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Authors Note

Content & Trigger Warnings


This story is not for the faint of heart. It deals with serious issues, if any of the listed topics are a trigger to you then this story is not for you. This story also contains some scenes that are steamy in nature and should not be read by someone under the age of eighteen. 
	Death of a parent
	Miscarriage
	Food insecurity
	Violence

If you are someone you know is currently dealing with any of these issues do not hesitate to reach out for help. Asking for help does not make you weak, it shows how strong you are to know that you need help.
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Prologue

Adam Hill


The ringing in my ear stops, and the sound of people talking floats through the speaker. “Red Cross, how may I help you?” a woman asks. The once calm wind picks up, swirling the dead leaves off the ground around the porch. They whip around in what some may view as a dance, but to me is a visual representation of what is currently happening in my body as each emotion known to man fights for dominance. Through the closed front door behind me, a cry comes from inside the house, followed by another as my family comes to terms with what these next few days will bring. “Hello, is anyone there?” 
I bring my shaky hand up, push my hair back from my eyes, clear my throat, and answer. “Yes, ma’am, I apologize. My name is Adam Hill, and I’m trying to find someone to help me bring my younger brother home. He’s an active Marine stationed in Okinawa, Japan.” Goosebumps break out over my entire body as an intense shiver rushes through me. I can blame it on the cold wind, but it’s the dread of what is to come. Behind me, a squeak of rusty hinges reminds me that I was supposed to grease them ages ago. The screen door is shut as quietly as possible with the hurricane-like wind whipping around. Warmth spreads through my jacket and shirt, seeping into my frozen shoulders as a small hand gives them a gentle squeeze. Calm replaces the complex emotions wreaking havoc within my mind as the smell of my wife, Carly, encircles me.
“I see. Well, you’ve called the right place. I just need some more information from you, and I can get a message to his commanding officers. Give me a minute to pull up the form I need,” she says as the sound of keys on a keyboard being pushed comes through.
Switching the phone to my right hand, I pick Carly’s hand off my shoulder and wrap it up with my own, hoping to provide some warmth and comfort to us both. She walks around me and sits on my lap, wrapping her arms around my shoulder and pulling my face into her chest. A long sigh slips from my lips, as this has been the longest day of my life and one that I never thought would happen. As soon as Mom called me this morning, I knew what I had to do would take everything out of me. This is the second hardest phone call I’ve made in the span of fifteen minutes. My hair, which is going wild in this crazy wind, is pushed from my face once again. As I gaze from the leaves to Carly, she mouths, “I love you.”
“Thank you for waiting. What is your brother’s name?”
My eyes sting, but I blink the threatening tears away, “Levi Hill.” The wind picks up even more, blowing over the mop bucket Mom keeps on the porch.
“Okay. Now sir, why does he need to return home?” 
A loud sob comes from the window located behind me. Turning my head, I witness my aunt fall to the floor as my uncle grabs her and gets her safely to the couch. How can this be happening at such a fast rate? My heart rate spikes, and I wish I was anyone but me right now. Once I say these words, I’m going to shatter my baby brother’s world just like I did our sister’s moments ago. Saying it aloud makes it all real, and even though I don’t want to say it, I have to. There is no running from this like he ran four years ago. I don’t know what made him hightail it out of here, but it’s time for him to come home. We need him now more than ever.
“Sir, are you still there?” Concern laces this stranger’s voice.
My gaze floats out over the front yard as visions of times past swarm me. Playing catch, learning how to shoot a basketball, being taught how to use a lawn mower, and how to perfectly cook a steak on a grill, my dad is the prominent individual in all these memories. Bile moves up my throat, and I quickly swallow the accompanying gag. “He needs to come home because…” A loud thunderous clap of lightning streaks across the January sky, followed by the boom of thunder, as the clouds split and rain comes pouring down. “…our dad is dying.”




Chapter one
[image: image-placeholder]







Levi


As a kid, I used to love watching the raindrops race each other as they fell down the windows, whether it be in a moving car or the windows at the house. I would always pick one and force someone else to choose another to see who would win. It got on my brother and sister's nerves, but my dad always entertained me. Watching the rain racing on the tiny airplane window hurts my already aching chest. It has rained more over the last forty-eight hours than ever before in January. But it seems fitting considering the reason I'm sitting here staring at the blurry, barely visible lights of the incoming runway. 
My leg muscles cramp for the millionth time as if I didn't need a reminder that this space was not built for someone of my stature. The last two planes have been the same, fucking small, but when you book last-minute flights you don't have a wide choice of seats to pick from. I was lucky to find an empty seat, so I will take the pain and smells from the airplane bathrooms right behind me. As long as I make it in time to say goodbye. I have to make it in time to apologize and say goodbye. My body jerks again this time to the right, as the plane circles the tarmac for the second time. Why aren't we landing?
After one more pass over the runways, the plane shakes. To the other passengers, it might seem like a bit of turbulence. But after flying many times and studying aircrafts for my job, I know that the wheels are being lowered. Reaching below me, I grab the old, dirty backpack I shoved under my seat two hours ago. I groan when pain radiates through me as my body bumps when the wheels make contact with the ground. My body feels heavier than usual, probably due to my lack of sleep and my tense muscles. The speakers in the ceiling crackle as the pilot's tired voice comes through, breaking the silence.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to West Memphis, Tennessee. The current time is 8:50 p.m. If this is your final destination, welcome, and if you are getting a connecting flight, I hope we made it in time. Please stay seated and bear with us. We will be arriving at our gate in a couple of minutes." When the speakers cut off, a round of applause starts, and I roll my eyes.
The noise level steadily increases as conversations break out all over the plane. People discuss their plans for the night or their desperation to catch connecting flights, while I sit here silent. The lead weight that has kept me company for the last twenty-four hours gets heavy, as the dread I was able to push away creeps back in. 
[image: image-placeholder]The words on the textbook page I’ve been staring at for hours are starting to run together, making a headache form at the back of my head. It’s my only day off, so I stayed up late last night, only getting a couple hours of sleep, so I could cram this material into my tired brain. The lunch bell sounds throughout the barracks, but I ignore it. I don’t have time to eat. Sitting back in the chair molded into my ass, I crack my back and grunt at how good it feels. When I lower my head back to start reading again, my eyes land on the picture of my parents that I keep on my desk. It was taken the day of my high school graduation. We all have smiles on our faces, but mine doesn’t reach my eyes like theirs do. Like it always does when I think about my family or home, guilt and longing course through me. Pulling my phone from the drawer I shoved it in to keep myself on track, I set a reminder to call my dad in four hours when it’s early morning at home.
“Hill. Sergeant Burns needs to see you in his office.” Turning around, I try to see who is speaking to me, but the doorway is empty. I place a random piece of paper in the book and close it. I’m in civilian clothes since it’s my day off, but I take a minute to brush any dirt off my shirt and straighten it while heading out of my room. Being summoned to your sergeant’s office isn’t always bad, but there’s a weight that has settled low in my gut. I keep to the covered walkways, as it started raining this morning. 
Standing outside his door, I can’t shake the feeling that something is seriously wrong. Raising my hand, I knock and await his instruction. “Come in,” my sergeant’s deep voice comes from inside. As I enter the room, he stands with his back to me. He is watching the rain come down outside. 
I swallow, trying to get some moisture in my dry throat. “Sir, I was told you needed to see me.” I stand at attention, showing my respect for him. There is a slight tremble in my stance as my legs shake slightly. Telling myself everything is fine, I muster up the strength and force myself to stand still. The silence spans on for what feels like forever, until finally he turns around, and the look on his face makes my strength wane. His face is solemn and dread infuses with my blood. A coldness settles over me, and the urge to run hits me full force.
“Take a seat,” he says, pointing to the chair in front of his desk. On shaky legs, I step forward and lower my rigid body into the seat but never relax. I sit on the edge of the chair with my back straight, all my muscles locked, and the sound of my blood pumping in my ears. My hands start to tremble, along with my legs. I clasp them tightly in my lap, making my knuckles go as white as the walls surrounding us. A clap of thunder rattles the room and makes both of us jump. My mind races with thoughts of my family, war, failing out of class, and, reluctantly, her. I shake my head ever so slightly. No, nothing is wrong with any of them. Please tell me I’m being deployed, I silently beg him.
Sergeant Burns pulls out his chair and sits. He leans back, unlike me, and sighs. That sigh doesn’t help the war that is raging inside me right now. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to spit it out. I just got off the phone with the Red Cross. They received an urgent call from your brother, Adam. It took them a little while to get their paperwork done. He called a couple of hours ago.” 
My breathing turns labored, “My…” I point to myself. “Brother?”
“Yes. Shit, son, he said they had to call in hospice for your grandfather yesterday afternoon, their time. They said he doesn’t have long, only a few days at best.” Even though he’s speaking to me, he’s looking at his hands that are placed on the desk.
A nervous laugh falls out of my mouth as moisture fills my eyes. “There’s been a mistake. I spoke to my dad last week. He felt perfectly fine. You’re not sitting here telling me my dad is dying.” The tone of my voice could quickly get my ass in trouble, but I don’t worry about that right now. How could someone be so sick and twisted to call the Red Cross with a lie like this? I do the math to see if I could call Adam, but I’m fourteen hours ahead of them. “No, this is a mistake. Call the Red Cross back. Their information has to be wrong. It’s not my dad. He is healthy as a horse. I swear…”
My words die on my tongue as Sergeant Burns stands up, rounds his desk, and sits in the empty chair beside me. His hands come down on my shoulder, and I feel them shake as much as mine. His eyes are filled with remorse and pity. My head starts to shake violently back and forth. No, no, it’s not true. It’s not true.
His hand squeezes my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Levi, but I’m afraid it’s true. I had them repeat everything to me twice,” he says. I didn’t notice that I had said my thoughts out loud. What am I going to do now? How do I say goodbye to Dad? Can I even get home in time? “Usually, in a situation like this one, where a soldier is losing a parent, their travel cost would be covered. However, I’m afraid my hands are tied since he is legally your grandfather, as you were never adopted.”
“I can’t go home?” I whisper. My vision shifts, and I lower my head. That way, no one sees the tear streaking down my face. I have to go home. I can’t stay on the other side of the world while the man who raised me, loved me when no one else did, and made me who I am dies. Fuck that. I’ll go AWOL if that’s the case. Nothing is keeping me here.
“God, no, of course, you can go home. All I was trying to say is that you will have to use your personal days instead of getting bereavement, and you will have to buy the tickets yourself.” My mind races trying to remember how much money I have in the bank right now and how many days of vacation I have saved. I’ll drain my whole account and go into debt to get home. I have to be able to afford this.
“Yes, sir. I understand.” I stand, forgetting the protocol of waiting to be dismissed, but the world around me is spinning and falling apart. I don’t remember much of what happened next. It’s all hazy, with the image of the most important man in my life never leaving my mind.
[image: image-placeholder]Lost in the thoughts of the past, I wasn’t aware that the plane had made its way to the gate and the passengers had all deboarded, until a small tap on my shoulder startles me. “Sir, are you okay? Do I need to get someone?” the young stewardess standing in the small aisle with a suitcase behind her asks me with a worried look.
“No, ma’am… I mean, yes, I’m fine. Must be the jet lag,” I mumble, lifting my tired body out of the seat. She steps back, giving me enough room to step out. I head to the front of the plane, not needing to get any more bags since I hurriedly threw everything I needed in the bag on my back. I’m not planning on staying in town long. Not when the population is so small and the possibility of seeing her is huge. No, Levi, focus on what’s important. Getting to Dad and saying goodbye. I have to tell him how sorry I am for being a fucking coward.
The corridor stretching out in front of me is empty of passengers, making me question how long I sat on that plane, lost in the past. My legs tingle as the blood starts to flow through them. My footsteps echo off the walls around me, and my heartbeat accompanies the sound flooding my ears. A bead of sweat rolls down my back as it feels like the airport staff has cranked the heating up to a hundred degrees. Without looking behind me, I stop, remove my bag, and start to pull off my jacket. My body stumbles forward as someone runs into me. An outraged voice comes from behind me.
“Watch where you stop, asshole.” I step to the right to allow the individual to pass. Someone dressed like the pilot of the plane passes me.
“Douchebag,” I mummer. Once my jacket is safely tucked into my bag, I straighten up, sling it over my shoulders, and follow behind him. My instinct is to slow my pace down, so I don’t have to face my problems, but with the thought that I don’t have much time racing through my brain, I pick up my speed. By the time I get to the corridor’s corner, I’m moving at a dead run. I still have to drive home from here, and it takes over two hours. Please hold on long enough for me to get there, Dad, I beg. 
I couldn’t speak to anyone before I boarded my first plane. Therefore, I’m unsure who is waiting for me on the other side. Someone is there, that’s for sure; Sergeant Burns said he would alert the Red Cross, who would tell Adam that I was coming and my flight details. My chest is heaving from the run as my eyes land on the people here to welcome me home for the first time in four years. I’m not shocked when I see my sister, Emilee, and brother standing beside a security guard. They aren’t supposed to be this far into the airport, but that doesn’t seem to have stopped them. As I close the distance between us, I see their faces clearly. The once tiled floor of the airport turns to quicksand, making it impossible to take another step toward them.  
Emilee’s face confirms that my worst fear is now my reality. “No,” I whisper as my bag slips from my shoulders, and my whole body tremors with guilt and sadness. Her face is streaked with tears as she tries and fails to dab them away. I see her hands shaking each time they move to her face. I move to Adam’s face, my gaze pleading with him to tell me that my assumption isn’t true. There is no fucking way that I’m too late. This isn’t fucking happening, not like this. He gives me a slight shake of his head. The room spins, all the sound fades away, and my heart stops beating. He’s gone. I failed him once again. I didn’t make it in time. 
As the room starts to swim, I bow my head as I fight to keep the tears in. I have always hated to show any kind of weakness. How am I going to get through this? I fought so hard to get here in time. Did I waste time packing? Or searching multiple websites for a flight? What could I have done better? “Everything,” a voice shouts at me. While I’m tormenting myself with all my downfalls, I almost fall on my ass when a body collides with my chest and arms wrap around my waist. Emilee’s smell envelops me as she pulls me into her, making sure I don’t fall. My arms work on autopilot and wrap her up. 
“I’m so sorry, Bubba. He tried…” a sob cuts her off. My arms tighten around her as I bury my face into her neck. “He tried, Levi,” she whispers into my shoulder. That doesn’t help me right now because I could have done more to get here. I should have never left. 
A hand thumps my back as Adam pulls us both into his chest. We must look strange to anyone around, but they don’t know the weight of what has happened to us. Losing Dad is like losing a lung. We can still breathe and live our lives, but it’s going to be difficult. Nothing will be the same without him. He was supposed to be the grandparent we saw on the weekend or special occasions. But he became so much more when we needed him to. He gave up everything for us three. He fought battle after battle to make sure we were loved, cared for, and happy. 
Raising my head, I lock eyes with Adam and ask the question, that I don’t want to know the answer to, but I need to know. “When?” It comes out as a quiet whisper but he hears me.
“Four hours ago,” Adam answers. 
Four fucking hours. Two hundred and forty minutes. In the grand scheme of our lives, four hours is nothing, but to me, four hours means everything. He left this world without me while I sat in a goddamn airplane. How is that fair? I was so close but still not close enough. Emilee is still sobbing loudly into my chest and clinging to me like a child scared of a thunderstorm. As her brother, I should soothe her and tell her everything is going to be alright, but I can’t lie to her. I have no idea what is going to happen now. Dad was the glue that held us all together. Without that glue, we might all fall apart for good.
A throat clears behind her, pulling my gaze in that direction. The security guard is standing there, and I get the message. We need to move. I nod at him, not making him say the words, as Emilee pulls away from me, to wipe her tears away. Not wanting to let go of the comfort I feel from her, I pull her into my side and head toward the exit. When we get closer, the security guard sticks out his hand. I shake it. “Thank you for your service, young man, and I want to extend my deepest condolences to your family for your loss.”
I stand here like a fool, not knowing what to say to him. “Thank you,” Emilee speaks up for me.
When someone thanks me for my service, the reply is easy, even if I don’t think I deserve the praise. But when I hear someone say they are sorry for your loss, I don’t know how to respond to that. Thank you seems weird to say, so I offer the guard a smile and shake his hand once more before letting go. Adam leads us toward the outside doors. I look down at my sister and she smiles up at me. “Where’s Parker?” I ask.
As she opens her mouth to answer me, a voice that I would know anywhere comes from my right. “Right here.” Looking in the direction of the voice, I see one of my best friends walking out of the bathroom. He hasn’t changed since the last time I saw him, not that I thought he would. His hair is still long, and on his shoulders is a leather jacket. I’ve always been jealous of how easily he pulls off that look. I bought one my senior year, but I wasn’t cool enough for it. When his eyes meet Emilee’s, jealousy invades my thoughts for a different reason. I used to look at someone like that and probably still would if I nope, not going there. I shake my head to stop those thoughts, and Parker pulls me into a full hug. None of that bro hug shit here. “I’m so sorry, Levi. He was a remarkable man, and the world will never be the same.”
That word was rips my heart open. We are already speaking about my dad in the past tense. The light was stolen from my world four years ago, but there has always been hope that it would come back. But now, that hope is gone. Hope left when he drew in his last breath. Fuck, my thoughts are morbid right now. Parker slaps me on my back one more time before letting me go and stealing my sister. She turns to me, asking, “Do you need to get your bags, Bubba.”
I shake my head and shrug my shoulders, making the bag jingle. “No, Sissy, I have everything I need right here.”
“Good, let’s head home,” Adam says, putting his arm around my shoulders as Emilee takes my hand. We head out the automatic doors into the cold rain. Once everyone is in the car, Adam reverses and heads in the opposite direction that I want to go. While I love seeing my siblings and Parker, every fiber of my being wants to walk back to the airport and change my return ticket to leave tonight. The cab of the truck is filled with nothing but silence. No one speaks, and Adam never turns on the radio. We are all lost in our own thoughts. I stare out the window just like I did the whole way here. Adam opens the throttle as we hit the interstate, pushing past the speed limit, and I watch the city’s lights fade away. I occasionally hear Parker whisper to Emilee, telling her it will be alright. It warms my heart to see the two of them together. They are perfect for each other. She found him when she was in a dark place. He helped her save herself. They might be young at twenty-three, but they have been happily married for five years.
I must have dozed off somewhere on the drive because Parker shakes me awake just as Adam shuts the truck off. Sitting in front of us is our childhood home. The place I ran away from four years ago, the same day I graduated from high school. I’m not sure what lies behind that door, but I’m terrified to step out of the car and find out. His body won’t be there anymore, but that doesn’t make opening the truck door easier. There is a soft glow coming from the living room windows. I’ve seen that glow plenty of times to know that the dining room light is the only one on at the moment. Looking around the driveway, it’s empty, besides two vehicles. One, I assume, belongs to Parker and Emilee. The other one causes pain to bloom in my chest. My dad’s truck is sitting there, waiting for him to start her up and take her for a drive.
Stepping out into the cool night air, I notice the rain must have stopped at some point on the drive. I brace myself to see my mom. “Where is everyone?” I assume that the house would be packed with my aunts and uncles.
“I don’t know. They were here when we left. Carly and Adam Jr are for sure still inside.” Adam says in the darkness, heading toward the front door.
The closer I get to the front door, the higher my anxiety becomes. Even though it’s cold, my body breaks out in a sweat and my stomach turns over multiple times. Adam opens the door, and the porch is flooded with soft light. I pause, letting Emilee and Parker go ahead. I need one more second before I walk through the door. I look up at the vast night sky. I promise to do what I have to, Dad. Pulling my shoulders back, I summon what little strength I can and step over the threshold. I almost lose my balance for the second time tonight when someone runs into my chest. This time it’s my mom. “Levi, my baby boy, you’re home.”
Wrapping my arms around her, I rub her back as her whole body shakes with sobs. I feel her tears wetting my shirt, but I don’t care. My eyes sting, as they have since Friday, but I refuse to let the tears fall. I’m a Marine, damn it, and we don’t cry. “I’m sorry, Mom. I tried…” My response dies as emotions choke me, cutting off my air.  
“Oh, baby. It’s not your fault. He knew, he knew.” That doesn’t help with the disappointment, despair, and pain radiating through my chest. Emilee comes up behind Mom and places a hand on her shoulder.
“Mom, where is everyone? Did you eat the food I left for you?”
“I sent them home. I wanted it to be just us seven,” Mom answers, pulling out of my embrace.
Emilee pulls her into the kitchen, and I finally have a chance to look around the place I called home for so long. Adam is nowhere to be seen, but I assume he’s with Carly and their son somewhere. By the sounds of it, Parker is in Emilee’s old room. They must be staying here since they live two hours away. Has she been here the whole time? My body automatically turns to the left, and I take in the room that has been Dad’s for my entire life. Two years ago, they had to remove the door to make room for the wheelchair he needed.
In the middle of the room is their bed. I guess they had to move it for whatever medical equipment he had in his final hours. It’s made up on the right side, but the left looks like someone just stepped out of it. He always slept on the left side. My chest squeezes with the knowledge that the indent I see was made from his body laying there. The house is eerily quiet, and I expect him to come through the door behind me any minute, but that will never happen again.
None of this feels real to me. I feel like I’m dreaming, but I can’t wake myself up. I drop my bag in the middle of the living room and head into the room I can’t pull my eyes from. The moment I enter, I smell him. He has worn the same cologne my whole life, Black Suede. I pick up the bottle that is sitting on the dresser and bring it to my nose. A sob tries to force itself out of me, but I hold it back. I spray a little on the underside of my shirt so I can smell him until I wash it. I make a mental note to buy a bottle so I always have him around me. Sitting the bottle down, I lower my hand and run it up his side of the bed, feeling the cold sheets under my fingers. The emotions raging in me make my body shake so violently that my knees give out and hit the hardwood floor below me.
I crawl to the top of the bed and grab one of his pillows. Bringing it to my face, I open my mouth and scream into it until my throat is raw. The tears I’ve been holding back break free as my chest heaves, and sobs wrack my whole body. “I’m so damn sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you needed me the most. I’m just so fucking sorry. Please forgive me, Dad,” I repeat until my throat is dry and my knees ache.
“Levi, man, come on. He knew you loved him, and you know he loved you. He was so fucking proud of you.” Parker’s voice pulls me back from the brink of insanity. Standing up, I let him lead me in the direction of my childhood room. We pause in the living room so Mom and Emilee can kiss each of my cheeks. As I get settled on the twin bed, I stare up at the tile ceiling. With the lack of sleep and all the emotions my body has gone through, I should be exhausted, but I’m not.
Slowly the sadness is replaced with hot, pure rage. I’m pissed at myself for being weak and running all those years ago and for allowing my family to be proud of me for joining the marines. They thought it was a noble decision, but it was the coward’s way out. I let someone else control me, let someone else make my decisions for me. All because I was weak, but I’m not weak anymore. Gone is that scared eighteen-year-old boy, and in his place is a twenty-two-year-old Marine who isn’t afraid of anyone.
I know what I have to do. It’s time I stop running from my fucking problems. I have to man up and help my family through the days coming. Then it’s time to stop running from him. Because of him, I didn’t get to say goodbye to the one man who was always there for me, my hero, my dad.




Chapter two
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Tiffani


I hate the color white. That’s all I can think of as pain courses through my lower back. I shift around, trying to get comfortable.  
“Ms. Summers, please hold still,” the nurse to my right sighs as this is the second time she has had to ask me.
“Sorry,” I mumble. I’m not sure who designed the beds that doctors use, but someone needs to make softer ones. Also, who thought it was a good idea to make us have our feet held up in the air and legs spread apart like this? It’s so fucking uncomfortable. The muscles in my legs scream for me to move my feet from the stirrups, but I fight against the cramps. The more I move, the greater the chance that the nurse will miss something, and this is too damn important for her to miss anything. 
My ears strain, trying to listen for the sound that will ease my nerves. The fast thumping sound that will let me know everything is perfectly fine. That the bleeding means nothing. The nurse moves the wand further into me, making me wince. Something isn’t right. My last appointment didn’t take this long. My breathing is shallow as I try to hold off the panic bubbling right under the surface. I feel it low in my gut. The dread lays there, swirling around, waiting to hear the words that I know are about to be spoken. My life has been thrown into many tailspins over the last two months, but I’m afraid I won’t ever come back from this one. Please find it, I silently beg.
Another sigh falls from the right of me, but I don’t move my gaze from the yellow spot on the ceiling. A cold chill makes my exposed skin prickle with goosebumps, and a shiver races down my spine. The wand makes a squishing sound as it’s pulled from my body. My chest starts to shake, and my lower lip trembles as the tears fall. I close my eyes as the nurse’s soft voice whispers, “Ms. Summers, I’m going to step out so you can get dressed. The doctor will be in to talk to you.” The sound of the door closing sends me over the edge. 
I throw my hand over my mouth, trying to quiet the noise coming from me as the sobs shake my whole body. It feels like my heart is being shattered into a million little pieces; like it was a pane of glass that someone dropped off the tallest building in the world. My legs slip from the stirrups and drop over the edge of the bed. The sheet covering my lower half slips off me, landing in a pile on the dirty floor. The doctor could walk in at any moment, and I’m laying here with my bare pussy out for her to see. That thought pulls me into motion. Pulling my hands away from my mouth, I pull them into my sleeve and use them to wipe the tears and snot from my face. If my southern belle mother was to see me right now, she would likely pass out, but I don’t care. Sliding off the bed, I stand on shaky legs, grab my panties and pants from the chair, and put them on. The weight crushing my chest makes it hard to breathe. I collapse in the chair, hanging my head as my hand instinctively goes to my lower tummy. Please don’t leave me too. I just got you, little bean. I love you so much already. Why is everyone leaving me?
A soft knock comes from behind the pulled curtain. At the same time, my phone pings in my pocket. “Come in,” I choke out, ignoring my phone for now. I will worry about the outside world later. If I make it out of this room alive, that is. The curtain pulls back, and Dr. Yates walks in. I have been coming to her since I was born, and usually I enjoy our talks, but not this time. When her gaze lands on me, a look of sadness passes over her face, but she quickly tries to hide it. I saw it. The room is bright from the sun streaming through the window behind me. Another cold chill graces my body, even though I’m sitting directly in the sunlight I’m frozen to the bone. I feel like I’ll never be warm again. My hands turn to fists on my stomach, as she grabs the stool the nurse just got up from and rolls it over to sit in front of me.
Leaning forward, she pulls my hands away from my belly and holds them in hers. Another sob leaves me. “Oh, sweetie,” she says softly. Her thumbs start rubbing circles on the back of my hands, but she doesn’t say anything else. The silence in the room feels like a blanket trying to suffocate me. It has a life of its own and flows through us, wrapping itself around me. I need her to say something, but at the same time, I’m begging her to keep her mouth shut. If she never says it, I can walk out of this room and live a lie, but at least I’ll still be living.
“No. No. She’s wrong. I know she is. Tell her to come back in, and I promise I won’t move. I was just moving around too much. That’s why it never showed up,” I whimper, breaking the silence.
“Oh, sweetie. If only. I’m so sorry. These things happen, but there is no longer a heartbeat. Have you had any weird pains or feelings?” 
“God no just the small bleeding. Your machine is wrong. There is a heartbeat. There has to be one… there has to be.” She pulls me into her as I cover my mouth to keep the scream that rips through me somewhat quiet. I’m making a massive fool of myself, but this can’t be happening. 
“No, Tiffani. There isn’t. You have suffered a miscarriage,” she tries to soothe me.
Miscarriage, no heartbeat. What do those words even fucking mean? How can that even happen? I’ve been taking care of myself. Not lifting anything, watching where I walk, how I sleep at night, and I’ve had no pain. Shouldn’t I have felt something when… My whole world shifts for that last and final time. This time I’m afraid it’s so far off its axis that it won’t be right again. Dr. Yates pushes me back by my shoulder, but the tears are so bad at this point that I can’t see her face inches from mine. 
Her mouth moves, clearly saying something, but no sound reaches my ears. The only sound making its way to my eardrums is the fast beating of my own heart. I wish it would stop. It is only serving to remind me that the tiny heartbeat I’ve been carrying with me for two months is no longer there. I won’t ever hear it again, and I don’t want to hear my own if that’s the case. Why did it have to stop? What did I do wrong? The more I blink, the worse my vision gets. I can’t do this. How do I walk out of here without the only thing that was keeping me alive?
The sensation of cold hands on my wet cheeks pulls me from my breakdown. The thumping in my ears calms down enough that I can hear what Dr. Yates is saying. The sincere look that was on her face a minute ago morphs into a disgusted and angry one. “Tiffani. It’s all your fault. You did this. You deserve this. You are a failure, and you know it. A failure as a daughter, a friend, and most importantly, a woman. What kind of woman can’t even protect her baby. No wonder he left you all alone. He never loved you. No one does.” 
What the fuck? Opening my mouth, I let out the loudest scream I have ever created and pull my head out of her hands.
My body shoots forward, a scream still coming from my throat, as my eyes fly open. My chest is heaving as my breath comes out in pants. Darkness surrounds me, and as my eyes adjust to it, I make out where I am. I’m not in the doctor’s office. I’m all alone, sitting in the middle of my bed. A cold tear lands on my chest, and my hand grips the wet sheets below my body. “It was just a nightmare,” I whisper into the darkness. Reaching over, I turn on the small lamp sitting next to me. No one comes running to check on me, and no one will. As my gaze takes in the dingy, badly-in-need-of-repair, studio apartment I live in, I’m reminded that while what I just went through was a nightmare, it’s a nightmare based on my truth. Instead of being a mother to a four-year-old, I’m a failure.
Just like in the dream, my hand falls to my stomach. My flat stomach that holds no stretch marks, because my body failed me. I couldn’t protect the little thing in me for longer than eight weeks. I flop back down, only to be reminded of the cold, wet sheets. Groaning, I roll out of bed, sliding my feet into my old, worn-down house shoes. Turning, I pull the wet sheets, pillowcase, and quilt off the small twin bed. Balling it all up, I head across the apartment I can barley afford and grab the bag holding my laundry soap. Opening my front door, I head down the stairs and into the laundry mat I live above. Opening the lid of the closest washer, I throw everything in, not caring about separating colors from whites. Once everything is shoved in, I pull the small coin purse out and insert six quarters into the machine. The sound of water rushing into the tub fills the empty room.
Sighing, I pull myself up on the lid. My whole body is still shaking from the horrible things my mind conjured up while I slept. I don’t need someone to tell me what Dr. Yates said in my dream is just a manifestation of how I feel about myself. I'm not dense. Every vial thing that poured out of the dream Dr. Yates' mouth, are things I have said to myself over these past four years. The feeling of failure and I are close friends by now. She has been my only company for so long that I wear her like a second skin. I drift through my days and nights with her wrapped around me, choking me to the point that sometimes I’m scared it will kill me. 
That day irrevocably changed me, just like I feared it would. I walked out of that building and into a world void of color, happiness, and warmth. I watched while everyone around me went on living their life, and I stayed stuck. I had just graduated high school and had the world at my fingertips before that visit. Afterwards, I watched as everyone left this town, searching for their next adventure. They went off to the college of their choice, or whatever they had planned, while I mourned the loss of my future. I became a shell of who I once was. I was all set to join my best friend, Emilee, and her husband, who was also a dear friend, Parker, at college. We had picked out a small, two-bedroom apartment close to campus so we could live together. They gave up their space as newlyweds for me, but I never showed up. The message she sent me that day went unanswered, just like the rest of them. Eventually, they stopped coming altogether.
I couldn’t face her. Hell, I can’t face anyone. I pushed everyone away from me that day. My heart stopped beating the moment I lost my baby. The only person in the world I had left that could possibly love me. Under me, the washer starts to shake because I didn’t place the items evenly in it. Sighing, I jump down to fix it. I wish I could fix my life as easily, but I can’t. I don’t know how to make the constant ache in my chest go away, nor do I want it to. I’m afraid when the day comes that the hurt leaves me, I will forget. My stomach growls as I close the lid for the second time, the owners really need to have these old machines fixed, but they don’t think it is worth it. They should try working a whole day here, with the machines breaking down constantly.
Sighing, I leave the washer to finish and head back upstairs to find something to settle my stomach. Standing in front of my empty refrigerator, I’m reminded that I was supposed to go grocery shopping last night, but one look at my bank account lets me know it will have to wait another week. Pulling out the egg carton, I fry up one of the two eggs left. While it cooks, I grab a piece of bread from the freezer. I learned the hard way that if I left it out like most individuals do, in this place, the rats would eat it quicker than me. Pushing the button on the old toaster, I down a glass of water and a couple of aspirin. Once the toast is made, I scarf it down, not tasting anything, and head to switch everything to the dryer. 
By the time my sheets are dried, the clock on the faded blue wall says it’s almost four in the morning. I have to open the laundry mat by seven, so I can go back to sleep for an hour or so. Forgoing the sheet, I put the pillowcase back on and pull the quilt up over my body. A sigh falls from my lips as the warmth surrounds me. I’m always cold, no matter how hot it gets outside or how many layers I put on. I have been for four years, before the day I lost my second heartbeat. No, it happened two weeks before then. 
I’ve been freezing since Levi Hill stood in front of me, the boy I loved with everything I am, the person I gave my all to, and told me, “You were just a phase, Tiffani. Someone to bid my time with. You seriously didn’t think this was real, did you?” That’s the day he stole my heartbeat, watching him turn and walk away from me like I meant nothing to him. He took all the warmth and light from my world. Although two weeks later, I would find out that he left me with just a little ray of light, but that too was taken away from me, and why not? The feeling of not being wanted by him was all I could feel. Of course, the baby would feel that as well, so Levi took that heartbeat too. As the darkness settles in, images of the life I should have had flash behind my eyes as tears fall down, wetting the pillowcase I just spent my last dollar and fifty cents drying.
Aggravating beeping pulls me from an uneventful sleep. My body is still groggy from my late-night laundry session, but the option to lay around this morning isn’t one I can afford. Throwing off the warm quilt, the coldness once again seeps in, making me shiver. Shutting off the alarm clock, I stumble into the tiny bathroom through the door beside the bed. Turning on the shower, the pipes groan as water pelts out of the shower head forcefully, stopping every other couple of seconds. The hot water doesn’t work because I couldn’t pay last month’s gas bill, so I take the quickest fucking shower ever. I’ll have to boil water after work to wash my hair tonight because it’s a greasy mess. Locking my front door behind me, I start going through the motions of opening the laundry mat. The paper boy knocks on the door just as I get the cash counted for the day.
“Good morning, Clive. Be safe on your route today,” I say, paying him the dollar I took from the register. Once he nods and heads on his way, I glance down to the front page, and my breath catches in my throat as I take in the title of a story halfway down. Stumbling back, my knees hit a chair leaning up against the washer I forgot to move yesterday. Sliding down, tears fall onto the paper making blotches, and the ink from the printed words runs together.
Written in bold letters: In memory of the beloved local George Hill Sr. A pain consumes me, forcing me to pull my hand away from the paper to rub at my chest. I read the article twice before the words sank into my overtired brain. Levi’s dad passed away yesterday, that’s why he didn’t come by for our normal coffee date. My heart breaks for their family, but as I lay the paper down and turn my gaze out the window, worry pushes the sadness away. Does that mean Levi will return? If he does, I’m not leaving this place. There is no way I’m going to survive him being here again. Closing my eyes, I send up a message hoping Mr. Hill can hear me. Thank you, Mr. Hill, for accepting me into your little family. I wish I could have gotten to say goodbye. I will miss our weekly visits, even though they reminded me of what I’ll never have, you as my father-in-law. I love you and will miss you forever. Hold my baby for me and give them all the kisses you can.
Wiping my eyes. I take the paper to my apartment even though the business bought it. I’ll just replace the dollar. There’s no way I’m not keeping this article. God, what am I going to do?




Chapter three
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Tiffani


I check my outfit in the small mirror above the sink. Disappointment races through me as I spot a small hole in the sleeve of my only black shirt. For the millionth time today, I wish I could afford to buy something nicer, but I can’t. The black pants I found shoved in the bottom of my drawer are loose on me, but I made them fit. The feeling of wanting to walk back out the funeral home doors and run home claws at my chest. I shouldn’t be here. Shaking my head, I run my hands through my hair, my fingers catching on the tangles caused by the wind on my walk here. I slowly work them out while I try to regulate my breathing. A knock on the door makes me jump, and I hit my knee on the underside of the sink.  
“Fuck.” 
“Ma’am, the service is starting, and the seats are filling up,” the individual responsible for the pounding in my knee says through the door.
“Thank you,” I reply. I purposely waited until the last minute to walk into the chapel. I want to stand in the very back. That way, I can slip out at the end. I’m risking seeing the man who destroyed me and the girl I hurt when I pushed her away. I fought with myself, going back and forth between feeling like I had to come but not wanting to risk it. In the end, facts are facts, and the fact is that Mr. Hill was a massive part of my life for five years. From the first time I met him while dropping off Emilee’s assignments to the last visit, a week before he passed. He instantly welcomed me into his family and always told me how happy he was that I became Emilee’s friend. Then when I started dating Levi, he was the first one we told, and he was the happiest of us all, including me. It’s because of him that I have my job and tiny apartment. 
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Putting a red x through the date on the calendar does nothing but remind me that it’s been two and a half months since I lost everything.
“Tiffani,” my mom yells up the stairs. She sounds pissed, and now I have to go see what she wants. Dragging my feet across my room, I open the door to find her standing at the top of the stairs, red-faced and breathing hard. “I’ve been calling you for the last half hour. Why aren’t you dressed for your outing? Seriously, Tiffani, why must you act like this?”
I close my eyes so she doesn’t see me rolling them. That will only make matters worse. For as long as I can remember, my mother and father have pushed their idea for my life on me. They tell me what I should wear, eat, watch, read, and, lately, who I should date. My mother found my diary a week before graduation, where I wrote all my secrets about my life and Levi. She didn’t seem mad or upset that I was dating the “local poor boy,” as my father called him. She told me she found it and knew I had lied to them. 
Ultimately, it didn’t matter what they thought because Levi didn’t believe I was good enough to be with him, and he dumped me. On graduation day, my mother found me crying my eyes out in the hallway. She soothed me for the first time in my life and told me it would all be okay. I thought she actually cared that her daughter had her heart ripped out, but it was all an act. The day I found out I had lost the baby, I lied and told them I was staying at a friend’s house. I didn’t want them to suspect anything. But the moment I got home, she started on how I should be dating Steven, the Chief of police’s son. 
I have heard nothing but ‘Steven this’ and ‘Steven that’ for two months. I’m so sick of hearing that damn name. “Mom, I told you I’m not going on a date with him,” I say with as much respect as possible. 
“Yes, you are, Tiffani Anne Summers. He’s from a good family and perfect for you.” She stomps her foot like a toddler, not getting her way.
“You mean he’s from a rich family.” I corrected her. 
“I don’t know what has gotten into you. Since that boy left, you have done nothing but sulk around the house. I’ve told you everyone has a phase where they test out the waters with the boy from the wrong side of town, but we get over him. You scratched that itch, and it’s time to focus on your future. We agreed to let you take a year off, but only because you promised to abide by our rules. We both know that you can not survive without mine and your father’s help. If you want to go to college without having debt up to your ears, you better get used to the idea that you are in fact going to date Steven.” She walks toward me, grabs my arm, and turns me to face my room.
“Your rules? When did who I choose to date become a rule?” I pull my arm from hers and throw them in the air.
“Listen, girl. You either do as I say and get ready for this date, or you walk out of this house with only the clothes on your back. We will disown you.” She places her hands on her hips and fixes me with a look that used to make me jump to do what she said. Not now. 
“Fine, I’m out of here,” I say, stalking over to grab my purse off the dresser, grab the small box from the top desk drawer along with my journal.
“You’re seriously going to be disowned over someone who was never worthy of your time?”
“No, mother, I’m getting disowned because I will no longer allow you to make decisions for me. This is my life, not yours. I will live it how I want to, which means loving who I want. Levi is not, and never will be, unworthy of me. What don’t you get that I love him. Love him, not loved. He has my heart and always will. I will not go on a date with anyone else but him.” I shout over my shoulders. 
I don’t remember picking a place to go after I left my parent’s house, but somehow I found myself standing in front of Boe’s Burgers. As I’m about to pull open the door to walk in, someone calls my name behind me. “Tiffani, is that you, girl?”
I wipe my eyes before turning to see Mr. Hill shutting his truck door. “Hi,” I whisper. 
Of course, nothing gets past him, and he notices my red and puffy eyes. “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” He pulls me into his chest and wraps his arms around me. I sigh but keep the tears at bay. I can figure this out alone, but his hug makes the hurt of being disowned sting a little less.
“Nothing. Just facing the real world has me upset, I'm afraid.”
“Why don’t we get a burger and talk about it?” he asks, patting my back.
“Are you sure Le-”
“Even if he was here, do you think I would let my son keep me from treating you to a burger? I told him he was being stupid for leaving you, but he wouldn’t listen. You will always be a part of this family. Do I make myself clear?” I nod my head. The secret that I was carrying his great-granddaughter or great-grandson weighs heavily on me, but I don’t see a point in telling him. The baby is gone. Why should I upset him?
I spend the next thirty minutes telling him the shortened version of being kicked out of my house. I left out what they said about Levi. After paying for our lunch, he took me to Susan’s Suds and personally vouched for me. Without his personal recommendation, I would have never got the job. I had no experience or references. He also paid my first three months’ rent for me and slipped me a few hundred dollars to get me on my feet.
“Mr. Hill, I can’t take this,” I say through tears as I try to return the money to him.
“Yes, you can. If I thought you would let me, I would put you in the truck and take you home with me,” he says, pushing the money back to me. 
“How will I ever repay you?” I whisper.
“I’ll tell you what, once a week I’ll come by to check on you. Have a cup of coffee ready for me, and we’ll call it even,” he says with a wide grin. 
“Deal,” I say, hugging the man who will never know what this means to me.
I always had a cup of coffee waiting when he showed up. We never spoke about Levi or Emilee, I was too scared to ask, and I’m sure he could tell. Even when he was in a wheelchair, the visits never stopped. There were also multiple times I would open the door to find bags of food on my doorstep. There was never a note, but I knew it was him. The time he spent visiting me was the only time I didn’t feel so alone and sad. I smiled and laughed the whole time. Before he left, he always said, “I love you, girl, and am proud of how strong you are.” My life will never be the same without him in it.
I don’t move to wipe the tears away. Everyone in the room is now crying at the gaping hole in our hearts. I find a spot in the very back with an unblocked view of the casket. I see Mr. Hill laying inside, and my heart rips even more. I clamp my mouth shut as a sob tries to break loose. I refuse to look anywhere but at him, the man who stepped up when my father stepped out. I came to care about him as if he was my own dad. He should be my father-in-law, but I refuse to let my mind go there. It’s bad enough knowing Levi is here somewhere.
My body has not forgotten what it feels like to be in the same room as him. She knows he’s close, but he doesn’t want us, I remind her. A screen drops down as a slideshow of images starts to roll across it, and the opening lines of “Butterfly Kisses” by Lauryn Evans fill the space. My stomach flips, and my breaths become labored because I know what this song means to his family. What it means to me.
Even though I promised myself not to search them out, my eyes snap to the first row of pews on the right side of the room, where I see his family. I should be sitting with them. Adam has his arms around Carly and Mrs. Hill. I watch Parker wrap his arms around Emilee as a sob breaks loose for everyone to hear. Her shoulders are shaking hard as she sobs. This song was played at her wedding for the father-daughter dance. Beside Emilee, I see the back of the person I’m trying to hide from. He leans his head to the left, and I catch a glimpse of his beautiful face for the first time. My breath catches in my throat as I see the tears sliding down. He hasn’t changed one bit. He’s still the most handsome man to ever be created. His green eyes are swimming in tears, and I don’t have to be with him to know he hates every minute of it. He hates showing his emotions. He thinks it makes him weak. 
Before I can stop myself, I put one foot in front of the other, making my way up the aisle. Everyone sitting on the outside of the pews turns toward me. I pay no mind to the stares they are throwing my way. I don’t slow down or stop until I’m standing in front of my best friend. Parker’s eyes go wide as he sees me standing here, and he doesn’t look happy. But I’m not throwing myself under the bus for him. I’m doing it for her, for Emilee. A gasp leaves her when she looks up, and her hands shoot out, pulling me down and into a bone-crushing hug. My left arm feels like I stuck it in a fire as it brushes against Levi, but I try to not focus on that. 
“Tif, you’re here. He’s gone… How am I supposed to do this…” she sobs into my shoulder.
“I’m so sorry, Em. I’m so sorry. We will get through this.” I assure her even though I know I can’t be the one to help her. I pull back from her and give her a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll go back to my seat now. I just couldn’t stay away anymore,” I whisper to her.
A warm, soft, big hand grabs my left hand, preventing me from leaving. “Don’t go.” 
My eyes stare at Levi’s hand wrapped around mine, holding on like I’m his lifeline. Fuck me. I should shake him off and walk away. I’ve already stood in his presence for way too long. My whole arm is tingling, and the butterflies I thought were dead have come back to life. My entire body craves his touch, especially my lips. How is it possible to miss someone this much? I feel his gaze never leave my face. I pull my eyes away from our hands and look at the man that haunts me. The heartbroken look on his face breaks me.
“Please,” he begs.
Fuck the heartache that is going to come after this. Screw the pain of being this close to him when I can’t have him. Everyone scoots down to make room for me to sit. I’m sandwiched between him and Em. My hands start to shake as my nerves take over. What the fuck have I done? This was not part of my plan when I left the apartment this morning. At the same time, both Emilee and Levi reach over and grab my hands, lacing their fingers with mine. For the first time in four years, my heart doesn’t ache as much as it used to. No, Tiffani, you can’t do this again. He left you pregnant and alone. Okay, he didn’t know I was pregnant, but that doesn’t change the fact that he left me after telling me I was just a phase.
The pastor officiating the service calls everyone to bow their heads in prayer. Leaning closer to Emilee, I say, “I’m sorry, Em, I can’t do this.” I pull my hands from theirs and race down the pews. Goodbye, Mr. Hill. I love you. Thank you for being the only man I could count on. Don’t go too far. I’ll always have a coffee ready. Stick close to us all, please. I’m sure I look like a distraught loved one to everyone here. No one knows that the pain filling my heart is not because of the man laying in the casket, but the very much alive one sitting in a pew. My vision starts to tunnel as I throw open the doors and head for the glass doors blocking my exit. How stupid was I to come here? I should’ve just stayed at home and visited Mr. Hill’s grave. 
As soon as the outside air hits my face, the weight in my chest lessens, and I can breathe easier. “Tiffani,” Parker’s voice comes from behind, stopping me.
I don’t turn around, afraid that someone else is standing with him. “I’m sorry, Parker. I can’t do this,” I say. 
“Talk to me, Tiffani. What did she do that made you push her away? She needs you right now,” he pleads with me. 
His words hit me with such force that I’m afraid they will crimple me. She didn’t do anything wrong. She never could do anything wrong. “It’s all my fault,” I say. Turning around, I sigh at seeing him standing alone under the awning. “She didn’t do anything wrong. I did, Parker… I failed!” I scream at him. The low hanging, dark clouds above us open up, allowing rain to fall down in buckets. Within seconds I’m soaked through to my core. My tears are hidden among the rain sliding down my face. 
“Tiffani, come inside. We can fix whatever is wrong,” he says, taking a step toward me. 
“I can’t. Nothing can fix this. We can’t turn back time and make this better.” I take another step backward. “Tell her I love her, please, but I can’t go back in there and see him. I can’t comfort him after he broke me, Parker. Don’t ask me to,” I whisper before I turn and run as fast as I can away from him. The farther I get from the funeral home, the worse the pain in my chest becomes. I don’t know where Levi has been these last four years, but I only hope that he goes back there and I never see him again. It hurts too much. I’m not over him, and I don’t think I will ever be over him. Not to mention the massive secret I’m holding on to. 
Slamming the door to the laundry mat, I head up to my apartment to change and get to work. It’s time I seriously start thinking about moving away from this town. I’m completely alone now that Mr. Hill is gone. Why stay?




Chapter four
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Levi


When I touched down, I wanted to turn around and run away instantly. Standing here hugging my family, getting ready to leave them again, I don’t want to let go. Not counting travel days, I only saved enough time for a week. Seven fucking days are all I got with my family during the most challenging time of our lives. Knowing that one piece of paper stood in my way of having more time off pisses me off. How is that fair? Since they never adopted us, I wasn’t able to get bereavement days like I will when my sperm donor finally kicks the bucket. The military doesn’t care that my grandpa has been the only Dad I’ve ever had. All the late nights, bedtime stories, early mornings to get us on the bus, all the love means nothing to anyone but me. Fuck the military. But right now, I push those thoughts away to the back of my mind because I have a plan that starts now.  
The promise I made to my dad’s lifeless body sits at the front of my mind and doesn’t help with the feeling swirling around in my gut. My time of running is over. I’ve run for way too damn long and too fucking far away. If I had been stronger, I would have been closer and wouldn’t have this weight of regret crushing my chest. I have five months left on my current contract with the Marines. I have to decide to either enlist or become a civilian again. Before my Sergeant told me my dad was dying, getting out wasn’t even an option I was considering. But now everything is different. Nothing matters anymore, especially the fact that she’s still in this town. I’m fucking coming home, and no one is stopping me now. They say redheads have a terrible temper when pushed, and the last seven fucking days have pushed me over the edge.
When my plane lands, I jump in a taxi and head straight to the base. Not even bothering to go to my bunk to put my belongings down or make myself presentable. I head straight to Sergeant Burns’s office. The cheap airplane food I forced myself to eat swirls around, threatening to come back up. Four years ago, I ran to a recruitment office and demanded that they give me all the paperwork I needed to leave my problems behind. Right now, that same determination is back, but double, because this time I’m running back to help my family. This time no one is going to fuck with me. All I want to do is barge through the door in front of me, but I don’t want the time I have left to be hell, so I raise my hand and knock instead.
“Come in,” Sergeant Burns calls through the closed door.
There is no hello, how are you, or other pleasantries as I say, “I’ve made up my mind. I’m not re-enlisting. I want to start the process of returning to civilian status at the end of my time.”
“Are you sure?” Sergeant Burns asks with a skeptical look.
“I have never been more sure of anything in my life.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Levi,” Tiffani’s voice cuts through the sound of the night surrounding me. I’ve been standing out here long enough that my eyes have adjusted to the darkness. With the moon giving off little light, Tiffany can’t see me standing five feet from her, leaning against a tree. Just like every time I see her, butterflies fly around in my stomach, and my heart no longer feels empty. She fills a void in me, and I can’t find the right words to tell her. I’ve said I love you, but that doesn’t seem like enough. After tonight, I hope she knows how much she means to me. 
It’s crazy how fast time flies when you aren’t looking forward to something. It’s been one year, four months, and eight days. Yes, I’m that boyfriend that knows, down to the day, how long I’ve been with her. In a week, we’ll graduate, and I still don’t know what I’m going to do, making me wish time would slow down. Tiffani is set to join Emilee after graduation, but I still have no clue what I want to do. That’s a lie. I want to kidnap the stunning girl before me and run away. We could find a remote cabin in the woods and block out the world around us, living in our own bubble of love. If only that were the case.
“Levi,” she calls out again. Her voice shakes with fear. Pushing off the tree, I head directly toward the girl who owns my whole heart and soul.
“I’m here, Cupcake,” I whisper as I close the distance. Her head turns toward my voice. I flip on the flashlight I brought for her. She doesn’t like the dark. She was worried the first time she told me she still slept with a nightlight, but I couldn’t care less about little shit like that. 
“What are we doing here?” she asks, meeting me in the middle and wrapping her arms around my waist. I stand at six foot one, and she is a little thing only five foot four so she talks into my chest most of the time. I love being taller than her. It makes me feel as if I can protect her from anything coming her way. 
“I have something I want to show you,” I answer her. Leaning down, I capture her full, pink lips with mine. I intend for the kiss to be a little greeting peck, but like any other time my lips brush hers’ desire takes over, and I can’t stop myself from seeking entry into her warm mouth. She is always so responsive to my touch that she opens up instantly for me. I groan when I get my first taste of her tonight. Her hands grab fistfuls of my school jacket, bringing her body closer to me, making all the blood rush to my dick. Before we get too lost in the kiss, I pull back, placing a peck on her forehead. 
I grab both of her hands. “Come on, you little horn dog. We have a little hike to get to your surprise,” I say, grinning even though she can’t see me.
“Can you blame me? Have you looked in the mirror, Levi?” she asks, smacking my arm. I hand her the flashlight, pulling her down the path as I readjust my hard dick. It only takes fifteen minutes to reach the spot I want to show her. We walk the whole way in complete silence, but not the awkward kind. Never the uncomfortable kind. Tiffani and I can sit silently for hours, but it’s peaceful and some of my favorite times with her. Just being in the same room as her makes me feel complete. 
Right before the trees thin out, I stop us. “Do you trust me?” I ask her.
“Of course I do.”
Reaching into my back pocket, I pull out the handkerchief I always carry and motion for her to spin around. Shock graces her face. “What are you doing, Levi?” 
“You said you trusted me.” I smirk at her.
“I do, but you want to blindfold me in the middle of the woods. Come on, anyone would be a little hesitant.” She glares at me, putting her hands on her hips. 
“Cupcake…” I lower my voice and step closer to her. Grabbing her waist, I pull her to me and tip her head back to look into her beautiful, blue eyes. “I will never let anything bad happen to you, and you know this, or I at least hope you do. I would step in front of anything that was heading your way whether it be a rabid dog or a military-grade missile. You are always safe with me. You will not stumble or fall once with me, metaphorically or physically. I promise that on my life.” Tears form in her eyes as she nods, agreeing with me. “I need to hear you say it. Do you know that you are always safe with me?” 
Pushing up on her tippy toes, she kisses my lips lightly, pulling back before I can even process it. “Yes, my love, I believe you. I promise the same thing. You will always be safe and loved as long as blood flows through my body.” She grabs the handkerchief and ties it behind her eyes. “Lead the way, my love.” 
A laugh burst from me. “Okay, there is a log right in front of you, so pick your left foot up and move it forward until you feel my leg.” She follows my instructions perfectly and steps over the fallen log. Ten more steps and the trees fade away, letting the small lake come into view. With the warm days we have had, and cold nights, a layer of fog is hanging over the lake. The view is stunning, and as the nerves of what is about to happen eases away, I spin around to let Tiffani see what is in front of me.
As I remove her blindfold, the clouds in the sky move, letting the full moon out for the first time tonight. The light hits the fog perfectly and casts the lake in a hazy glow. Tiffani’s hands come up, covering her mouth as she gasps at the sight in front of her. “Oh my god, Levi. This is beautiful. Where are we?” she asks, as she steps closer to the water’s edge in front of us.
I follow behind her, watching as she takes everything in. Her shoulders rise and fall as she breathes in the fresh air deeply. Her favorite smells are wet dirt and the pine trees surrounding the lake. “We’re on Boe’s family’s ranch. Parker told me about a clearing out here, but I found this gem instead.” 
“Do you think the water is warm enough to swim in?” she asks, bending down to dip her fingers in the smooth water. “It’s not too bad,” she says, pulling her hand back and wiping the water on the ass of her pants. Her movement draws my attention to her ass, and my hands physically ache with the need to touch her. 
“If you want to go for a swim, we can, Cupcake. Anything you want, I’ll give you.” Leaning closer, I place a kiss below her ear. “But I do have something for you before we do that.” Reaching into my back pocket, I pull the folded paper out with shaky hands. I’ve tried to tell her how much she means to me multiple times, but the words die on my tongue every time I open my mouth. It’s not fear that she doesn’t feel the same way that makes it hard, because she makes sure I know how much she loves me with her actions. I can’t place where this irrational fear comes from, but that doesn’t make it any less real.
Putting my arm back around her waist, I open my palm to show her the note I spent hours writing last night. “What is this?”
“Everything I can’t tell you.” She moves out of my embrace, and I let her go. But I watch her as she unfolds the notes. Her eyes fill with tears as she reads my messy handwriting. My pulse picks up, and my trembling hands get so bad that someone would think I’ve been out in the cold for hours. I place them in my jacket pockets, praying they calm down for the next part of my surprise. My fingers brush the little white box I’ve been carrying for weeks. I open the box lid and let my fingers trace what lays inside. I’m not a patient guy, and I internally beg her to read faster.
Her pupils go wide as she reaches the bottom of the note and the most important thing I’ve ever written in my entire life. Her right hand leaves the paper to cover her mouth, and her tears fall over her hand, landing on the note that is now trembling as much as my hands are. When her gaze leaves the paper, it finds mine, and I feel like I’m being sucked into a tornado. I’ve heard people describe the moments right before a tornado hits their home as the feeling of electricity in the air around them. All the air is sucked from the room, and their whole foundation shakes. That is the perfect way to explain the atmosphere around us right now. 
Without breaking eye contact with Tiffani, I lower myself to one knee, but the lightness of my head makes my balance off, and I find myself falling. Instead of crashing into the hard, dark, wet ground below me, I continue to fall into a black abyss. 
My eyes fly open as I lay soaked in my bed, gasping for air. I push my wet hair off my forehead and try to steady my breathing. It’s been months since I had a dream about that night, the last night that everything in my life was perfect. My hands are shaking just as bad as they were in the dream. Laying them on my chest, I turn my head to see what time it is as the room around me is still pitch black. The clock on the bedside table says it is three fifteen in the morning. Realizing that falling back to sleep will not happen, I groan and push myself into a sitting position. Today is my last day on base. At seven tonight, I will no longer be a member of the United States Marine Corps, but instead, I will be an ordinary civilian headed back home. 
In my depressed state at Dad’s funeral, I touched her, begged her not to leave me, and she stayed by me for ten minutes. She held my hand like nothing had happened, and the calmness I felt during those ten minutes has stayed with me the entire time I’ve been serving out my last months. When she bolted out of the pew and raced out of the funeral home, I wanted to follow her, to beg her to listen to me, but once again I was the coward I was at eighteen. I let her go instead of fighting for what I really wanted. Pushing my hands under the pillow, I pull out the little white box I have kept for four years.  
Opening the lid, my eyes land on the red diamond solitaire ring I worked long, hard, exhausting hours on Boe’s ranch to afford. Adam mailed it to me the second month I was at basic training. The accompanying note said he didn’t know what was inside the box, but he could guess. He also said he found it sitting in the mailbox with a letter, which he included in the package. I reach for my wallet and pull out the small, wrinkled, stained note. Opening it up, I read the words that destroyed me. 
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Putting everything back where it has been for four years, I tell myself, “You did the right thing. Now get your sappy ass up and get ready to go home,” and just like every time before, I do. I push my emotions and memories of her to the back of my mind so I can do what I have to in order to get through another day without my heart. She’s right, something changed, but it was never something with her. She was no fuck that, she is perfect. The girl of my dreams. I ran because I had to, but I can’t tell her that. I can’t take it back, no matter how bad I fucking want to. 




Chapter five
[image: image-placeholder]







Tiffani


For seven months I have felt a phantom tingle running across the palm of my left hand. No matter what I’m doing, or if I’m holding something, I swear I feel Levi’s finger laced with mine. The weight of them squeezing mine. It made everything worse. The constant ache in my heart is worse now that I’ve seen and touched him. I hid inside this building the weeks after the funeral, afraid I would run into him, but so far I haven’t. I only hope he went back to wherever he was before his dad passed. Even though I want him with me, I hope he finds peace with someone else. 
A pounding on the window I’m sitting behind pulls my attention from my empty left hand I’ve been staring at for god knows how long. “The washer I put my clothes in is flooding the floor,” the lady says before pounding her palm again. 
“Okay. Stop hitting the glass, please,” I say, trying to get the annoyance out of my voice. Pushing out of the chair, I open the door leading from the office into the huge room. I see the washer in question has, in fact, started to flood the surrounding floor. “God damn it,” I mumble.
“Excuse me,” the customer scoffs at my swearing.
“Nothing, ma’am. I apologize for the inconvenience. I’ll get this cleaned up and credit you a wash and dry for the clothes in the washer.” I try to appease her before this situation gets even more out of control. I hate dealing with the customers on a good day, but on days like today, it sucks even more. This day has been hell since the moment I woke up.
“Since it is your job to keep the machines in good working condition, I expect you to also move the clothes over. I don’t have time to deal with your mess-ups.” She turns and walks away.
What the fuck crawled up her ass? I head to the machine to cut it off. I guess that was too much of a task for her to do. Grabbing the closest laundry cart, I empty the overloaded washer and push the cart to a washer on another aisle. There are way too many clothes to put into one washer like she did, so that means that I’m going to have to pay for two washers now and two dryers. Can’t people read the signs posted everywhere that say in bold lettering, do not overfill the machines. Placing the clothes inside, I deposit the amount needed and start the washers. Heading back to the mess, I grab the mop and bucket from the janitor’s closet. It doesn’t take me long to clean up the water and put out a caution-wet floor sign. 
Calling someone to fix the washer is not allowed, so I grunt and pull it out, trying to find where the water is coming from. I start the washer back up and watch for spilling water. I’m looking down at the floor, thinking the water will be coming from the bottom of the washer like the last one I tried to fix. Imagine my surprise when I get a face full of hot and cold water. Wiping the water from my eyes, I see that the cold and hot hoses are loose at the wall junction. It crosses my mind that she might have loosened them, but I don’t have any way of proving it. I use the wrench in the tiny toolbox to tighten them and then turn the washer back on. No water comes out, and I sigh with relief that it was an easy fix. I would hate to have to call Brad, the owner’s son, if it wasn’t something I could fix. He is a grade-A asshole and makes my skin crawl when he’s here.
Heading back to the office, I resume my spot in the chair and pull out the history notes I should have been looking over instead of remembering the feel of a ring I don’t have anymore or a hand I can’t hold again. I enrolled in an online college about a year ago now at the advice of Mr. Hill. I had to take out student loans, but I only took out enough to cover the cost of the classes, textbooks, and the small amount of supplies I need for class. The lovely lady at financial aid told me I could take more out and receive a check to help me while attending school, but I don’t want to get myself into that much debt. I’m already afraid I won’t be able to pay back the amount I took as it is. The words my mother yelled at me sit in the back of my mind, and I don’t want to prove her right.
Making sure I set a timer for the washer, I try to cram all the information needed to pass this week’s test in my brain, but it’s no use. I hate history and don’t understand why I need to know what happened in the past to get a degree in accounting. I don’t stop though. I power through the boring subject for forty minutes until the timer goes off. Going out, I switch the clothes over and start the dryer. My stomach growls, letting me know that it hates that I had to skip another breakfast and lunch. Shut up. There is nothing I can do to help you. You will get food at dinner time, I mentally yell at the stupid organ. The six dollars I just stuck in the dryer and washers means that the amount of money I have to buy food for the week is now fourteen dollars instead of twenty. No, Brad does not allow us to take money out of the register for situations like this.
The first time he found out I did, he threatened to fire and evict me. If I lose this job and the shitty apartment, I’ll be forced to live on the street with no hope. I try to hold a small amount of my paycheck back just in case something like this comes up, but it’s getting harder and harder to do. I’m already paid well below minimum wage. The lovely notice of the rent increasing taped to my door this morning doesn’t help any. How he thinks the apartment is worth six hundred dollars is a mystery to me, but what can I do? I am not running home with my tail tucked between my legs. 
The lovely woman comes back just as the dryer stops, saving me from having to fold her underwear. No one comes back in for the rest of the day. When the clock on the wall says it’s six, I start the process of closing for the day. With the lack of food in me, I have no energy. However, I still go through the routine of wiping down all the machines, cleaning the bathrooms, and even wiping the windows because Brad wants them cleaned every night. Just as I begin to mop the floors, the door opens, and the bell above it jingles. I don’t have to look up to see who it is because only one person has the key to it besides me: Brad. 
“Why was the door locked?” he spits in my direction.
Confusion courses through me because the hours have been the same since I started working here. “It’s six-forty, sir. I locked them at six,” I say, taking my hand off the mop and pointing to the enormous clock on the wall behind me. 
“Huh.” He looks down at the fancy watch on his wrist. “My watch says it’s six twenty-five, and we don’t close until six thirty. Did you set the clock forward to get done faster?” 
“No, sir. I would never do that. And I’m not trying to be rude, but when did we start closing at six-thirty?” I stumble over my words. I’m sure to him it sounds like I’m guilty of what he just accused me of. 
He huffs and pulls out his phone. “Lucky for you, it looks like you are correct. Something must be wrong with this piece of shit, six-hundred-dollar watch I bought. I left a note on the register yesterday that from now on, we will stay open until six-thirty on the weekend. It’s not my fault you didn’t see it, and the next time you question me, you better pack your shit.” He turns and walks into the office, slamming the door behind him. I continue to mop the floor but at a much slower pace than before. I don’t want to be trapped in the office with him longer than necessary. The last time that happened… A shiver races down my back at the thought, but I just shake it off and lock it back up where it belongs.
Once I’m done mopping, I can’t put off going in there any longer. I slowly open the office door and put the stopper under it to keep it open. Grabbing the cleaning spray, I start wiping down the countertop and the soaps we offer at a ridiculous price. My back is toward Brad. The hair on my neck stands up as I feel him encroach on my personal space.
“Did you get the notice I put on your door this morning?” he asks. He’s standing so close to me that I feel his breath on my neck, and I swear I feel his nose brush my skin. Turning around, I step slightly to the left, trying to get some breathing room.
“Yes, sir, I did.”
“That’s effective immediately, Tiffani.” He points his finger at me.
“I understand,” I say, trying to move slightly to the left a little more. I don’t like the vibes I feel rolling off him. It’s the same every time we are here alone together. His eyes rake over my body, and the smile on his face terrifies me. 
“Are you going to be able to afford that? I mean your part of the electric and internet bill has almost tripled with how much you are using.” he smirks at me.
Fuck no, I can’t, but I won’t tell him that. “Yes, sir, I can,” I say as confidently as possible. 
He moves closer to me but doesn’t stop this time. My back hits the wall behind me as I try to escape him. “You know my offer still stands. I’ll take some off rent if you let me take you out on a date.” 
I suppress a gag. By date, he means if I fuck him. I’d rather sleep out on the street than ever let him fucking touch me. “I told you, Brad. I appreciate the offer, but I don’t date and can pay my bills myself.” 
I hear his teeth grind as he tenses up, but he quickly relaxes and steps back. “I understand. I’m a patient man. But be warned I always get what I want.” He grabs the nightly deposit and turns to leave, but before he does, he looks over his shoulder, saying, “The register was short five dollars. I will deduct that from this week’s pay, and no more splitting rent up. I expect the full amount on the first of every month.” With his parting words making my stomach drop, he slams the door and leaves the building.
The fuck it was short, I think, as my legs turn to jello and I slide to the floor. Dropping my head, my eyes sting as tears flood them. “What am I going to do now?” Susan was an angel and let me split the rent into two payments.  But ever since she let Brad take control last year, he has made my life hell. And with him constantly taking money from my paycheck, I will never be able to afford this month’s rent. There are only three weeks until rent is due again. I sit here and allow myself to feel sorry for myself for five minutes. Then I pull myself together and finish the cleaning. I have to get to the local grocery store and back to study some more before doing this all over again. 
[image: image-placeholder]For a person who loves math so damn much, I sure fucked up somewhere with my calculations. “Ma’am. The total is correct. It’s seventeen dollars and twenty-three cents,” the young cashier repeats herself.
I look at the small amount of food sitting in front of me. How the hell did I miscalculate? My neck and face burn with a blush that I try very hard to keep at bay. The sound of a throat clearing behind me makes the heat ten times worse. This is so fucking embarrassing. Ground, please open up and swallow me right now, I beg, but the ground stays solid underneath my feet. My hands shake as they clamp around the small amount of money I have. What a perfect ending to an already shitty day.
“Come on, lady. Either pay for your shit or move out of the way so the rest of us who can afford our groceries can check out,” the individual standing behind me spits out like I’m not worth anything.
“I apologize. Can you suspend the transaction so I can go look in my car for a few extra dollars?” I whisper to the young girl. She doesn’t say anything to me. She just rolls her eyes and presses a few buttons. I snatch up my wallet, shove the bills back in, and walk quickly out the door. I don’t own a car and know I don’t have the extra three dollars and twenty-three cents. Another storm is coming into town, so the wind whips my hair around my face, and a long strand gets caught in my mouth. I pull it out and take the hair tie from around my wrist to pull it up in a ponytail. This just serves as a reminder that it’s past time for me to get it cut. I guess I’ll have to get the old scissors out and cut it myself. 
The doors slide open, and the guy who was standing behind me walks out with a cart full of beer and junk food. When he spots me, a sick grin takes over his face. “Your car? Ha. I told her you wouldn’t be back. Don’t stand out here thinking someone will give you a handout. Why don’t you go find yourself a job.” He rolls his eyes and continues to a truck parked in the middle of the lot. 
My eyes sting with tears at his ugly words. I want to yell and scream at him about how I have a job and ask him how he can look down on someone that is down on their luck, but I don’t. He obviously isn’t from around here, because he didn’t seem to recognize me like the others walking past me did. They just shake their heads and mumble about how I’m a disgrace to my family. How my parents were right in kicking me out. I’ve heard the rumors that they kicked me out because I was on drugs, stole from them, and many more lies. God forbid the fucking mayor of this town look like the bad guy in any situation.
I mentally go over what I tried to buy and decide that I can put the small container of peanut butter back. I didn’t need it. With my mind made up, I pull my shoulders back and walk back into the store. I don’t look around as I get back in line, but instead, I keep my eyes trained above everyone’s head, staring at the wall. Once the line moves and it’s my turn, I politely say, “I’m so sorry about that. It looks like I don’t have the money needed. Is it possible to take the peanut butter off? I believe I’ll have enough for the rest.” I don’t let the stares I feel bother me as I stare ahead. 
Something to the left of me catches the cashier’s attention, but I don’t turn to see what it is. There is a small, sad smile when she turns her eyes back to me. “Don’t worry about it.” She bags all the food up, even the peanut butter, and holds out her hand for the money.
“Are you sure? I don’t want you to get in trouble.” My voice trembles as my emotions clog my throat at her kindness. Maybe there are some good people left in this fucked up world. 
Her eyes cut to the left for a moment before she answers me. “I’m positive. Have a great day.” 
Handing her the money, I grab my bag and leave the store behind. I send up a silent prayer that someone blesses her as she just did me. I make a promise to pay it forward if I ever have the chance to do it. Halfway home, it starts to rain and I get the feeling that someone is following me, but every time I turn around, no one is there. I write it off as my emotions going crazy. Once I get home, I savor the peanut butter toast I have for supper and a small smile forms at the thought of the lovely cashier. This day started shitty, but little things like that make me love this small town.




Chapter six
[image: image-placeholder]







Levi


Being in the military, you hear all the stories of how hard it is to transition back into civilian life, but I never saw combat like most people in those stories did. My transition has been pretty smooth, besides the constant ache I have being back in this town and my worries about what will happen when he finds out I’m back. But I can’t let that stop me from fulfilling my promise to Dad. There is one other downside, but only slightly. I’m living with Mom. I love being there with her, but it’s hard to be back in the house I grew up in now that Dad’s gone. I see him everywhere and hear him as well. Mom doesn’t think I hear her cry as she sleeps in Emilee’s old room. She can’t stand to sleep in the room they shared for most of her life. My heart breaks for her, but I don’t know how to help.  
After being in the house for a couple of weeks, Mom kicked me out. She told me I needed to stop hovering over her and go enjoy my freedom. I stayed a few weeks with Adam, Carley, and Adam Jr. I didn’t realize how much of his life I had missed. It blows my mind that he is almost three now. I love being an uncle and can’t wait for Emilee and Parker’s baby to get here. After leaving Adam’s, I found myself sleeping in Emilee’s spare room after she pouted, saying that I was her best friend and she felt unloved.
I had planned to stay with Emilee for a couple of weeks, but after only four days, she’s getting on my last nerve. While she is my best friend and older sister all wrapped up in one, she is also very fucking nosey and didn’t know how to take the hint that I didn’t want to talk about the past.
“Levi, why can’t we talk about it all? It’s not like Tiffani to just stop talking to me. I know you said you guys broke up, but I think there’s more to the story than you’re telling me. And we promised years ago to never keep secrets. You two were so in love, and then you tell us you guys broke up and you’re leaving for basic training. Levi, that wasn’t you. Bubba talk to me,” she says, pinning me with a glare I hate.
“Em, I don’t want to discuss her or what happened four years ago. I told you, I don’t know why she stopped talking to you. What she chose to do is beyond my control, Sissy. If I could change that for you, I would. Can’t you just understand that my feelings changed, and I had to do something for me? The Marines were always an option for me. I just never discussed it with you.” I sigh because I wish she would just let this go. I hate lying to her like I am, but she has to get off my back about this. “Are you excited about your ultrasound in a couple of days? I bet you’re having twins,” I say, trying to change the subject.
Call it natural instinct, but I duck my head just as the remote Emilee is holding flies through the air and hits the wall behind me. “Don’t you dare fucking jinks me, Levi Dane Hill. I swear to god, if they tell me there are two in here, I will murder you and bury your body. Better yet, I will force you to become my live-in nanny,” she says while cradling her stomach.
“And I’ll help her get away with it.” Parker’s laugh comes from the hallway. He rounds the corner and looks at the small hole that is now in their living room wall. He sighs, “Levi do you have to get my pregnant wife riled up? I’m going to have to figure out how to fix that now.” I look behind me and smile.
“No, but I do have to get my sister riled up, asshole. She was mine first, and I can fix that in less than five minutes if you have what I need. Which I doubt you do.” I laugh and roll my eyes because I know he doesn’t. He’s a damn good mechanic, but when it comes to construction, he’s shit.
“Mine,” he growls as he walks across the room and pulls my sister to his side after sitting down.
“Settle down, caveman. I know. For fuck’s sake, everyone knows she’s yours. You put the flashy ring on her and babies in her belly. Plus, you threaten anyone who looks at her, even old men. I heard about the heart attack you almost gave Mom’s new mailman when he said good morning to Emilee.”
“Baby. One baby, you dick,” Emilee says, looking up into Parker’s eyes with so much love that I have to suppress a gag. 
“Damn straight, I did.” The look of pride in his eyes makes me ache with jealousy. If my plan had gone how I wanted it to years ago, I could be in the same position as him right now. But no, fate had to fuck it all up.
“Look, I love the two of you, but I’m going to head back home. Adam said the bid went through on the school, and I need the money,” I say, standing up and heading to the spare room to grab my bag. I need to leave this love den before I die, and I really do need that job. Once all my stuff is placed correctly in my bag, I haul it over my shoulder and head back out.
Emilee meets me by the front door and embraces me tightly. “I’m so happy you are home, Bubba. I missed you. And now I don’t have to stress about you because stress isn’t good for the baby.”
I place a kiss on her head. “Me too, Sissy. I missed you as well. And babies.”
She pulls back as Parker comes over, offering me a handshake. “It was nice seeing you, man. Our spare room is always open for you, anytime you need it. Just call before you show up.” He smirks like the cat who ate the bird.
“Don’t worry, I will. I’ll only make that mistake once. I don’t want to hear you telling my sister how good of a girl she is ever again. How your neighbors haven’t complained about your loud ass sex is beyond me.” I grimace at the memory of what I heard when I got here.
That earns me a slap on my chest from Em. “Do not ever remind me of that again,” she growls at me.
“Why did I get slapped? It wasn’t my fault. Shit,” I say, rubbing the spot her palm connected, trying to get the sting out.
Em laughs, and I place a kiss on her cheek as I walk out her door and head to my car. Before leaving the apartment complex, I connect my phone and turn on a playlist. Thirty minutes into the drive, I notice what list I clicked, and I quickly fumble around, trying to get my phone out of my pocket. The words to “What If I Never Get Over You” by Ryan Hurd blare through my speakers, making the rubber band that is constantly around my heart pull tight. My screen lights up, and I see the title “Don’t listen to this unless you’re drunk” staring back at me. Four years ago, I thought creating this sad ass list was the right thing to do, but I strictly listen to the title.
The car swerves to the right, and the tires hit the groove in the road, making it shake. I correct it and finally start a different song. How can one girl ruin you for any other female? Ever since I first laid eyes on Tiffani, no other girl has held my attention. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I’m a twenty-two-year old, red-blooded male. I should be out sowing my wild oats, but I can’t. I’ve tried multiple times to pick up a random girl in a bar, walking down the street, and even over dating apps, but all I see is her. All my body, heart, and soul crave is the one person I can’t have anymore. I have to stay away from her for my own safety and hers. For the rest of the drive home, I blare rock music that does not bring back memories of gorgeous blue eyes, long reddish-brown hair, and a body to die for.
[image: image-placeholder]Rounding the corner by the frozen food section, I double-check the list Mom made for me in order to make sure I don’t forget anything. I’ve done the food shopping for myself ever since leaving home, but I never made a list. I just went into the store and bought what looked good and things I could cook in the microwave. The one and only time I tried to cook real, adult food, I burnt it and set the fire alarm off in the barracks. The guys in my platoon never let me live down burning mac and cheese, the most uncomplicated fucking food to cook. Therefore, I made sure Mom gave me the list I’m currently staring at.
Stopping to pull broccoli out of the freezer, the last thing and head to check out. There is a small line, but I’m in no hurry to return home and spend my night alone. I stop behind an elderly lady and fold the list, placing it in my pocket. Suddenly, the hair on my arms stands up, and my pulse starts to race like a threat is nearby. I never saw combat while I was in the military, but that is the easiest way I can describe what is happening to my body right now. The doors open, and the wind from the storm blows in, and my nostrils flare as a smell flows back from the person at the front of the line. I know that smell.
That smell haunts me, and I’m sure I would notice it even if I was dead. It smells like fresh-cut roses and apples. Tiffani is here. It’s like she’s a beacon, and I’m a moth. My eyes find her in a second. She’s standing at the front of the line talking to the cashier. She hasn’t noticed me or anyone by the looks of it. I let my gaze sweep over her, and I see the changes that have happened over the last four years.
She is smaller than she was before. Gone are her lush curves, and she looks too thin, in my opinion. Her hair is as long as it was in high school, almost to the middle of her back. She has it pulled up into a ponytail, and I wonder why because she always complained that it gave her headaches. I would spend hours running my hands through it, massaging her scalp to help her get rid of them. She always told me that as soon as she was out from under her parents, she was chopping it off and keeping it short. Her clothes don’t look like the designer brands she wore back then either. What happened to her?
What she’s saying to the cashier reaches my ears and makes my blood run hot as my anger the one emotion I can barely control rears its ugly head. “I’m so sorry about that. It looks like I don’t have the money needed. Is it possible to take the peanut butter off? I believe I’ll have enough for the rest.” 
What the fuck does she mean she doesn’t have the money? I can easily see the small amount of food she’s trying to buy: a loaf of bread, a half gallon of milk, a carton of eggs, a bag of beans, a very small package of ground hamburger meat, two bananas, and the peanut butter she is trying to put back. That can’t cost that much. Her parents are loaded. Nothing makes sense to me. I try to secretly get the cashier’s attention by waving my hand.
Finally, the young girl looks at me. I expect Tiffani to turn her head, but she never does. Her face is bright red with a blush, and it seems like she’s fighting off tears. “I’ll pay for it.” I mouth to the cashier, not wanting to embarrass Tif any more than she undoubtedly is right now. I pray that she doesn’t turn around and my wish is granted. Why does that hurt my heart?
I hope the cashier doesn’t say anything, and my wish is granted again, as she tells Tiffani it’s okay without a fuss. Tiffani grabs her single bag and heads out the door without looking back. The line moves as the elderly lady comments on Tiffani. “It’s so sad what happened to that young lady. My heart hurts for her, but that’s what happens when a good girl goes bad. I don’t blame her parents for cutting her off. I would do the same. Her parents raised her better than that. I heard drugs were the final straw. Not to mention the young man she was sneaking around seeing. I heard he was a drug dealer.”
The young girl checking us out rolls her eyes. “She comes in here every week and sometimes doesn’t have enough like today.” Her words are laced with venom and makes me see red.
“What the fuck is wrong with you people? What did she do to either of you that gives you the right to judge her or, worse, speak badly about her behind her back? If you have the balls to say it behind her back, say it to her face, but make sure I never fucking hear it,” I seethe at both of them, not caring about the manners I was raised with. My mind clings to the words “drugs, drug dealer, and, her parents cut her off.” That doesn’t sound like Tiffani and doesn’t sit right in my stomach. Knowing the type of person her father really is, makes me believe that there is more to the rumors running rampant in this fucking town. 
“Excuse me, young man,” the elderly woman clutches her shirt in horror.
“There is no excuse for you in my eyes. If you are going to be nasty about others, you don’t get to complain when someone calls you on your bullshit,” I say point blank, not breaking eye contact with her.
“Someone should have taught you some manners.”
“They did. Which is more than you can say, I bet,” I state.
She pays for her items and leaves me alone with the girl whose name I see is Nora. “I’m sorry if what I said bothered you.”
“It’s too late to apologize now. Plus, I’m not the person you should be apologizing to. How short was she?” I ask, pulling out my wallet to pay for mine and Tiffanis.
“Three dollars and twenty-three cents, sir. Your total is fifty-three dollars and nine cents.” She doesn’t look at me while she bags my stuff.
I hand her sixty and wait for my change. “Have a nice day,” she says.
Placing the bags in the cart, I turn to leave but stop short of the door. “You said she comes in on the same day?” I ask as I turn around.
“Yes, sir. Always on Saturday.”
“The same time?”
“Around the same time. Is she someone you know?” she asks shyly.
“Someone I used to know,” I reply. I check my watch. Seven fifteen, I make a mental note that from now on, I’ll be here at the same time just in case she needs a little extra. I can’t be with her, but that doesn’t mean I can’t keep my promise to protect her. After all, protecting her is all I have been doing for the past four years. Returning the cart to the store, I stop by the register. “I will be here from now on, and she will never be told what her total is. Just give her the food, and I’ll pay for the difference. I don’t care who is working that day. Tell everyone working here that the difference is covered, and she will never know who is paying it, or I will talk to your boss. He happens to be a close family friend.”
Once I’m in the car and headed home, the sky opens up, and rain plummets to the ground. Up ahead, I see Tiffani walking in the rain. I pass her but circle back, until she looks over her shoulder and I worry she might see me. My phone alerts me to a tornado warning for our area. Seems like my whole life has been a tornado since that night.




Chapter seven
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Levi


Sweat is rolling down my back and falling into my eyes, stinging the shit out of them. Once I’m at the top of the ladder, I drop the shingles from my shoulders onto the roof and wipe my face. Reaching behind me, I pull the green shirt off and use it to help rid my face of sweat. It’s July, the hottest month of the year, and being on this black fucking roof doesn’t help. I put one end of the shirt in my back pocket, deciding to work shirtless for the remainder of the day. Picking the shingles back up, I head toward Adam and the two-man crew that is helping us fix the school’s leaky roof. 
Working with Adam and Dad as a kid was a great way to keep busy not just my hands, but also my mind. You had to constantly pay attention to things around you, instructions being called out, and what materials were needed. Except when it comes to laying shingles on a roof. It’s repetitive work: take the package, slice it open, pull one out, line it up, pull the nail gun trigger, rinse, and repeat. My mind has had plenty of time to run over the past, the one fucking place that I don’t want to be in. Before I know it, I’ve laid the three bundles I brought up. I knew I should have brought more, but nope. “God damn it,” I say, knowing that another trip down the ladder is here. I hate this part of being on a crew so fucking small.
“What’s your problem?” Adam shouts from across the roof.
“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.” I shout back, not wanting to get into why I’m in a pissed-off mood. 
“Bullshit, little brother. Something is eating at your ass and has been for far too fucking long,” he says, straightening up.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” 
“You know damn well what I’m talking about. Emilee told me she tried to get you to talk when you stayed with her, but you shut her down like usual. Like you do everyone who tries to bring up the past.” 
Groaning, I roll my eyes and start heading for the ladder because I’m not getting into this conversation with him. He’s here to do the same job I am, and that’s not being a fucking therapist. Unlike Emilee, Adam doesn’t let anything go. He’s like a dog with a bone. My clear path to the ladder is soon blocked by his stocky ass. “Get out of my way, Adam,” I warn him.
“No, it’s about time we hash out why your ass ran four years ago. I don’t buy that you had always been thinking about the military because if that was the case, Dad would have known about it. And the shocked look on his face when that recruitment officer came to get you meant he didn’t.” 
“Back off,” I say, crossing my arms like he is.
“I know it’s about that little bitch you were seeing. What was her name? Oh yeah, Summers. She did something, and it made you run away from us all,” he sneers at me.
As my brain processes what he called Tiffani, my hands ball into fists, and my vision takes on a red haze. “Don’t fucking call her a bitch, Adam.” I fix him with a stare that has made many men back down from me. 
“Why? That’s what she is, isn’t it?” He counters my stare, and I remember where I learned it from.
“No, she isn’t, and it’s not going to end well for you if you don’t shut your fucking mouth and let it go.” I push him hard enough he stumbles back, but he quickly rights himself.
“I’m not scared of you, Levi. And I’m not going to let this go. We all watched you leave us, and where was she? So that means, in my eyes, she was the reason behind it. You have fed us bullshit lies, over and over again. Dad and Mom may have believed the lies spilling from your mouth, but I didn’t, nor will I right now. You never once said anything about wanting to be in the military, yet you couldn’t enlist fast enough.” He pushes me, but my footing is firm, and I don’t move.
“Leave. It. Alone,” I warn him again. Grinding my back teeth so hard my jaw aches, I try to walk around him and head down the ladder. I can’t do this with him or anyone else. No one can know what happened that night or why I ran away. The lies I told them were for their own sake. I wanted to keep their idea of me safe. I didn’t want them to know how much of a fucking coward I was. Call me selfish, but it’s true. 
“I’m not going to do that, Levi. Do you know how heartbreaking it was watching everyone cry over you leaving? And every time you came home? Oh, wait, you never did that. You never came home to see us in the last four years. We always had to come to you, and because we couldn’t always afford it, Mom and Dad went years without being able to see you. How can you expect us to not ask for a reason behind it all.” His face is getting redder, not from the sun, but because Adam can’t control his anger, just like me.
“For fuck’s sake, baby brother, you missed the birth of my first child. Junior grew up for three years without knowing his amazing uncle, all because some bitch decided to take a trip on the wild side, hurting you in the process and breaking apart this family.” Before I realize what I’m doing, my arm draws back, and my fist connects with my older brother’s face. He stumbles back as blood pours from what I’m sure is his broken nose. A sharp pain shoots through my hand and up my arm.
“Fuck you,” I spit at him, cradling my right hand close to my chest. With him preoccupied with his nose, I head toward the ladder, but it falls away from the school when he kicks the top of it. Spinning around, my chest smacks right into his. I ask, “What the fuck was that for?” 
“You are not leaving this roof until you tell me. And let me make one thing clear, little brother, that was your only shot at punching me.” 
“I told you not to call her a bitch.” I don’t want to continue fighting with him. I’m exhausted from the heat and this argument. He has to back the fuck up, now. I’m at the end of my rope here. Lowering my voice and losing the attitude, I beg him, “Please, Adam, just drop it.”
He can sense the fight draining from me. He places his hand on my shoulder, pulling me to sit down. “Levi, I can’t. I was there. I took you to buy her ring and talked you through proposing. The night you asked her, you came home on cloud fucking nine, so in love and, well, happy. Then I watched you crawl inside yourself, and you have been there for way too long. I’m tired of watching you walk around like your heart lives outside your body. I’m your older brother. You used to come to me for everything. For fuck’s sake, you came to me the first time you had a boner and wanted to know what to do about it. The first time you had sex, I taught you the ins and outs of it. Why can’t you talk to me about this?” 
A small laugh falls from my lips at Adam’s face when I asked him about jacking off flashes through my mind. But that flashback is quickly replaced with another one, one that makes my stomach churn and I feel like I’m that scared little boy all over again.
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My phone lights up with an incoming call as soon as the message is sent. I don’t know the number flashing across the screen, but I answer it anyway. That was the first of many mistakes made that night. 
“Hello,” I say after bringing it to my ear.
“Is this Levi Hill?” the unknown caller asks.
My back straightens as I sit up, and the cover falls off my chest. I suddenly feel very uneasy, and my pulse starts to race. “Yes, it is. Who is this?” 
“Come outside, Levi. We need to talk,” the voice demands, and that uneasy feeling racks up. Anxiety sweeps through me, making the phone shake in my hand. Who the fuck is this?
“Why would I come outside when I don’t know who you are?” I ask, hating how my voice shakes, but I’m terrified for the first time in my life.
“Because you don’t want anything bad to happen to your family or your Cupcake, do you?” The voice drips with ice as the line dies. The ice from his voice bleeds into my veins. What the fuck is this, a mafia movie? Who calls and threatens someone? I don’t know, but I do know that I’ll do anything to protect my family and Tiffani. I slip on a shirt and my shoes, leaving the safety of my room for whatever lies outside waiting for me. Walking through the living room, Adam is the only one awake, but he’s engrossed in the accounting books he’s trying to balance. 
I clear my throat, trying to get the lump out of it. “I’m heading outside for some fresh air,” I tell him, hoping he doesn’t sense anything is wrong. He looks up and squints his eyes at me. His brows pull together, and I’m confident he doesn’t buy my excuse.
“You okay?” Concern laces his question.
“Yeah, Bubba, I’m good.” I open and shut the door, hoping he doesn’t follow me. Halfway down the road, I see a black SUV pulled off the side of the road. The individual in the car flashes their lights and every horror movie I’ve watched flashes before my eyes. This is so fucking wrong. I should have run back inside and woken Dad up, but he had a doctor’s appointment and was exhausted. Mistake number two, check. I shake off the fear crowding me, straighten my back, and hold my head high the whole way. I never stumble once or look away from the dark vehicle. I can’t see in, so I still have no idea who the fuck it is, but the need to protect everyone sits at the front of my brain.
When I get a foot away, the passenger door flings open and light spills through the dark cab. Sitting in the driver’s seat is none other than Mr. Summer, Tiffani’s dad and the mayor of our town. My nerves do not edge away at the sight of him because whatever is about to happen isn’t going to be good. I feel it like I feel the storm brewing outside. Once again, I don’t hesitate or stumble. I just hoist myself up into the passenger seat and shut the door. The cab is once again dark as we sit in silence. The tension bouncing around tries to suffocate me, but I refuse to let it. He reaches over and hits a button for the overhead lights.
“Thank you for joining me. I figured you would want to have this conversation in private, away from everyone else.” He is calm and relaxed, like he didn’t threaten his own daughter to get me out here. He pulls out a cigarette and lights it, blowing the smoke directly into my face. 
I turn my head, coughing so hard my eyes start to water. “What do you want?” I ask him once the smoke has cleared and I can see him clearly again.
“I wanted to discuss my daughter and, more importantly, how you raped her.” He puffs on the cancer stick once more.
The air gets caught in my throat, and another round of coughing catches me off guard. My whole body starts to tremble, and I feel the bile in my stomach as it tries to escape with each cough. “R…Rape? Sir, you’re wrong. I would never force myself on anyone, especially Tiffani,” I say between coughs. 
He sits there, staring at me until I get myself under control. He leans over, opening the glove compartment, and I swear my life flashes before my eyes. This is how I’m going to die. He is going to pull a gun out and shoot me over a misunderstanding. I mean, sure, Tiffani and I have had sex, fucked, and made love, but it was all consensual. A hundred percent. I always ask her twice before we do anything to make sure she’s okay with it. But how do I tell her dad that she practically begs me to sleep with her? I’m fucked either way, but I have to try to get him to see the truth. When he pulls his hand out, I shut my eyes because I don’t want to see what is about to end my life. Something falls in my lap, and I open one eye to see what it is. A book is lying there, so I open the other.
“What is this?” I whisper.
“Proof that you, Levi, an eighteen-year-old boy, has had sex with my seventeen-year-old daughter. Tiffani’s mother found this yesterday, and I have had the displeasure of reading the disgusting things you’ve done to her.” 
My head snaps to the left. He can’t be fucking serious. That’s not a crime. “That’s a violation of her privacy.”
“She doesn’t have privacy in my house. Everything in that house, including her journal, is my property. I pay to put the roof over her head. She follows my fucking rules.” His voice booms through the small space.
“Okay, but having sex with her was consensual and not rape, sir,” I add the last word to try to calm this unhinged man down.
“Not when you are of age, and she isn’t. It’s called statutory rape, son. Look it up. She is seventeen, and it’s illegal for you to be with her. I can press charges against you as her parent and legal guardian.” He throws some papers at me. I catch them and glance down. Fuck he’s right, according to the Missouri law printed on these papers.
“Sir, you can’t do this. I love your daughter, and she loves me…” I start, but he cuts me off.
“I can, and I’m going to,” he states calmly.
My heart tries to escape my chest, and my hands inch toward the door to throw it open. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I’ve got to get help. If he is seriously going to charge me with rape, I’m fucked. Tiffani will tell everyone it wasn’t, but by the sounds of it, it won’t matter. How the hell am I going to get out of this mess. Tears threaten to spill over, but I shut my eyes to keep them in. This man will not see me cry, fuck that. 
“However, my mind can be changed. It’s common knowledge that your family is currently struggling for money. I doubt they could afford a good lawyer, at least not one good enough to beat mine. I won’t press charges on you and will even make this small meeting worth your time.” He chuckles as I physically shiver. My blood is nothing but ice running through my body. I can’t understand the words he’s saying. Another package lands on my lap. This time it’s an envelope.
Slowly I move my hands to open it. A gasp leaves me as I take in what is in the envelope. A massive stack of hundred-dollar bills sits inside. “Is this…”
“Ten thousand dollars. Take it to pay off your dad’s medical bills or fix up your shit excuse for a house. I don’t care what you do with the money, but if you take it and promise to stay away from my daughter, I won’t put your ass in jail,” he sneers at me. 
I turn my focus to the front windshield, at the almost pitch-black house sitting off to the right. The roof is in dire need of fixing, and the wiring is also going out. Just yesterday, the fan in Emilee’s old room caught on fire. Thankfully Dad was home and smelt the wires burning. He was able to put it out before it spread out of control. The money feels like it weighs a ton sitting in my lap. The money would help us so much. What the fuck am I thinking? I’m not seriously considering taking this bribe money, am I? Shaking my head, I turn to look at the man destroying my life. “No,” I whisper.
“Speak up, son. I could have sworn you just said no.” His eyes darken, and his jaw tenses.
“No,” I say with more force. I pick up the money and toss it in his lap. “I won’t take your money. I love your daughter and plan to marry her.” 
“Yes, I read that lovely little detail. You will not marry her, son. If you don’t take the money to save you, she will. My daughter loves the finer things in life, and she will drop you like the trash you are when I offer it to her.” 
My head violently shakes, “You’re wrong, sir. She loves me.” 
“Boy, neither of you knows what fucking love is. Unlike your sad excuse for parents, we don’t believe in Tiffani marrying young like they let your sister. If she refuses, like you are now, she will leave me with no choice but to cut her off. Without my support, she will never make it in the real world. Also, she can kiss a college degree goodbye. God knows what she will have to resort to in order to keep up with the lifestyle she is accustomed to.” Shock at what he’s suggesting makes me involuntarily lean back. Rage takes over. How can a father sit here and talk about destroying his daughter’s hope for a better future? Tiffani is so excited about college. How could he take that away from her? 
He sighs, “Now, back to the matter at hand. I guess I have a phone call to make.” He pulls his phone from his pocket and hits a button. The sound of the line ringing fills the car.
“Good afternoon, Carl. I assume the talk with young Mr. Hill didn’t go as planned. Do I need to file the papers to start on a warrant for his arrest?” The voice of the chief of police comes through the speakers.
Fuck me, he was serious. I’m going to go to fucking jail. What is this going to do to my family? Dad’s health is declining, and this is going to cause him to have another heart attack. What if this one kills him? Can I really risk that? What about the money for the lawyer? Mr. Summers has enough money to afford the best, but we don’t. We can barely afford to keep the lights on as it is now. No, I have to do something. I can’t let this happen. All his threats toward my family and Tiffani mean more now that I see he’s willing to make good on them. I can’t destroy all their lives for me. What kind of person would that make me? 
“I’ll do it,” I whisper. Those words taste like poison, and they kill everything inside me. 
The phone cuts off instantly, “Smart boy,” he says, holding out the money again.
I don’t move to take it. “I don’t want your money. But I will stay away from her. On two conditions, One, you leave her the fuck alone, and two, you stay the fuck away from my family,” I spit at him, letting my anger and heartbreak coat my words.
“You make the breakup look believable. I don’t want her running off after you. You leave this town and never return,” he demands as he holds his hand out.
My heart shatters into a million pieces, and I hate myself. But what other choice do I have? I place my hand in his and seal my fate with the fucking devil. Climbing out of his SUV, he wastes no time spinning tires and racing away from me. What the fuck have I just done? I crumble to the ground and sob loudly at the mess I just created. I don’t want to live a life without her, but I can’t let her own fucking father take her future from her. Not for me. I love her so fucking much, but I promised to protect her, and this is the only way I can. 
[image: image-placeholder]I swipe at the snot streaming down my face using my dirty hands. Adam hasn’t said anything as I told him that night’s sick, twisted details. “You see, it wasn’t her fault. It will never be her fault. I was stupid and didn’t think about her not being eighteen. I ran because I had to. Adam, please believe me. I didn’t want to leave her or you guys. It was the hardest decision I had to make, but what could I have done? Please, Bubba… please don’t think any less of me,” I cry. 
Adam throws his arm over me, pulling me into him. All his muscles are tensed, and his hands are shaking while they hold me close to him. “God damnit, Levi. How could I ever think less of you? You were just a child being threatened by someone abusing his power. You could have told us. We would have helped you fight him. Bubba, why didn’t you tell us?” His voice is thick with emotions which causes another round of tears to pour out of my eyes.
“How could I possibly tell you what was happening? I did what I thought was right, but all I did was destroy everything. You know Dad would have done everything to keep me from jail. He would come out of retirement and start working himself to the bone again. That would have killed him quicker, Adam, and I couldn’t do that to him. Want to know the worse part? Even after four years away, I’m still in love with her. She still owns me,” I sigh.
“Okay, here is what we are going to do. First, we are going to pull ourselves together. Second, we are going to finish this job. Thirdly, you are going to go fight for your girl, and lastly, we are going to make that mother fucker regret ever threatening a Hill.” I don’t say anything. I just nod into his chest. I don’t think I’m strong enough for the last two, but I can do the first two without a problem. 
We head back to work, and I feel a little lighter now that I have shared what happened, but I can’t stop wondering if I could fight and get her back. God knows I want her back more than I want to breathe again.




Chapter eight
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Tiffani


The gravel making up the driveway crunches beneath my feet, and the small-town cab I just stepped out of throws dirt into the air as the driver heads back to town. I usually come here on a Monday, but this week I can’t because a storm is moving in tonight and hanging around all day Sunday and Monday. This has been the wettest summer we have had in four years. Today is warm and muggy, so I pull my hair up into a small ponytail to stop it from sticking to my neck. It barely fits in the holder since I chopped it off two weeks ago. Pieces of it hang around my face.  
Once my hair is secure, I continue up the little hill of the cemetery toward the biggest tree in the place. It doesn’t surprise me that Mr. Hill is buried under that tree. Emilee told me all about that spot being her safe place. My eyes sting with the tears that always come when I visit. At the top of the hill, I come to a complete stop. I expected to find the styrofoam to-go cup I left last week to still be here, like it is every week, but it’s gone. Someone has been up here and removed it. Anger rushes through me because that isn’t theirs to remove. It’s mine. 
My hands shake, making me grip the cup in my hand tighter, and the styrofoam squeaks under the pressure. My anger at the situation slowly ebbs because if someone is cleaning up Mr. Hill’s resting place, that means it’s a loved one, and they probably just thought it was trash. Sitting the cup down, I lower myself next to the brown-colored stone and place my hand on it. “Good morning, Mr. Hill. I brought you coffee. Black with one sugar just like you like it.” Above his engraved name, a beautiful orange butterfly lands, flapping his colorful wings. Every time I visit, a butterfly sits on Mr. Hill’s tombstone, but it has to be a different one each time, right? It can’t be the same one. That would be too weird.
“I’m struggling this week, Mr. Hill. I told you about the rent increase, and it was due yesterday. What I’ve never told anyone is that even though I work seven days a week, twelve hour shifts Brad only pays me for thirty hours a week. I know it’s illegal and I could turn him in but then I’m left what; homeless and without a job. As if higher rent wasn’t bad enough now my portion of the electric bills keep getting higher and higher. Brad said the drawer was short multiple times for the last three weeks. I barely had enough to pay rent after three checks. I was hoping that this week’s check would allow me a little extra, but, sadly, that’s not the case. At least I have a place to stay for another month, but…” A sigh falls from my lips as a tear slips down my face. “No, No buts. I can do this. I’m strong and brave. I will be able to make it another week without food. I have a few items. That reminds me, I still haven’t found out who paid for the groceries I was short on three weeks ago. Nora refuses to tell me. I shouldn’t push, and just be grateful, but I can’t help it. 
I know you already know this, but it looks like he’s back now for good. I’ve seen him working on the school with Adam. Now that you’re gone, I guess it’s safe to tell you that I have found myself walking past there even when it’s out of my way. I still love him, even if that makes me pathetic, holding on to someone that has made it clear that I meant nothing.” 
The longer I sit here spilling my worries and secrets, the better I feel. I would never utter one word of this to him if he was alive, but now I feel like I can be completely honest. Even though it’s a one-sided conversation. Once I’ve said all I need to say, I lean back against the tree and stare out into the empty space around us. I see why Emilee loved it up here. It’s very peaceful, and strangely enough, I do feel very safe. As I get comfortable, my eyelids grow heavy with exhaustion, and my stomach grumbles, but I push the pain to the back of my mind and fall asleep. 
While I’m asleep an eagle lands on a branch, high up in the tree I’m leaning against, and the butterfly never leaves during my nap. I’d like to imagine they were keeping a watch out for danger. When the sound of a horn pulls me from my sleep, I place a kiss on my palm and then lay my hand on Mr. Hill’s name. “I’ll see you next week. Love you.” Walking down the hill to the cab waiting to take me back into town, my steps falter as the world spins around me. The eagle makes a low whistling noise and starts to circle the air above my head. The butterfly floats around my head as I open the door. What is going on with these two animals? Shutting the door, I close my eyes. The world is no longer spinning when I open them. Six more days, I can make it six more days.  
I was wrong. I couldn’t make it six more days. Waking up the following morning, I have no energy. My body hurts even more, and there’s a constant pounding inside my skull. It takes all my effort to get out of bed and drag myself into the bathroom. The cold shower does wonders for waking me up, but I still feel sluggish, and my brain is foggy as shit. I can’t seem to concentrate on one thing. I’m starving to the point that the pain in my stomach is all I can think about. Walking into the kitchen, I note what I have left. One and a half sleeves of crackers, three pieces of stale bread because I left it out, some questionable leftover beans, and one can of soup. I grab three crackers and a glass of lukewarm water. I’m going to have to go check the giving box by the school and hope that someone has put something in there. I’m sure if I go to the local church and tell them how bad off I am, they will help, but my pride tells me I can’t do that. What if word gets back to my father or, worse, my mother? That will prove them right, and I can’t do that. I haven’t seen them since the day I walked out of their house.
Straightening my back, I steeled my spine. I’ve been on my own for four years without needing them, and I will die before I fucking risk them finding out they were right. I just need to find another job. I’ve been tossing around the idea of a second job for a while now. But with the hours I work here, on top of my online school, I would barely get any sleep if I worked two jobs. I can sleep when I’m dead, and college was already a stretch of my imagination. 
The landry mat is quiet most of the morning, which gives me plenty of time to search the paper for local jobs. I take note of the ones within walking distance and use the phone in the office to call as many as possible. Mostly, they tell me the same thing; come in and fill out an application. I also sent an email to my advisor asking her to start the process of withdrawing me from all my classes this semester and the next one. I’ll have six months before my student loan payments start up. Hopefully, by then, I’ll be in a better place financially and can start classes again. I feel like I’m letting Mr. Hill down when I send the email, but I have to do what I have to in order to have a place to live and eat.  
After a quick trip upstairs to refill the plastic water bottle I keep with me, I almost fall down the stairs from being so light-headed. I place my hand on the wall beside me, waiting for it to pass. The bell above the door jingles and a rush of people come in. They all shake off the water from the rain and start filling the washers. Within ten minutes, the place is packed, and I don’t have a minute to waste as my day goes from okay to a hot steaming pile of shit. My little energy is depleted within the hour, and I feel like someone ran me over with a big truck. The headache and the pain in my stomach and body have tripled. If I had the energy, I would be worried about everything, but I can’t even do that.
“What’s wrong with this fucking dryer? I put my money in, but it’s not drying my clothes?” a man shouts from across the room.
“The soda machine gave me the wrong drink. I pushed Mt. Dew, and it gave me a Pepsi?” a boy whines.
“Excuse me, do you have some dryer sheets I can have?” the lady standing to my right asks.
“We’re sorry to interrupt your regular broadcasting, but there has been a new development on the storm we have been tracking for the last couple of hours,” the local weatherman says through the tv. 
All the noise makes my head pound even more, and a sharp pain shoots through it. Taking a deep breath, I slide out of the chair and instantly have to grab the counter to keep from falling over. The man at the dryer kicks it and causes another sharp pain to pulse behind my closed eyes. Slowly I open my eyes and try to blink the black dots away. “Ma’am, I don’t have any sheets you can have, but we do have some that you can purchase.” I slide her the printed prices of all the items we sell. “Take a look, and I will be right back.” I exit the office, making sure to shut the door behind me. 
My stomach growls so loud I’m sure everyone here can hear it. I wrap my arms around my middle and squeeze, trying to quiet the noise, but continue walking. The little boy who got the wrong soda is now screaming at his mother. “If you give me one minute, I can open the machine and get him the correct one. As long as he hasn’t opened the Pepsi,” I say to the lady. 
“Thank you. He hasn’t, and he isn’t going to, are you, John?” She snatches the can out of his hand to ensure that he doesn’t.
“What has taken you so long? This fucking dryer isn’t working correctly. What kind of laundry mat doesn’t have working dryers,” the furious man shouts directly into my face when I approach him.
“I apologize for the inconvenience, Sir. It’s hectic for a Sunday, and I’m only one person. Now if you would please step aside so I can see what is going on.” I keep my voice calm even though all I want to do is tell him to take his pot belly ass somewhere else. Anywhere else but here. 
“I don’t want to hear your fucking excuse. What is a little girl like you going to do? Fix it?” He laughs, causing spit to fly out of his mouth and land on my face. My already-turning stomach flips, and I’m scared that I’m about to be sick all over this man’s shoes. I swallow and wipe the disgusting spit off my cheek. The world once again spins around me while black spots dot my vision. “No, I’ll tell you what you are going to do. You’re going to walk your ass back into the office and refund my money. Then pay for my clothes to get dried like they should have been after the first time I put money into this damn machine.” He kicks the bottom of the dryer again, and the pain in my head makes me groan. 
“Sir, I’m afraid I cannot do that. It’s against business policy. However, I’m sure I can fix the problem with the dryer. I fix them on a regular basis. I promise you,” I say. My voice is low because the room is still spinning, and the pain in my stomach has grown to the point I’m almost doubled over. I don’t have the money to give any of the customers this time. I have to fix the dryer and hope it dries his clothes properly. 
“Mommy, I want my soda now!” John screams.
“Hey, you don’t need to talk to her like that. She’s offering to fix the dryer. Let her do her job.” John’s mom tries to stick up for me.
“Why don’t you mind your own business and try to control your fucking spawn before trying to tell me what to do,” he yells her way.
The bell over the door jingles as someone else comes into this circus.
“Ma’am, what about my dryer sheets?” the lady waiting on me asks, but her voice sounds like I’m underwater.
“No, I want my money back, you bitch, and either you give it to me, or I will go get it myself.” The man steps toward me. As a reflex, I step back, but my legs are weak, and I stumble. The man standing before me grabs my arm, which keeps me from hitting the ground. Now he’s so close I smell his rancid breath and a gag forces its way up my throat. Another pain shoots through me, making me groan out louder than before. His meaty hand squeezes my arm and I know I’ll have a bruise there in the morning. “Where were you going, you little bitch? I told you to get me my money-” 
Someone pulls his hand from my arm, but I can’t see through the black dots to make out who it is. Out of the grasp of the asshole, my vision goes completely black, and my body slams into the ground below me. “Tiffani, can you hear me?” a voice asks me from the blackness surrounding me. The voice sounds so familiar, but I can’t fight through the darkness to get to it.
A warm sensation shoots through my body, and behind my closed eyes, bright lights dance around. They make my pounding head hurt worse, but they are so pretty. The warm feeling wraps itself around me as the voice speaks again. “Come on, beautiful. Open those gorgeous, blue eyes for me.” My body yearns to listen to the beautiful husky voice. 
“Do I need to call an ambulance?” another voice comes through.
“No. Come on. Cupcake, open your eyes, goddamn it.” This time the voice demands.
I slowly blink my eyes open and shut them because the overhead light is so fucking bright. I see the person speaking to me as my vision becomes clearer. Shame and embarrassment rush through me, causing my already warm face to grow hotter with a blush. Piercing green eyes stare back at me. They are laced with worry and concern. The warm sensation I felt was the big hands on either side of my face.
“There are those stunning blues,” fucking Levi Hill says while standing over me. Fucking take me now, god. Please let this be a dream induced by hunger because I can’t have him here in my space right now. I blink a couple more times, but his face never fades away like the times I see it in my dreams.




Chapter nine
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Levi


“Levi. Levi. LEVI,” my mom’s frantic voice cuts easily through my sleep. My heart starts racing as I jump out of bed. Worry crashes into me as I lose my footing and slip on the rug sitting in the middle of the room. I catch myself with my hands and a pain shoots through my palms, but I push myself up and race through the hallway.  
“Mom?” I scream, trying to figure out where she is.
“In here.” Her voice comes through the kitchen, still frantic.
I push the dining chairs out of my way and rush into the galley kitchen. Once I’m around the corner, the worry racking my body leaves and is replaced with humor. My mom stands at the end of the kitchen, looking like a cat caught in a rainstorm. She’s soaked from her head all the way to her feet. She is fighting with water spraying from the back of the washer. Even though it’s not appropriate, a laugh bellows from me. I laugh so hard that the muscles in my stomach ache.
“Don’t you stand there laughing at me, Levi Dane. Help me!” Her voice holds no threat, and I hear a little chuckle slip through her threat. 
“Okay, Mom, don’t move,” I say, walking toward her.
“Where else would I go, you smart ass.” She shakes her head. Reaching around her, I locate the water shut-off valve and twist it. The water stops instantly, and since my mom is no longer using her hands to fight it, she smacks me on the back of my head.
“What was that for?” I ask her. “I just saved you.”
“You know what that was for, Mister. Don’t play dumb.” She rolls her eyes at me. 
“What happened?” I ask, pulling the cold water hose up from the back of the washer. The end of the hose that attaches to the faucet coming out of the wall is still attached to the tap, but the faucet is no longer attached to the pipe. I inspect the fixture, and there is a dent on the top, but what put it there? And is that what made it break entirely off the damn pipe?
“I don’t know. I just heard the sound of water pouring out and came running in here.” 
“Go dry off and change. I’ll call Adam to see if he can come over to bring me what we need to fix this,” I tell her over my shoulder.
“I’ll call him. I need you to take the rest of the laundry into town and do it for me,” she says, walking away.
“What? I’m sure we can get it fixed in no time, mom. There’s no need to spend money on a laundry mat. Plus, the world isn’t going to come to an end if the laundry stays dirty for a couple more hours, is it? Let me call Adam, and we’ll get working on it,” I say, confused. Adam is the best handyman besides my dad. He can have this fixed in no time. I look at the two laundry baskets sitting by the fridge. Wait, how did this many clothes get dirty? Mom just did laundry yesterday. I hear Mom moving around in her bathroom, not paying me any attention.
I head to her room to wait on her. “Mom, what’s in the baskets anyways? Didn’t you just do the laundry?” 
“Don’t you worry about it. Just load it up in the car and get going. According to the weatherman, this storm is supposed to get worse in the next hour. You wouldn’t want to get caught in it, would you?” she says through the closed door.
“Mom, just let me call Adam…” 
“Levi, do as you’re told. There is money on the table. Go to Susan’s Suds in town and wash the clothes. Oh yeah, you might also want to take the sheets from all the beds. I’ll get them together while you change.” 
“What? Do we have company coming over? The sheets were just washed.” Mom is either up to something and trying to get me out of the house or losing her damn mind. I’ve been home for a couple of months now, she wouldn’t be planning a welcome home party, would she? “You’re up to something, Mom. Just tell me what it is.” 
The door to the bathroom flies open, and my mom’s standing there with her hands on her hips. “I’ll have you know I’m not up to something, Levi. I just want all the beds to have fresh sheets and the clothes to be clean. It’s not my fault the washer broke. Now, will you please just listen to me and get going.”
I roll my eyes but head to my room to do as she asked. I don’t want to spend the next couple of hours at a fucking laundry mat. “Not up to something, my ass,” I whisper.
“I heard that, young man.” 
“Good, you’re a crap liar Mom.” I smile even though I don’t want to go into town to do laundry that’s already clean. I love being able to do something for my family. 
Ten minutes later, I’m soaked from the rain outside and the car is fully loaded with everything Mom said needed to be cleaned. The drive into town takes longer because I can barely see with the wipers at high speed. I don’t dare turn on the radio. I’m the type of person who turns down the music when looking for a street. My mind wanders, with nothing but the sound of mud hitting the underside of the car and the wipers trying to keep the pouring rain off the windshield. Of course, it goes to the one person I wish I could forget about. Her. My blue-eyed Cupcake. 
I showed up at the grocery store the past three Saturdays. The first time Tiffani had enough money. But for the last two weeks I’ve waited for over an hour, but she never came. I didn’t think much about it the first time, thinking she must have come on a different day. But the second week, I couldn’t fight off the worry that settled in my stomach. I asked Nora, and she said this was a regular thing. Sometimes Tiffani wouldn’t come in for weeks at a time. With the little food she bought the first two times I was there, that makes me uncomfortable, but what can I do about it? I don’t know where she lives, and even if I did, she would probably knock my ass out if I showed up demanding answers. I’ve seen her lose her shit on someone, and while it’s hot as hell, I don’t need that anger directed at me when I can’t be with her in the way it makes me want to. 
I could ask around town, but I can’t risk her finding out I’m asking questions. I know she hates me, and I don’t want to make her life worse. The one thing in the world I trust is my gut, and for the past two weeks, it has been screaming that something’s wrong. Finally, I make it to town, and Susan’s Sud’s is easy to find. It’s been in this town as long as I have been alive. The rain still hasn’t let up one bit. I rush out of the car, grabbing two baskets at once, and sprinting through the front door.
My wet feet slip on the floor as my eyes take in the scene in front of me. My body starts to tremble. The baskets fall to the floor, making the two ladies in here turn to stare at me, but I can’t pull my eyes off the fat fucker who has his hands wrapped around my girl’s arm. 
A groan of pain comes out of her as I see the muscles in the arm that is ten seconds away from being detached flex as he squeezes harder. My rapid heartbeat fills my ears as I clench my fist and stalk toward him. The man’s eyes shoot up from Tiffani’s face and land on me. They widen with fear, and a wicked smile spreads over my face. Reaching forward, I grab his arm and twist it, making him drop her arm. The sound of his bone breaking makes a surge of power go through me.
“Fuck,” the man screams while stepping away from Tiffani. I slide into the empty space and grab his shirt, which is soaked with sweat. 
“Touch her again, and I will remove that fucking limb from you and make you fucking eat it,” I say calmly, even though I feel anything but calm right now. The sound of something hitting the ground makes me turn around. 
Laying on the floor behind me, Tiffani is out cold. “What the fuck did you do to her?” I yell at the man who is inching his way to the door.
“Nothing, man. I didn’t do anything,” he stutters and rushes outside.
I drop down beside Tiffani and gently take her face in my hands. “Tiffani, can you hear me?” I see her eyes moving behind her closed eyelids. Her face is cold in my hands. My heart starts to race out of fear. She has to open her eyes. My stomach turns with worry. I knew something was wrong with her, but there is no way I’m too late. She has to be okay. I should have listened to my fucking gut and tracked her down a week ago.
“Come on, beautiful. Open those gorgeous, blue eyes for me.” The lady standing with a young boy moves closer to me. I don’t pay her any mind as I beg the girl that’s scaring the shit out of me to wake up. 
The young mom asks me if she needs to call an ambulance, but I see that Tiffani is coming around. 
“No. Come on. Cupcake, open your eyes, goddamn it.” I have only ever wanted someone to open their eyes so severely once before; my dad. She has to open her eyes, and open them now. After what feels like hours, her eyelids flutter open and close slowly. Once they open and stay open, I breathe a sigh of relief.
“There are those stunning blues.” I watch a blush forms on her neck and spreads to her beautiful but shallow cheeks. That feeling of something being amiss with her hits me full force, and I vow I’m not leaving here until I learn what the fuck’s going on. 
“Wh-What happened?” she weakly asks me. At the same time, her stomach growls so loud it sounds painful. Her hands go to her stomach, and tears fill her beautiful eyes.
“I don’t know. I came in and saw a dead man hurting you.” I move my hands away from her face and slide them behind her head. “Here, let’s sit up slowly. You think you’re okay to do that?” I’m unsure how hard she hit her head, but I don’t want to hurt her more. She doesn’t answer me, but she does nod. Painfully slow, I pull her up into a sitting position. Her whole body slumps forward. While she is leaning forward, I pull her short hair out of the tight ponytail and run my fingers through it, checking for any wounds. When I don’t feel any wetness from any blood, the ache in my chest eases just a bit, but she could still be hurt.
“Levi, I’m fine. It’s just hot in here, and I fainted.” Her voice wobbles with emotions. I can practically taste the lie that’s rolling out of her.
“Come on, let’s get you off the dirty, wet floor.” 
I slide my left arm under her legs, leaving my right one under her head, and lift her into my arms. I’ve held her plenty of times to know that she has lost a considerable amount of weight, and my jaw tenses. I swear to all the fucking gods out there that if she’s starving herself, I will bend her over my knee like a child. In high school, she had the typical insecurity that she was too big, but she has always been perfect in my eyes. She is my fucking dream girl. Even though I’m going to pay for it later, I hold her as close as possible to my chest. I’ve missed the feel of her in my arms, and a specific previously dead body part is taking note that its favorite person is close by.
“Levi, put me down. I can walk,” Tiffani says, trying to push my hands away.
“Not a fucking chance. You just passed out, and I don’t believe the lie that you just fed me. Stop fucking trying to get down.” I drop my voice for the last sentence because little ears are around. I sit her in one of the metal chairs that line the room’s outside wall. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” She crosses her arms and legs while rolling her eyes at me. Fuck me, I love when she’s a brat. I stifle a groan, turning around, I take advantage of the fact that my lower half is hidden behind washers and adjust my hard dick.
The young mother is pulling her clothes out of a dryer. When she sees me approaching, she smiles what I assume is supposed to be a flirty smile. Not in a million years, I think. “Is that poor girl okay?” 
“She will be. Are you almost finished? I’m going to close up and take her to get checked out?” I lie through my teeth. I’m not going to take her anywhere unless Tiffani says she wants me to, but I have a feeling she won’t. I do, however, need everyone to get out so I can find out what she’s hiding. 
She looks taken back by my question. “Oh yeah, I’m done. Say, what’s your name?” 
I don’t blame her for shooting her shot, but I am embarrassed for her because she is wasting it on me. “Levi.”
“Well, that was heroic and hot what you did there protecting a stranger.” She bats her eyes at me. Her son pulls on her shirt, becoming impatient, just like me.
“Thank you, but it’s not heroic to protect what’s yours. And she isn’t a stranger,” I say, leaving her behind to figure out what I meant. Another lady was here when I walked in, but I didn’t see her. By the time I walk to the office and back, the young mother is gone, leaving me alone with the one person I should never be alone with. No matter how much I want to be alone with her, it isn’t safe for us or my heart.
My eyes find Tiffani sitting in the same chair I left her in. Crossing the room, I don’t look anywhere but at her. She seems exhausted, with black bags under her eyes, which are currently closed. A grimace screws up her face while her hands rub her stomach. Stopping in front of her, I hold my hands out and say, “Where are the keys to lock the door?” 
Her eyes shoot open, and a hint of fear is there. What is she afraid of? Me? God, I hope not. “Why?”
“So I can lock up and get you checked out. You could have a concussion from the fall,” I say calmly, trying to put her at ease. My stomach sinks at the prospect that she hates me so much she’s willing to risk a concussion instead of letting me help her. “Look, if you would rather me call someone to take you, your parents, or a boyfriend I will. Just give me their number.” I pull out my phone and get ready to type in the number.
Her head drops down to her chest as a loud sigh falls from her full pink lips. “There is no one to call. Levi…” She pulls her head back up, and I see she has reinforced the walls around her. “Thank you for helping me with that little situation, but I’m perfectly fine. There’s no need to close up or for me to go see a doctor.” She puts her hands under her and pushes up from the chair.
She sways on her feet, and I have to catch her before she faces plants on the floor for a second time. “Okay fuck this. Something serious is going on with you, and I’ll give you two options. You either let me call an ambulance, or I'll put you in the car and drive you my-goddamn-self,” I grit out between my teeth.
“No, Levi. Please.” She looks up at me with tears in her eyes. Just like four years ago, I can’t stand to see her hurt. She might as well have plunged a knife into my chest. 
I pull her into my chest and rest my chin on the top of her head. “Okay, Cupcake, but tell me what’s going on. Please.” It’s a long shot. She has every right to hand me my ass and tell me to fucking kick rocks, but I hope to god she doesn’t. 
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Tiffani


This day couldn't get worse, even if I were cursed by a voodoo doll. Not only did I fucking faint at work, but I did it when Levi was here. Why is he here? What am I going to do about his two options? I can’t afford to go to the hospital, and Brad will lose his shit if I close early. There have been times when he stopped by unexpectedly to check in, and today is shaping up to be the perfect day for him to do that. The rain outside turns violent and pounds on the tin roof. What I do know is that Levi has to leave because I can’t do this with him. My heart is physically aching with his arms wrapped around me right now. The fact that his scent is the only thing I can smell is driving me crazy.  
I tell my body to pull away from him, but the warmth that is radiating off him feels so fucking good. My favorite place has always been in his arms. The way I feel protected and loved in them. No, not love. He doesn’t love me anymore, and I have to stop this stupid fucking hope trying to seep back in. 
Pulling my hands from his back, I place them on his chest. “Levi, thank you for what you did for me, but I can’t go to the hospital. The owner wouldn’t be happy if I closed up early. I’m sorry. But please believe me, I’m okay.” I beg him to not see and hear the truth. My stomach chooses the wrong fucking time to speak up. I can’t keep the groan in because the pain is becoming unbearable. Trying to cover the sound, I laugh. “I was so busy I skipped lunch. Get your laundry started. I’ll run upstairs and grab something to eat. That’ll help, I promise.” 
I don’t wait for him to answer. I book my ass up the stairs located directly behind him. When I’m safe behind my closed door, I let out all the emotions I’ve been holding in. My chest heaves with sobs, I try to keep silent, my hands shake violently, and my legs give out. I can’t do this. How am I supposed to walk back down those stairs and sit in the same building with him? The ache forming in my stomach is no longer because of the hunger, but because of the loss that his presence reminds me of. I’m a horrible person for keeping this a secret from him. He deserves to know, but I can’t tell him. Wiping my eyes, I force myself to stand and walk to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, my hand is on the bread when my front door flies open and hits the wall behind it. 
I scream and turn around. Still unstable on my feet, my legs get tangled and, for the second time, I fall to the ground in front of Levi. Anger at him invading my personal space pushes any embarrassment away. “What the fuck are you doing? Customers aren’t supposed to be up here,” I yell at him. “Get out.”
“No! I could hear you crying from downstairs.” His eyes start roaming around the small space, stopping on multiple things I wish he wasn’t seeing. Like the holes in the wall, the mold where the ceiling has been leaking, the cracked floors, and lastly, the empty fridge that is sitting open beside me. I have always been able to read this man, so I easily see the moment he gets pissed. “What the fuck is going on, Tiffani!”
“None of your fucking business, Levi. What’s going on with me stopped being your business when you ran away,” I say, pushing up off the floor and resuming what I was doing before he broke in. Pulling out a slice of bread, I see mold growing in one corner. Fucking great this is what I get for forgetting to put it in the freezer. I roll my eyes. Motherfucker. I can’t throw this away, but what I can throw away is my pride. Slamming the fridge door, I move to the dish drainer and pull out my only knife. Removing the mold, I throw it in the trash and put the bread in the toaster.
“Tiffani, did you just put moldy bread in the fucking toaster?” 
Spinning around, I place my hands on my hips. “Why are you still here? As you can clearly tell, this is my apartment, not the laundry mat. You need to leave now. Go wash your clothes, Sir. I will be back down in a minute.” My customer voice is sickeningly sweet, and I guess he hates it because he screws his face up like he smelt something foul. 
“Cut the bullshit act. We both know I’m not going anywhere. Now answer the goddamn question.” He takes a step forward, and my heart leaps in my throat. I can’t speak around the lump to tell him to back off. “Did you put a moldy…”
My voice starts working again. “Shit, Levi. No, I didn’t. I cut the mold off and threw it in the trash. I’m not fucking stupid. But once again, this is none of your business. I’m none of your business.” He’s standing directly in front of me, and I have to tip my head back to see him. His green eyes are alight with anger, but I don’t care. “Get out.”
“Why is your fridge empty?”
“Don’t worry about it. Get out.” 
“Tiffani” His voice holds a warning that I’m pushing him, but once again, I have no fucks to give about that.
“Levi,” I counter his warning. 
He puts his arms on either side of me, boxing me in, and pushes me back with his body. I try to school my face to show no emotion at the fact that I can feel how hard he is on my stomach. I learned quickly that Levi loves it when I fight him on things, and he gets off on me being bratty. Even though I’m not trying to be bratty right now, I just want him to get out of here so I can have my meltdown privately. My body has a plan of its own because a new ache forms between my thighs because he’s here, in my space. It’s been a long time since I’ve had sex, and my pussy is reminding me of that fact. He left us, you fucking fool, I remind her.
“Why is your fridge empty?” His breath fans out over my face, and for a brief second, I close my eyes as I fight the urge to lean forward and taste him.
Opening my eyes, I say, “I don’t see how that is any of your business.” 
“Everything about you is my business.” Rage floods my veins, making my heart rate spike and my vision tunnel. 
“The fuck it is.” I step into him, and he moves back out of surprise. I poke him in the chest and let all the hurt and pain I’ve kept bottled up out. “I stopped being your fucking business when you left me standing in the school crying four fucking years ago. I haven’t been anything to you since I fucking met you. If you recall, I was only a phase, an itch you needed to scratch, or did you forget the words you shattered my world with? What’s going on with me is no one’s business but my own. You don’t get to come back here and demand I start answering your questions. I appreciate you stepping in downstairs but believe me, Levi Hill, I can protect myself. I have been for years, and I sure as shit don’t need you anymore. You never protected me, only hurt me. You gave me two options, well here are yours. Either you turn around and leave through the door you came in, or I call the police for breaking and entering. I’m not yours, never fucking was so…” I pull at my hair and scream at the top of my lungs, “Get the fuck out.” 
His mouth drops open as he stares at me like I’ve lost my damn mind, and I guess I have, but he has to leave. Holding his hands up, he backs up. “Fine, Tiffani, I’ll go.” Before he’s out of the door completely, he turns around and whispers, “You’re wrong, though. You never stopped being the most important person to me, and everything I’ve done is to protect you, and I’ll continue to do that.” Then he’s gone.
I refuse to stand here and wallow in my feelings. I grab my now cold toast and scarf it down, along with some water. By the time I get downstairs, he’s gone. The storm passes, and no one comes in for the rest of the afternoon. After Brad leaves for the night, I make my way upstairs and fall into my bed, exhausted.  
I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but today’s events sucked all the energy I didn’t have out of me. I jolt awake when a knock comes from my front door. Rubbing my eyes, I listen to the quiet around me. The knocking must have been in my sleep because no one can get up here. After all, the laundry mat doors are locked, and I have no outside door on the second floor. I sit on the edge of my bed, debating on going back to sleep or testing my luck with the beans in my fridge. My heart starts to race, and fear constricts my lungs, when a knock comes from my door again. I wasn’t fucking dreaming. How in the fuck did someone get in?
Is the place being robbed? Thankful that I didn’t turn on the lamp when I came home, I pray that whoever is there takes what they want and goes away. I slowly reach down and grab the wooden baseball bat I keep under my bed for protection. I bring it up in front of me and try to silently make my way to the bathroom. My thinking is that two doors separating me from whoever that is, is better than one. In my haste to escape, I forget about the floorboard that always groans in front of the bathroom door. It’s so quiet that the groan sounds like a fighter jet taking off. I freeze, holding my breath and preparing myself to fight for my life.
“Tiffani, are you in there?” Relief sweeps through me as Emilee’s voice comes through my door. I drop the bat and race to unlock the deadbolt. Once I pull the door open, arms envelop me, and I’m drawn into my best friend’s chest. Of course, standing right behind her is Parker. He keeps looking behind him into the empty room below. 
“How did you get in here? Wait, how did you know where I was?” I ask quickly because I’m confused about how they’re standing in front of me.
“The door to the laundry mat was wide open when we pulled up. Was it not supposed to be?” Parker’s deep voice cuts through the silence.
Panic races through me. Did I forget to shut the door? No, I swear I not only shut it, but locked it as well. “No, I shut and locked it hours ago,” I sigh. “I’ll go check it out.”
“No, you will fucking not. Go inside and lock the door. I’ll knock three times, followed by one knock, then two.” He pushes both of us inside before shutting the door. My hands shake as I turn the deadbolt. 
“He’s just overreacting, Tiffani. It’s okay,” Emilee’s voice comes behind me.
“What are you guys doing here?” I ask again since she didn’t answer me in the hallway. 
“Um…” 
“Don’t lie. You know I can tell when you do,” I say, crossing my arms and leaning back on the door. Turning on the overhead light, I see her clearly for the first time since the funeral, and she’s pregnant and I mean really pregnant. The pain that consumes me is horrible. I’m happy for her, but at the same time, it reminds me of what I don’t have. My hands fly to my mouth, and tears spill out. “Em… you're pregnant?” 
She looks down, rubbing her belly. “Yeah, I’m due in September.”
I cross the space pulling her into me. “Congratulations. That’s amazing, sweetie. Now back to what you’re doing here…”
She pulls out the metal chair I use when I don’t want to sit on the bed. “Okay, Levi called me a couple of hours ago. He sounded completely trashed, but I could make out what he was saying. He’s worried about you and said he crossed the line. He told me where you lived and asked if I would come here to check on you.” I glance at the clock on the wall, and a small gasp leaves me.
“Emilee, it’s past midnight. Why did you get your husband out of bed to come here?” I squeak at her.
“Because Levi said you were in trouble.” Her stare turns cold.
“What is it with you Hill’s, always putting your nose where it doesn’t belong? I’ll tell you like I told him. I’m fine,” I huff out. I completely forgot about Parker checking out the place below. I scream and jump back from the door when he does his special knock. Emilee giggles and gets up to let him in.
He walks through and shuts the door behind him. “I didn’t see anyone. I shut the doors but couldn’t find the key to lock them,” he says to Emilee. When he turns to me, I don’t get the friendly Parker. No, I get the annoyed version. I roll my eyes because I’m not the one who called them to come down. He can take that up with Levi. “I heard you. She,” he points to Emilee,  “is a West now, not a Hill. And it does concern us because whether you forgot or not, we love you, Tiffani.” 
Guilt slams into me as his words sink into my heart. The rift between Emilee and me isn’t anyone’s fault but mine. I can’t be mad at her like I was at Levi earlier. “You’re right, Parker. I’m sorry it’s been a long day and…” How do I tell them what happened today? I don’t want them to know I’m poor. Both their eyes are glued to my face, waiting for me to continue. Fuck it. Years ago I told Emilee to stop trying to go at it alone. Time to take my own advice. I hop up on the counter and place my hands between my legs. I turn my full attention to Emilee. 
“If I tell you what you want to know, you have to promise me that you won’t tell Levi,” I state. “It’s my only rule, Emilee. Either you agree, or you turn around and walk right back out the way you came.” I see Parker’s stance change and his jaw tense. “Easy caveman. I’m not trying to start a fight, but I do have the right to my privacy.” Fire rages in his eyes.
“You don’t have a right to anything in my eyes. We may love you, but I haven’t forgiven you for abandoning Emilee all those years ago.” His voice is low and cold.
“I never asked you to. I was going through a tough time. Levi just broke up with me out of the blue after proposing, and my parents were on my case worse than ever. I withdrew into myself and made some poor life decisions, but you guys should know that better than anyone else,” I whisper, reminding them of Emilee’s past. It might be the shittiest thing I’ve done so far, but I will not tell them the real reason I didn’t message her back. 
“You’re right. We do understand, but…” Parker starts but stops quickly when Emilee places a hand on his chest. 
“Easy caveman,” she says, which earns her a growl. Turning to me, she says, “I do understand, Sunshine. More than anyone, I understand self-preservation. It’s why I’ve never pushed you. I’ve been here silently, hoping you would one day find your way back to me like you found me all those years ago. I don’t know what happened between you and my knucklehead brother. All I do know is that I never stopped loving, worrying, or caring about you. Levi has grown up, and it takes a lot for him to even whisper your name, so something is going on. Tell me and I promise, if it doesn’t involve him, he will never know what you say..” 
In five minutes, she has broken down the walls I constantly have around me. I jump off the cabinet and race into her opening arms. “Shhh, it’s okay, Tiffani. I got you,” she whispers into my ear. 
“And I have both of you,” Parker says, wrapping us up in his big embrace.
Looking up into his eyes, I say, “I’m so sorry, Park. I never meant to hurt you guys. I’ve missed y’all so damn much. I love y’all.” 
Leaning down, he places a small fatherly kiss on my hair. “It’s okay, Sunshine.” The nickname they both use for me makes my insides warm and gooey. “We all make mistakes. We love and miss you too. Now, why are we here?” 
I leave their warm embrace to pull open my refrigerator. When they see the inside of it, they both talk at the same time. 
“Sunshine, why?” Emilee asks with tears streaming down her face.
“Where is your fucking food Tiffani Summers?” Parker demands.
I spent the next hour telling my two best friends everything about my life and showing them my rundown apartment. Parker orders me to pack a small overnight bag. I make him promise I’ll be back in time for work in the morning, and once he does, I waste no time gathering clothes. He loads us up into his truck, taking us girls to the motel room they got for the night. He leaves us only long enough to run to the gas station in the next town over. He brings back loads of food that I make myself sick eating. It’s almost two in the morning when we lay down for the night. To Parker's dismay, I’m sharing a bed with Emilee. As I lay here trying to go to sleep, I’m consumed with guilt for keeping the most critical part of my story to myself. Am I doing the right thing?
Looking over, I see Emilee’s bump as she sleeps, unaware of the turmoil inside me. I have wanted many things in my life, but nothing will ever compare to wanting my baby. I would give my life to have her or him here with me. Finally, I drift off into a dream where a toddler runs around in a field full of flowers while Levi and I laugh, completely happy.




Chapter eleven
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Levi


The pain consuming my soul is just as bad as when I forced myself to walk away from her four years ago. That day the words that spilled from my lips tasted like poison, and I watched as they seeped into her soul, destroying everything in its path. It did what it was intended to do, the brightness that poured out of her was snuffed out, and for the first time, our insides matched. I heard her cries as I put one dead foot in front of the other down the hallway that stretched on forever. My heart stopped beating when she screamed my name, begging me not to do this to us. No one saw the tears staining my face or how my hands clenched the black graduation gown above the organ failing me. No one was there to see me collapse against the wall when I was out of her sight or to hear the devastation that I couldn’t keep in anymore. I questioned if my choices were right, but how could I risk everyone around me?  
History has a reputation for repeating itself, and here it is. I force myself to walk down the twenty steps, grab the laundry, and walk away from her all over again. Throwing the baskets in the car, I sit here, staring at the upstairs windows. I crossed the line by pushing her. But how do you just leave someone you know is in trouble? Her apartment is in dire need of repair, and she has no food. I feel sick, not just to my stomach, but like I have the flu. My hands are clammy, and my shirt is wet with sweat. Everything in me wants to sit here or, better yet, go back in there and fix everything for her. But instead, I force my hand to start the car. I saw the same darkness in her eyes that I put there four years ago as she screamed at me to leave.
I don’t go home. No, I head to the gas station and buy a fifth of Jack Daniels. I head out to the last place my world felt perfect. The lake. I leave my phone in the car and blindly stumble  through the woods until my feet touch the water. Sitting down, I crack the seal of the alcohol and don’t stop pouring it into my body until someone yanks the bottle out of my hands. The world around me is blurry, it’s steadily raining and darkness has fallen.
“What the fuck are you doing, baby brother? Trying to kill yourself?” Adam’s voice sounds funny and very far away.
“No. Hates me, she does. Don’t blame. Hate me too,” I slur.
“Who?” He lowers himself beside me. I reach for the bottle in his hands, but he throws it into the lake. 
“Asshole. Mine,” I shout at him and try to shove him, but there are now three Adams. Which one is responsible for throwing my only escape away? I shove the right one and almost faceplant in the dirt when my hands meet only air. 
“Levi. Come on, man. Let’s get you home. Mom’s frantic. Good thing Boe saw you coming this way and called me.” I’m pulled off the ground. My stomach lurches, and Adam barely has time to move before I vomit everything out. The bile burns my throat and even comes out of my nose. Gross.
The walk back to the cars is full of me falling to the ground, Adam cussing, and me dry heaving. Adam puts me in the front seat of his truck, almost slams my foot in the door, and stalks around to get in himself. 
“Dick. Your phone?” I whisper.
“Why do you need my phone? What the hell is going on?”
“Call Emilee.” I point to what I think is his phone mounted to the truck’s dash, but I can’t be sure because it’s dancing around.
“It’s almost ten at night, Adam. Is everything okay?” Emilee’s worried voice comes through the speaker. She’s going to make a great mom, and I’m an ass for making him call her so late. But I need her help.
“Em. Come… Tiffani, help need… laundry mat.” I shut my eyes because I can’t take the shimmy the phone is doing. When did phones get the ability to fucking dance?
“What’s wrong with Tiffani? Levi? Levi?” Her voice fades out slowly. 
Before I pass out, I’m able to say one more thing, and it’s the only thing I say correctly, but it confuses my siblings even more. “She’s the one percent I need, but she hates me.” With that, the world goes black.
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“Well, I guess it takes more than three-fourths of a bottle of whiskey to kill you.” It sounds like my sister is screaming at me.
“Do you have to scream at me first thing in the morning?” I groan.
The chair beside me scraps the floor, making that damn little ball take off again. “I’m not screaming, Levi, and it’s two in the afternoon. That, little brother, is called a hangover. If you can’t deal with it, don’t fucking do what you did last night.” 
Pulling my head from my hands, I look at my sister. She looks concerned, and for the second time, I feel bad for my actions last night. The first time was when Mom woke me up crying, telling me how worried she was when she couldn’t reach me. “I’m sorry, Sissy. You didn’t have to come down just to check on me.” 
“You don’t remember forcing Adam to call me last time?” She grabs my hand.
My memory of last night is all a little fuzzy. The only thing I remember clearly is the look on Tiffani’s face as she screamed about how I never cared about her. After that, it’s like I’m trying to watch a channel, and a storm is coming in. The pictures flicker in and out, but nothing I can make out. I shake my head and instantly regret it. 
“I didn’t think you would, but you called me last night talking about Tiffani and how she needed help,” Emilee says, while she stands up and heads into the kitchen.
“Oh shit.” What the fuck did I do? Tiffani is going to be even more pissed at me. “Did you..”
“I love you, Levi, and you are one of my best friends, but what I did, or didn’t do, last night is none of your business. The only thing you need to worry about is getting food in your stomach to help soak up what whiskey is left in there. I can still smell it on your breath. Did you not brush your teeth when you got up?” 
The thought of eating makes my stomach flip, and I groan, laying my head down on the table. “No thanks. You sound just like her, you know?”
“Who?” I hear the sound of eggs breaking and the toaster being pushed down.
“Tiffani. She told me the same thing. That what was happening with her wasn’t any of my business, but it is. She has always been my business.” I whisper the last part. Neither of us speaks as Emilee moves around the kitchen, cooking a feast by the sounds coming from there. I rack my brain trying to figure out how to fix everything with Tif. The easiest way is to tell her the truth about what happened, but I can’t do that. It would destroy her to know what her father’s capable of doing. But by the looks of her place, she’s already at the receiving end of his cruelty. I left, so why is she living like that? I kept up my end of the fucking deal, but it seems he broke his. 
A plate is placed in front of my face, and the smell coming from it makes me gag. “Sissy, I can’t eat this.”
“You can and you will.” She sits down and starts eating the same thing she’s trying to force me to ingest. “I promise you will feel better. The first time I got truly wasted, Parker forced me to eat. I was sure it would all come back up, but I kept it down. I started to feel better shortly after that. Well, that and the hot round of…” 
I throw my hand over her mouth, “Do not finish that sentence. I’ll eat, but you have to shut up about that around me.”
She giggles as I remove my hand. “Mind-blowing sex.” She speaks so fast it sounds like one long word.
“For the love of god, Emilee,” I groan before stuffing my mouth full of buttered toast. I don’t have to look at my sister to know she is studying my every movement. “Ask your question.” 
“You love her again, don’t you?” She places her fork down on the plate. I do the same and turn to face my sister. 
“That question implies that I stopped loving her, which I never did. She is the only girl in my world. Besides you and Mom, of course. Always has been, and I’m afraid she always will be. Just because we can’t be together doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with her.” I start eating again, my stomach feeling better with each bite I take.
“You never…”
“No, Emilee. I haven’t been with anyone else since the last time I was with her. I tried to date, believe me. But after the third time I saw her face, instead of the woman I was supposed to be on the date with, I gave up. My heart, soul, and body only want her, no one else…” I swallow the emotions down and continue. “She is the one percent I need.”
“You said that last night as well. What does that mean?” she asks.
“Can I see your phone? Mine is still in the car at Boe’s place.” 
After typing in her password, she hands it to me, and I go to Spotify. I type “One Percent” by Canaan Cox and let her listen to the song. Midway through, a tear falls from both of our eyes. “That’s what I mean by she’s the one percent I need. The world around us was never perfect, but anytime she was with me, it was almost one hundred percent perfect. I heard this song right after I left for basic training, and it stuck with me. It doesn’t change anything though. I can’t have her,” I say, handing her back the phone.
She rushes out of her chair and wraps me up in a hug I didn’t know I needed. “Levi, that is the sweetest and saddest thing I’ve heard,” she says, pulling back to wipe her eyes. “These damn hormones are going to be the death of me.” 
“Em, I don’t know what to do. I have this feeling inside me that I’m supposed to protect and provide for her. She is supposed to be beside me for the rest of my life. But she hates me, and I don’t blame her for that. I destroyed both of us when I left.” I sigh, shaking my head. I don’t know what I can do to make this mess disappear. I’m fucked.
“Why did you leave?”
There is no way in hell I’m about to tell my pregnant sister the truth, so I give her something I never told someone. “I didn’t like who I was back then. I was walking around, feeling broken inside, and constantly thinking I was a failure. I had no plans for the future, and Tiffani did. She had all these big life goals she wanted to complete. I felt like I would only hold her back.” I shrug my shoulders. “When I enlisted, I heard horror stories about girlfriends being left behind. How depressed they became and how hard it was on them. I didn’t want that for her. I wanted her to go and enjoy college and make new friends. If she found someone better than me in the time I was gone… Well, I would deal with that heartbreak when I had to. How can I expect someone to love me when I didn’t even love myself?”
“Oh, baby brother, we have a lot in common. You were never a failure, not to any of us. Jenna did a world of hurt to all of us when she abandoned us, didn’t she? But just like I learned with Parker, don’t you think you should have given Tiffani a choice on whether she wanted to stay or go?” Emilee sighs.
I hate talking about our biological mother. So, I just nod my head to answer her. “I was young and dumb. I knew Tiffani would choose to stay with me because I wanted to stay with her, but… she would eventually come to regret it. But I’m back now. Do you think my Cupcake will give me a chance? It’s getting harder to stay away from her?” The words fall out of my mouth without me thinking them through. If her piece-of-shit father broke the deal, then I can do the same. I promised I would never come back, but here I am. The threat of being charged with rape isn’t hanging over my head anymore, and they already cut her off, so what else can go wrong? Fuck him. He took her from me four years ago, and it’s about time I take back what was always mine.
“Yes, we’ll devise a plan to win her back. I have a feeling it won’t take long. You both…” Emilee’s eyes get wide, and a blush stains her cheeks.
I smile at her. “So you did go see her?”
“Shut up and eat. I’ll take you to get your car. Parker is busy this afternoon, but we have to get on the road soon.” She points at my half-eaten food.
“What’s Parker doing?” I ask. I go back to eating my cold food.
“Helping a friend.”
“Thank you, Sissy,” I say because she just told me everything I already suspected. My Cupcake got some help, even if it didn’t come from my hands. I breathe a little easier, but I meant what I said. I can’t stay away anymore. I stayed away for so long because I knew if I ever returned to this town, I would seek her out and make her mine again. This time no one will scare me away. I’ll end anyone standing in my way. 




Chapter twelve
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Tiffani


“I told you for the last time Parker West. I will not allow you to pay any of my bills. You have bulldozed your damn way into fixing too many things around here. Not to mention, stocking my fridge and cabinets with too much food. Plus the phone you forced me to accept. But I draw the line at you giving me money and paying my bills.” I stomp my foot and refuse to take the envelope of cash he’s holding.  
“Tiffani, accepting the money doesn’t make you weak. You know that. Please let me help you. You can’t keep taking cold showers and running out of food because you’re trying to pay the ridiculous bills being pushed on you. If you won’t let me speak to Brad, then the least you can do is take this.” He steps forward, pushing out the envelope again.
My eyes roll to the back of my head as I step around him and turn on the coffee pot. It’s been a long ass day, and I can’t take much more of hovering, overprotective Parker. “Look, I may have been struggling, and there is no doubt that I will again in the future, but that’s part of being an adult. I’ve filled out job applications and am hoping one of those turns into an interview. I’ve always paid my own bills, Parker, and I won’t stop supporting myself now.” My nose starts to tingle as I fight the tears filling my eyes. I’ve stood on my own two feet since I walked out of my parent’s house, and I can’t stand the pity I’ve seen in his and Emilee’s eyes the last twelve hours. He has to let this go. I need him to. If I start depending on someone, I’ll hate myself even more.
His hands grip my shoulders and force me to turn and face him. “Sunshine. We aren’t trying to make you feel bad, or like you can’t do this alone, but believe me, everyone needs a little help sometimes. I had to swallow my pride and ask for help when I wanted to open the garage. It was actually Mr. Hill who loaned me the down payment, and he vouched for me with the bank.” My heart skips a beat at the mention of Mr. Hill. I told them about how he helped me get this place and job. I also shared that we had weekly coffee dates. I did leave out that I visit him weekly now, but I don’t know why.
I wrap my arms around Parker and place my head on his chest. “Give me two weeks to find another job. If I can’t find one, I promise I’ll let you put some money in the bank. And no, before you ask, I will not give you the details before then. Please, Park, this is something I have to do for myself,” I beg him.
“Okay, Sunshine,” he says as his phone pings with an incoming message. “Emilee’s outside. Walk me down and tell my pregnant wife you accepted the help, please.” I laugh at this big man begging me to keep him out of trouble.
“Scared she’ll hurt you? Some things never change.” I laugh as we head downstairs. There are a few people around the room, but nothing has gone wrong today, thankfully. 
“I like my balls exactly where they are.” He chuckles back at me.
Emilee steps out of the truck and wraps me up. “Did you take it?” 
“No, Emilee, I didn’t. But I made a deal. Two weeks to find a second job, or I’ll call you guys with my bank details. Em… I have to do this myself.” Parker groans when I don’t lie to her, but I’m already lying too much for my taste. Looking over toward him, I tell him I’m sorry with my eyes. He winks to let me know that he isn’t mad at me.
“I’m not going to fight with you over this one condition. No more running and hiding from me,” she says.
“No, sweetie. I’m not going anywhere. I missed you too damn much.” I place a kiss on her cheek. She leans close to my ear.
“When he comes around, do me a favor and listen to him. You’re more alike than you know.” Pulling back, she says louder, “I love you, my bestie.”
My heart rate picks up with the words she whispered to me. What does she mean, we are more alike than I know. “Who, Emilee? Levi?” 
She just smiles at me and hops back into the truck. I stand here, watching them leave me behind, until the sound of water hitting the floor reminds me; I work at a broken-ass laundry mat and can’t stand around. 
In the past week and a half, I’ve gone on multiple interviews around this small town, and so far, I haven’t been able to find another job. The ones that call me back offer hours I can’t work, but most just don’t call. Emilee and Parker have been on my ass, reminding me my time’s running out. They aren’t trying to be mean about it. They just want to help me, but still, I’m annoyed by the messages. Every morning I wake up to a reminder, and today is no different.
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The wanted ads haven’t changed since yesterday, which pisses me off. I ball up the paper and throw it toward the trash can. “God damn it, what am I going to do,” I say out loud.
“What’s wrong pretty girl? Is there anything I can do to help you?” A feminine voice scares me, making me jump. I was so wrapped up in finding a job that I didn’t see a customer standing in front of the window.
“Unless you know of a local place that needs someone to cover the night shift, I’m afraid not.” I slump forward. I’m at a loss for what to do. Taking the money from Parker would afford me more time to search for a job, but the thought of doing that makes my skin crawl. I’ve never taken money from anyone. I really don’t want to start now. 
The girl, who looks no older than me, places her hands on the counter and leans forward toward the glass. “Actually, I do. The place I work at is always hiring people. The pay is alright, but the tips are where we make the most money.” 
I’ve never been a waitress before, but the sound of the fantastic tips she’s talking about makes me willing to try it. “Is the restaurant in town? I swear I haven’t seen anything about one hiring.” 
A laugh falls from her lips. “Honey, I don’t sling drinks. I work at Mick’s. It’s about a twenty-minute drive from here.” 
My saliva gets caught in my throat, and I start coughing, trying to get it down. I’ve heard of Mick’s. Everyone around here has. It’s a strip club outside of town, bordering on the state line. I hit my chest several times to try to stop the coughing. My eyes start to water, but soon the coughing passes, and the saliva goes down.
“I take it you’ve heard of the place.” A smile spreads on her face as she raps her fake nails on the counter.
“Yes, I have, but I don’t think I can get up in front of a bunch of horny men and take my clothes off.” Just the thought of what I’m describing makes me feel dirty. I’m not one to shame someone who does that for a living, but… I can’t do that, can I?
“We have waitresses as well. We had a few quit the other day, actually. You don’t have to take your clothes off, but you will have to wear the uniform. The tips aren’t as good as us dancers get, but it has to be better than what you make here.” She waves her hand around.
“What does the uniform look like?” Serving drinks is something I can do, and I have to be realistic here. Nothing in this town is hiring.
She walks over to a dryer and opens it, pulling out two scrap pieces of fabric. They are bright pink and hurt my eyes when I look directly at them. “This is from one of the girls who just quit. It looks like it would fit you perfectly.” She hands it to me.
Walking over to a mirror on the wall, I hold up the top. “How does this go on?” I ask.
“My name is Laura. Put your arms in here,” she says, holding the top up. I slip my arms through the holes. Little cap sleeves cover barely an inch of my arm. “And then these two wraps over your breast like this.” She crisscrosses the two ties over me and ties it in the back. If I didn’t have another shirt on, my whole stomach would be on display right now.
I step into the shorts and turn to see that they would show the bottom inch of my ass if my pants weren’t on. “The waitresses wear this?” I admit it looks good, even without the curves I once had. Still, I’m sure I’d be very uncomfortable with nothing else on.
“It looks good on you. I know the manager of the girls on the floor. Let me give her a call, and I bet she would set up a trial night for you.” She pulls out her phone and starts scrolling, looking for a name.
“I don’t have a car,” I admit.
“That’s okay. I work tonight. I can give you a ride if you want, but that’s up to you…” She pauses for my name.
“Tiffani.” I take one more look in the mirror, close my eyes, and remember what is at stake. It’s just delivering drinks and food to people. I can do that, or at least I think I can. Sighing, I say, “Yeah, make the call.” Nerves rattle my body from that point on. They never stop. It feels like I walk around with a small current of electricity under my skin all day. My stomach constantly rolls like a ship being tossed around in the middle of an ocean. Laura’s manager agrees to give me a trial run. Laura told me to be ready by eight. The shift starts at nine, but I need to meet everyone before then. 
When six rolls around, I almost chicken out and call Laura telling her I changed my mind, but a text from Parker makes me determined to do this.
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As the minutes tick off, the clouds outside get darker, and my nerves worsen. I’m standing in front of my mirror at seven forty-five when the radio in the kitchen stops playing music, and instead, a siren sound comes from it. As the message starts to come across, the lights in the apartment go out. I scream and stumble my way over to the bedside table. I grab the flashlight I keep there and turn it on. Going to the window, I pull back the curtain and see that all the lights in town have gone out. The rain’s coming down so hard that visibility is low. I can only catch glimpses of things when the lightning flashes across the sky. I’m so tired of this weather. I head into the kitchen and grab the pot I always use when it rains. I place it on the floor to catch any drips from the ceiling. Sometimes it drips, and sometimes it doesn’t. It all depends on how the wind is blowing.
A knock on the door below startles me, but I assume it’s Laura. I grab a jacket to place over my head so the rain doesn’t ruin my hair or the little makeup I spent my time on. Using the flashlight to see, I slowly make my way down the stairs. I’m wearing the only heels I have. They aren’t the best, I bought them at a yard sale, but they should work. I would change into sneakers, but it looks like I don’t have the time. Another knock comes from the front door.
“Hold your horses, Laura. I haven’t walked in heels in a long ass time.” I shout over the rain.
I insert the key into the lock and open the door right as the lights come back on. The outside light illuminates the doorsteps. The person standing on the top step is not Laura. As my eyes take in the individual standing in front of me, another car pulls up and parks. The cab light comes on in the car, and I see Laura sitting there waiting on me.
Levi pulls his hood down, and my skin burns as his eyes take in my lack of clothes, ending with the heels on my feet. Goosebumps break out over my body, and I fight a shiver. The light hits his eyes just right, so I see his pupils dilated, and his jaw is so tight I could cut paper with it. A low growl comes from deep inside his chest. “Where the fuck are you going dressed like that?” 
Laura honks the horn making Levi turn. I take my opening when his eyes aren’t on me to put my jacket on and pull it close. “I’m going to work. Now if you move, the rain has stopped, and I can make it without getting wet.” I step out onto the small space with him and try to close the door behind me. Levi moves, and I turn around to lock the door. The sound of Laura’s car pulling out of the driveway pulls my attention away from the door. My gaze lands on Levi, standing there with his arms crossed. “What the fuck did you do, Levi?” I scream at him. How fucking dare he send her away. There goes my only chance at being independent. If I had something in my hands besides the keys I need, I would throw it at him. I settle on picking up a few rocks on the step and chuck them at him. He stands there and lets them hit his chest.
He doesn’t answer me, but he does stalk toward me and snatch my keys out of my hand. Twisting the door handle, I guess to ensure it’s locked, he spins and picks me up right under my ass. My stomach hits his shoulder hard in a flash, forcing all the air out of me. I start pounding on his back, “Put me down, you overgrown ape.” I yell. The wind is eerily silent; every time the lightning strikes, the clouds look like they are hanging low, and they have a green hue to them. 
A sharp sting shoots through my right ass cheek when he smacks it with his big hand. “Stop fucking squirming, Tiffani. There’s a tornado heading this way, and we have got to get somewhere safe. Then we will fucking talk about why one of Mick’s hookers was picking you up for work.” He grits out through his clenched teeth.
All the fight and anger leave me as soon as the word tornado reaches my ears. Now that I’m not screaming at Levi, I hear a low roar, and the wind has picked up. My hair is whipping around us both. Once he places me down, I pull it into one hand and jump in the car as soon as he opens the door. My door slams shut, and I watch him run around. My hands and legs are shaking due to fear. I’ve never experienced a tornado, and I’m terrified. Levi starts the car and guns the gas. My back slams against the seat from the force used to reverse out of the lot. His hand covers mine, and I link our fingers. 
“Nothing bad is going to happen to you.” Levi tries to reassure me, but it doesn’t work.
“Where are we going, Levi? I’m scared.” My voice trembles along with my bottom lip. 
“Me too, Cupcake, but I promise you, you’re safe with me.” Oh, he is so wrong. My body, soul, and heart are not safe with him. Levi can still wreck me, but he doesn’t even know it. Within two minutes, we pull up to a half-built house and, without saying one thing, Levi is out of the car, coming my way. He throws open my door, pulls me out, and picks me up bridal style. The roaring is getting louder, and massive golf size hail starts hitting us. When they land on my skin, pain shoots through me. Levi doesn’t flinch or stumble as he makes his way through the dark, crossing the yard in front of us. When we get to the back of the house, I see the doors to a storm shelter.
“Put me down and pull those doors open,” I tell him, and he listens to me for once. Bending down he opens the doors to reveal a small staircase. I almost slip on the top stair in these ridiculous heels.  Levi closes the door and locks the padlock on a chain to keep it close.
“Follow me,” he orders as he grabs my hand and leads me further underground. I’m still terrified, but now adrenaline is pumping through my heart. At the bottom of the steps, there’s another door, and we pass through it. Levi’s hand finds a switch on the wall and a single lightbulb flickers. 
“Are we safe down here?” I whisper. I take a seat on a toolbox that is placed in the middle of the room. 
“Yes, we are.” He says breathlessly after carrying me and running through that wind.
“Thank you.” It doesn’t slip my mind that if he hadn’t shown up tonight, I would be in a car heading straight toward this thing. I count to sixty before he opens his mouth to say something.
“You don’t have to thank me, Cupcake. I will always protect you.” He leans back against the concrete wall and crosses his legs. My mouth waters at the sight of him. I haven’t stopped to appreciate how grown he is now. His arms look more prominent as they stretch the wet material clinging to them. As he brings his hoodie up to wipe his face, it rides up his hard, muscled abs, and I swallow a mouth full of drool. Red-tinted hair trails down into his tight jeans. All I have to do is close my eyes, and I can still picture his perfect dick. His thighs are also bigger than they were when he left. I cross my legs and try to rub my thighs together to help with the ache that has settled in my core.
Levi clears his throat, pulling my attention from thighs that my body is dying to straddle. His eyes are full of lust and want. I watch them slowly glide over my body that is exposed to him, thanks to my stupid outfit. I pull my jacket closed, cutting off his view. “Now, that’s not fair. I stood here letting you fuck me with your eyes.” He smirks at me. 
Above us, the wind has picked up, and so has the roaring. I hear things hitting the door. “I wasn’t eye fucking you.” 
He shakes his head as a laugh fills the room. “Keep saying that, and maybe you will start believing it, but sweetheart, I can smell how turned on you are right now.” He takes a step forward, and my thighs rub together again. My lips fall open at his dirty words. 
“I think you got hit by something on our way down here. I’m not turned on.”
“So, you’re telling me that if I were to slip my fingers underneath that scrap of material you’re calling shorts, I wouldn’t find your pussy dripping for me?” He turns his head like a puppy does when they’re confused.
“You wouldn’t touch me. Do I need to remind you of the fact you left me?” I spit toward him because I can’t afford for him to get any closer to me. I’m so fucking turned on by him right now I can even smell my musk. I might have hated him being gone, but it saved me because I knew if he ever came back, I would be unable to stay away. Being trapped underground in this small room makes it difficult to remember what he did. He is looking at me like he used to all those years ago, and my heart is soaring because of it. Needing a reminder, I whisper, “You don’t want me, Levi. It’s just the situation we have found ourselves in.” 
In a flash, he crosses the room, picks me up, and makes me wrap my legs around his waist. My back hits the wall behind me, but I don’t feel anything but his hard length rubbing me in the one place I need him the most. A tornado is roaring above us, so fuck it. If I’m going to die, I want one more night connected to the only man I’ve ever loved.
Right before he slams his lips to mine, he whispers, “I’ve never stopped fucking wanting you, Cupcake.”




Chapter thirteen
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Levi


Thanks to the lack of material covering her, my hands burn where they grip her bare ass cheeks. The skin on the back of my neck feels too tight as her hands grip me, pulling me closer to her. When she opens her full lips and lets me in, my knees start to shake. Pressing her harder against the basement wall, I grind my throbbing dick into her. “You’re driving me fucking wild, Cupcake.” I groan into her lips. “Dressed in clothes that barely contain your tits and ass. Looking so fucking sexy sitting there looking at me like you want to eat me up. Do you feel what you do to me?” 
The only sound around us is our panting breaths, not the tornado wreaking havoc above us. It can destroy the whole fucking town right now, and I wouldn’t bat a goddamn eye at it. The only thing I care about is that my girl is wrapped around me, and she’s kissing me back like she needs me just as badly as I need her. Her hands move to the hair that I’ve been growing out, and she rakes her nails down my scalp, making me physically shiver and almost drop her. My bottom lip stings when she bites down on it. A groan comes from deep within my chest. “If you don’t stop that, Tiffani, you can’t hold me responsible for what happens next.” Pulling back slightly, a small smile tugs at her puffy lips. My tongue licks away the sting, and her eyes track the movement.
“Stop what, Levi. I’m just giving you what you’re giving me,” she says, her silky voice dripping with lust. Her eyes are glazed over as she seems to be memorizing my face. Fuck, this girl is going to be the death of me, but what a way to fucking go.
Slamming my lips back to hers, I move one hand up and into her hair. I get a good handful and pull until her head tips back, giving me access to her creamy neck. Placing small kisses starting behind her ear, I nip at her until she’s shamelessly grinding her soaked pussy on me. I feel the wetness of her shorts, making the material covering my dick wet as well. 
“Please,” falls from her lips, as she moans loudly into the small room.
I smile into her neck. “Please what, Cupcake? Don’t like it when I play?” 
Her legs tighten around me, pulling me tighter into her. If there weren’t three layers separating us that is, assuming she’s wearing panties right now she would have pulled my dick straight into her pussy with how close we are. “Make it better. Fuck me.” She tries to pull her head down, but my grip on her hair makes that impossible. 
Somewhere in the back of my lust-driven brain, I’m sure there is a little person screaming at me that I need to slow this down. That hiding from a tornado under a half-finished house is not where we should be doing this. Or that we need to have a conversation before I give us both what we want. But his advice is drowned out by my need to be with her in any way I can right now. Who knows what is going to happen when this storm’s over. Okay, maybe I hear him a little.
“Are you…” I try to get the words out, but she stops me.
“If you ask me if I’m sure right now, I will cut your dick off and use it myself. Levi, please.” I release her hair enough that she’s able to pull her head down and wreck me with her eyes. I don’t deserve her, but I don’t have the willpower to not give her what she wants. 
Pulling my hands from her ass and out of her hair, I force her legs to drop. She’s unstable in her heels, so I grab her shoulders to help her stay up. Once she’s steady, I slowly push her jacket off her shoulders. My hands go to the material encasing her boobs. I grab it in the middle and use little force to rip it in half. Her eyes close as a moan falls from her parted mouth. Pulling down the white bra hiding her luscious tits from me, I waste no time cupping them and dropping to my knees so I can bring my mouth down on her hard nipple. Placing a small kiss on it, her back arches off the wall, and I flick her nipple with my tongue. My mouth waters at the first taste of her skin. It’s salty from the rain and sweat that we have worked up. Using my right hand, I roll the other nipple between my fingers and give it a gentle tug. 
Her hands find my hair and pulls me into her more. “Don’t stop. Levi, please.” My dick is now leaking in my jeans, but I ignore him. If I only get this one time to be with her like I want to, then I’m going to savor her and treat her like the queen she is. Switching to the other breast, she gasps as the air hits her wet nipple. I make sure to give this one as much attention as I did the other one. I lick down her tiny tummy. I fucking hope I can do this again when her curves are back. 
Leaning back, I look up at her and question her with my eyes. With hooded eyes, she nods her head. Slipping my fingers in the side of the shorts, I pull them down. I’m greeted with her bare, glistening pussy right in front of my face. Two layers it was. Her musk fills my senses, and I drool a little. “Oh, how I missed the smell and sight of your pretty pussy,” I groan. Even though I want to dive right into her and never leave, I force myself to slow down. I help her step out of the shorts. “The shoes stay on,” I say as she tries to step out of them. A giggle comes from above me, but I don’t take my eyes off her body. Instead, I nip her inner thighs. “Don’t laugh at me, Cupcake.” 
“I’m sorry, my love,” she moans.
My heart, which was rapidly beating, comes to a complete stop as the nickname she gave me slips from her lips. My gaze flies to her face, which is looking down at me like I’m the most important person in the world right now. “Say it again,” I beg.
“I’m sorry.” She smiles wickedly at me.
“Oh, you want to play games. I guess you need a reminder that I’m the champion of this game.” My hand starts at her ankle and slowly trails up her calf, barely touching her skin. Goosebumps break out all over her when I lean down and lightly lick over her thigh. My gaze has never left her, so I see when her smile fades. My hand reaches her pussy, which is now dripping down her thigh. I use one finger and lightly stroke it, teasing her, never slipping inside like she wants. “Say it again.” I barely run my index finger up her slit. She is so fucking wet for me. My dick throbs against the back of my zipper, begging me to stop teasing us both.  
“Please, my love.” She moans.
I growl, “Good girl.” I can’t wait for another second. I lean forward and, using my fingers, I pull her lips apart and lick her from hole to clit. I lift her left leg and place it over my shoulder, giving me more access to what I want more than life itself. I plunge my tongue deep inside her, making her moan loudly and rock her hips against me. Pulling out, I groan “Fuck,” against her. Replacing my tongue with two fingers, I lick up to her clit and suck it in my mouth, nipping at it only to soothe the sting with my tongue. 
“Yes, Levi. More.” Her hands fist my hair, pulling my face into her pussy until she cuts off all the air, but I don’t fucking care. If I die right here, I’ll go out a happy fucking man. I pick up the speed and force of my fingers and my tongue. The sounds coming from her mouth are animalistic. With one more thrust, her walls clamp around my fingers as she screams. I don’t stop until she pulls me away from her body. 
Our chests are heaving as we try to get air into our lungs. It smells like sex and her. I wish I could bottle it up for later. She pulls me up her body, takes my fingers that were just deep inside her, and licks her juices off them. Once she’s done, I slam my mouth to her. “That was mine.” Reaching between us, she undoes my button and zipper and tries to push my jeans down, but I spread my legs, stopping her. 
“Why?” She whines. 
“You don’t have to,” I say because I don’t expect her to do anything to me. My dick is screaming at me to shut my mouth and let her finish. “It sounds like the tornado has passed. Give me a minute, and we can go out,” I say, stepping back. Her hands grab my shirt, and she pulls herself to me. 
Her bare chest hits mine as she says, “Levi, the tornado in me isn’t finished, and I want you.” She kisses me, not roughly, but so sweetly that my heart melts. She pulls the hoodie and shirt I am wearing over my head. I pick her up again, spin around and sink to the floor. 
“Well, I can’t leave my girl with a tornado inside her, can I?” She smiles at me and shakes her head. I raise my ass and let her pull my pants down. My dick slaps my abs, leaking like a faucet. Tiffani doesn’t hesitate a second before she grabs it, running it up and down her slit. “Cupcake, I can’t wait anymore. I need to be… Fuck,” I moan as she sinks fully onto me mid-sentence.
“Be what? Inside me,” she moans back. Placing my hands on her hips, I help her ride me but let her set the pace. My eyes never leave her gorgeous face. I watch her eyes roll in the back of her head when I hit that special spot inside her. 
“Fuck, baby. You’re such a good girl, taking all my dick like that.” 
“It was made for me, Levi.” 
“Yes, don’t stop.” The way her warm, silky walls are squeezing me, I’m about to shoot my load, but I need her to come one more time. In a split second, I flip us so she’s on her back. Luckily my hoodie is under her protecting her from the hard ground. Using my hands, I spread her legs open as far as they will go. My hips start thrusting at a fast pace that I know will have us both coming soon. The sound of my balls slapping her ass fills the air. 
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she pants with each hard thrust. She rakes her nails down my chest.
“Fuck, Tiffani, I need you to come, baby. I can’t hold off anymore. You feel too damn good wrapped around me. Be a good girl and come all over my dick. I slam into her one more time as she arches her back off the ground, throws her head back, and screams. 
“Levi.” Her walls squeeze my dick as she squirts all over me and the floor.
“Cupcake,” I scream, as I come the hardest I ever have in my whole entire life. My hands fall from her thighs, and they close around my waist, keeping my dick deep inside her. Leaning forward, I place my hands next to her head, keeping most of my weight off her. Tiffani’s eyes are shut, and I worry that I fucked up big time by not keeping my hands to myself. Her bare chest brushes mine with each breath, and little sparks shoot through me. I don’t want her to regret what we just did. God knows I don’t. As I lay my forehead against hers, she opens her eyes and stares straight into my soul.
Just like always, she reads my emotions. Her hands come up to cup my cheeks, my eyes close as my heart rate triples. “Open your eyes, Levi,” she says. When I don’t listen, she tightens her grip on me. “Damn it, my love, look at me.”
My eyes fly open, and the first thing I see is she’s smiling at me, but a single tear is falling out of her beautiful, blue eyes. “Baby, why are you crying? I’m sorry…” I start to say but stop when she starts shaking her head.
At the same time she’s about to say something, the sound of someone pounding on the door up stairs echoes throughout the room. “Are you okay? It’s safe. You can come up.” Someone calls down. Tiffani’s eyes widen, and they are full of panic. I hold my finger up to my lips, telling her to be quiet. I pull out of her body and miss the feeling of her instantly. She sits up before she moves an inch away from me. She grabs my face and places one of the gentlest kisses I’ve ever had on my lips.
“We need to talk because I’m done denying this,” she whispers. I nod at her, but first, I’m going to go kill whoever the fuck is out there, interrupting the best time of my life in four fucking years. Pulling my jeans up, I tuck myself back in and grab my shirt off the floor. Tiffani stands, gathering her shorts and the torn shirt she was wearing. “Well, I can’t wear that anymore, and I’m going to have to pay to replace it.” 
“I’ll pay to replace it since I ripped it, but you will never fucking wear that outfit again unless it’s in the bedroom for me.” Picking up my hoodie, I slip it over her head, watching it swallow her. It’s so big it hangs down, covering the tiny shorts, thank god. She steps out of the heels and grabs my hand. We slowly make our way up the stairs, which are wet from the rain that got in through the cracks in the door. Unlocking the lock holding the chain in place, I stop her, “Wait here. Let me see what the damage is and if it’s safe for you to walk out there with no shoes on.” 
“Okay, please be safe.” She leans forward, giving me a quick kiss on my lips. Pushing the door open, the sky is dark, but multiple people are holding flashlights, making the debris lying around easy to see.
“Levi, is that you?” Ms. Glades asks. 
“Yes, ma’am. Are you okay?” I ask the elderly lady whose basement I just defiled. 
“I’m fine. Is that Miss Summers with you?” Turning around, Tiffani is standing on the top step taking in the damage surrounding us. The half-built house that Adam and I have worked days to get up is leveled, along with the houses next to it. 
“Give me your hand, Cupcake. The ground is littered with wood and nails, and you can’t walk barefooted.” Tiffani does what I ask, and I pick her up in my arms once again. 
“Frank, go get my other shoes out of the car. They should fit her perfectly.” Ms. Glades tells her son. 
“How bad is the rest of town?” I ask. Tiffani is shaking in my arms, but she doesn’t say anything. I’m unsure if it’s because of what we just did or the world around us that scares her. I hope it’s the second one. Frank returns with tennis shoes and helps her put them on before I put her down. She doesn’t move from my side. She links her fingers with mine. 
“According to the reports, it only touched down for a few seconds. Of course, it took down Mom’s house and the ones next to it, but that’s it. Some siding is missing from houses, roofs were torn up, but…” Frank waves his hands around, “this is the worst of it. Four houses and everyone got to safety so we can consider the town lucky. Houses can be rebuilt, but people can’t be replaced. Not losing lives is the best outcome.” 
“I agree. If you excuse me, I’m going to head home to check on Mom. I’ll call you tomorrow about starting on the house again, don’t worry about the cost. We will figure it out,” I say, pulling Tifffani toward the car, but of course, the car isn’t there. A blush stains my cheeks, “Um, Frank, could you…”
“I was wondering when you would notice your car is in the backyard of the Miller’s house two blocks away  I’ll take you,” he laughs at my mistake. Tiffani and I get in the back of the truck, sitting as close as possible but not talking the whole way home. I’m okay with the silence, but once we get there, it’s time to talk because I can’t fucking let her go again. I just can’t go through that again.




Chapter fourteen
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Tiffani


The moment he came, I saw the look of worry in his eyes. While I was riding the high that I have only felt with him, he was battling something inside him, which made me start to worry. Did he regret what we did? I didn’t, not for one second. The moment he kissed me, my whole world went from shades of gray to bright colors. I felt complete for the first time in forever. I wasn’t Tiffani, the poor unfortunate girl who couldn’t do anything right. I was Tiffani, the person he desired more than anything, and I want to be her forever. Some may say I’m a fool for sleeping with him after he left me alone, but screw what others say about my life and choices. Nothing and no one has ever felt more right to me than him ever. It’s always been him since the first day I saw him. I wanted him and was determined to have him. One fuck doesn’t change the hurt that he caused, and I’m not stupid enough to think it will. We still have to talk about everything. He has to let me in and tell me what happened between the night he exclaimed his love for me and graduation. If he refuses to let me in, I have no choice but to walk away from him, but this time it will be my choice. Maybe it won’t hurt as bad as the first time did.  
The closer we get to his childhood home, the more nervous I become. I can’t do this. How can I expect him to open up to me when the secret that I hold is worse than anything he ever did? I can’t tell him about the baby. What if he blames me for not being able to carry it? Seeing the pain in his eyes will hurt worse than if I just left now. We can just chalk it up to the situation we were in messing with us. Levi clutches my hand like it’s his lifeline, but I pull away, placing it on my lap. His head shoots toward me, but it’s so dark in the truck I can’t see his face. I put my hands in the pocket of his hoodie I’m wearing so he won’t reach for them again. I need to get out of here and away from him. I may have been strong enough to let down my walls to be with him intimately, but there is too much dark inside me to allow him in emotionally, and it was stupid for me to even think I could.  
“Looks like the storm didn’t touch out here,” Frank says from the front seat, pulling Levi’s attention off me. 
“Yeah, looks like it,” he says with no emotions to his word. Frank maneuvers his truck into Levi’s driveway. “Thanks, man, I appreciate it. I’ll get with Adam, and we’ll come look at everything first thing in the morning,” Levi says, stepping out, holding his hand out to me.
I don’t move to take it. “Actually, if it’s okay with you, I’m going to go back to town and check on my place. Make sure it’s still standing.” I turn to Frank, questioning him with eyes that say, please take me away from here. He nods his head, but Levi doesn’t shut the door. Instead, he wraps his hand around my arm, pulling me from the truck.
“You want to go back, I’ll take you in the morning when we can see the state of the building. It’s unsafe to go in the dark. Thanks, Frank, but I can take my girl home myself. See you in the morning.” He slams the door, pulling me up the driveway. Once Frank backs out and is gone, I dig my feet into the wet, loose gravel, stopping Levi.
“Let me go. What do you think you’re doing? Just because we gave into the heat of the moment doesn’t give you the right to manhandle me. Last time I checked, I wasn’t anyone’s girl but rather a goddamn adult. I can decide what’s safe for myself. I have been taking care of myself for four years now and I don’t need anyone to start now.” I pull out of his grasp. 
“Tiffani, don’t start this shit. You said it yourself. We need to talk. I need to check on Mom and let her know I’m fine. I ran out of here when they said a tornado was headed toward town so I could get to you.” He leans forward as if he is going to grab me again.
“Go, go check on your mom. I’m not stopping you, but I’m not staying here with you.” I turn away from him, determined to head back into town, even though it’s at least an hour’s walk. I need the time to wrap my brain around everything. 
“Why? Why can’t you stay here? Let me check in with Mom, then we will talk,” he shouts. 
“Because…” I choke out. All my emotions are running together, making me confused. I’m worried, scared, and pissed off, and I don’t know how to handle it all. If I allow him to explain why he left, I will hate myself worse because I’ve already decided I can’t tell him. I can’t tell anyone about the baby.
“Because why?” He grabs my arm, spinning me around and touching my cheek.
“I’m fucking scared, Levi,” I whisper, going with the highest emotion right now. “I’m fucking terrified of being here with you. Of what you make me want and what you make me feel. I don’t know why I can have sex with you, but this… talking feels massive, and I don’t know if I can do that.” His lips crush mine, and his hands run down my back over my ass, gripping the back of my thighs. Using his strength, he picks me up, forcing me to wrap my legs around his waist. My back hits a vehicle. The cold from the wet hoodie and the heat from his body causes a shiver to race down my spine.
“What don’t you understand, you silly, beautiful, perfect girl… All the things I make you want, make you feel... you do the same to me. You make me want the world, and you make me feel every emotion known to man. It’s fucking terrifying, but I’m not running from it again. I ran once, and it took everything from me, and I can’t do it again. It almost killed me to walk away from you… don’t ask me to watch you walk away.” Our breathing is labored. With every movement of our chest, his hoodie rubs against my bare breast making my nipples strain against the material. When he kisses me again, it’s soft, slow, and sensual, making all the worry I had disappear. He is kissing me like I’m the love of his life like we’re teenagers again.
“Is everything okay out here?” His mom’s voice floats out through the night, interrupting us. 
“Stay with me, Cupcake. Talk to me. Let me explain what happened. After, if you want to leave, I’ll take you home and leave you alone, but please just give me a chance?” he begs against my lips, and I can’t find it in me to say no.
“Okay, but I’m going to need some dry clothes. I’m freezing.” 
“No problem, Cupcake.” he laughs, letting me down and leading me to the front porch.
“Tiffani, is that you? Oh, what a nice surprise, sweetie.” His mom races down the porch pulling me into a hug. “Your freezing child. Come on, Levi will find you some dry clothes, you can take a hot shower, and I’ll put on the soup I made last night. That should warm you right up. Did you guys get caught in the tornado that touched down?” 
“We took shelter in the basement of Ms. Glades’ house. The progress we made is gone, along with the surrounding houses, but it looks like it touched down and then went right back up. There are minor damages from the winds across town but nothing that bad,” Levi answers behind us. His mom gasps, spinning me toward her, checking for injuries, I assume because she does the same thing to him.
“You guys weren’t hurt. Were you?” 
“No, Mom, we’re fine. Why don’t you put the soup on, and I’ll get Tiffani sorted out.” He grabs my hand, pulling me across the living room toward the hall bathroom. “Oh, is it okay if she stays here tonight? I think we should wait to see if her place has any damage.” We both turn toward her. She is staring at our hands with a smile. 
“Of course, she can stay. If your place did get damaged, you are more than welcome to stay here as long as you need to,” she says. 
“Thank you, Mrs. Hill.”
“Call me Nana or Mom. Go get clean and warm. I see you shivering from here.” She waves us away, heading into the kitchen. 
I follow him into his childhood bedroom. I’ve been here many times over the year and a half we dated. A small laugh falls from me when I take note that nothing has changed since then. He still has the same twin-sized bed, although the cover is a darker shade of blue than before. His dresser, desk, and tv stand are the same, covered in doodles and stickers we spent hours putting there. 
“What’s so funny?” His back is to me as he digs through his drawers.
“You have been home for a couple of months now, and you haven’t changed anything. Do you even fit in that bed anymore?” I cover my mouth to hopefully hide what is slowly becoming a full belly laugh.
“There isn’t a point in changing anything when I’m searching for my own place.” He turns around, holding out a pile of clothes toward me. “These should fit. They are from high school, so they shouldn’t be too big on you.” 
“Thank you.” Taking the clothes, I leave him behind in search of a much-needed warm shower and some alone time. The warm water feels fantastic on my cold skin and aching muscles. The fact that I still don’t have hot water at the apartment makes me enjoy this much more. I doubt I’ll get the job at Mick’s since Levi kidnapped me on what was supposed to be my first night. I’m back to square one and almost out of time with Parker and Emilee. A knock on the door pulls me from my worrying thoughts. 
“Everything okay, sweetie. The soup is done, but don’t rush. I can keep it warm. I just wanted to check on you.” Nana’s voice comes from the hallway.
“I’m getting out now,” I reply, turning the water off reluctantly. I could stay here for hours. If it was a bathtub, I would never leave. Drying off, I step into the sweatpants and t-shirt Levi gave me. They still swallow me, but not as bad as anything he wears now would. I notice they are the senior sweatpants we bought when ordering our class rings. Mine are still at my parent’s house unless they got rid of everything, which I wouldn’t put it past them. The rich aroma of chicken noodle soup makes my mouth water. Nana is the best cook ever, and I miss the nights I would have dinner with them. Bundling up my wet clothes, I carry them out of the bathroom, unsure where I should put them.
“Let me take those. I’ll put them in the washer for you.” Nana rushes forward, grabbing them from me. “Sit, eat. Adam called Levi. Seems there was a family trapped in their basement, and they needed more people to help. He will be back soon.” She leaves me to sit at the table. When the first spoonful of broth hits my taste buds, I can’t contain the moan. 
“This is so good. I missed your cooking,” I say.
“You’re welcome at my table any time, Tiffani.” She pulls out the chair across from me, picking up the spoon in the other bowl. “I don’t know what happened between you and my knuckleheaded son, but you are always welcome here. I have missed you.” 
Emotions clog my throat at her invitation. She sounds just like Mr. Hill, making the hole left behind when he died grow a little more. “Thank you. How are you doing? I feel horrible not reaching out after…” I swallow another bite of food before continuing, “Mr. Hill’s passing, but I wasn’t sure if it would be acceptable.” The noodles in my bowl become the most fascinating things on earth.
“Tiffani, look at me, please.” I look up to see a look of understanding on her face. “I know he visited you. I drove him there at the end when he couldn’t anymore, but that was his time with you, so I never stayed. He never told me what you two talked about, but those weekly get togethers were the highlight of his week. He loved you as if you were his granddaughter, and I feel the same way about you. I’m only telling you because you look so guilty sitting there, and I want you to know that I know the secret you hide, and it’s okay.” 
The sob that comes from me hurts me more emotionally than physically, because she doesn’t know a quarter of the secret I hold, and she can never know. She is around to my side within a second, pulling me into her. “I miss him so much,” I whisper into her chest. “He was the only person I had on my side, or at least that’s what it felt like. There is so much I didn’t get to tell him. So much time I wasted on meaningless things when I could have been telling him how much he meant to me.” 
“So do I, but he’s here with us. I always feel him, and I suspect you will too, if you let go of the pain you hold. And Tiffani, he knew how you felt about him, I promise you. He knew. You are not alone. All you have to do is ask, and any of us, Hills and Wests, will be there for you no matter what.” She rubs my back, trying to comfort me, but it makes me hate myself more. Once I calm down, I don’t have much of an appetite anymore, so I excuse myself to go lay down.
“Um, where should I…”
“If you lay down anywhere in this house, Levi will just move you. So you might as well go to his bed, sweetie.” My eyes widened with shock because wouldn’t it be inappropriate to share a bed with him in his parent’s house? Nana laughs when she sees the terrifying look on my face, “Oh sweetie, you’re adults, and I know my son. He isn’t going to let you sleep anywhere but his arms.” 
Not turning on the overhead light, I make my way across the room toward his bed. Sleeping in his bed feels right but also wrong at the same time. I want to be in his bed, with him pressed against me but letting him get close to me without telling him about the baby is wrong. We both agreed we needed to talk before anything else happened. Maybe we should talk before we share a bed. Surely his mom was mistaken, and he won’t get pissed if I slept on the couch. I’m just going to grab a pillow and blanket off his bed and go to the sofa. At least I will be able to smell him as I fall asleep. 
My foot hits something hard that’s sticking out from under his bed. “Shit.” I cover my mouth quickly, hoping his mom won’t hear me. When Levi got me a change of clothes, I saw a lamp beside his bed. Reaching out, I turn on the light to see the cause of my throbbing toes. Hidden half under the bed is a shoe box. Bending down, I pull it out and sit cross legged on the bed. I shouldn’t open it. That would be invading his privacy and wrong. If someone found the box I kept hidden and looked inside, I would be pissed. 
The need to find out what’s in the box outweighs the possible backlash. Slowly I pull the lid off, placing it beside me. Laying on top is a graduation announcement. At first, I think it’s from high school, but the colors are different. It’s an announcement of Levi’s graduation from Air Traffic Controller School in Florida. Beneath that is a couple of awards that he received, I assume when he was in school. Then there are a couple of metals in little boxes. I wonder what he got those for? Under the metals, there is a picture that is face down, when I pick it up, my attention is pulled to the dog tags at the bottom of the box. Putting the picture down on the bed, I pull the necklace out. The chain is made of silver metal with a tiny clasp on it. Two dog tags are hanging off the chain. Moving closer to the lamp, I finally make out the engraving on the metal. His name, social security number, blood type, religion, and USMC are raised off the metal. 
Why does he keep all of this hidden under his bed? This needs to be put into a scrapbook or framed on the wall. His time in the military is something to be praised and proud of. Even though I was left heartbroken, there has never been a day that went by that I wasn’t proud of him. I was worried about him, of course. Always worrying if he was safe or not. But staring at all this hidden in a dusty box makes me think he believes differently. The floor outside his bedroom door groans, and I hastily throw everything back in the box and shove it back under the bed. The small opening at the bottom of the door lights up quickly but then goes dark once again. The next second, the shower turns on, and I sigh because I didn’t get caught snooping. If I try to lie on the couch with his mom still awake, she’ll get onto me and send me right back here. I’ll lay down here and wait for her to go to sleep, then go out onto the couch. 
The smell of him surrounds me as I pull the cover over me and snuggle deep into his pillow. I quickly slip off, feeling like I’m home after a long day of work. 




Chapter fifteen
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Levi


When Adam called, saying the volunteer firefighters needed additional people to help a family trapped, I didn’t stop to think. I kissed Mom, asking her to explain to Tiffani, and ran out the door. With my car in someone’s backyard, I had to take Mom’s. By the time I got to town, they had removed most of the debris trapping the family, but another emergency popped up. Hours later, it looked like all the emergencies were taken care of. Cell service in town was nonexistent, so I couldn’t call to check on my girl. 
“I’ll see you in the morning?” Adam asked, walking me to the car.
“Yeah, but not too damn early. I’m exhausted and still have to talk to Tiffani before I go to sleep.” I yawn, unlocking the car door.
“Don’t you think showing up or calling her at,” he pulls out his phone, “one in the morning is rude, little brother?”
“Damn, how did it get so late? And she’s waiting for me at home, probably asleep somewhere beside where she’s supposed to be.” I say like it isn’t a big deal even though it is.
“What did you just say? Tiffani is at Mom’s?” Even though it’s dark, his truck’s headlights give me plenty of light to see his shocked expression.
I laugh, “Yeah, I’ll explain everything later, but for now, I’m going home.”
“Oh fuck no, you can’t just drop that bomb on me and then leave. How am I supposed to wait until you show up in the morning?” 
“You are worse than our sister. You’ll manage. Go home to your wife. She might have a way of distracting you.” Sliding into the car, I shut the door, cutting off anything else he says. I need to talk to my girl before I chicken out like she tried to earlier. I haven’t decided whether to tell her the truth about what happened or the version I told Emilee. I know the right thing to do would be to tell her everything, lay it all on the table, and let her decide what to do with it. But as someone with shitty biological parents, I don’t want to do that to someone else. Her relationship with her parents was never fucking perfect. They put too high of an expectation on her, and clearly, something happened while I was gone. But still, that doesn’t make telling her that her dad tried to bribe me to leave, and threaten to take away her future, easy. I guess I need to find out why she lives above the laundry mat, barely making it, before I tell her either version. The only thing I do know for sure is that, come morning, she will be back where she always fucking belonged, beside me forever. 
The only light on in the house when I pull up is the dining room, meaning that one of them is asleep. The door isn’t locked, so I walk right in. Mom is sitting at the table with a cup of tea in her hands. “Everyone okay in town?” she asks instantly.
“Yeah, what are you doing up so late?” I take off my muddy boots, placing them back outside before locking the door for the night.
“I couldn’t rest with my two sons playing hero. Now that Adam has called saying he made it home, and I see you have, I’ll take myself to bed.” After depositing her cup in the sink, she comes over, placing a kiss on my cheek. “I don’t know how Tiffani ended up with you tonight, and I don’t want to know. Be easy with her baby. I can see she’s hurting, something fierce, and it will take her some time to trust us again. You never said what happened between you two…” she holds her hand up to stop me from interjecting, “and you don’t have to. Just tread lightly with her.” With that, she leaves me speechless. 
After turning off the dining room light, I head toward my room, hoping Tiffani is in my bed so I don’t have to look for her. Opening my door, the closet light is on, but the door is shut almost all the way. “Mom,” I whisper into the quiet knowing that she left the light on for Tiffani. My beautiful girl is in the middle of my small bed, sound asleep. Her face is fully relaxed, and she looks peaceful for the first time since I’ve been home. Stripping out of my wet clothes, I pile them in the corner before crossing the room to my bed. Picking her up, I scoot her toward the wall, crawling in behind her. She mummers, turning toward me. My heart flips in my chest, and nerves skate through my stomach. 
“Levi?” 
“Shh, Cupcake. I got you,” I say, pulling her closer to me.
“Why are you naked?” she asks, her words muffled from her face being squished to my chest.
“I hate sleeping in clothes.” I kiss her forehead and try to keep my dick from making his intentions known. I love the feel of her little body pressed against me, but I won’t make another move until we talk. “Go back to sleep, baby girl.” 
“Thought we were going to talk?” She turns her face up, barely cracking her eyes.
Bending my head down, I kiss her. “We will after we sleep,” I reassure her. Nothing more is said, as her body relaxes again and soft snores come from her. I follow quickly behind her. For the first time since I came home, I’m glad I haven’t gotten a new bed. 
The sound of crying pulls me from my sleep. Ever since I enlisted, I’ve become a light sleeper, no matter how tired I am when I go to bed. Another whimper comes from the girl curled into my chest as a cold tear lands on my bare skin. “Tiffani.” I roll onto my side, pushing my hands into her hair to pull her head back. Her eyes are still shut, but more tears rush out.
“No, no,” she whispers. Fuck, she’s having a bad dream. 
“Tiffani,” I say louder, and her eyes fly open this time. Her hands come up to my chest and she pushes with all her strength. I’m not expecting it, so I slide off the mattress and land on the floor. “For fuck’s sake, what was that for?” I jump up, completely forgetting that I’m naked. The sun is rising, making the room not as dark as it once was. Tiffani’s eyes go straight to my erection, and a blush stains her cheeks. 
“Oh my god, Levi. I’m so sorry. I forgot where I was for a second and got scared when I felt someone holding me.” Her hands cover her face, hiding her embarrassment. 
Pulling back the cover, I slide beside her. “It’s okay, hey…” I pull her hands away. “It’s okay, baby girl. You had a bad dream. I was just trying to get you to wake up.” I try to pull her closer to me, but she moves in the opposite direction. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m fucking embarrassed, Levi, and you have a…” She waves her hand toward the covers that aren’t hiding that I’m hard right now.
I laugh, “It happens, baby. You never had a problem with this before. Why now?”
“Don’t be a smart ass, Levi Dane. We’re at your parent’s house. Make it go away.” She turns to hide her face in the pillows.
“That used to turn you on,” I say to the back of her head. Tiffany kicks my leg hard and groans my name into the pillow. “Okay I’ll work on making it go away. Why don’t you tell me what you were dreaming about? That might help.” I laugh again, which makes her smack my chest hard. “Fuck. Hitting me won’t help the problem here, baby girl.” All she does is groan at me. Going over the proper way to instruct a plane to land helps my dick forget Tiffani is close by. Once I’m not rocking a raging boner, I pull her face from the pillows. “It’s all clear. You can come out now.” 
“Not funny, Levi.” She rolls her eyes at me.
“What were you dreaming about?” A slight look of panic crosses her face, but it’s gone so fast I think I might have imagined it.
“You leaving me,” she whispers. “Can we talk now? I have to get to work.” Now it’s my turn to groan, I know we need to do this, but I don’t want to do it first thing this morning. 
“Sure, but only if you answer a couple of questions first. And I want the truth, Tiffani, no fucking lies.” 
“Same goes for you, no lying!” She counters me like she always does. If she isn’t careful with that smart mouth, I’m going to get hard again, then she will never get to work. 
“Fine, question for question. I’ll start. Why are you working at a laundry mat instead of an accounting firm like you always wanted?”
“Going straight for the juggler, huh? Because it’s the only job I could get with no experience and no college degree.” She sits up, placing a pillow over her legs. I move to mirror her but keep the cover over my waist. “Why did you show up last night?” 
“I already told you, I heard about the tornado heading toward town, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” No lies there. I was terrified the whole way to town, afraid I wouldn’t beat the storm there. 
“Why didn’t you go to college?” I grab her hand, lacing my fingers with hers.
“Couldn’t afford it.” She shrugs her shoulders, trying to act like she doesn’t care, but I know she does. All she could talk about was going to college with Emilee and Parker. “Why did you enlist in the Marines?”
Fuck I need more from her before I can answer that question. “Before I answer that, can I ask you one more question?” 
Her eyes narrow into slits, “Why?” 
“Just humor me. What happened between you and your parents?” Her eyes widen, but she answers me.
“Their ridiculous rules are what happened. I refused to start dating the sheriff’s son, they kicked me out, disowned me, and cut me off.” She looks down, shame written all over her face. Placing my finger under her chin, I raise her head back up. She has nothing to be ashamed of. I already hated her parents but hearing how they tried to force her to date someone else, especially someone like Steven, makes me hate them even more. 
“Why…” She pulls her head and hands away from me, shaking her head. 
“No, you asked two questions and I answered both of them. Answer mine, why did you enlist in the military when you never said one word about wanting to go? Why did you leave me? Explain like you promised, or I’m out of here, Levi. I can’t do this anymore.” She throws the pillow off her lap and tries to get off the bed, but my big body is blocking her. “Get out of my way, Levi. If you aren’t going to explain anything, then what am I doing here? My feelings aren’t a fucking joke. Move.” She tries to push me, but this time I’m ready for it.
“Stop fucking trying to leave all the time.” I wrap my hands around her wrist to stop her.
“Why? You did?” she screams at me.
“I left because I wasn’t good enough for you,” I scream back at her and instantly feel bad for it when she moves back so she’s flush against the wall. “God damn it, I’m sorry for yelling, but you wouldn’t stop trying to leave. I didn’t think I was good enough to be with someone like you. You had your whole life ahead of you. It was all planned out. You got accepted to every college you applied to. I didn’t apply because I knew my family didn’t have the money to send me. My grades were okay but not good enough to get a scholarship. I would have held you back, and we both know it.” The half-truth falls quickly from my mouth. I felt all that, but I loved her and was selfish back then. I wasn’t going anywhere, not until her dad showed up. “I enlisted into the Marines because of the bonus. I used that money to pay off this house for my parents so they wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore. I left you holding my bleeding heart in that school because I had heard and read what girlfriends went through when they were left behind. I refuse to do that to you. I loved you too much.” That part is the truth. I deposited that check into my account and paid off the mortgage on the house for Dad and Mom. 
“Wasn’t that my choice to make? To decide if I wanted to go through whatever you read about? If you only opened that mouth of yours and talked to me, you would have known that I would have stood beside you. Supported you however I fucking could. I would have been there the whole way through everything. But you took that choice away from me. You decided for me, and that’s unfair,” she screams at me through tears. I fucking hate seeing her cry and can’t keep myself away anymore. Pulling her to me, I turn and scoot until my back hits the headboard, settling her on my lap. 
“It was your choice, but I didn’t want to hear that I wasn’t important enough to you for you to go through all that,” I whisper, and damn, that’s the most truthful thing I’ve said to her this morning. Even I didn’t know that. But it’s true. I could have told her what happened between her father and me. Tiffani turned eighteen the day before graduation, the threat was over then, but I had already signed on the dotted line. I could have told her, just like I can now, but I decided not to. Back then, it was because I still feared her father would cut her off, and I was worried she wouldn’t see me as someone worth giving it all up for. After all, if my own mother wouldn’t give up anything for me, why would someone else?
“No, Levi, you were important enough. Fuck, you still are.” She pushes through my hands that are holding her face, placing her lips against mine. They are wet from her tears but warm against my own. My eyes close, and my hands tangle in her hair, as I get lost in the sensation of our lips working together, trying to make up for the lost time. She scoots further into my chest, pulling a moan from my throat, making my lips part. She takes the opportunity to explore my mouth, and I worry about morning breath. But I’m not going to stop this from happening. I just bared a part of myself that even I didn’t know was there, and Tiffani isn’t running from me. Tilting her head, she deepens the kiss even further. The more pressure she applies, the quicker my dick hardens under her. Her fingers run through my hair, pushing it back away from us. 
“Tiffani,” I whisper against her lips.
“No, shut up, Levi. Let me prove to you that I fucking love you. Let me show you how much you fucking mean to me,” she whispers back. Pressing against me, sucking my bottom lip between her teeth, she nibbles on it, and I moan at the mixture of pain and pleasure soaring through me. 
“You don’t have to do that with sex, baby.” My hands move from her hair, gripping her waist, helping her move over me. My actions are the complete opposite of what I just said.
“I want to. God, I want you so much right now,” she moans. Her hands move down my chest, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Scooting her hips back, she wraps her hands around my hard shaft, stroking me. They feel like velvet silk wrapped around me. I’m trying to hold on to the fact that my mom is undoubtedly awake right now. 
“God damn, baby, that feels so fucking good, but are you sure? Mom’s here.” I groan out as she squeezes me just like I love.
“Yes.” Her eyes are glued to her hands, watching what she’s doing to me. Fuck it. If she is okay with Mom hearing, so am I. Pushing her hands away, I move us both until she is on her back. 
“Take your sweatpants off. Show me what I do to you since you can clearly see what you do to me.” Her hands waste no time pushing the pants down her legs, baring her glistening pussy to me. The sight makes me weak in the knees. “Fuck, look at you all wet for me.” Balling up the pants, I toss them toward the door. Placing my hand on her chest, I push her to lie back down.
“Levi, please, I need you,” she whines, rubbing her thighs together, making a mess with the juices leaking out of her. Spreading her legs wide, I lower my head to the place I have fucking missed so much. I slowly clean her thighs groaning when her taste explodes on my tongue. Once I have gotten all her juices, I move up. Flattening my tongue, I swipe it straight up to her clit, flicking her bundle of nerves. Her hips buck off the bed into me, but I use my hands to hold her down.
Her hands pull at my hair. “More Levi.” Grinning, I plunge my tongue into her warm, tight hole, feeling her velvet walls clench around it. She’s close, real close. Replacing my tongue with two fingers, I work her until she’s making a mess on my sheets. Sucking her clit fully into my mouth, I bite gently down. Her walls clamp around my fingers. “Fuck, fuck.” Throwing my other hand over her mouth, I quiet her moans as she rides out her orgasm. Once her walls release my fingers, I let her clit pop out of my mouth. Her legs fall open, but I’m not done with her little body.
“On all fours,” I growl. I feel her smile beneath my hand, before she bites the flesh of my palm. “Fuck, baby. Now. before I come on my sheets like a teenager,” I demand. Like the good girl she is, she flips over, getting on her hands and knees in front of me. God damn, I love the way she looks. “Can you be quiet, or do I need to find something to shove in that pretty mouth of yours?” 
Looking over her shoulder, she watches me get onto my knees, stroking the head of my dick up and down her soaked pussy. “Yes, I…” she starts to say as I push fully into her. “Yes,” she moans, moving back into me. I smirk at her because she isn’t being quiet. 
“Take the shirt off, put it in your mouth,” I grit out holding myself still as much as I can. Her walls flex around me. “Fuck, baby, I can’t stay still any longer. Either put the shirt in your mouth, or my mom will hear you scream as I fuck this little body of yours.” She doesn’t take it off but pulls it up into her mouth. That will have to work because I have to move. Grabbing her hips, I pull almost all the way out before thrusting back deep into her. Fuck, she is so damn tight and warm. The moans coming from her mouth spur me on. She meets me thrust for thrust as I pick up speed. The room fills with the sound of our skin slapping. “Fuck, Tiffani,” I moan.
The shirt must have fallen from her mouth, “God, Levi. Baby, I’m close. You’re hitting so deep…” Her words cut off as she throws her head back, and another orgasm takes her over the edge. My balls start to draw up as tingles shoot down my spine. I tighten my grip on her hips as I pick up the speed of my thrust. Her body bounces with every thrust I make. “Oh fuck.” Her arms go out from under her, and her face is in the mattress as she screams my name. My dick swells, then I twitch and fill her up. I bite my bottom lip hard to keep from screaming through my release. All the strength leaves me, and I fall forward, slipping out of her. Even though I don’t want to move, I also don’t want to crush her, so I roll to the right, wrapping my arms around her and bringing her back to my chest.
Her chest is heaving as bad as mine. “I’m sorry I left you, Tiffani, but I was young and dumb. Can you give me another chance to love you the way I should have been doing all these years?” She kisses the inside of my arm that is laying under her head.
“Yes, my love.” A knock on my door sends us both scrambling for our clothes.
“Now that you are done with your morning exercise, breakfast is ready. Adam will be here soon.” My mom calls through the door laughing. 




Chapter sixteen
[image: image-placeholder]







Tiffani


I begged Levi to let me sneak out of the window to avoid what was destined to be an awkward breakfast with his mom and brother. Of course, he just laughed at me, telling me it was too late. Bless her; his mom never said anything about what she heard. She went about loading up our plates like nothing had happened. Adam, his wife, and their adorable son arrived five minutes after we sat down. As the door opens again, we all stare as Emilee and Parker come into the living room. Emilee has a worried look on her face which makes us all jump up at the same time. What if something is wrong with the baby?  
“What’s wrong, Sissy?” both Adam and Levi ask.
“What’s going on?” Nana asks at the same time.
“I was worried sick about you. Do none of you guys know how to answer your damn phones? We have been calling all morning to make sure everyone’s okay?” Her eyes are frantic as she bounces between all three of them. Then they land on me. I’m half standing, half sitting, frozen by the thought of something happening to her as it did me. “Tiffani, what are you doing here?” Her tone is clipped and short. 
Her question unfreezes me physically, but emotionally it chills my blood. It sounds like she doesn’t want me here, but that makes no sense because she told me to listen to him. Maybe I misunderstood her? I have been known to misread a situation before. Is that what’s happening right now? Everyone turns their attention to me, and I start to over analyze every stare, every look thrown my way. Oh fuck, I’ve overstayed my welcome. That thought makes the light, fluffy eggs in my stomach feel like a ton of bricks. How could I have been stupid? I always feared they blamed me for Levi leaving, and maybe they do. Smoothing Levi’s shirt down, I step away from the table. 
“Um…” I need a way out of here and fast. Glancing at the microwave, the clock says it’s six twenty, I don’t have to be at work until seven, but I guess there’s no time like the present to leave. “I’m sorry, I just noticed what time it is. I need to get back to town, if you’ll excuse me.” The shoes Ms. Glades let me borrow are sitting by the front door, the same one that Parker is still standing in front of. Everyone is staring at me frozen until I shove my feet into them.
“Tiffani…”
“Cupcake…”
“Sunshine…”
Three people try talking to me at once, but I can’t hear them. It’s all a loud buzzing in my ears. My face is hot with embarrassment from everything. My hands shake as I struggle to get air into my lungs. I push past Parker, throwing the screen door open and, in my haste to get away from everyone, I run into someone coming up the steps. Stopping to apologize isn’t possible right now, even though I was raised with manners. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I breathe? What is going on with me? The faster I push my legs, the weight in my stomach gets worse and worse. My foot trips over a big rock in the road, and my body flies forward. I try to stop my fall by throwing my hands out, but all I do is scrape my hands as they slide against the wet road. My chin hits the ground hard, causing my teeth to bite the inside of my cheek, flooding my mouth with blood. Levi’s shirt tears at my stomach, and the rocks dig into the soft flesh. His pants rip at the knees as well. 
“Oh shit. Are you all right?” a scared voice off to my left asks. I hear feet kicking gravel as whoever just saw me faceplant rushes toward me. Small hands grab my shoulders and help me sit onto my knees, but I shift to my ass when that becomes painful. “Your hands, oh, you hit your chin… Ben!” I look up into the worried eyes of Levi’s aunt. Looking over her shoulder, I see I’m right in front of their house, which is half a mile from Levi’s. Her husband comes running when he hears her calling him.
“What’s wrong… Tiffani? What happened?” 
“She fell, of course. Go get the first aid kit,” She yells at him.
“No, no need. I’m good, Levi’s aunt. Promise. I wasn’t paying attention. I’ll be on my way.” I try to push up onto my feet, but without the use of my hands, I can’t. Shit, I place my hands on the ground and grind my teeth to keep the curse word in as the dirt embeds itself into the cuts. 
“The hell you are, young lady. You come into this house right now and let me clean those cuts up.” Her tone is stern, making me afraid to question or refuse her.
“I really need to get to town. I’m supposed to be at work by seven, and it’ll take longer than I have to walk there,” I whisper, looking down at the ground so she doesn’t see the tears threatening to overflow. 
“I will drive you to town only after I clean those.” She points to my hands. 
“Thank you. I can’t keep calling you Levi’s aunt in my head. What’s your name?” I feel ridiculous asking, but I feel rude not knowing it. 
“It’s Teresa, you’re Tiffani. The girl who dated Levi in high school, right?” 
“Yes, ma’am, that’s me. Thank you for helping me and giving me a ride,” I answer. I hate that I can’t confidently tell her no, I’m Tiffani, his current girlfriend, but my brain is so messed up by what I swear I saw on everyone’s face back there. He might say he wants me, but if his family doesn’t really want me around, he won’t either. Not someone like Levi, who puts his family first in everything he does. It takes Teresa five minutes to dig the gravel out of my palm, chin, knees and stomach before she is satisfied enough to take me into town. I don’t speak the whole way there. I try to make sense of everything, but it’s no use.
By the looks of the outside of the building, Susan’s Suds was lucky. There are branches scattered over the parking lot, but that takes me ten minutes to clean up. Thankfully we have electricity. With a few minutes to spare, I find the hidden key, unlock the doors, and head upstairs to change. Throwing Levi’s clothes in the hamper, I try to push him to the back of my mind. I need to focus on work; worrying about him won’t do me any good right now. 
For a Wednesday, it’s pretty busy. A lot of people that come in are doing laundry for the individuals that lost their homes or don’t have electricity at the moment. If I could afford it, I would help them, but according to the bank, I’m almost in the red. Even though I can’t help financially, I do help by switching clothes over and folding bedding for them. No one looks at me like people usually do. Like I’m a reject, based on my parents’ rumors. They smile at me, thanking me for helping. By the time noon rolls around, everything is quiet but Brad shows up and locks himself in the office, claiming he’s here to do the monthly inventory. 
“Tiffani, come here. I need to speak to you,” Brad’s calls from the office. With all the mud outside, the floors needs to be cleaned more today. I had decided now was a good time to do it again, so I wouldn’t have to be in there with him, but it looks like he has a different plan. I don’t walk completely into the office. 
“What is it?” I ask. A knot forms in my stomach, my legs itch to move away from him, and my skin feels like someone is pulling on it, stretching it tight across my body. 
“Why weren’t you here this morning to open up at the scheduled time?” He asks, not pulling his eyes from the stack of money he’s counting. 
“What are you talking about? I was here and opened the doors exactly at seven when I was supposed to.” The feeling of something being wrong grows, making me slightly inch back. My body is going into fight or flight, and it looks like it’s settled on flight. My heart is pounding in my chest, sounding like a hammer in my ears. His head swivels toward me, and a sick smile pulls his lips back so tight all his yellow-stained teeth are on display.
“Let me guess, you’re going to say that you missed the note right here on the desk that said the operating hours are now six am to seven pm.” He picks up a yellow Post-it note that was not there a minute ago.
“That wasn’t there this morning, Brad.” I should shut my mouth, but I’m tired of him constantly changing things without telling me. It’s time I stand up for myself. I run this fucking place on my own, seven days a week, and I do a damn good job. 
The chair he’s sitting in crashes against the floor, as he pushes away from the desk quickly. I try to back up away from him, but he’s coming toward me fast, like a raging bull after seeing some stupid clown wave a red flag in their face. “Don’t you stand there and back-talk me like you know better than I do. I put that note there last night as I left. It’s not my fault you’re too fucking blind to see it, or maybe you’re just too stupid to read.” 
My feet hit the wet floor sign I put out when I started mopping and, for the second time today, I find myself on the ground. At least this time, it’s not gravel, but I would take that over the sneering person looming over me like I’m a damn child. Using my hands and feet, I scoot back, turning, trying to push myself off the floor, but my hands slip on the wet tile. My head is pulled back, and some strains of hair are yanked from my scalp as Brad’s hand grabs my small ponytail. A scream rips from my body, “Let me go!” Even though it hurts like a bitch, I pull my head forward, ripping out more hair, but I get out of his grasp.
“Your father should have taught you how to show respect to someone in charge. Maybe if he had taught you where a woman’s place in this world was, I wouldn’t have to do this,” he says, spit flying from his mouth. Do what? Fear consumes me, but I can’t stand around and wait to fucking find out what he’s talking about. This room has four doors, one to the office, my apartment, the parking lot for customers, and the employee’s parking. I’m closest to the employee’s parking lot and take off toward that door. As soon as my hand grips the handle, I find myself in his grasp again . This can’t be fucking happening right now. No way in fucking hell am I going to be assaulted by this fucking prick. My face is slammed into the metal door, my nose takes the brunt of the blow, and the bones crack and break with the impact. 
“Fuck!” I scream as pain blinds me temporarily, tears spring to my eyes, and blood pours down over my lips. “Help!” Even though no one is around to hear my plea, I still have to try. My vision clears in time to see the door coming closer, and I brace myself, but it never comes. Instead, Brad’s hand releases my hair, and I slump to the ground, closing my eyes out of fear. Arms encircle me, but I start fighting whoever it is, screaming, “Don’t touch me! Stay away from me!” Putting my hands under me, I push up and twist the handle, throwing myself through the door away from Brad and whoever else is there. 
“Sunshine!” Parkers’ voice comes from the door I just ran through, stopping me in my haste to leave. Spinning around, he’s standing there, one hand holding the door open, the other reaching for me. “Tiffani, you're safe it’s me. Sunshine, it’s me.” The door closes as his long legs eat up the small distance between us, crushing me into his chest. 
“P-Parker how…” I can’t get anything out around the lump in my throat. My whole body is shaking with fear after what just happened. He tips my head back. His eyes narrow on my nose but before he can say anything a loud crash comes from behind the closed door, making me jump back out of his arms, racing to see what the hell is happening. Opening the door, Brad’s pinned against the right wall, and a very pissed off Levi has his hands wrapped around his throat. Brad’s hands claw at Levi’s, and his face is dark red. 
“Who gave you the idea that you could touch any woman like that, not to mention a woman that belongs to me?” The muscles in Levi’s forearms strain as he squeezes harder. Another man is standing shoulder to shoulder with Levi, but I can’t focus on him long enough to figure out who he is. 
“S-she,” Brad chokes out.
“Levi,” I shout at him, because I don’t want him to go to jail for killing Brad, even if he deserves it. Levi’s attention turns to me for a second, his eyes narrow on my broken nose before returning to his victim. He lets go of his throat but steps closer into Brad’s personal space. Brad starts coughing straight into Levi’s face, but that doesn’t seem to bother him one bit. 
“You did that to her fucking nose?” Levi’s nose to nose with him. Parker comes up beside me and tries to pull me away by my arm, but I shake him off. I’m not leaving. 
“S-she stole from me. The bitch deserved it.” Brad coughs out. Levi pulls his fist back, throwing a punch straight into his face. Brad’s head bounces off the wall behind him with a sickening sound. His body goes limp, sliding to the left until it lands on the floor, knocking the mop bucket over. Levi doesn’t stop, though. He stands over him, holding him by the shirt throwing punch after punch into his face. 
“Levi,” I scream again. I start heading toward them, but Parker grabs my arm, stopping me. The guy I don’t know grabs Levis’ arm, halting what would have been the fifth punch to Brad. 
“Enough, Levi. He’s out cold.” 
“It will never be enough, Uncle Sonny. He has been lying to her, watching her, plotting, and then he fucking has the balls to touch her. To touch what is mine. What if we hadn’t got here when we did? You saw what was on his fucking computer, what he was hired to fucking do to her. It will only be enough when I put a fucking bullet in between both of their fucking eyes!” Levi screams at who I now know is his uncle. I heard everything he said, but nothing makes sense to me. I’m missing something. 
“Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” I scream again, getting all three guys’ attention. The front door opens, pulling all our attention to the person that is stepping through it. Someone I never thought I would see here.
“Hello, daughter.” 
“Dad,” I whisper, stepping back into Parker’s embrace.
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Levi


I’m struck speechless watching Tiffani run down the driveway heading toward town. What the fuck? “Emilee, what was that all about?” I demand. 
“Hey, watch your tone.” Parker steps toward me, but I don’t let his macho act phase me. 
“Right now, Parker, stay the fuck out of this. Why did you question her like that? You were the one that told me to talk to her. For fuck’s sake, you’re her best friend, so why would you question why she’s here with me? You had no right.” Emilee’s mouth drops open at my tone. 
“Back the fuck up, Levi. She might be your sister, but that’s my wife you are talking to like that, and I won’t hesitate to put your ass on the ground.” Parker steps into my face. My hands ball up into tight fists. I don’t want to punch my best friend, but I won’t back down either.
“Easy, boys.” Adam steps in between us, placing a hand on our chest and pushing us to take a step back. 
“Levi, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I was surprised to see her and worried about everyone.” Emilee cries behind Parker. Her shaking hands swipe at her tears. Okay, now I feel like an ass.
“I get that, Em, but we’ve talked about how a person’s tone can change a sentence into something else. And that question was laced with venom.” I step around Parker to wrap my sister up in a hug. “Come on, sit and calm down before your caveman of a husband buries me for upsetting you.”
“He won’t because you didn’t do anything, I did.” Emilee sits in the seat Tiffani just left. She holds my hands, looking up at me with big, puppy dog eyes. “I’m sorry, Levi. I really am.” 
“I know you are. It’s okay. I’m going to see if I can catch her before she gets too far.” I don’t even get to turn around before the voice of someone I haven’t seen since Dad’s funeral stops me. 
“Actually, I need you to hold off on leaving for a little bit, son.” 
“Uncle Sonny, what are you doing here?” Adam asks, clapping him on the back.
Mom rushes from her chair, throwing herself in the arms of her oldest son. “Oh, what a nice surprise. I thought you couldn’t come back for a couple more months.” 
“Me too, Mom, but…” he looks toward Adam, who has a guilty look on his face, “Adam called me back in July, told me a story, and asked me to do a bit of digging.” He pulls out a manila envelope and hands it to Adam. “It’s not pretty. Maybe we should talk in private.” 
“The hell you are. If something is going on, I’m not being left out,” Mom says.
“Me either, and Parker West, if you know what’s good for you, keep that mouth shut.” Emilee crosses her arms, giving Parker a death stare. He just holds up his hands and sits down beside her. 
“Carly, can you take Junior outside to play, sweetie?” Adam says, holding up the envelope. I have a feeling she knows exactly what’s going on, and by the look she throws my way, I’m not going to like this at all. Once Carly closes the door behind her, I hit Adam with the question I’ve been holding back. 
“You fucking told him, didn’t you?” My knees shake, forcing me to drop down in the chair across from Emilee.
“You're damn right, I did. But not just because of what you told me, little brother. It was actually something I noticed right after Dad died, and I started doing the books full time. Everyone sit down and let me explain.” Everyone follows his orders, and Emilee, reading me like she always does, grabs my hands to lend me her strength. 
“Why didn’t you come to me when you found something that worried you?” Mom asks.
“Because I didn’t want to stress you out or make you worry. You were dealing with enough as it was, but we’ll get to that in a minute. First, Levi, it’s time you tell the truth about what happened four years ago.” 
The anger I just felt toward Emilee is now boiling over. My ears get red hot, a clear sign I’m about to lose my shit. “Fuck you, Adam. I told you that in confidence. I’m not doing this again.” I slam my palms on the wooden table, making the dishes clink violently. Standing up, I lean over the table, bracing my weight on my hands, so I can be closer to his face. “I’m not putting that on our mom or our pregnant sister. How can you even ask me?” I yell at him.
He never moves, and his voice is much calmer than mine. “Because they have a right to know and besides if Uncle Sonny’s here that means there is so much more going on right now that we are all clueless to. I know you assume they’ll all think less of you, but that is far from the truth. Levi, you were a fucking child put into a situation most adults wouldn’t know how to handle. You have put this family first your whole life, and that’s what you did that night. You pushed aside your feelings for her and put us first. That makes you a fucking hero.” 
“It makes me a fucking coward. I let someone force me away from her and you guys. I could have come into the house and spilled my guts. But then you know what would have happened, Adam? Dad would have put everything up for sale to make sure I stayed out of jail…”
“Jail! Levi Dane Hill, you have about two seconds to start talking, or I will whip your ass like I did when you were younger,” Mom exclaims.
The couple of bites of breakfast I ate earlier start churning in my stomach, trying to come back up. I don’t want to tell this story again. I’m so tired of that night controlling my life, of him having control over me. For almost five years now, that night has haunted me, followed me around like a dark cloud, one that only I could see. Telling Adam wasn’t easy, but it’s a walk in the park compared to telling Mom. Dad and Mom were so proud of me while I was serving. They were the parents who bought t-shirts that said proud marine parents, and even had stickers on their vehicles. Even a fucking My son is a Marine sign in their damn yard. And now I have to take that pride and turn it into disgust because it was a coward’s way out of a situation I should have been smart enough to not get myself into in the first place. The look Mom is pinning me with tells me I don’t have a choice. 
“Fine, you guys want the truth. Here it is…” I sit back down and never take my eyes off the plate of sausages in the middle of the table as I tell everyone the same fucked up story I told Adam. When I got to the part about the money Mr. Summers tried to get me to take that night, Mom squeaks and speaks up for the first time in ten minutes.
“Oh, son, you didn’t…”
“God, Mom. Of course I didn’t take the money. I would never do something like that.” I lean back in the chair like she slapped me across the face. “How could you think I would? Even if it was a million fucking dollars, I loved her, Mom, and she meant more to me than anything else. I wanted forever with her even back then.”
“I only asked, Levi, because right after you left, your dad and I got a letter from the bank telling us that the mortgage was paid in full.” 
“I used the sign-on bonus I got from the Marines to pay the house off. I didn’t feel right taking that money because of everything. To me, that money felt just as dirty as the envelope of cash thrown in my lap by Tiffani’s dad. So I put it to good use.” I finally stop looking at the fucking food. Mom’s head is bowed, and her shoulders shake as she silently cries. This next part is going to fucking hurt Emilee, so I look at her. 
“Sissy, please don’t…”
“You don’t have to say it. My breakdown the year before wiped them out financially. I know, Levi. I know Dad and Mom took a second mortgage out on the house to pay for everything.” She looks so fucking sad and guilty at the same time. My rage is starting to get out of control because no one at this table should be feeling any of this, and they wouldn’t be if someone had kept his damn mouth shut.
“I’m sorry, Sissy. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell them, you asshole.” I spit out at Adam. “Are you fucking happy?” 
“No, Levi, I’m not, because it wasn’t just Emilee that put our parents in a financially unstable position; Carly and I did too. And because of both of us, you didn’t think you could come to us. Now that everyone knows what happened that night, I can tell you what I found and why I called Uncle Sonny.”
“Make it quick, all I want to do is go find Tiffani.”  
“After Dad passed, I was going through the bank statements one night, trying to get the books caught up, when I came across a debt to the business account. At first I thought Dad just forgot to put it in the books so I added it and thought nothing of it. Until it happened the next month and I knew that we hadn’t ordered anything or owed anyone money when it was taken out. I meant to call the bank and look into it more, but then work started picking up and, just like before, I fell behind on balancing the books. That is, until Levi came back and I had more time to do the accounting side of the business.
“In July I worked long hours after finishing for the day to get all the receipts, payments, and stuff in the books, when I saw the same withdrawal on the same day as the month before, but this time it was for two hundred dollars more. The app on my phone didn’t have a name for the transaction; it only said pre-approved transaction with a bunch of numbers. The next morning I took a trip to the bank and got a printed out log of everything going back a year. For almost a year before Dad died, he had been making payments to Sandra’s Sud’s.” Adam looks at me when he says the name of the company. 
“Wait, that’s where…”
“Yeah, Tiffani works. We have never done business with Sandra so it didn’t sit right with me. Why would they be charging us three-hundred dollars a month then six? Like the rest of us, I’d heard the rumors around town about Tiffani and why she got kicked out. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions so I called Uncle Sonny. I sent him all the information I had and asked him to look into it for me.”
I’m no longer exhausted like I was a minute ago; nope, pissed off Levi is back. “You thought what? Tiffani somehow got a hold of Dad’s banking details and started to steal from him? I know you dropped out of school, but are you that fucking stupid Adam? How could she manage that?” 
“I never fucking said anything like that you asshole…”
“Both of you boys shut up now,” Mom screams, banging her fist on the table like I did earlier. Everyone's attention turns to her but no one says one word.  “Now if you would stop throwing out accusations, I can explain everything. All you had to do, Adam, was ask me. I didn’t know the price had gone up, but I know what the money is going toward.” 
“What do you know?” Uncle Sonny pins her with a disbelieving stare.
“Your dad never did anything without asking me. I guess it’s my turn to tell my secrets.” She turns to look at me. “You had been gone almost three months when your dad came home one day after work. He told me when he went to lunch, he ran into Tiffani. She was upset, crying, and looking lost. So he offered to buy her lunch.” A smile forms on her face. “Like your dad always did, he got her to open up to him about what was bothering her. He found out her parents had kicked her out, and she had nowhere to go. He took her to Sandra’s, got her a job, paid her first three months’ rent, and gave her a little cash to get by on. He went and saw her every Monday up until the Monday he passed away. They would have a cup of coffee together and catch up. A year ago, Sandra signed everything to her no-good-count son, Brad. He called your dad because he knew about their weekly visits. Said Tiffani was a month behind on rent and was going to get evicted. Dad, of course, couldn’t let that happen, so he started paying her rent.”
“Wait, Mom, are you sure?” Parker asks. Him and Emilee exchange a confused look.
“I’m positive, Parker. Why?”
“The night Levi called us drunk we came down and went to Tiffani’s place. She broke down telling us how she had been struggling to pay all the bills for almost a year. She had no food in her fridge, no hot water because she couldn’t pay the gas bill. We offered to give her money to catch up on the bills but she refused, saying she had been doing it alone and didn’t want to change that. Why would she say she was struggling with money if Dad was paying rent for her the whole time?” My throat’s dry, and my head’s spinning. I grab a glass from the table and drain the water in one gulp. Were the rumors true about her doing drugs? How could she be struggling?
“That’s where everything gets fucked up,” Uncle Sonny says. “According to what we were able to find, Brad has been double dipping. He would take the money from Dad’s account and also from Tiffani. According to Tiffani’s bank records, she has been paying four-hundred dollars a month in rent until this month, when it went up to six-hundred. Plus up to three hundred dollars for the electric bill. Also he has been charging her almost two hundred dollars for the internet. He saw Dad and Tiffani as easy targets and sadly, no one was the wiser. Not only was he basically robbing her he has only been paying her eight dollars an hour and no more than thirty hours a week. But there’s more. Mom, I’ve known Sandra my whole life, but I never knew she had a son, did you?” 
Mom briefly thinks about his question before answering, “Now that you mention it, no. I know she had kids living in a different state, but I think they were all girls.” 
Adam’s holding the papers that were in the envelope and reading them. “You’re right. All she has are daughters. Brad isn’t any kin to her.” 
I snatch the papers from him, but my eyes can’t settle on one word, so I push them back to him. “So Brad, what…”
“He was hired to run Sandra’s business after she was forced to sign it over to someone else,” Adam says, continuing to read the papers. 
“Who?” My heart has been racing since Tiffani ran out of here, but now it’s eerily calm. It’s the only thing calm about me though. I’m begging Adam not to say his fucking name.
“Mr. Summers.” His eyes shoot to me. “Levi, he was hired to make Tiffani’s life a living hell and force her back to her parent’s house, according to these emails.” He flips through the stack of papers, his face goes pale when he gets to the bottom of the stack.
“What is it Adam?” My hands are shaking and Emilee reaches over placing one of hers over them. 
“According to an email sent to Brad dated the week you came home for good… well look for yourself.” He pushes the papers toward me.
My eyes scan the papers, only stopping on horrible things. Do what you have to. Make sure she has no other choice. Nothing is off the table. I don’t care if things get violent. Teach her a lesson. Fuck this son of a bitch. I’m going to fucking kill him. 
“Son, there’s more. When we hacked into his computer we found that Brad has cameras installed in Tiffani’s apartment Even in the bathroom, he has made a killing selling pictures and videos of her online. There were even photos that seemed to be taken while she was asleep. Seems like” Everyone screams when I push the table away from me. Thank god Adam stops it before it hurts someone, because all I care about is getting to her. My heart is trying to get out of my chest, pumping my veins full of adrenaline, as I storm out of the house. I throw open the front door so hard the handle sticks inside the wall. I’m fucking pissed, and there are only three people on my mind Brad, Mr. Summer, and my Cupcake. 
Parker, Adam, and Uncle Sonny catch up to me, steering me towards Parker’s truck. He doesn’t waste any time and puts the gas pedal to the floor. No one says a word. My rage simmers, twisting and turning like a snake wrapping around my stomach, heart, and mind. My fist clenches and unclenches, itching to inflict some damage. “Go get Tiffani first so I know she’s safe with me. Then we find these motherfuckers and end them.” I say as we race past the town limit sign.
“Levi, we need…” Adam starts.
“We need to do nothing but what I just said. Adam, they hurt my girl. It ends now. What if it was Carly or Emilee?” 
“I agree, but we need to make sure we don’t get in trouble. Mr. Summers has the cops in his palm, everyone knows this.” His words do nothing to curb my plan. All it does is make me want to end him first. 
“That’s true, Adam, but I already forwarded all the information to my contacts at the FBI. They’ve been trying to catch Brad. He popped up on their radar a year ago when he started to sell his pictures and videos online. He’s smart, and they could never figure out who he was until we started to dig. They should be making it into town in thirty minutes. Levi, we do this my way, or you stay in the damn truck. You understand me?” Uncle Sonny turns around from the passenger seat. 
“Fine, but I at least get to punch someone.” Parker turns the corner into the parking lot of the laundry mat. A Mustang is sitting in the owner’s spot. “Fuck, whose car is that?” I spit out, heading toward the door. No one has a chance to answer me as Tiffani’s scream for help comes from inside. Pushing past Parker, I throw open the door. Everything goes black when I see someone has their hands in my girl’s hair and, by the looks of it, is about to bash her head off the back door.
Tiffani yelling at us to tell her what is happening pulls me from the blackness. Looking down, Brad is out cold, blood pouring from his nose, mouth, and a cut above his eyebrow. His eyes are already swelling. Releasing my grip on his shirt, the front door opens, and the voice I hear next has me threatening to black out again. 
“Hello, daughter.” 
“Dad,” Tiffani whispers. Standing in the doorway is the next motherfucker on my list, and he just saved Parker some money on gas.
“You should have listened to me and stayed away from here. It didn’t have to come to this, Levi.” He ignores his own daughter, choosing to speak to me, which is fine with me.
“I should have never fucking listened to you in the first place, you piece of shit,” I spit out at him with all the venom racing through me.
“Remember, my way,” Uncle Sonny whispers to me.
“Levi, what’s he talking about?” Tiffani asks quietly behind me. I don’t want to take my eyes off the snake standing in front of me, but I have to get to my girl. Turning around, I try to keep my face from showing how the blood pouring from her nose affects me.
“Are you okay?” 
“Tiffani, come on, we’re leaving,” Mr. Summer demands, and my hackles rise. 
“She isn’t going anywhere with you. Not after what you did!” I pull Tiffani from Parker’s arms and wrap mine around her. I hold onto her tight to keep myself from ruining whatever Uncle Sonny has planned.
“What about what you did? Would she be standing in your arms if she knew?” 
“Knew what?” Tiffani yells. Her whole body trembles from everything she has gone through, and I wish I could save her from this, but it’s time she knew the truth.
“That he took money to leave you.” A sinister laugh comes from me. Tiffani stops trembling, going rigid in my arms.
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Tiffani


“You did what?” Looking over my shoulder, Levi’s locked in a heated stare down, with my father. All the while, I’m losing my goddamn mind over here. Levi’s arms are keeping me plastered to his chest, and for the first time ever, I can’t stand the feel of his body against mine. I try to wedge my hands between his arms and my stomach, but he doesn’t let me. He has to let me go. I can’t be this close to him right now. “Parker, get his goddamn arms off me now.” Parker has been a statue beside me the whole time, but he moves when he hears the emotions clogging my throat.  
Placing a hand on Levi’s arm, Parker says, “Levi, man, let her go. I know you don’t want to, but you need to respect her wishes right now.” 
“Tiffani, you can’t go with…” Levi starts, but I’ve heard enough right now. He isn’t moving his arms, and I feel like I’m about to go crazy. Pulling my elbow forward, I shove it back into his ribs. I have enough space to put some power behind it, making him grunt and drop his arms. 
“I’m not going with anyone, not you, Parker” I point to my father, “or him.” Parker looks shocked that he was added to that list. I move to lean against the opposite wall from Parker and Levi. Crossing my arms, I dig my nails into my sides so hard I feel the skin break, but I welcome the sting. “Now, someone better start fucking talking. I want to know what the hell is going on, and, for the love of god, I want the goddamn truth.” 
“Tiffani, manners,” my father scolds me. Levi and, surprisingly, Parker both growl at him, but I don’t need them to protect me from him. I can defend myself. 
“Fuck you. You don’t get to show up after years of nothing and tell me what to do or say. You’re no longer the boss of me.” It feels good to stand up to him. When I left home, he wasn’t there, so I didn’t get a chance to tell him to piss off like I did Mom. 
His smile never fades from his face, and the longer he stares at me, the more uncomfortable I get. I roll my eyes because it seems like all the males in this room have forgotten how to fucking speak. “What money is he talking about, Levi?” I pull my gaze from one liar to another by the sounds of it. “You seemed to have conveniently forgotten to include that small detail in your explanation this morning.” 
“Of course he did…”
“Manners, father. I wasn’t speaking to you. You can stand there all day with that fake ass innocent look on your face, but I’m not buying it for one second. I wonder who would have offered him the money? It couldn’t possibly have been you, right? You wouldn’t do something that cruel to your daughter, would you? Oh, wait, of fucking course you would. I will bet you the two dollars and sixty cents I have in the bank that when Mom found my diary, she gave it to you. Of course, you wouldn’t like what you read one bit. You always said the cruelest things about his family and turned up your nose like you thought we were better than them. All because we had money. You never liked him, so you used his insecurities to make what you viewed as a problem, disappear.” His smile fades, replaced with a sneer, but I continue my rant. 
Turning to Levi, I continue, “All that he did, I can believe, but you?” I narrow my eyes trying hard not to fucking cry and show him how much this hurts. He has seen enough of my heartbreak, but that stops now. “I never would have believed you could be bought, but I was wrong  about you before. You had me so fucking fooled, didn’t you? Was that the plan all along? Did anything that happened back then mean anything to you? Tell me, Levi, how much was my heartbreak worth? God, please tell me it was at least fucking more than a couple hundred?” I scream at him. Picking up the chair next to my leg, I throw it across the room. 
“Why are you standing there not saying anything? There is no way you’re embarrassed by all this now, are you? Was it just a one-time payment, or is it still ongoing?” I turn my attention to Parker. “It is, isn’t it? That’s why you and Emilee encouraged me to listen to him, and then when I did, you guys got pissed. Did he offer you some of the money?” My gaze lands on the individual that holds the blame for starting all of this. “Was there a stipulation you put on his payment when you found out he came back to town? I don’t know, break her heart again, make her already miserable life even harder?” My hands tangle in my hair pulling at the roots, “Huh. What the fuck did I do to any of you?” I scream.
The rage fueling my manic episode fades away, leaving me weak, shaky, and unstable on my feet. Arms catch me before I hit the ground again. My heart is racing, and my head is pounding from the handful of hair I pulled out. Parker’s face is close to mine as he holds me up. His eyes are wide and shiny with unshed tears, brows are raised so high they have disappeared under his hair. “Do you really think that badly about all of us? I know your mind has to be racing around trying to make sense of this, but… Sunshine, think about what you’re saying. Emilee would never have a hand in hurting you… hell, none of us would.” 
My jaw drops, and my hands cover my gaping mouth as his demeanor slows the racing thoughts long enough for me to comprehend what I just shouted at them. He’s right, at least when it comes to Emilee, she would never hurt me. Behind Levi, the back door opens, and Adam joins the party.
“I searched everywhere. He's alone,” he says, then moves to stand shoulder to shoulder with Levi, mirroring his death stare.
Turning my attention back to Parker, I answer his questions. “I don’t know what to think anymore, Parker. I don’t know who to believe. I think it’s best if all of you leave.” I’m more stable, so I push out of his embrace. “While learning all the secrets hidden from me has been nice, I have a lot to think about. Plus, since my boss and landlord just attacked me, I need to call the authorities and also pack my stuff. I can’t continue to live here or even work here.” I sound just as defeated as I feel.
“No one is leaving this room!” My father’s loud voice booms around us all. Levi instinctively steps closer to me, and Parker pulls me to his side while Adam and their uncle step closer to my father. 
“Just admit what you did, Mr. Summers. Even someone as cold and evil as you has to have some sense of right and wrong. It has to be eating at you. Tell her, your flesh and blood, how you destroyed her life all because she wasn’t the perfect daughter in your eyes. Tell her how you threatened me with jail time because I was eighteen and she was seventeen during our relationship. How you threw ten thousand dollars in my lap to leave her, but I refused.” Levi’s eyes connect with mine, and I feel like such a fool for my previous outburst. “Because she meant more to me than everything. She still fucking does.” He turns back to the person I thought was my father, “You said the unthinkable. You threatened to cut her off, take away college, and see her destitute, living on the street!” 
“You did what?” I know my dad was crooked and could be vindictive, but this is fucking crazy.
“Or better yet, tell her how, when she left your home and started proving that she could stand on her own two feet, you forced Mrs. Sandra to sign her business over to you. Making you the boss and landlord, putting you back in control. You hired Brad here to keep an eye on her and make her life hard so she would end up running back home to you. But what neither of you saw coming was my dad. He started paying her rent. Making sure it was all documented so you couldn’t evict her. That’s when you told this piece of shit here,” Levi points at Brad, “to do whatever he thought was needed to get her back under your thumb.” 
“What are you talking about, Levi? Your dad never…”
“Oh, will you shut up, you stupid fucking girl? For someone so fucking book smart, you sure are fucking dumb when it comes to common sense, aren’t you? Did you really think that I would allow my daughter to turn out to be a disgrace to my name? Dating the poor boy who didn’t have a future? Throwing your life away to walk on the wild side? I should have locked his ass up for rape like we had planned.”
“Rape? He never raped me!” This can’t be happening right now. The room starts spinning as my heart races in my ears, creating music that only I can hear.
“You were seventeen. He was eighteen, which made it rape. Then you left home, still choosing him over the person you should have been with. So yes, I own this place and put Brad in your life to force you to see the error of your ways. This may be a small town, but we have standards, and you are a Summers. That means you will live up to those standards, starting now. If only Mr. Hill would have kept his fucking nose out of it, and if Mr. Save The Fucking Day here would have stayed where he was, you would already be back home where you belong.”
“No, I wouldn’t. You stand there calling me stupid but listen to yourself. I would rather live in a fucking cardboard box, begging people for spare change, than ever live under your roof again. I couldn’t take the pressure you constantly put on my shoulders. No one is fucking perfect, and you’re too obsessed with your fucking image to notice that it was killing me trying to live up to everything,” I scream at him, clutching Parker’s arms around my waist. They are the only things keeping me from tearing my father’s head off. 
“Standards? What standards are you talking about? Stealing money from the town that trusts you? Taking grant money that was supposed to go toward fixing the park to fund your little addiction to a certain white powder? Or what about the higher taxes that you put in place? Where did all that money go?” Adam questions.
“I’m the mayor. That’s part of my duties. To decide where the money is needed the most.”
“That’s true, but up your fucking nose isn’t a place that should ever have been on the list. And tell me, Mr. Mayor, what good did the citizens of this town get when you spend thousands every night on Mick’s strippers?” Uncle Sonny counters.
“Come on, Mr. Summer, we’re all laying the truths out on the table here.” Levi baits him.
“Fine, you’re right. All those things are true, but the great thing about being mayor is no one in this town will believe you. They’re all loyal to me, and there isn’t anything you can do about it.” He sneers at the three of them. “Now, Tiffani, I’m sick of this shit. It’s time to go.” He moves toward me at the same time as Levi. Parker releases me, moving to stand beside Levi in front of me, blocking my view of everything. Someone’s phone starts to ring. 
“You’re right, Mr. Mayor, no one in this town would do anything about it since all the cops are on your payroll but let me introduce you to an individual who isn’t someone you can pay. FBI Agent Dawson,” Levi’s uncle says. The bell above the door jingles as someone, who I presume is this agent, steps through. I push through the two men in front of me to see what the fuck is going on.
“Mr. Summers, you need to come with me.” Another agent steps in from the back door, heading for Brad, who has now sat up and is looking around like he’s as confused as me right now. “Mr. Lee, you are under arrest for distributing pornographic images with subjects under the age of twelve. Anything you say can and will be used against you…” The agents led them outside, with my dad and Brad insisting that they didn’t do anything wrong. Without thinking, I push through the doors after my dad. 
“Wait, can I tell him something before you take him where he belongs?” I ask Agent Dawson. 
“Make it quick.” He turns my father around to face me. I hear the door behind me open and close, but I’m done keeping the worst thing that happened to me a fucking secret. It’s time everyone found out.
“You aren’t the only one that has been keeping a secret from everyone, so have I. For almost five fucking years, I have let this secret eat at me, filling me up with so much guilt and heartbreak, but I’m done. It’s time for you to carry some of the guilt for me, seeing as how it was from all the stress you caused me to be under. You forced the boy that I loved more than anything to leave me, you kept piling your ungodly high standard on my shoulders, and all that has done more damage than you ever knew. Because of all that, I miscarried my fucking baby. For years, I thought it was all my fault, that I did something wrong, but not anymore. I didn’t do anything wrong, you did. You were damned and determined to make my life hell, and you succeeded. I hope you rot in hell for what you did.”
Gasps come from the men behind me, but all I focus on is the smug smile on my father’s face. I just told him that he caused me to lose his grandchild, and he doesn’t look the slightest bit confused or hurt. “Oh yes, I was wondering when you would finally let that little secret go. But sweetie, you have it all wrong. You never lost the baby. I made sure to get rid of it. No grandchild of mine was going to be born a fucking Hill.” My body sways as I try to understand what he just said. Arms catch me before I hit the ground, but I can’t say the same for my father. Adam has his arms wrapped around a struggling Levi as my father lies on the ground with blood coming from his busted lip.
“What the fuck did you just say, you son of bitch? Adam, let me go. I’m going to kill him. Uncuff him, Dawson, give him a chance to defend himself before I snap his neck!” 
“Levi, calm down. You know I can’t let you do that.” Agent Dawson bends down, pulling my father up by his arms. I can’t stand the sight of him, so I turn into Parker’s chest. 
“It’s okay, Tiffani. Come on.” He picks me up like a baby cradling me to his chest, taking me away from the chaos. Levi and my dad yell at each other, but I tune them out. Parker makes his way up the stairs, placing me on the countertop. “Do you still have the tea I bought for  you?”
I can’t form the words needed to answer his question, so all I do is point to the cabinet by the fridge. My father’s words repeat over in my mind, slowing down, and his voice morphs into what I imagine a demon’s voice would sound like. “You never lost the baby.” Lost, that’s the word I focus on. What did he mean by that? If I didn’t lose the baby, then what happened? My hands go to my flat stomach as grief grabs my mind and pulls it into darkness. 
The door to the apartment flies open, and I scramble off the counter to cling to Parker. Levi storms in, pulling at his hair and mumbling to himself. I’ve never seen him so pissed off, and for the first time, I’m scared of the man in front of me. My hands, full of Parker’s shirt, start to shake as my eyes watch Levi pace to the bathroom door and then back to the front door. It’s as if he hasn’t seen us standing here watching him until the coffee pot that Parker put on starts to gurgle. Levi spins around, pinning me with a look so full of hatred that I let go of Parker and move away from him. 
My back hits the counter as Levi crosses the room, nostrils flaring, breaths coming out hot and fast. In the blink of an eye, he’s chest to chest with me. His hands are gripping the counter beside my shaking body, caging me in. “You should have told me about the baby, Tiffani. I had a right to know. When did you find out you were pregnant? Huh?”
“L-Levi…”
“When, Tiffani?” He screams at me so loud my ears start to ring, and spit lands on my face, making my eyes close automatically. I feel the air shift around me. I no longer feel Levi’s hot breath fanning over my face. In its place is the feeling of Parker’s soft cotton shirt. Opening my eyes, I’m staring at Parker’s back. 
“This is between me and her, Parker. Get out of the fucking way. I won’t hurt her, but I deserve fucking answers,” Levi demands. Parker’s body moves back suddenly as if Levi shoved him.
“No, I’m between you and her. You’re way to fucking upset to be talking to her right now. Calm down, and only then will I think about allowing you anywhere near her.” 
“Fuck you, Parker. She isn’t yours to protect, and she doesn’t need protecting from me.”
“You’re unstable right now, and that’s understandable, but getting in her face like you just did is crossing the line. You both hid things from each other. Put yourself in her damn shoes. She lost the baby, and by the sound of it, she went through that all fucking alone. That had to be terrifying for her. So back the fuck up, take a few breaths, or so help me, Levi, I will lay your ass out right now.”
Gripping Parker’s arms, I move a little to the left so I can see Levi. I’m not scared of him hurting me physically, but emotionally I’m terrified. He’s right; he had a right to know, and while he kept things from me, nothing is as big as this. At the end of the day, I fucked up worse than him, and it’s unforgivable what I kept from him. 
“Levi…” I reach out to him.
“I can’t do this right now,” he says, turning to leave, but his uncle is blocking the exit.
“You can and you will. Running from this won’t solve anything, son,” he insists.
“I’m not your fucking son,” Levi spits out. Pushing past him, we all watch as he runs down the stairs, knocking Adam over. The door slams so hard that the windows up here rattle
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Levi


It’s been two weeks since all our soul crushing secrets were laid bare for everyone to know. Finding out I would have had a son or daughter running around crushed me. I couldn’t stand being in that apartment with her anymore. I didn’t stick around to hear if Uncle Sonny knew anything about what her twisted father hinted at. I started to scare myself with how violent my urges were becoming. I wanted to throw everything I could get my hands on. Punch everyone in there staring at me while my world was crumbling down. Not her though. I would never harm my Cupcake.  
I stole Parker’s truck that day, stopped at a gas station to fill the tank up, bought way too much whiskey, and drove until I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore. I’ve been holed up in some run-down motel in Nashville, Tennessee. The room stinks of stale fast food, body odor, and the copious amounts of alcohol I’ve poured down my throat. My phone died the first night I was here, but I don’t fucking care. I’m pissed at everyone, but especially her. How could she find out she was pregnant and not tell me? I had a right to know and be there with her, but she took that away from me. 
The alcohol works on dulling my senses and makes the hurt of Tiffani’s betrayal not so bad. Still, it does nothing to stop my mind from conjuring up images that tear me up. Causing me to tip the bottle up even more, in hopes that it all stops. Tiffani’s round pregnant belly, a perfect toddler with her eyes one time then mine the next, the image of a child laying on a sterile table screaming for my help only for my feet to be stuck to the floor, not allowing me to get to them in time. Over and over, the thought that it’s all my fault torments me, then switches to blaming everything on her. 
The one person that I want to talk about everything with isn’t here anymore; Dad. He always had the solution to any situation I found myself in. I crave his guidance, strength, and wise words more than anything right now. Some people who lost loved ones talk to them like they are still here. I tried it the second night I was here but felt stupid sitting in this bug-infested room talking out loud. He isn’t here anymore. He can’t answer my questions or even hear them, for fucks sake, so what’s the point? Sticking the key into the door, I turn the handle, having to push a little because it gets stuck on the trash littering the floor. After kicking empty bottles out of my way, I sit on the bed with the paper sack full of more whiskey. Pulling a bottle out, I crack the top and take a huge gulp. The burn causes my eyes to water, but it feels better than crying over everything else. I don’t stop until I pass out and the half-empty bottle falls from my hand.  
“Levi.” I peel my eyes open even though they feel heavy. Pulling my hands up to rub at my eyes, dirt falls into them, making them burn. 
“What the fuck?” How is there dirt on my hands? Dusting the dirt off my palms, I rub my eyes once again, blinking to make my vision not so blurry and get the dirt out of them. I’m no longer in my hotel room. Instead, I’m lying outside. Pushing up off the ground, I take in my new surroundings. Wait, how is this possible? I’m standing in the graveyard where my dad’s buried. But that’s four hours away from me. The cemetery is covered in a low hanging fog, making the situation feel even eerier. My skin prickles with the feeling of eyes on me. My eyes search for the owner, but I can’t see too far due to the fog. 
“Levi,” someone calls my name, but the voice sounds muffled and far away. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. I don’t know how I got here, but home is just down the hill. I should race out of here, back home, where I can protect myself, but my body is frozen. 
“Who’s there?” I call out. The fog starts to clear to my left, and a stream of light begins to shine, growing more prominent as a shadow steps in front of it. My body unfreezes instantly, like ice thrown in a pot of boiling water. My feet are unstable on the dewy grass, but I manage to get a few feet away before the shadow speaks for a third time. Recognition chills my blood quicker than fear ever has.
“Son, don’t run from me,” my dad’s voice comes from behind me. Slowly I turn around to see my dead dad standing in front of his gravestone, giving me a look he used to when I would do something wrong. How is this fucking possible? Am I dead? That has to be it. I’m not really here; instead, I’m dying in the hotel room. I fucking drank myself to death instead of facing my problems.
“You’re dead. How are you standing in front of me talking to me?” 
“Who knows, son, but let’s not waste this moment. Sit with me. Talk to me.” He lowers himself to the ground like he’s twenty years younger than before he passed. Something in his left hand catches my attention. He is holding a Styrofoam cup full of steaming coffee. Adam told me he has come here multiple times and removed a few cups that had coffee in them. He was pissed thinking someone was trashing Dad’s grave.
“I’m dead, ain’t I?” I whisper into the darkness.
“No, son, you are not dead,” Dad says, patting the ground beside him.
“Then I’m going fucking insane. That has to be the reason behind this; all the pain I’ve gone through has pushed my mind over the edge, and I need to be locked up in a hospital,” I say. Rubbing my eyes again, half of me prays that he is gone when I open them again, but the other half wants this to be real. When they slowly open, he’s still sitting there, smiling at me.
“Still here, boy.” He pats the ground beside him again. Cautiously I make my way over to him. Sitting down, at first, I keep a reasonable distance between us, but then throw myself toward him. I fully expect to fall through him and hit my face on the hard stone, but I don’t. His warm arms wrap around my shoulders and pull me into an embrace. Just like I have ached for over the years I’ve been away. “I got you,” he says.
My whole body shakes with sobs as I let out all the pain, heartbreak, confusion, and helplessness I’ve kept inside. “I miss you so much, Dad. I should have been here to say goodbye to you. I shouldn’t have been halfway around the world hiding from my problems,” I cry out.
“Oh, my sweet boy. You did say goodbye to me. You just didn’t know it would be our last one at the time. Remember that hour-long phone conversation we had four days before you got the call from the red cross? You were so tired because it was late for you, but you stayed awake to talk to your old man. We talked about your classes and the promotion you were up for. You listened to me go on and on about Adam’s work. That’s what I want you to remember, not me in that bed, weak and unaware of what was happening around me.” His arms tighten around me, and I cling to him so hard that my hands start to ache, but I’m not letting go.
“I know everything now, Levi, and I couldn’t be more proud of you. You might think that your time in the service isn’t something to be proud of, but I sure do. Adam was right. You are a hero. You might see your actions as weak and cowardly, but I don’t. We are the same. I would have made the same choices you did, had I been in your shoes. You protected us all with your selfless actions.”
“It doesn’t feel like that, Dad. It feels like my decision that night started the spiral for everyone. If I had been here…”
“What, son? I wouldn’t have died? Tiffani wouldn’t have had a rough couple of years? No one knows, and playing the what if game gets you nowhere but in a pit of despair, and I don’t want that for you.” I feel the calluses on his hands as he comforts me by rubbing my back.
“You’re smarter than that, son, and you know that everything happens for a reason. I would still have died, Levi. Now, as for that sweet girl, you might have been able to keep some pain from her, but once again, that’s playing that stupid game. She isn’t as weak as you think she is, son. But right now, I want to know why you are being so stupid, drowning your sorrow in bottles instead of healing with her. She was the best thing to ever happen to you, my boy. I’ll never forget the day she showed up at the house, arms loaded down with all your sister’s books and a shy smile on her face. You took one look at her, and I knew you were a goner. You have searched your whole life for the missing piece of your heart. The one your mom took when she abandoned you, and just like Emilee and Adam, you found it in someone else’s heart. Your eyes had never been brighter before that moment.” 
I remember that day so clearly. My heart skipped a beat when Tiffani’s eyes connected with mine. When she spoke, it sounded like angels singing in my ears. A rope wrapped around my heart and tethered me to her that day. Over the years, that rope has gotten longer but never broke. 
“Because I don’t know what to do to help her. I feel so fucking confused by everything.” My hands unclench, letting go of his button-down shirt. Pulling back, he takes his cowboy hat off, lays it on his lap, and rubs the bald patch on the top of his head. 
“Answer me one question. Do you hate her?”
“Fuck no. I don’t hate her, and I also don’t blame her. I blame him, that bastard who started all this.” My hands close around the grass below me and pull handfuls out. 
“Then the answer to your question is easy, son. Love her. Tell her that nothing is her fault and that you don’t blame her. That you could never blame her for this. She holds so much guilt for everything, but she shouldn’t, just like you shouldn’t. These things happen every day. It’s a sad reality, but miscarriages are a mystery. You know how it feels to be abandoned by your parents, but this feeling is new for Tiffani. You three kids had your mom and me. We loved you so much, and you made our world so much brighter, but, son, she had no one. You need to go to her and prove she isn’t alone. Take that love that you got from us and pour it into her cracks, help her heal, and in the process, I promise you will heal also.” His voice starts to fade, and his body becomes see-through.
“My time is almost up. Son, let go of the past. All the regret you have for not being here, the shame you carry over your decisions, and the self-hate that is embedded in your pure heart. Once you do that, the next step will be there. You will know what to do.” 
“Dad, don’t go. Stay with me, please. I can’t do this without you.” My hands try to grab him, but they go through him this time. Instead of the warmth I felt moments ago, it’s like I put my hands into the ocean in the dead of winter. “No, Dad, please,” I beg him.
“I can’t, and you know that. But I’m never far from any of you. I’m always with you, my dear child. Kiss your mom and tell her I hear her all the time. Tell Adam to stop removing the coffee that Tiffani leaves me. Also, tell your sister I would be honored if she named her little boy after me and that he’s beautiful. Go, son. Get your girl and thank her for me. Thank her for loving you and for the coffee.” His head turns toward the small light that is once again shining, and a smile forms on his lips as he stands, leaving me behind. A small shadow reaches out its hands to take his. Before they are gone completely, I swear I hear a small child’s voice fill the air around me.
“Love you, Dad. Tell Mom I’m okay, and I’m with my papa.”
My eyes don’t fly open like you see if you were watching a movie and the main character was having a nightmare. No, they open so fucking slowly, like my body knows I don’t want to wake up from the dream or whatever it was. My body feels heavy, and I can only move my eyes. I lay here alone, four hours away from everyone I care about, because I’m a coward. I repeat the words Dad spoke to me like a chant “Let go of the past,” “I couldn’t be prouder of you,” and “Love her.” With each tear falling down my face, landing on the stained pillow, I let go of something weighing me down. 
Disgust at myself for choosing to walk away from everyone, gone with the plop of a tear. My feet feel like a weight is pulled from them. Another tear, guilt over being unable to be beside my dad in his final moments. My whole bottom half feels free from the invisible weight crushing me. The last emotion is disappointment, not disappointment in Tiffani like I thought, but in myself. I disappointed myself the moment I ran from that apartment fourteen days ago. I thought I was upset with my Cupcake for not telling me, but I put her in that position. I made her believe that she was nothing more to me than an itch I scratched. Of fucking course she wouldn’t call me with the news of the baby; plus, how could she? I changed my number.
With that final tear hitting the pillow, the weight leaves my chest, making it easy to sit up and wipe the tears off my face. When I walked into this room, I was bursting at the seams with so much hurt and sadness, but now, as I pick up Parker’s keys and leave this room behind, my chest is puffed out with pride. Pride for myself on overcoming what I’ve been through but more than anything, pride in Tiffani for being so fucking strong. She has weathered everything thrown at her, and she hasn’t hated me the whole time like she had every right to do. She gave up everything because she loved me. As I hit the highway heading straight to the place I should have never run from, I just hope that I’m not too late, like last time. 




Chapter twenty
[image: image-placeholder]







Tiffani


Watching Levi Hill walk away from me the first time almost killed me, but this time it hurt so much more. When he ran out the door, the pain, hate, and disappointment in his eyes destroyed the last remaining piece of hope wedged deep in my heart. Hope that if he ever returned, we would be able to be together again, that he would hold me as I cried in his arms, telling him about our angel. But some things are too big to get over. They contain too much pain to push through. I have no one to blame but myself. I still hold a secret even standing here, putting what little possessions I own in boxes. I tried to call Levi after I learned he had left town. I called him so often throughout the day that I was sure I would go insane. At first, it would ring and ring, finally going to voicemail. I would never leave a message because I could never force any words out of my mouth. Then, about a month after he was gone, it went from ringing to an automatic message telling me the number was no longer active. 
Even though I tried to contact him, I still never told any of his family members, which is worse because they were still here. Hell, I would sit in the room below me, looking his dad in his eyes, and never open my mouth to tell him. I deserve this pain tearing me apart, and I won’t put any of the blame on anyone but myself. I told Emilee and his mom the truth about everything the day Levi left again. I couldn’t keep it in any longer.  Everything from the baby, why I was no longer living with my family, minus that one little secret. I was a hundred percent certain that they would hate me like he did. They would look at me and tell me to leave their house and that they also blamed me for everything, like I did. But they didn’t. They pulled me into the tightest hug I’ve ever had. I was sandwiched between both of them. Emilee’s pregnant belly pressing into my flat stomach, and his mom was pressed into my back. We all three cried and cried for what felt like hours. I started to apologize over and over, but they assured me that I had nothing to apologize about.
His mom insisted that I stay with her, but just like I told Parker earlier that day, I’m good on my own. I don’t want to be anywhere Levi might show up just in case it makes him never come back. It’s because of my family, they lost four years with their loved one, and I will be damned if I make that same mistake. My father is being charged with stealing money on a federal level because he applied for grants and was approved but never used the money for the intended purpose. Brad is being charged with a slew of charges including possessing, manufacturing, and selling child porn. I was determined to press charges on Brad for assaulting me, but it seemed pointless with what they had him on. Since I won’t have to testify, I left the meeting between the FBI and Levi’s uncle.
Sandra contacted me last week and told me that she was able to get ownership of the laundry mat back, but that she was going to close it. It held too many bad memories for her. She did offer me the apartment, but I refused. This whole building has too many bad memories for me anymore. Fourteen days after Levi left, I’m now leaving, but I’m hoping with my departure, he’ll come back. I feel as if I’m dying inside but I want him to have the time my Father stole back. I wish with everything I have that I could be a part of his life but I will have to get used to my new life. I’ve lived without my heart for four years. What's another forty-seven years?
Holding the last box of items in my arms, I look around the small space one more time. I won’t miss all the bad times but a small part of me is sad leaving this place. I spent all of my Mondays for years with Mr. Hill here. I can close my eyes and still see him sitting down stairs sipping coffee and laughing. There is a soft knock on the open door behind me.
“Is that it?” the person who has become like a third-father to me asks.
Turning around, Sonny stands there, holding out his hands for the small box. “Sure is. If you don’t mind, I’ll carry this one. There is something very important to me in here.” He smiles at me but doesn’t say anything. “Thank you for doing this for me,” I say over my shoulder as he follows me down the staircase and out the main door for the last time.
“Just because my nephew is hard-headed doesn’t mean this family doesn’t care about you. Emilee, Parker, hell, Mom would have helped you move. But I’m honored you asked me to help.” He opens the passenger door to his truck for me. I place the small box in the middle seat and pull myself up. He usually drives a Harley but lent it to Parker since Levi stole his truck. This is Mr. Hill’s truck that Sonny has used to help me look for a new job and a new place to live. After getting in the driver’s seat, he backs out of the parking lot and heads out of town. “When is the new apartment supposed to be ready for you?” he asks, turning the music down low.
“Two weeks. Thanks for allowing me to stay at your home until then. Are you sure I can’t pay you something in rent? I hate staying there without paying anything.” I wring my hands. Unlike Levi’s mom’s or Emilee’s house, I don’t feel uncomfortable staying with Sonny. Once my apartment is ready I will be moving an hour away. Plus he promised Levi wouldn’t come to his house, even though it is directly behind his mom’s. Sonny hardly uses it anymore; he is always traveling for work. To some, the bond that we have created in such a short time might be unconventional, but they don’t know what he’s done for me.
The day after everything came out, I was sitting in the apartment spiraling, trying to figure out what my father’s parting words meant, when someone knocked on the front door. I don’t want to get up to open the damn thing, so I don’t. I continue sitting in the middle of my bed, surrounded by crumpled tissues. Whoever is there will leave once they realize no one is home, even if I’m here. Another knock comes, this time harder than the first. I roll my eyes.
“I guess they need a little encouragement to leave,” I whisper. “Go away!” I shout.
“Not going to happen. Open up or… you know what, never mind.” A shuffling sound comes from behind the door, and a second later, the damn thing, that was locked, swings open. Sonny stands up from where he’s kneeling, placing a little black kit back into his pockets. 
“What the fuck was that? Did you just pick my damn lock? I could call the cops on you.” 
He pushes the sunglasses he’s wearing on top of his head and laughs at me. “I’m not scared of the cops in this town. You have seen who I’m friends with. Plus, I have something here that you may want to look at.” He’s holding a file in his hands. My stomach flips. Luckily, I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday, so nothing threatens to come up. 
“Is this about what my father said to me?” I whisper. “That’s all I want to know about, nothing else.” 
“Yes, Tiffani, it is, but first, I need to explain something to you. I need to explain how I came to get my information,” he says, pulling a chair out to sit facing me. He places the file on his lap.
Shaking my head, I say, “I don’t care how you know what you do; I just want to know the truth.” 
“Well, I care, so humor me, please?” I nod my head. “My mom thinks I’m a freelance construction worker, and so does Levi, but Adam knows the truth. I want to keep it that way. I have a group of friends who all have skills that we use for good. Normally the people we help are women who are in bad situations and need to disappear. When Adam called me, he asked me to look into the transactions, but he didn’t know everything we would uncover. We found out who Brad really was and your dad’s illegal schemes, but I didn’t find anything connected to your baby. I’ve spent the majority of today doing even more digging, and I’ve come up empty-handed.” 
“Then what is in there?” I point to the file on his lap. He hands it to me, and I flip it open. It’s my dad’s multiple bank accounts and every transaction that happened the month before and after I lost the baby.
“For him to have a hand in your baby’s fate, he would have had to pay someone a healthy amount of money. I assume it would have to be the doctor, Dr. Yates. The second set of stapled papers is her bank accounts in the same time frame. Nothing, no money, was transferred from your father to her. And yes, I thought about cash payments, but once again, there was no big withdrawal except for the amount he offered Levi. But as you can see, he deposited that right back into his account. The last person I checked was the nurse, but as you can see, nothing in her accounts as well.”
He stands from the chair and squats down in front of me to pull me into his chest. His long beard tickles my face, but I don’t care. “So I went even further. I took a trip to the doctor’s office and asked to speak with Dr. Yates and the nurse that was with you that day. I told them the shortened version of what was happening, that your father made some remarks about making you lose the baby. They gave me this.” I pull back to see him holding a DVD in his hand. “On this disc is your first ultrasound and the last one. She let me look at it only because I might have threatened her, but sweetie, there was no heartbeat the second time. She also gave me the report that they did on your blood work. They tested for every drug known to cause a miscarriage, and nothing was detected.”
“So I really just miscarried the baby?” My tears are silent as they slide down my face, making a spot on his shirt. It makes me feel better knowing that my dad didn’t kill my baby, but I still feel this massive hole from losing them. Sonny stayed with me the rest of that day, talking to me about everything. I told him all my fears and emotions I held close, and he reassured me it would all work out. He held my hand as I watched the DVD multiple times. 
Lost in the past, I’m staring absentmindedly out the window until the truck swerves and the trees that once were a good three feet away, start coming faster toward me. Sonny cusses, and I scream, but we never make an impact like I fear we are. He is able to correct the truck, and we come to a stop in the middle of the road, right by his mom’s house. My head whips around, looking for the reason that we almost crashed, and my gaze lands on a truck I haven’t seen in two weeks. Parker’s truck is sitting at the bottom of Levi’s mom’s yard. There’s steam coming from under the hood. I sit frozen as the driver’s side door opens, and Levi steps out. He looks like shit. His long hair is a rat’s nest, and it seems like he has been running his hands through it nonstop. He’s in the same clothes he was when he left the apartment, but the biggest thing is the massive black bags that sit under his green eyes. Green eyes that are locked with mine and making my heart do funny things in my chest.
“Are you okay?” Sonny asks. I nod my head, unable to say anything. “Stay here. I’ll see what the hell is going on.” He opens the door but forgets to shut it. Which makes eavesdropping on their conversation easy. “What the fuck are you doing, kid?”
“I’m so sorry, Uncle Sonny. I didn’t see you until it was almost too late. Is she okay?” Levi’s eyes never leave mine. They pull me in and keep me hostage until Sonny steps in front of him. They are the same height, so it breaks the weird thing between us.
“Where have you been? Are you drunk? I can smell the whiskey on you, Levi.”
“It doesn’t matter where I’ve been, and no, I’m not drunk. Well, not anymore.” I guess Levi tries to step around Sonny because he moves to the left, keeping Levi hidden from me. “Move so I can check on my girl,” Levi demands.
“No. That’s not your job anymore, Levi. You ran again, leaving her alone, hurting her while doing whatever you were doing,” Sonny says coldly.
“I know I fucked up again, but that’s why I’m here. I’m not going to hurt her again. Please,” Levi begs. That begging does me in. I can’t stand to hear the hurt in his voice. Knowing that I did that, I put that pain there, is killing me. He needs to know that it’s okay. While I was hurt when he left, both times, I don’t blame him. Opening the door, I slide out and steel my spine. Rounding the back of both trucks, I see Sonny looking pissed, but Levi just looks broken.
“It’s okay, Sonny,” I say, touching his arm. He takes a small step back but doesn’t leave us alone. Turning to Levi, his gaze is locked on my hand unwavering, and I worry that he might think it means something it doesn’t. “Levi, you didn’t fuck up. I did.” His mouth opens, but I hold up my hand. “You were right the day you left. I should have told you, and I apologize for that. I should have done this years ago, but it’s better late than never.” Here goes nothing. I'm giving up my last secret while standing in the middle of a gravel road.
I take a deep breath before continuing, “I thought you didn’t want me. I found out the morning of graduation. A week later, I went to the doctor, who told me I was super early, not even four weeks. Two weeks later, I started to have a small amount of bleeding. I thought it was normal but called the doctor anyway. She said she wanted me to come in that afternoon. I felt fine, besides the morning sickness and small bleeding. I had no pain, cramps, or anything but she… she told me there wasn’t a heartbeat. Just like that, I lost our baby. I had a procedure to make sure no infection would set up, and that was that. It was over before it actually started. I did try to call you, but your number was disconnected. Sure, I could have reached out to Adam, Emilee, or your mom, but the baby was gone, and I didn’t want to upset them like I was. So I stayed quiet, stopped talking to Emilee, and tried to move on.”
By the time I’m done, my whole body aches from how tight I’m clenching my muscles, so I don’t show how much saying all this hurts me. Levi takes a step forward, pulling me into him. My arms have a mind of their own, and they wrap around his waist, pulling us closer. He doesn’t smell the best, but the warmth that flows from him into me feels fantastic. 
“Thank you for telling me that, but, Tiffani, every decision you made was because of my actions. How I made you feel the day I lied to you. I really need a shower, but will you please come to the house so we can talk? Please?” I nod into his chest.
Sonny clears his throat. “Go on up to the house. I’ll take care of both trucks.” Before allowing Levi to pull me to the house, I stopped, grabbing the box that somehow stayed perfectly still in that craziness. His mom is standing on the front porch as we approach. She hugs Levi but tells him to go shower. Neither of us says anything while we wait for him to get done. Sonny comes in and tells me that if I need him, to call and he can be here in less than a second.
Levi scares his mom and me when he clears his throat. He’s standing in the doorway to the hallway, watching us. While he was taking a shower, I was turning over the idea of showing him what was in the box, and the broken look still in his eyes makes the decision easy for me. “Levi, I want to show you something, but first, you need to know what Sonny found.”
“Okay,” he says, lowering into the seat next to me and grabbing my hands. I tell him about all the information Sonny found out about the baby. Tears are falling down his face, landing on our joined hands. Picking up the small box one handed, I place it down in front of him.
“All I have from that time is in here,” I say, my voice thick with emotions.
He opens the lid and, one by one, removes the six items, laying them in front of him. The positive pregnancy test I took sitting on the bathroom floor of the school, the only ultrasound I ever had, the bracelet I was given the day I lost the baby, the release forms for aftercare, a newborn hat I bought the night I found out I was having a baby, and lastly the card I got him. The one I hid in the pocket of my dress at graduation. I was going to give it to him that night at the dinner I had planned for us but we never got to. On the front, it says congratulations, and inside, I wrote him a little paragraph telling him he was going to be a daddy.
I can’t stand not being close to him anymore. He must have the same thought because he pushes away from the table and catches me as I go to stand from my chair. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here, baby. I’m so fucking sorry you went through that all alone. Please fucking forgive me?” He sobs into my hair as I soak his shirt with my tears.
Levi
I’ve never driven as fast as I did after leaving Tennessee. All I could think about was getting home to Tiffani. Holding her in my arms like I am right now. Once again, I’m grateful she didn’t push me away but she’s here listening to me. I don’t know how to tell them what happened in my dream, but she and Mom need to know. Tiffani pulls back out of my embrace to sit down, but she never lets go of my hands.
“Where were you?” she asks. I tell her about everything, the drinking, the self-hatred, and the storm I was in. A storm of my own making but one nonetheless. Once I get to the part of the story of why I’m back, I push away from the table to stand.
“I saw him.” I’m gasping for any air to make its way to my lungs because I’m afraid they will think I’ve gone fucking crazy.
Confusion crosses both of their faces, but it’s Tiffani who speaks up. “Saw who, Levi? You're scaring us. Look at you. You’re shaking like a leaf on a tree. Sit down, calm down.” She reaches out her hand, taking mine in hers, trying to guide me to sit down, but I pull her up, wrapping her up in my arms instead. “God lord Levi, your heart is racing.” My arms pull her deeper into my embrace.
“I saw him,” I repeat but continue this time. “I saw Dad. I think I was asleep, but I swear to god, I saw him. He talked to me and felt as real to me as you do right now, Cupcake. You have to believe me. Mom…” I look at her begging her to believe me.
Her hands are covering her mouth, tears streaking her face. “I believe you, son. How did he look?”
“So good, Mom, he looked so good. He was younger and could move without being in pain.” Pulling Tiffani away from my chest, I grab her face, sealing my lips over hers. It’s a wet kiss due to the tears we both are shedding right now, but the feel of her lips moving with mine feels like I’ve finally made it to the surface after being underwater for so long. It’s a healing balm for all the cracks and cuts in my soul. Breaking the kiss, I lead her back to the table and tell them everything that happened. Tiffani never lets go of my hand, and I’m so thankful for that. We are all crying hard when I get to the end of the story, but I have yet to tell Tiffani what I saw and heard.
I take her face in my hands and look directly into her eyes. “Baby, when he left, there was someone else there. I swear I saw the outline of our child. It looked to be the size of how old the baby would have been now.”
“W-what? Y-you saw our baby?” Her bottom lip trembles as she squeezes my hand hard.
“Yes, I also heard their voice. They told me they loved me and to tell you that they were okay and with their papa.” Her hand leaves mine to cradle her head as she sobs harder than before. “I’m sorry…”
“No, Levi. All I’ve asked since I found out what happened was for a sign to let me know they were okay. That they didn’t hate me for what happened.” Pushing away from the table, I pull her chair out and pick her up. She clings to me, sobbing into my shoulder.
“Mom…”
“I’ll be fine, baby boy. I knew your dad was around me. Go take care of her. We’ll talk some more in the morning.” She stands, placing a kiss on Tiffani’s head and my cheek.
Closing my door softly behind us, I lower both of us to my bed. I don’t say anything as I hold Tiffani in my arms and let her cry it all out. I think she might have fallen asleep until her lips press against the side of my neck, making my heart skip a beat. “Thank you,” she mumbles.
“For what?”
“For telling me what you saw and what your dad said. I’m sorry…”
I push my hands under the shirt that she’s wearing, rubbing her bare back. “You have nothing to apologize for, but I do. I left you alone to go through all those emotions by yourself. I should have been here for you. It’s no excuse, but I didn’t know how to make sense of what I was feeling. But Dad was right. I think all we need to do is love each other. If we do that, then we can make it through everything.”
She raises her head from my shoulders and frames my face with her hands, “I’ve always loved you, Levi Dane Hill. Nothing will change that. There is something I should have said to you weeks ago.”
“What’s that, Cupcake?”
“Thank you for protecting me.” She leans down, pushing her soft lips against mine in a kiss that ignites fireworks behind my closed eyes. My hands move from under her shirt to tangle in her hair, pulling her lips harder against mine.
“I will always protect you,” I say against her lips. As her lips open for me, I explore her warm mouth with my tongue. I stop focusing on the decisions I made when I was younger, ones that I thought were weak, but now I see them for what they were all along, protecting everyone I loved. Instead, I focus on what lies ahead for me, the girl in my arms that loves me completely and has never seen me as something to be ashamed of. “I love you too, Tiffani.”




Chapter twenty-one
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Levi


I’ve never driven as fast as I did after leaving Tennessee. All I could think about was getting home to Tiffani. Holding her in my arms like I am right now. Once again, I’m grateful she didn’t push me away but she’s here listening to me. I don’t know how to tell them what happened in my dream, but she and Mom need to know. Tiffani pulls back out of my embrace to sit down, but she never lets go of my hands. 
“Where were you?” she asks. I tell her about everything, the drinking, the self-hatred, and the storm I was in. A storm of my own making but one nonetheless. Once I get to the part of the story of why I’m back, I push away from the table to stand.
“I saw him.” I’m gasping for any air to make its way to my lungs because I’m afraid they will think I’ve gone fucking crazy.
Confusion crosses both of their faces, but it’s Tiffani who speaks up. “Saw who, Levi? You're scaring us. Look at you. You’re shaking like a leaf on a tree. Sit down, calm down.” She reaches out her hand, taking mine in hers, trying to guide me to sit down, but I pull her up, wrapping her up in my arms instead. “God lord Levi, your heart is racing.” My arms pull her deeper into my embrace.
“I saw him,” I repeat but continue this time. “I saw Dad. I think I was asleep, but I swear to god, I saw him. He talked to me and felt as real to me as you do right now, Cupcake. You have to believe me. Mom…” I look at her begging her to believe me.
Her hands are covering her mouth, tears streaking her face. “I believe you, son. How did he look?”
“So good, Mom, he looked so good. He was younger and could move without being in pain.” Pulling Tiffani away from my chest, I grab her face, sealing my lips over hers. It’s a wet kiss due to the tears we both are shedding right now, but the feel of her lips moving with mine feels like I’ve finally made it to the surface after being underwater for so long. It’s a healing balm for all the cracks and cuts in my soul. Breaking the kiss, I lead her back to the table and tell them everything that happened. Tiffani never lets go of my hand, and I’m so thankful for that. We are all crying hard when I get to the end of the story, but I have yet to tell Tiffani what I saw and heard.
I take her face in my hands and look directly into her eyes. “Baby, when he left, there was someone else there. I swear I saw the outline of our child. It looked to be the size of how old the baby would have been now.”
“W-what? Y-you saw our baby?” Her bottom lip trembles as she squeezes my hand hard.
“Yes, I also heard their voice. They told me they loved me and to tell you that they were okay and with their papa.” Her hand leaves mine to cradle her head as she sobs harder than before. “I’m sorry…”
“No, Levi. All I’ve asked since I found out what happened was for a sign to let me know they were okay. That they didn’t hate me for what happened.” Pushing away from the table, I pull her chair out and pick her up. She clings to me, sobbing into my shoulder.
“Mom…”
“I’ll be fine, baby boy. I knew your dad was around me. Go take care of her. We’ll talk some more in the morning.” She stands, placing a kiss on Tiffani’s head and my cheek.
Closing my door softly behind us, I lower both of us to my bed. I don’t say anything as I hold Tiffani in my arms and let her cry it all out. I think she might have fallen asleep until her lips press against the side of my neck, making my heart skip a beat. “Thank you,” she mumbles.
“For what?”
“For telling me what you saw and what your dad said. I’m sorry…”
I push my hands under the shirt that she’s wearing, rubbing her bare back. “You have nothing to apologize for, but I do. I left you alone to go through all those emotions by yourself. I should have been here for you. It’s no excuse, but I didn’t know how to make sense of what I was feeling. But Dad was right. I think all we need to do is love each other. If we do that, then we can make it through everything.”
She raises her head from my shoulders and frames my face with her hands, “I’ve always loved you, Levi Dane Hill. Nothing will change that. There is something I should have said to you weeks ago.”
“What’s that, Cupcake?”
“Thank you for protecting me.” She leans down, pushing her soft lips against mine in a kiss that ignites fireworks behind my closed eyes. My hands move from under her shirt to tangle in her hair, pulling her lips harder against mine.
“I will always protect you,” I say against her lips. As her lips open for me, I explore her warm mouth with my tongue. I stop focusing on the decisions I made when I was younger, ones that I thought were weak, but now I see them for what they were all along, protecting everyone I loved. Instead, I focus on what lies ahead for me, the girl in my arms that loves me completely and has never seen me as something to be ashamed of. “I love you too, Tiffani.”




Chapter twenty-two
[image: image-placeholder]







Tiffani


Ever since Levi saw his dad and our child in his dream, all the guilt he was weighed down with has left his shoulders. I came clean about stumbling across the box with his awards and metals. Instead of being mad at me, he surprised me by pulling out a bigger box from under the bed. This one held photos from the places he had been and friends he had made. We spent hours lying on the bed, going through everything. He told me story after story of his adventures. I heard the excitement in his voice when he spoke about the culture he loved learning about in Japan. I made a mental note to plan a trip back for a birthday soon. Before he put all the pictures, medals, and awards back, he took his dog tags out and placed them around my neck. I might have shed a few tears. Not just because I have wanted to wear them from the first time I saw them but because, finally, he's proud of himself. He has let go of the ominous cloud over his time as a Marine. 
I’ve been working hard to let go of things I can’t change and focus on things I can, like getting enrolled back into college. Levi encouraged me to reach out to see if I could start up classes again, and my advisor was all too happy to help me. I can’t start until the new year, but that’s only three months away. I still haven’t found a job yet, but that’s okay because in the meantime, I’ve been helping Emilee and Parker prepare for their baby.
“Thank you for doing this,” Emilee says for the hundredth time in the last hour. I’m sitting in the middle of what would have been my bedroom had I moved in here when I should have, surrounded by a pile of baby clothes. When Parker called me, frantic because his nine-month pregnant wife wouldn’t take it easy, I jumped at the chance to come help. Emilee was afraid that it would be too much for me. But I assured both her and Levi that I would be okay. Does it make me sad to be around so many baby items? Yes, but my overwhelming happiness for my two best friends makes that sadness minimal. 
Picking up another blanket, I fold it up nicely and neatly, placing it in the drawer of the changing table Parker’s best friend Zak bought and built them. “I told you to stop thanking me. I want to do this for you. I’ve missed spending time with you, and plus, he is my nephew.” I wave a hand at her belly, while grabbing a bib and placing it in a pile. 
“I know we said no to talking about sad things, but can I ask you one little question?” Looking up from the little pants I’m folding, I see her wringing her hands in her lap, not looking at me. 
“Go for it.” I place the pants down and give her my undivided attention. I have a feeling I know what she is going to ask me. 
“Why didn’t you come to me when Levi broke up with you? I understand not coming to me about the baby but that... Tif, we have been through so much together. You could have come to me.” She finally looks at me, and her nose is red from crying. 
“I know I could have and should have, but Em, I was hurt by his words. After you guys graduated, he was the only person I had. I was trying so hard to be the perfect daughter, that I made no friends until Parker and you. I knew how close you two were with Levi, and I didn’t want to come between you guys. The next day, I heard that he had not only dumped me but had also left town. I was positive you would hate me and blame me for it all. Then, everything happened with the baby, and I just spiraled. I didn’t feel worthy of anyone’s love, especially someone I was hiding a massive secret from,” I explain, hoping she understands and can finally let it all go. 
“I’m sorry I hurt you in the process, Emilee. That is not what I wanted at all. I was actually trying not to hurt you at all.” Her hands are rubbing her belly, and I worry if I’ve upset her too much when she grimaces a second later. Pushing to my knees, I crawl over to her, “Emilee, are you okay? I didn’t mean to upset you so much…”
“Oh fuck!” she says, grabbing my hand in a death grip that feels like she’s trying to break my fingers. “You didn’t, but you need to call my husband now,” she grits out between her clenched teeth.
“Are you okay?” I try to get my phone out of my pocket, but she has a hold of the hand I need to use. I see her phone lying beside her. “Password, Emilee?” The hand she’s holding has a pulse of its own, but I don’t say anything to her about it. Too afraid I will upset her more than she is right now.
“Zero, one, two, three!” She screams the last digit.
“Got it. Hold on.” Once I found Parker in her phone, I put the phone up to my ear. “We need to get you to the car. Can you stand and walk?” I ask as he answers the phone.
“Hey, Butterfly…”
“Wrong. Get your ass to the hospital now. Emilee is in labor, and I’m getting her to the car right now.” We are slow, but we’re moving toward the front door. Emilee’s and the baby’s to-go bag is sitting at the front door, which I remember to grab.
“What?” He screams so loud I almost drop the phone.
“You heard me correctly, Parker West. You and Levi get your asses to the hospital now.” I hang up because I have to focus on Emilee. “Breathe, sweetie, like you learned in your classes.” I try to soothe her, but it doesn’t work.
“Fuck breathing. Get Parker here so I can rip his balls off for doing this to me.” I try and fail at not laughing at her.
“You both did this. Come on, let’s go meet little George.” Parker calls back, but after Emilee tells him what she’ll do to his baby-maker, he stops calling and promises to be there when we get there, which he was. 
Parker comes through the delivery doors three hours later, telling us George Nolan West is here. Mom and baby are doing great. He weighed in at eight pounds, five ounces and was nineteen inches long. I worried about how I would feel holding him in my arms and whether I could do it in the first place, but I had nothing to worry about. He is the most adorable baby I have ever seen. He’s a mini-Parker with a little sprinkle of Emilee in there. Levi and I left after congratulating the happy couple and kissing George’s chubby cheeks one more time.
Levi’s mom stayed in Cape to help with baby George when he comes home from the hospital, so the house is quiet when I flop down in the twin size bed we still share. The apartment I was going to move into was a small studio, so I told the landlord I didn't need it anymore. Plus Levi lost his shit when I told him I planned on moving an hour away. The one that Levi found for us should be ready to move into next week, and it’s in town. I can’t wait to get a bigger bed, although I will miss having to cuddle close to sleep. 
“You were a rockstar today, Cupcake,” Levi says from the doorway where he’s watching me stretch out. “I’m so proud of you and how you handled everything.” 
“I’m proud of myself and you too, Uncle Levi.” The smile that pulls at his lips makes his dimples pop out, and my thighs clench. His eyes narrow on the slight movement, and that smile turns into a wicked grin. He pushes off from the door frame, reaches behind him, and pulls his shirt off. I can’t decide what I want to marvel over first, his chiseled chest, rigid abs, or his deep Adonis belt. My mouth waters, wanting to taste his skin. 
“Is my Cupcake wanting to take advantage of the fact that we have the house all to ourselves for the first time?” he growls, pouncing on me. I love the feel of his body pushing me into the mattress.
“Maybe, maybe not,” I reply, licking his neck and nibbling on his ear. The salt from his skin explodes on my tongue, making my thighs clench again. 
“Let’s see if I can turn that maybe to a hell yeah,” he says. His lips start a slow trail down my neck. Using his teeth, he nips as he goes, making goosebumps break out over my body. My nipples harden with them, and since I don’t have a bra on, they strain at the material of my thin shirt. My breathing picks up as he teases me with nips and open-mouth kisses along my collarbone, across my chest, and up the other side of my neck. My hands tangle in his hair, pulling his lips to mine in a punishing kiss. I suck on his bottom lip, biting it. 
“Fuck baby,” he moans. His big, rough hands grab my thighs, pulling my legs open for him, allowing him to press his dick into my warm center. I lock my ankles around his back, lifting my hips to grind shamelessly on him.
“Levi,” I moan. He takes his tongue, running it along my lips before pushing it in, slowly stroking mine while slowly rotating his hips against me. The friction between my shorts and my bare clit is driving me wild. Grabbing a handful of his hair, I pull on it. He allows me to pull his face away from mine. His eyes are hooded and full of lust. Putting my hands on his chest, I unlock my ankles and push him back, moving to sit up on my knees. “Lay back and let me take care of you for once.”
“You want to be in control?” he asks.
“No, I just want your dick in my mouth,” I say truthfully, because I love feeling him under my hands and in my mouth, losing control. It makes me feel powerful knowing that I’m the one making him feel so good that he loses the power he has.
Grinning, he lays back, lacing his hands behind his head. “Whatever you want, you’ll always get, Cupcake.” Starting at his collarbone, I kiss down his massive chest, stopping to pay each nipple attention. I feel his muscles tighten as I use my teeth and gently bite his abs as my hands work under the elastic band of his gym shorts. He’s not wearing underwear, so my hands feel his hard, silky, throbbing dick instantly. “Fuck, baby, your hands feel so fucking good,” he moans as I stroke him up and down. There is already precum beading at his tip, which I use to help stroke him. 
“Take them off!” I demand. Okay, maybe I want to be in control a little bit. His hands shoot out from behind his head, and he pulls his shorts off, throwing them somewhere in the room. I kiss each side of his v before wrapping my lips around the tip of his shaft, sucking. His hips shoot off the bed, trying to get more of him into my mouth, but I pull back. I love teasing him like he does me. Flattening my tongue, I run it up the underside and around the head before hollowing out my cheeks and taking him straight to the back of my throat. 
“Shit,” he moans. I suppress a gag as he hits the back of my throat. I moan at his salty taste. Even though he calls me Cupcake, I’m more of a salty girl. “Baby, I need…” His words are cut off when I add suction and pick up speed. When words fail, he shows me what he needs. His hands tangle in my hair, pushing and pulling me like he wants. My juices are dripping down my legs, and my clit is pulsing at how he takes what he needs from me. I love it when he’s in control like this. “I’m going to fuck this beautiful face, Tiffani. Open up that throat and take me down like the good girl you are.” I do as he says, and his hips piston his dick into my mouth repeatedly. 
He slides down my throat, making my eyes water, but I love it. I can’t hold back the moan that comes out, causing him to groan louder. 
“Fuck, baby. I’m going to come in your perfect mouth. You're going to swallow it all,” he demands. I moan, hoping he knows that I want him to. I want to taste his release. With one more thrust down my throat, his dick thickens on my tongue, and hot ropes of cum hit my throat and slid down. He holds me still until he’s done. I lick my lips, making sure to clean anything off. I don’t have time to move before he grabs me under my arms, pulls me up to his face, and kisses me so hard that my lips might bruise. But I don’t feel any pain, only pleasure as it shoots down, ending between my legs, making the ache worse. 
“Levi, I need you,” I moan. My shorts are cheap and made of thin material, so they rip easily when he gathers them in his hands on both sides and pulls. He pulls me forward as he scoots backward until he is sitting against the wall. 
“Ride me,” he demands, and I don’t have to be told twice. I’m so fucking close that I might explode as soon as his dick enters me, but I don’t care. I need him inside my body. Straddling his wide thighs, he holds his dick at the base, lining up as I sink down. Like the rest of him, his dick is thick, and the feeling of being stretched threatens to push me over, but I try to hold on. 
“God, yes, I love how you feel stretching me,” I throw my head back. 
“That’s the best sight ever, your pussy taking all of me like a good girl.” I rotate my hips in a circle, rubbing my clit on his hip bone, making us both moan so loud. “Do that again,” he begs, and I give it to him. Using his shoulders to help me, I rise off him and then bring myself back down. Each time I do, he thrusts up into me, making him hit that spot deep inside that has me seeing stars. Speeding up our movements, we both start gasping for air. 
“Levi, I’m so fucking close. I need…” I don’t even have time to finish my sentence before he moves one hand from my hips and starts to circle my clit. “Oh fuck yes, yes, just like that.” 
“Come for me, baby. I can’t hold off anymore. You feel so fucking good wrapped around me tight, like a fucking present.” With one final thrust from him and me coming down on him hard, my walls pulse, pulling him in as deep as possible.
“Levi,” I scream, my head falling forward onto his shoulder. 
“God damn, Cupcake, I think your pussy is trying to keep my dick forever,” he grunts before his muscles relax, and he wraps me up in his sweaty arms. 
“Mom should leave the house more often,” he says breathlessly. Leaning back, I smack him on his chest and move off him. My foot gets tangled in the sheet below him, and my hands grab air as I fall backward. Before I hit the floor, his arms wrap around me, pulling my body back to his chest. “Careful baby, you should wait at least five minutes after riding this ride to try to walk.” He laughs, and I can’t help but laugh alongside him. 
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time. Thank you. You always protect me, even from something as silly as falling off this tiny ass bed.” I place a kiss on his chest.
“Protecting Tiffani is my full-time job. Didn’t you know that?” He pulls my face up to his, kissing my swollen lips. 
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Epilogue

Levi


A year and half later 
“Levi, what’s that smell?” Tiffani shouts from the living room, pulling my attention from the ring in the white box that I’ve been staring at for way too long. The smell of burning garlic bread reaches my nose, forcing me to shove the box into my pocket. I race to the kitchen to pull the oven door open.
“Fuck me.” Using a tea towel, I pull the pan out that now holds what looks like a charred log instead of the homemade garlic bread Tiffani spent an hour making. Sliding the doors to the balcony open, I throw the bread to the side yard. I’ve seen a small puppy wandering the neighborhood, but she runs off whenever I try to get my hands on her. I’ve been leaving bowls of dog food out. I also throw our scraps out, hoping that she will learn that she’ll get fed here and I can finally rescue her. The pan goes into the sink to cool down. “I’m sorry, baby. I thought I put a timer on for it, but I guess I forgot.” I hang my head, embarrassed that in the year and a half, we have been together again, I still haven’t been able to cook something edible.
Tiffani wraps her small arms around me, placing a kiss on my back. “It’s okay, my love. I made another one just in case.” She chuckles and opens the fridge, pulling out another loaf of bread. After it’s in the oven, I don’t move from in front of it until the timer I set goes off. Tonight is too important for me to fuck it up even more. Normally Tiffani would do all this, but she has a huge final coming up, so I promised her I could put the food she worked hard to prepare earlier in the oven.
She stopped going to the online college and started to attend the same college Emilee went to. They opened a branch closer to us, and I might have pushed her, but she deserved to get the experience she missed out on because of her sperm donor. It’s not the same, because it’s not the main campus, but she loves it, which is all that matters. Speaking of that piece of shit, he was sentenced to two years for misappropriation of funds. Brad is now serving a thirty-year prison sentence, and from what I’ve heard through the grapevine, he has found out the hard way what inmates think of individuals who sell kiddie porn.
After placing the garlic bread on the table next to the salad and spaghetti, I go in search of my soon-to-be wife. Two months after everything happened, I got down on one knee and asked Tiffani  to be my wife again. Thinking about that magical night makes the box in my pocket burn my skin. I didn’t use the ring I bought when I was eighteen. Instead, I bought her a new one. I feared the old one held too many bad memories for her. Honestly, I hate that it’s not the ring she will wear for the rest of our lives. I’ve noticed lately that Tiffani will look at the ring on her finger and sometimes sigh like she might be thinking the same thing I am. So I’m putting on my big boy underwear and going to offer her the ring that was always hers. Walking into the spare bedroom, she sits at her desk with her accounting book opened in front of her.
She is erasing something so hard she’ll rip the paper if she isn’t careful. “No, that’s not right. Where did I go wrong? Fuck this. Why did I ever think I was smart enough…”
I can’t stand hearing her doubt herself. “Don’t finish that sentence, Cupcake.” I kneel down beside her chair and place my hand over hers to stop her pencil. “You are smart, baby, but you’ve been reviewing this material all day. Why don’t you take a break? Mom will be here any minute.” The box digs into my leg; I can’t put this off until after dinner like I planned. I need to know now. “Plus, I need to talk to you about something.”
She turns her chair, positioning her legs on either side of me so I’m between them. My mind conjures up an image that has my jeans getting tight, but I push that away for later. “You look worried, Levi. Is everything okay?” I pick up her left hand, staring at the ring sitting there.
“Do you like your ring?” I blurt out.
Her mouth drops open, her eyes widen, and her cute eyebrows raise. “Of course I do, Levi.” She starts to pull her hand away, but I don’t let her. I see the hesitation in her eyes as she stares at the ring in question, so I press her.
“But…”
“It’s lovely, Levi, it really is, but I always pictured wearing the one you bought me senior year. The whole time we were apart, I would stare at my hand, and all I could picture was the red diamond ring sitting there. But I’m sure you don’t have…”
My hands pull out the box, open the lid, and hold it out for her to see. “You thought I would get rid of this? Just like you stared at your hand and saw this, I stared at the ring and saw it on your hand.” She pulled off the other one in a flash and replaced it with the one we both wanted her to wear. Reaching up, I use my thumb and catch the tears from her stunning blue eyes.
“I love you, Levi. Thank you for holding onto this for me.” She leans forward, wrapping her arms around my neck, and presses her soft lips against mine. I get lost in the feel of her lips moving against mine, the feeling of her hands tangling in my hair, and the sensation that runs through me when she uses her tongue to part my lips. The image I pushed to the back of my mind comes roaring back, making my dick hard. Grabbing the arms of her chair, I pull her closer to me, intending to make that image a reality when the doorbell chimes through the apartment.
A growl leaves me as she pulls back. “She can wait,” I say.
“We are not making your mom wait on the front porch so we can carry on. When she leaves, there will be plenty of time to do all the naughty things you want to do.” Tiffani laughs, pushing my chest back so she can stand up. I stay here until I’m no longer in a position to embarrass myself in front of my mom.
The supper is stunning. I have to go to the gym more often so I don’t gain weight from Tiffani’s fantastic cooking. We have dinner with Mom every Monday, and I love watching her and Tiffani. They’re best friends, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. It would be great if Parker and Emilee lived closer to us, but his shop is in Cape. Emilee and Tiffani alternate making the drive every Friday for girl time. Once everyone is done eating, I clear off the table and grab the carrot cake Tiffani baked this morning. Grabbing three small plates, I head back to the dining table, and sitting in the middle of the table is a gift bag.
“What’s this for, Mom?” I ask as Tiffani takes the cake and plates from me, sitting them down.
“It’s not from me,” Mom replies, pointing to Tiffani.
“Cupcake?”
“Oh, just sit down and open it. You have been working so hard lately that I thought you deserved a little treat. It’s nothing big, and I didn’t spend much on it.” She pushes the bag into my hand. I hate being put on the spot with presents. What if I open something and I hate it? Then I have to put on a fake smile and act like I love it. Pulling out the tissue paper, I pull each layer back. What I see at the bottom of the paper makes my heart pound. Nerves and happiness fight for control of my body. Mom gasps and squeals, pulling Tiffani into a weird hug over the table.
“You’re pregnant?” I ask, not taking my eyes off the stick in front of me.
“Are you…” Tiffani places a hand on my arm. That touch unfreezes my muscles, and I move, sweeping her up in my arms. Her legs go around my waist as I twirl her around.
“Fuck yeah! I’m perfect.” The thought of losing our first baby makes me freeze again, and I drop her gently to the floor. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry, Tiffani. Did I hurt you?” I drop to my knees to cradle her flat stomach, “Did I hurt the baby?” Tears sting my eyes, but I refuse to let them leak out.
“Oh god, baby, no.” Tiffani runs her hands through my hair as I lay my forehead against her. I place a tiny kiss on her tummy.
“I love you and promise to protect you just like I protect your mommy,” I whisper. The sound of my phone ringing pulls us from this joyous moment. Picking it up off the table, I see it’s Uncle Sonny. We haven’t seen much of him or even heard from him lately. He has been busy with work. Swiping the button to answer it, the doorbell rings once more. “Hey, Uncle Sonny,” I say as I watch Tiffani open the door. Adam’s standing there with a serious look on his face. My stomach drop; something is going on, and it’s not good.
“Look, Levi, I hate to do this, and trust me, if I had any other option, I would choose it, but I don’t. I need yours and Adam’s help.” His voice wobbles like he’s fighting to keep tears in, just like I was a moment ago.
“What’s going on?” I move toward Tiffani, worried that something or someone is threatening her and our unborn child.
“I can’t tell you over the phone. All I can say is I need you now more than ever. It’s all a mess; I can’t do this alone anymore. Not after it cost me…”
“Say no more. Adam just showed up. We’re on our way.” I interrupt him. Adam is busy telling Tiffani and Mom what’s going on, I assume, based on the look of horror on their faces.
“Thank you,” Uncle Sonny says then the line goes dead.
Tiffani disappears but is back before I can ask a question. She is holding out a small duffel bag to me. “Go, baby. Help Uncle Sonny, but then come back to us.” She has a hand on her stomach. Pulling her to me, I give her a bruising kiss.
“I’ll call you when I know what’s going on.” Turning to Mom, I pull her in for a hug and whisper in her ear, “It’s your turn to protect my Cupcake and baby.”
“You know I will protect them with my life,” Mom says, kissing me on my cheek. Adam and I rush out the door, and I throw my bag in the back of his truck and hop in.
“Okay, tell me what the fuck is going on,” I demand as he heads out of town.
“All I know is Uncle Sonny called me ten minutes ago saying he needed my help and yours. He sent me an address to some small ass town in Kansas. There were a lot of people in the background when he was on the phone with me. I couldn’t hear much, but I swear I heard Zak, Parker’s best friend.”
“Zak? Why is he with Uncle Sonny?”
“I didn’t have time to ask before the line went dead, but I swear I heard someone say something about saving Sammy,” he says, gripping the steering wheel.
“Who the fuck is Sammy?” I ask, more confused now than I was before.
“I don’t know, little brother, but I guess we will find out soon,” Adam says as his GPS tells us we will be at our destination in ten hours.
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Me: | have four more days, and | will find a way to do
this on my own.
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Me: Actually, | start my new job tonight. | won't need
your money. Put it up for the baby. Love you.
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Me: It's a waitressing job at a local restaurant. Thank
'you, but that won’t be needed. I'll get tips tonight.





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg
Me: | love you, my future wife. Six thirty, baby. | will
never forget. It's the best part of my morning.





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
Levi, My love,

Why did you leave me? | dor't believe for a minute that
what we hod was a fucking-phase for you. It was love. No
matter what anyone says, | know what we felt was frue love.
Something happened between the night at the lake and
graduation. What did | do? Was it my fault that you left? Not
only leff our relationship but leff our hometown, the fown you
loved.

The words you wrote to me the night on the lake hold more
truth than those you spoke fo me at groduation The fact that
you gave me his ring and intended to make me your wife
proves that. But the fruth is you ran, and something made you
not want me. 50 it doesn't feel right fo hold on fo this. | want
10 keep if badly. | loved the feel of it on my finger, and how
every fime | caught a glimpse of it my heart raced with the
knowledge that | got fo keep you forever. Please come back to
me. Whatever happened affer that day, we can work througn
it fogether, | promise | love you, and no amount of time will
change that. Just come home.

Always yours,

Tiffani
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