet like this,” she murmurs. “I love listening to how you love me. I love you too.”

Pressing my lips to her head softly, I lay my cheek against her hair. “Course you do, girl.”

With a snort, she stays silent, and we just sit with our little girl sleeping. I’m not sure how long we stay, but a commotion starts up outside and I realize Edith has zoned out against me as well. She’s not asleep since she still has a firm hold on our baby, but when a loud bang sounds outside, she sits up to adjust Blakely to a more comfortable position.

“What’s going on?”

“Don’t know. Let me help you two up.” We’re outside moments later and I swear to God, I’m going to fucking blow a gasket when I see what Jaxon and Griffin are doing.

“Darlin’!” Griffin calls to her, jogging over with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Mason, would you hold Blakely for a minute? We gotta show Edith somethin’.”

I can feel my face turning red, but Edith sets Blakely in my arms, then squeals as she runs toward the trailer where Jaxon is urging a motherfucking donkey out the back and onto the grass.

They’ve set me up, those assholes. They knew I wasn’t going to be on board with this, so they worked against me and made me take the baby just so I wouldn’t lose my temper.

Gritting my teeth, I follow behind quickly. “Where did that thing come from? Are you guys kidding me right now?”

“Mason! He’s just so precious! Where did you guys find him?” She’s fucking cooing over him like he’s now the center of her world and I find myself actually jealous of a goddamn donkey!

“Isn’t he just precious?” Griffin teases, leaning in to whisper the words. “But seriously, he really needed to come here.”

Jaxon presses a kiss to her shoulder before handing over the lead. With his hands in his pockets, he struts, fucking struts over to join Griffin and me with a gleam in his eye.

“Before you get your panties all twisted, let us explain. We were at the store and overheard a couple complaining about a donkey who keeps getting loose near their home. Then they mentioned being worried about its health and upkeep. It was really concerning when they mentioned he seemed to be losing weight every time they saw him.”

I glance over at the donkey again and actually notice the dip of his stomach now and clear ribs protruding from his side. Studying him, it’s clear he hasn’t been well cared for.

Griffin picks up the story. “So, Jaxon and I had this idea that maybe we ought to swing by, just to check him out to make sure that couple wasn’t overreactin’. We found out where they lived and took a drive. Mason, he’s a mess. Jax immediately went to the door and put in an offer to buy him. They even sold us the trailer, so here we are.”

Working my jaw, I want to argue, but if I’m being honest, I may have done the same thing. “Lemme go check him over.” The transfer of Blakely is gentle since she’s dead to the world, and Griffin is more than happy to take her.

He turns her into his chest and whispers things she should dream about while I leave them to check out the donkey.

Christ, this place is becoming a fuckin’ zoo.

Peering at the side of Edith’s face, it’s obvious she’s in love with him already. I turn my head slightly to mouth, “Fuck you,” to the guys, then give them my back when they both smother their grins.

Sighing, I bump her side with my hip. “What’s his name?”

“Dino,” she breathes out. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. This bit of a woman I love has the world’s worst taste in names. Although, she crushed it with Blakely, especially considering my girl is going to grow up a goddamn Cooper.

“You sure about this, girl? I can care for him, but we’ll have to bring in the vet and do our homework on them. I’ve never dealt with a donkey before.”

She seems affronted, and Jaxon starts laughing. I shoot him a glare to shut him up.

“I’m perfectly capable of caring for him, too. You don’t have to do it. I’ll cover all of his expenses as soon as I’m able to get—”

With a frustrated sound from the back of my throat, I yank her into my chest and guide her head to my chest. “This is our home. There won’t be any fuckin’ divvying up assets around here. You got it? I need you to get that shit right out of your head.”

Pinching my side in punishment, she thankfully doesn’t pull away. Instead, she tips her head back and rests her chin on my chest as she watches me. “Thank you for keeping him. Everyone deserves a bit of love.”

A lump builds in the back of my throat as it all clicks for me. I flick my eyes to Jaxon first, then Griffin, then down to Blakely. Gathering Edith into my arms, I hug her tightly.

Edith Hughes is a lover of the lonely.

“Jax, can you get Dino put in a stall on the other side of Austin? Fin, I think that little girl needs a quick visit with her namesake. I’m sure Ruth is just itchin’ to have an afternoon with the girl.”

A flash of heat and want dances across her face. The other two have no problems picking up what I’m thinking. Sweeping Edith into my arms, I call over my shoulder, “We’re gonna go hop in the shower. See ya in a bit!”


Chapter Fifty-Nine
Griffin
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By the time Mason has Edith freshly showered and out of the bathroom, I’m fighting back the laughter from how many times she tried to grab at both of us and encourage some shower fun.

Who’d have thought Edith Hughes was a hidden siren, luring her men to die a slow, happy death between her legs.

Detaching her from me, I spin her around and smack her ass. “Lay on the bed and spread those legs for me. I’m gonna feast until Jaxon gets back inside.”

“Don’t need to wait, I’m here,” he calls out breathlessly from the doorway.

“Griffin,” she whines, and this time I do laugh. I swear to God, that might be the first time she’s ever complained. Playfully, I narrow my eyes, encouraging her to hurry.

Grumbling, she drops her towel and moves onto the bed, laying back. As she sets her feet on the mattress, she widens them slowly and my mouth goes dry.

I have a goddamn vision in front of me and fuck if that isn’t humbling. My phone pings with a message, most likely Ruth checking in to let us know Blakely is doing well, so I quickly tug it out and send her a text thanking her. If she knew what I was looking at, she’d insist on saying some prayers for our souls.

Reaching behind my neck, I yank my shirt up and over my head, tossing it to the side, then strip the rest of my clothes. Falling to the bed and pushing her legs wider apart, I lick my lips and call out, “You guys gotta give me a minute.” I draw my hands over the softness of her inner thighs and sigh. “Fuckin’ heaven, darlin’.”

Getting closer, I run my finger up the center of her pussy, spreading her open so I can blow a soft, cool puff of air over her folds. She wiggles underneath me, but I dig my fingers into her thighs with warning.

Flicking my eyes to her face, I warn, “I’m going to eat this pussy until both of them are beggin’ to see you come for us.”

Sucking in a breath, she nods quickly and scratches at my head. Without waiting for more encouragement, I dive in and drag my tongue over her pussy, groaning at her flavor. Pushing my tongue inside of her, I feel her body clench and I feast.

The bed shifts as Jaxon, who’s rid himself of his clothing as well, settles next to her, kissing her hard, then moves his mouth down to her nipples, beaded and begging for attention. She releases my head to latch onto his, arching her back on a cry from the dual sensations.

We’ve all been present while one or two of us have worshipped and fucked her, but as a whole family, this is a first.

Mason is whispering low in her ear, words I’m unable to understand, but frankly, I’m too busy trying to drive her to the edge so I can hold her there. We’ve got all afternoon before we have to focus back on our responsibilities.

My grumpy friend climbs on the bed, his knees dipping the mattress and tilting Edith’s body back. Her hips lift to rock her body closer to my mouth, so I slip my hands under her ass to help.

Her pussy is dripping down my chin, and I love having her so relaxed under me. Pressing his mouth to hers, Mason fucks his tongue against hers for a moment before yanking himself away, then guides his cock to her lips.

Smoothing a hand over her hair, he whispers, “Open for me, lovely girl. I want… God yes, just like that.” His head is tipped back as she takes him in, her tongue peeking out just below his shaft to taste more of him.

“Fuck, you’re perfect, darlin’,” I murmur against her folds. Lifting my head to watch the two of them pleasure her, I slide two fingers into her heat, then rock them in and out as I press my palm against her clit.

My cock is dripping, pained, and wanting to feel her clenched around me. With my fingers buried inside of her, I don’t pull them free until I’m on my knees and positioning the head of my cock against her opening.

She told me over a month ago that she decided to start birth control, so I’ve been fucking her bare the last week or so since her doctor gave us the all clear. Closing my eyes, I slip my fingers free and replace them with my cock, pushing in slowly to enjoy her wrapped around me.

Jaxon releases her nipple with a pop, then shifts to settle himself behind her. Mason doesn’t let us moving her body around disrupt the steady thrust of his hips as he drives his cock into her mouth.

Once Jaxon is settled, he shifts her legs over his knees and spreads them further for me. I was slowly but steadily pumping into her, but once she’s open like this, I pick up my pace, not caring that his hand drags over her stomach to reach for her clit.

The moment he circles her nub, she tightens almost painfully around me, the sound muffled from Mason’s buried cock. Picking up his speed, he grips her head for a better angle, which allows Jaxon to suck at her neck, working his fingers to push her to come for us.

“I’m not gonna hold back, darlin’. I want to fill your pussy so fuckin’ bad, then watch them do it as well.” My words are broken over each slapping thrust and since Mason has her mouth full, I don’t wait for her agreement.

Slamming into her, I grip her hips to hold her steady and pour myself into her the moment she screams out her release, ripping her mouth from Mason’s cock.

He leans back on his heels, stroking himself slowly as we all watch her fall apart between us.

As soon as my orgasm abates, I pull free and barely get a chance to see my cum inside of her before Jaxon is sliding her hips back. He lines up his cock and drives inside of her, calling out his relief at having her.

Grabbing her hands, I pull her muscle-weak body up so Jaxon can more easily fuck into her from below. Not caring that she just had Mason’s cock in her mouth, I mold my lips to her swollen ones and let my fingers play lazily at her clit as Jaxon bounces her on his cock.

“We’re gonna want at least two more from you. Think you can handle that?”

Mason’s question comes out as a challenge, and I can sense the determination take her over as she fights my tongue more aggressively. I circle her clit for a while, building her slowly until she’s exploding again on top of Jaxon’s dick.

Our girl is completely exhausted as she grapples for my shoulders while Jaxon thrusts up a few more times, holding her hips firmly against his lap as he comes, adding himself to me.

There’s a primal pride that fills me, as if we’re all marking her as ours, letting every bastard in the world know they can’t have her. She’s ours, goddamnit!

Dropping his head back, Jaxon relaxes on the bed, his chest heaving, and Edith’s chin drops to her chest. Her hair is hanging over her face as she sucks in each gasp of air, her body trembling and drenched, overheated from two almost back-to-back orgasms.

With effort, Jaxon lifts his heavy arms to gather her hair behind her back while both Mason and I peel away strands stuck to her face. She cracks her heavy eyes open, but still filled with passion.

“Mason,” she whispers.

I move to the side as Mason gathers her to him, dropping kisses over her face, then moving to her lips.

“I want one more from you.”

Moaning, she falls further against him and plants her lips over his heart. The corner of his lip tilts up in a smirk and he lifts his chin at me to help him. Together, we help her settle on her knees, and I shove Jaxon to the side where he’s completely spent, and lay down so she can rest her head on my stomach.

With her eyes locked on me, her knees supporting her weight, Mason moves in behind to press inside of her.

Her mouth parts on a gasp, and I thread my hands through her hair, gently pulling apart the tangles.

Mason leans back to watch himself fuck her. His inhales of air are coming quickly as he grips her harder.

Palming her ass, he strokes her flesh and spreads her open for his view, he growls low. “Really want to give our girl a sister right now.”

“Too… soon,” Edith breathes out, and both Jaxon and I start nodding in agreement.

With a slow thrust, Mason seems lost in his own thoughts. “Doesn’t mean I don’t want it.” Then, he lets his head fall back and rides her hard, slamming into her at a fast pace.

I don’t blame him, not after feeling her mouth on his cock. He’s probably been on edge this entire time. Edith’s nails cut into my skin as she cries out. This is enough to draw Jaxon out of the haze she left him in, and he rolls to his side to work his hand between her legs.

As soon as he finds her clit, things escalate quickly. I hold on to her as they drive her back to her peak. She’s babbling incoherently, but we all take turns telling her how perfect and amazing she is.

And she is. Fuck, she’s a goddamn dream.

None of us are prepared for how quickly she shatters, and we hang on to her as she convulses over me, chanting, “So good. I love you, I love you,” over and over again.

Fucking ruthlessly, Mason’s body drops over her back and he roars out as he slams into her so hard as he comes. Her chest flattens against me. She sobs as she rolls her hips against him, causing Mason to grit his teeth.

Slowly, he pulls himself from her body and falls to the side. Edith stretches her legs out and lets her body relax as she rests on her stomach. Her breath fans out across my skin, goosebumps erupting as the cool air comingles with my heated body.

Reaching out, Mason drops his hand over her ass, and she shudders, another wave rocking through her from how sensitive I’m sure she is.

Three men is a lot for one woman to handle it, but damn… that was the best sex I’ve ever had in my life.

“Girl,” he grunts out, not able to say more.

She doesn’t move an inch, only a soft, “Hmm?” comes from her and I chuckle.

“Same, darlin’,” I breathe out.

Turning my head toward Jaxon, I wonder if he’s actually asleep, but he lifts his arm to settle over her waist.

We’re all silent as we rest until Edith begins to shift. She situates herself more comfortably between mine and Jaxon’s bodies, Mason still with his hand on her ass.

I want to shove his arm away from me as he reaches for her, not because he’s touching me, but because it’s a fucking sauna in here.

“I want to check on Dino,” she murmurs sleepily.

Laughing softly, Mason leans over me to kiss her damp shoulder, then pushes himself from the bed. “You stay and rest up. Tonight is gonna be a long one once our girl is down for the night.”

Instead of arguing, she sighs and tucks her face more deeply against my side. Staying quiet, Mason redresses, then slips from the room to ease her worry over the donkey.

I snicker and glance over at Jaxon. “I can’t believe he let us keep the donkey.”

Shrugging with an arm slung over his eyes, his other hand resting on Edith’s hip, he mumbles, “A jackass for a jackass.”

A sleepy giggle escapes Edith and Jaxon peeks an eye open to look at her. I stare down, but she’s completely passed out. Smiling, I let my head fall to the pillow and close my eyes, not caring that there’s another man snuggling up to my girl.

This works.

Edith deserves to be loved by as many people as possible, but I’ll be damned if I let another dick anywhere near her. The three of us will take good care of our girls for the rest of our lives.


Epilogue
Edith
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~ 4 years later ~

Stretching my back, I adjust the grip Mason has on my hand as we walk toward the back of the property line. When the weekends come around, the guys and I tend to ease up on responsibilities so we can spend time together.

Now that Blakely is in preschool, it feels as if we’re already starting to lose those precious hours with her as she continues to get bigger and bigger.

Peeking up at Mason, I love the tiny wrinkles that developed around his eyes from smiling so much. The man is aging well, and I get turned on every time I think about the things he can do in the—

“Darlin’!” Griffin shouts, running up behind me. Squealing as he lifts me in the air, my hold on Mason slips free and I gasp as Griffin does his best to run away. I lift my head and snicker at Mason’s scowl. He looks as if someone just stole his candy.

“What the fuck, you bastard!” he hollers. My view of him disappears when Griffin spins, palming my ass in a taunting way.

“Just need a minute with our lady love before the other two catch up!” Lowering his voice, he asks me, “Think we’ve got enough time for a quickie?”

With a giggle, I smack at him to let me down. He releases a loud, dramatic sigh, but he does settle me back on my feet.

“Where are Blake and Jax?” Mason asks, taking his time as he walks over to us. As soon as he’s at my side, he yanks me away from Griffin, bends me over his arm, and kisses the life out of me.

I moan into Mason’s mouth when Griffin gives my butt a pinch. “They’re comin’. That girl saw somethin’ and wanted to check it out. Jax stayed to explore with her.”

Freeing me from the kiss, I’m hefted upright, and I can’t help but touch my swollen lips with a smile. Mason looks proud of his work, but we all jerk our heads around when we hear Blakely screeching in joy.

“Puppy!”

My mouth falls open in shock as our little girl drags not a puppy, but a full grown, probably ten-year-old, shaggy golden retriever behind her. My eyes fly up to Jaxon who’s covering his mouth to hide his massive grin.

He must be able to tell we’re all getting ready to start arguing, but he’s rapidly shaking his head.

“Baby girl, we can’t have another dog at the farm.” Mason was gentle with his attempt to stay firm as he squats down on her level, ready to reason with her.

Blakely stops dead in her tracks, cocks her head to the side to stare her father down as if he’s an idiot. “He’s not yours. He’s mine!” Then she puffs out her chest and grins broadly. “I take care of him, Daddy!”

Nothing but the sound of crickets surrounds us as we all silently wait to see the happy tears or a meltdown, which are fully dependent on Mason’s next words. I hold no blame on her, especially considering the number of animals I’ve brought home over the years. The dog seems as if he’s had a rough go of it. He’s sitting calmly next to my daughter’s side, tongue hanging out on one side, fur matted with weeds and those sticky briars you can pick up in the woods.

Groaning, Mason drops his chin in surrender, then peeks at his beaming girl. “What’s his name?”

“Freakin’ knew it,” Griffin whispers to me and Jaxon bursts out laughing.

He joins us as we watch Mason talking to Blakely and whispers, “Sorry about the dog. There was no going back the moment he gave her a kiss. She’s also got some shit stuck in her hair we’ll need to pick out tonight.”

“I’m gonna name him Daddy.”

That has all of us surprised and ending our side conversation. “Baby, don’t you think he might need a different name?” I ask. “You’ve already got three of them.”

“Yeah, I know. But I want four. So, he can be Daddy too,” she says, jabbing her finger at the dog.

Griffin hasn’t stopped laughing, mumbling, “Jesus fuckin’ Christ. That’s not gonna get confusin’.”

Smacking the back of my hand against his stomach, I narrow my eyes at him. “Language! And we’ll figure it out. Now, we were going to head to the bluff, but I think since we’ve got Daddy now, he might need to head back to the barn for a good hosing off.” Tugging on my daughter’s pigtail, I grin down at her dirt-smudged face. “Maybe you ought to be hosed off too. Whatcha think?”

“Hose!” she screams, then races toward the house with Daddy barking and running behind her.

I feel Jaxon move in behind me just before his teeth nip at my ear. Hands slip around my waist, and he yanks me hard against him, his hardness very, very obvious.

“You know, I think little Blakely needs a brother.” He grinds against me subtly, just in case our fast-retreating daughter with Mason and Daddy in tow, decides to turn around.

Griffin watches until Blakely is definitely far enough to not see anything, then spins around and forces me to step back into Jaxon. “Daddy here has got a point. I think it should be my turn, though. We need some happy attitudes around here after dealin’ with Mason and our very opinionated child.”

“Hmm.” I touch my lips as I think it through, then shrug. “I kind of like being able to bend over to tie my shoes. Plus, if you put a little boy in me, with the size of you two, I’ll probably turn into a house!”

Growling, Jaxon digs his teeth into my shoulder with warning. “I think you were sexy as fuck pregnant. Come on, what do you think?”

“Still sexy now, but I’m gonna have to agree. Mason doesn’t get a chance at this one.”

Giggling, I shake my head at them, then moan when they try to tug my dress off. “Nope,” I tease, wiggling my way out from between them. A few steps away, I turn back with a grin. “Now, this lady love wants no part in getting knocked up by two country boys determined to lay her out in the field.” I raise a brow at their disappointed looks and take another few steps back. “But…”

“But what, darlin’?” Griffin asks, his interest piqued.

I let the strap of my sundress fall off my shoulder and hike up my skirt, preparing to make a fast getaway.

“But a damsel might need a couple of villains to chase her down and convince her otherwise.”

I wait for them to make their move as Jaxon turns to Griffin. “Fin, you think Blakely would want to take a trip over to see some grandparents? I’m sure my mom would love to get her all cleaned up and settled into bed for a sleepover.”

He nods quickly. “Sounds like a solid plan there, buddy. I’m sure Mason wouldn’t mind helpin’ give this one a bit of a chase.” He stresses this one with a jerk of his head toward me.

“It’s settled then.” They both turn to me and wait.

My heart kicks up in speed as I tense, ready to run. They haven’t moved, but they both have a gleam in their eyes.

Once rivals, then friends, and now family, they’re of one mind. Damn if I don’t love them more and more every day.

With a squeal, I spin around with my dress fisted tightly in my hand and run like hell. Turns out, I’m a girl who likes to make her men work to win me over.

I hope our next one is a little boy.
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