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Synopsis

College was a mistake.

Now I’m back home broken, hopeless and scared, with no clue what to do.

Can anything else go wrong?

Famous last words.

The guys may have thought they left me with a broken heart, but they actually left me with so much more than that.

It’s time for me to grow up and move on, because sometimes you just don’t have a choice but to make the best out of what you have left.

I’m realizing now, there are things in life more important than jealousy, lies and loss.

I may no longer be theirs, but I will forever be yours.

This is A Dark Romance with many triggers! 18+ Preferred.


Playlist

Add to Spotify

These are the songs that inspired a few chapter/scenes this is not in order:

“Let Me Go” (a song by Avril Lavigne feat. Chad Kroeger)

“Reminds Me Of You” (a song by Juice WRLD, The Kid LAROI)

“Best Days of Your Life” (a song by Kellie Pickler)

“Girl In A Country Song” (a song by Maddie & Tae)

“Bartender” (a song by Lady A)

“Let Me Blow Ya Mind” (a song by Eve, Gwen Stefani)

“My Front Porch Lookin In” (a song by Lonestar)

“There Goes My Life” (a song by Kenny Chesney)

“Life Changes” (a song by Thomas Rhett)

“The Boy Is Mine” (a song by Brandy, Monica)

“Kerosene” (a song by Miranda Lambert)

“Iconic” (a song by SkyDxaddy)

“Get Into It (Yuh)” (a song by Doja Cat)

“I WANNA SEE SOME ASS (feat. jetsonmade)” (a song by Jack Harlow)

“Need To Know” (a song by Doja Cat)

“INDUSTRY BABY(feat. Jack Harlow)” (a song by Lil Nas X)

“INFERNO” (a song by Sub Urban, Bella Poarch)

“Mama Said” (a song by Lukas Graham)

“As the World Caves In” (a song by Sarah Cothran)

“Cognac Queen” (a song by Megan Thee Stallion)

“We Wouldn’t Be Us” (a song by Alexandria Kay)

“I Kinda Don’t” (a song by Alexandria Kay)

“Die From A Broken Heart” (a song by Maddie & Tae)

“Little Do You Know” (a song by Alex & Sierra)

“She Chose Me” (a song by RaeLynn)

“Keep Riding Me” (a song by ur pretty)

“Made” (a song by Spencer Crandall)

“Good In Goodbye” (a song by Madison Beer)

“Had Me @ Hello” ( a song by Luke Benward)

“My Little Girl” (a song by Tim McGraw)

“Who Hurt You” (a song by David Morris)

“Girls Need Girls” (a song by Sophia Scott)

“Fake Bitches” (a song by Ashley Krutcher)

“Like We Never Loved at All” (a song by Faith Hill)

“Chains” (a song by Nick Jonas)

“Enchanted” (a song by Taylor Swift)

“Your Guardian Angel” (a song by The Red Jumpsuit Apparatus)

“Nobody’s Home” (a song by Avril Lavigne)

“Shivers” (a song by Ed Sheeran)


Author’s note

Hey everyone, just me. I wanted to thank you all for continuing to support me through this new adventure of mine. All your kind words and reviews mean the world to me and give me the motivation to keep writing.

Please note: this book is a dark book which contains potential triggers. If you are unsure, please flip to the very back of the book for a detailed list (This will contain spoilers)

Also this book does contain MM. So if you do not like MM please don’t read on.

Now this is a reverse harem, why choose MMMFMMM romance, which means that Carson will have more than one love interest and her harem will grow throughout the duet. Also that two or possibly three of the men in her relationship have an already established relationship.

This is book two in the Forever Changed duet.

If this seems to catch your fancy then please jump on in!

I hope you love Carson and her guys as much as I do.

Love you all,

Amber Nicole


Dedication

This book is dedicated to everyone who has stood by me this year and helped me achieve my dreams. It still seems so surreal that I have come as far as I have in a year. Can’t wait to see what else is in store for the future.

To my husband Logan who is still deployed, thank you for being patient and understanding when I couldn’t chat for hours on video call. I love you and miss you can’t wait till you are home for good.

And to everyone that’s a little broken and bruised, we see you. We love you and you are stronger than you know. Don’t ever stop fighting. Brighter days are around the corner. Just you wait and see.


“All the art of living lies in a fine mingling of letting go and holding on.”

-Havelock Ellis


Prologue
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Everyone says things happen for a reason. If that’s true, then what reason did I have for all the pain and heartbreak in my short life. Every time I think I’m finally going to have a happy ever after, something or someone comes swinging, knocking me on my ass, and proving me wrong. I thought the day I lost my mama would be the worst possible thing to go through. I should have known better, but never in my wildest dreams did I imagine this.

I glance around the deserted cemetery, hesitating to walk towards the plot. Tears blur my eyes, and I feel sick to my stomach. Too young. Taken way too soon. My eyes pause on the cold cement as I lift my head to the stormy sky.

The weather today is a perfect example of all the emotions running through me right now. Grey clouds with moisture heavy in the air and tornado warnings on the horizon. I shouldn’t be here. I should be back in my dorm room with Sassy, watching some dramatic show and drinking tequila. Nursing my broken heart with junk food and a hangover in the morning. Instead I’m standing here in an empty graveyard, wishing I had one more moment to say how much I love and miss the time we spent together, and that I’m sorry. Sorry for letting them down and not being there when they needed me most.

I toss my bag on the ground and sit, staring at the inevitable. I take my boots off, wiggling my toes in the soggy grass. The walk has given me some blisters, and I sigh with relief. My phone buzzes, but I ignore it. I shouldn’t have come here alone. I know he would have been here with me or at least given me a ride, but I needed to do this myself.

The wind blows, shaking the trees in the cool breeze, alerting me to how long I’ve been sitting here staring into space. I need to get this over with before I get stormed on. Climbing to my feet, I walk towards the gravestone I wish wasn’t standing there …

If I had a sledgehammer, I would tear it down.


 

 

Part Two


One
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Memphis

I make my way down the red carpet, annoyed at all the paparazzi yelling and the flashing lights from their cameras. I know this is part of the job, and Dolly loves the attention, but I would much rather be home right now kicking back with a couple of beers. If it wasn’t for the Valentine’s Day children's hospital fundraiser, I may have just skipped out on this whole thing.

My phone buzzes, but I know if I were to reach into my pocket right now and check it, I’d have my ass chewed out, and that’s just something I don’t need. Plus, the only person I want to hear from wouldn’t text me in a million years. Just another thing I fucked up recently. I really need to message Cara and grovel. I miss my best friend. She’s always been my person, and without her I have been so lost.

I thought becoming a big star and following my dreams wouldn’t change who I am. I snort out loud and Dolly gives me a shocked look. I should have known that would be false. I feel as if my whole persona has changed, and I don’t know how to change it back.

“Please Memphis, just a moment of your time!” Candy, a reporter for some teeny bopper magazine screams at me, reaching past the tape, her tits practically spilling from her low-cut top. I think I’ve had those in my mouth if I remember correctly. Total wildcat in the sheets, but clingy as fuck. Dolly pulls my arm, stopping my steady stride and I follow her over to the exasperating reporter. I place a huge fake smile on my face and shoot Candy a wink. Her face flushes and she no shit giggles. Works every time.

“Thank you. I know you’re hella busy, but if I could just ask you a few questions, I know you would be makin’ a few million girls’ nights!” She squeals in excitement. I genuinely chuckle at that and give her a nod.

“You know I’d do anything for my fans, Candy.” I lick my lower lip, and her eyes flare with heat. Not one to be ignored, Dolly cuddles into my side and rubs my chest, looking up at me lovingly. Lately, I’ve felt as if she's being dishonest with me, and frankly I don’t want her touching me right now. I gently slide away and move my hand in a hurry up gesture towards Candy.

After ten excruciating minutes that I'll never get back, answering the same old shit I always do, we finally make it to our limo. The guys have plans to hit the after party, but I need to crash. I haven't been sleeping well since Thanksgiving, and even the coke is starting to get old. I used to get a rush of energy, but now I just feel strung out and hungover. Plus with all of Alex’s issues, I’m trying to cut back. Not that Dolly understands that.

I give one last wave to my fans then slip onto the leather seats and sigh in contentment. Dolly follows after, and immediately tries to start something. Placing her hand on my thigh she runs her blood red nails up to my zipper and kisses my neck before the driver has even shut the door. Fuck, that’s just what I need flashing through the headlines. I still get enough heat from the sex tape. I reach down and grab her wrist, adding a bit of pressure, and pull her hand away. She moans.

“Did I tell you, you could touch me, Doll?” I growl into her neck and she shivers. “Then why the fuck are you?” I continue, and she whimpers, rubbing her thighs together looking for some relief. But it won’t be coming from me. I haven’t touched her in a few weeks, not since I caught her messing with my box of condoms. She swears she was just counting them, making sure I wasn’t cheating on her. But she’s been super shady lately. I don’t trust her. The driver climbs in and looks at me through the mirror.

“Where to, sir?” Dolly immediately sits up with a pout, and I know she is going to say The Four Seasons, but I cut her off before she has the chance. “Home, Jeeves.” He rolls his eyes at that nickname, and I lean my head back against the seat, ignoring the daggers being shot into the side of my skull. “You can catch a ride with someone else, sweetheart. But I’m going home.” I mutter, not bothering to open my eyes. Something rustles, then I hear a ringing through the speaker of her phone.

“Hey, Uncle Ron, can I catch a ride with you to the party? Memphis isn’t feeling well, so he’s going home.” I open my eyes and she’s biting her lip. “Great, I'll see you in a few.” She hangs up and gives me another pout. I don’t know why she thinks those work on me.

I raise my brow and she smiles. “Take me to your place, he’ll grab me there.”

I nod, then turn to look out the window at all the lights. One thing I have come to love about Nashville is all the lights, no matter what the time is.

The driver pulls up out front of my building, and I allow Dolly to give me a quick kiss before she races over to the waiting car. I tip Jeeves, then walk into the lobby of my building. Simon is there with a package for me and I genuinely smile for the first time this evening. My mama didn’t forget. I thank him then stride quickly to the elevator, pressing my key card to the scanner for Penthouse access. I used to scoff at the extravagance the label gave me, but after finding a crazed fan rifling through my underwear drawer and another rubbing one out with my pillow, I'm thankful for the high level of security.

Once the doors close, I have a moment of privacy before checking my phone. I ignore all the notifications and friend requests, opening up my text thread. My heart races and my palms turn sweaty. She messaged me! Oh fuck what did she say?

The ding of the elevator reaching my floor pulls my attention away, and I stumble to my door on shaky legs. I fumble with my keys before finally getting the lock undone. The door swings open, and my sensored lights flick on. I move to the kitchen and set the package on the counter, placing my phone beside it with the unopened message that’s taunting me. A drink and a shower first.

I take the cowardly way out, and turn my phone completely off, toss my hat on the couch, then walk into my bedroom. I slip my shoes off before starting on the buttons to my white dress shirt. My suit coat and shirt hits the chair in the corner, then I unbuckle my belt. I may have been required to wear a five thousand dollar suit, but I still wore one of my signature belt buckles and my cowboy hat. My jet black pants fall to the floor at my feet.

I wonder why today of all days she would message me. We didn’t leave on the best of terms, and I've regretted it every day since. One thing about this place I love is how large this bathroom is. I could have a party in this shower alone, not to mention the bathtub in the corner. I open the glass door and start one of the three showerheads. My reflection in the mirror makes me pause. Fuck, I look like shit. My hair has become a shaggy mess, and my skin is paler, not to mention the purple bags below my eyes. I look like a strung out crackhead. Shaking my head, I step into the scalding water. The pressure beats on my stiff shoulders for a few minutes, while I rest my forehead against the cold stone along the wall.

I need to get my shit together—I can not end up like Alex. Fuck, another thing I need to fix in my life. I wish someone could invent a time machine or some shit then I could go back to Thanksgiving and never overreact to Cara and her weird relationship. I close my eyes and think back to the last time I talked to my best friend. When I walked in on Jase and Layton hot and heavy out on the porch. Cheating on Cara as if it was a completely normal occurrence.

“What the fuck is this?” I growl, moving closer to them to kick their asses. Are they seriously cheating on Cara? East comes out of nowhere and shoves me back.

“Dude, you need to chill the fuck out,” he says, shoving me a few more times. I react and swing my arm back, nailing him in the jaw. He stumbles back, before righting himself. His eyes flare with anger and he moves to rush me. Cara comes outside and screams, dropping a pitcher of sweet tea to get in between us.

“What is going on right now?” she says, panting, holding me away from East. Connor has him restrained, and he’s mouthing off, cursing up a storm. Tears fill Cara’s eyes, and I instantly feel like an ass. I move closer, cupping her cheeks, bringing her forehead to my lips.

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” East roars looking between Cara and me. “Are you fucking your brother? What, five dicks aren’t enough for you? What kind of backwoods, Deliverance shit is this?” Cara steps back from me, her cheeks flared in embarrassment as she shakes her head trying to explain.

I shouldn’t have been a coward and left. She needed me, and I walked away. Leaving my best friend with tears rolling down her face as she wrapped her arms around her stomach, shaking from the sobs. I don’t think I will ever get that image from my mind.

I know I’m an asshole, but I’ve never been that cruel to her. So why the fuck did she message me tonight?

“Ahh!” I shout to the empty bathroom. I need to nut the fuck up, be a man and go see what she wrote. If I don't, this is going to eat at me.

I quickly wash and rinse off before striding to the kitchen. I don’t bother dressing, air drying as I stand there, letting the water run down my naked chest and drip onto the tile. I snatch my phone,  ignoring Dolly’s shit everywhere and lie down on the bed.

I press the button to turn my phone back on, and it slowly boots back up. Why the fuck is this taking so long? Thank fuck the joint I rolled last night is still in my nightstand drawer. I may be cutting back on the coke, but the pot helps me sleep. And right now I am way too wound up. I need to chill the fuck out. The screen flashes my back screen: A photo of me and the band during our first show and immediately starts buzzing. Notification after notification but I ignore them for the message from Cara.

 

Shortcake: I miss you.

 

I look for more from her but that’s it. Is that seriously all she sent? After not talking for so long. And why today of all days would she say that. Did something happen? Is she not happy with those idiots? Fuck, I wish she would just leave them. Not like I could step in anymore, but a guy can fantasize right?

I lie back and grip my hard dick picturing the last time I saw my shortcake. That night I came home so late and walked into some fucked up threesome. It’s been one of my most popular fantasies and it still makes me breathless and praying for more.

I reach the third floor and pass Cara’s door, pausing, I turn to knock when a soft breathy moan hits my ears. I freeze and listen as they get louder. My eyes bulge, and I quickly shuffle to the room next door. A guy's voice is saying, “That's it babe, show her how I like it.” What the fuck! How many people are in that room right now? I lie on the bed and will my dick to calm down, but the things I’m hearing right now are basically live porn. A loud smacking starts and a guy’s grunts overtake her moans. I can’t take it anymore. Carson was mine first, and if she’s going to be getting railed in the next room, it’s going to be from me.

I get up and storm out of my room and into hers, ignoring her small squeal and the pissed off yells and grunts from her guys.

“Now what is going on in here?” I growl, watching as Cara’s eyes bulge and she gulps, dropping the dick of one of her boyfriends. I step forward and pick her up from her knees, then dominate her mouth with so much pressure, so much passion. I know they'll be bruised in the morning. I have always been the type to fuck hard and fast, but with my shortcake I think I could go slow. Make love to her, but that’s not what I want right now. I continue to kiss her as I walk us to the bed. Her knees hit the side and I push her down. She’s lying there panting, breasts bouncing with her short breaths, face flushed and looking like mine ... Someone growls behind me, but I snap my fingers and he disappears. This is my fantasy. I look back at my girl lying before me, writhing and biting her lip.

“Do you want me shortcake?” Her eyes pop and she nods. “This is your only warning Cara. Once I have you, I won’t be letting you go.”

Her eyebrows furrow and she goes to speak, but I lean over her and press my lips hard against hers once more. Swallowing her moans. Someone comes up behind me and kisses my neck, wrapping a hand around and gripping my hard cock. Wait?

My eyes pop open and I pant, still gripping my dick. I shake my head and go back to my fantasy.

I spread Cara’s tanned thighs and step closer, letting my cock trail through her slickness. She shivers and I groan. She feels so wet. I just know she’s going to be dripping down my balls. I grip my dick and nudge it closer to her pussy, when someone grips my hand. Fuck! I let him move my hand up and down. His lips trail along my neck again and he whispers, “I know you want me, Memphis.” Before shoving my hand off and placing it inside Cara’s heat and bending me over.

My eyes pop open and my dick jerks. I come harder than I ever have, my eyes roll back and I think I might black out. I'll never admit it out loud but that night with Alex opened my eyes about a few things. I never thought I’d be into guys. I’m not sure how people will react to it, so I have been keeping my distance from Alex. I know it’s hurting him.

When my body stops trembling, I gaze at the ceiling. Cara has been a star in my spank bank for years now, but adding Layton is definitely new. I glance around at the mess I just made and groan. Fuck.

I climb off the bed with shaky legs and stumble over to the bathroom. I need another shower and to wash my bedding before Dolly gets back. If she comes back at all. Most nights she’s out with her uncle, she just crashes at his place. It’s not like we’re living together. Half the time I think we’re just friends with benefits, and honestly that suits me just fine. I do not need to be tied down right now.

While quickly rinsing off under the cool water, my dick hardens again, and I know it’s going to be a long ass night. I should just call Dolly and tell her to come back here. She’s been gagging for me lately, and I know I could use her for a quick fuck. I should feel guilty about getting off thinking of another girl, especially someone who is not only my best friend and now also my family. But if I’m being honest, it’s only made shit hotter. I guess I like the taboo.

I get out of my second shower of the night and pour a large glass of milk. My mama’s cookies are delicious, but I still think my shortcake could beat her in a baking competition. I walk over to the counter and grab the tupperware container full of sugar cookies, then move towards the couch. The TV blares out some mindless show about what people think being a country musician is like, so I dig into my diabetes in a box, chug down my milk and relax back on the plush seat. Don’t get me wrong, some of this shit is close, but they don’t go into too much obscenity. But then again this is a family friendly show. I reach for my phone and realize I left it in the bedroom next to the bedding I definitely need to wash.

I could wait until Gem comes in the morning to bitch at me about something, but she’s been snippy lately, and I know asking her to wash my laundry will just set her off. I stride to the bedroom and strip the bed, then toss it in the wash, and quickly remake the bed. Fuck, I’m tired now and I have that interview in the morning. I should just call it a night, but that text is bugging me still. I climb under the sheets and grab my phone. I pull up her number and hesitate. She did text me first right? Fuck it. I hit her number and wait.

She doesn’t answer, and her phone goes straight to voicemail. I hang up, not bothering to leave a message, and toss my phone on the nightstand beside me. I hope she’s having a good Valentine’s Day. Those boys better have spoiled the shit out of her. They don’t know how lucky they are to have her.


Two
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Connor

What a fucking mess! I storm out of Cara’s dorm and stomp down the stairs to the lobby. Those assholes have another thing coming if they think the measly hits they got earlier was the end of it. I have never in my life seen Carson so broken. Even after losing her mom. It’s like she’s checked out, given up and that's just not going to fly. Xavier pops up from a chair by the door and tries to block the doors.

“Con stop!”

“No Xav, this shit is about to go down. How can you not be raging as much as I am? I thought you said you loved her?” I don’t bother turning around and keep moving towards the exit. Xavier grabs me around the waist and pulls me back into him. I squirm, and he jumps onto my back, preventing me from moving.

“Fuck, you’re heavy. Get off of me!” I roar, but he doesn’t move, continuing to wrap around me like some six foot three, two hundred pound spider monkey.

“You need to calm down and think about this man. Things aren’t so black and white now. Yes, I love Carson, but I can’t just storm into Hawthorne House and kick my fraternity presidents’ asses. You got lucky with the last hits you managed.”

I snort and shake my head.

“If you think for one second that I give a shit about that fucked up fraternity you’re a lot dumber than I thought.”

He sighs and relaxes a bit of his weight from me. “She needs some space man. Can’t you see that? Just give her the night to cool down. We can corner her into talking to us in the morning,” he says, and I don’t miss the exhaustion in his voice.

“Fuck! Yeah, okay.” I give him a nod and he climbs off my back, but doesn’t step away from me. Probably smart, I wouldn’t trust myself right now either. I rub my eyes and yawn with a wince. My hand is throbbing, and I need to ice it. Plus, I know I’m going to have one hell of a shiner from East’s right hook. Asshole can hit, that’s for damn sure. I turn towards the side hall and storm down to our room. Xavier darts in front of me to unlock the door, which is probably a good thing. I was contemplating kicking it down.

We get back to the room and I slam the door. Xavier jumps but lets me stomp around and pace. He takes a seat on the couch and flips on the TV. I’m still too fired up to relax. I continue my stomping to the kitchen where I open the cupboards then slam them loudly. Some asshole next door bangs on the wall telling me to shut the fuck up, and I’m two seconds away from kicking his door down and letting him have the bulk of my anger.

“Whoa Con, you need to breathe, man. How about we have some drinks and chill? You don’t want to be like this when you talk to Cara.”

I glare at him, but then concede. He’s right. My shoulders slump, and I plop down beside him on the couch. Xavier hops up and grabs some beers and whiskey, dropping them on the couch between us, then turns and grabs some chips and a dip Cara made from the fridge. He returns and starts to dig in like nothing is wrong. How the fuck is he so damn calm right now?

I’m getting more and more pissed as he sits beside me all nonchalant, when he speaks.

“We need to get back at the girls.”

I snort. “No shit Xav. What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do? I'm going to get our girl back.” A slap to the back of my head and a shove startles me.

“Connor, fucking cut this shit out and listen to me!” Xavier shouts in my face, finally showing me the storm that’s brewing in his eyes. “I said we need to get back at the Kippa Nu girls. You know this is somehow their fault. You may be gung ho to blame the Hawthornes but something doesn’t add up.” He lets me go, and I shove him away from me. He sits back in his seat and waits for me to process what he just said.

“Fuck! I’m an idiot,” I mumble and he laughs, but it’s hollow. He grabs a beer and pops the top, taking a big swig. I reach for my own and copy him. This has those bitches stink all over it. But why would Jase do this to Cara? Earlier they were talking about renting a summer house and moving in together.

“So what are you thinking?” I ask Xav, because if I know one thing about my best friend it’s that he has a knack for revenge. He takes another swig of his beer and gives me his famous smirk.

“Well first we need to make them undateable. That would be the ultimate woe for them. Maybe spread some rumors, keep the guys from the football team away from them. Only issue is we'll need the Hawthornes' help. They are the kings around here.” I scoff at that and he gives me a shrug. “Just think about it, Con.”

I give him a nod, but I know I won’t ever step into that fraternity again.

I sit back and finish some beers before Xav cracks open the whiskey. I shouldn’t be drinking so much right now since I know I’m going to be a hungover mess in the morning, but I don’t think I will sleep without it.

We don’t talk much, and Xav pops some show on that catches my interest for maybe fifteen minutes, before my eyes start to get heavy. Him and his weird K-pop dramas.

Next thing I know my body is thrown over a knobbly surface and my expensive dinner rises up my throat. I grumble, but then I’m airborne and landing on a soft surface. I mumble a thanks, then roll over and go to sleep. Please don’t let this be the end of Cara and me. She’s my future.

“Baby, let’s go.” Cara grabs my hand and pulls me up from my nap on the sand. Her beachy blonde curls blowing in the soft warm breeze. Her blue eyes are full of excitement and love. Even after all these years, she still takes my breath away. I grab her hips and pull her closer to me. She gives me a small smile and I can’t resist tasting her lips.

A small giggle pulls me away and I turn, giving our daughter a big smile. I point and shake my hand at her in fake annoyance.

“You, little miss, were supposed to wake me up. Now I’m as red as a lobster.”

She covers her little mouth and laughs, before rushing to give me a hug around my knees.

“-orry Daddy,” she whispers in her cute little voice. I bend low and scoop her into my arms, soaking in all her giggles and squeals.

I never expected to be a father at such a young age, but this little girl is my everything. Cara bends down and starts to set up a small picnic for us. I drop our daughter gently on the blanket she’s laid down and plop beside them.

Cara gazes out at the ocean with a look of longing. I know she chose me, but sometimes I think she may miss the others, maybe even regret leaving them.

“Mama, can you tell me that story again?” Cara smiles down at our little girl and starts to tell her all about Kippa Nu and how evil they are.

Wait? This isn’t a good thing to tell a three year old. I watch as she takes in every word Cara says and nods her agreement. No this isn’t right.

I wake with a groan. How much did I drink last night? I reach over to wrap Cara in my arms and come up empty. The bed is cold beside me. I close my eyes again hoping to go back to my strange dream.

e

Some idiot slams their door, waking me again from a dream I wish someday becomes my reality. I can see myself growing old with Cara Matthews. Having children with her and a happy life. I crawl out of the bed and over to the kitchen for some water and a pain killer. My knuckles are also killing me. Maybe I shouldn’t have beat the shit out of those Hawthorne assholes with my good hand. I’m ambidextrous. I should have switched arms. I knock on Xav’s door but he doesn’t answer and it’s not shut all the way. His bed is empty. It doesn’t look like it was even slept in. What the fuck?

He’s gone, and I’m not sure how I feel about this. For someone who says he loves Cara too and that his manwhoring days are over, where the fuck is he? I use the bathroom in our dorm quickly and brush my teeth, before throwing some grey joggers on and a hoodie. Cara has stolen the majority of my sweatshirts, but I drew the line on my lucky hoodie. I grab my phone and keycard, before rushing up to Cara’s room. I know it’s early, but I need to just talk to her. I knock, wait, then knock again. I’m about to give up and leave, when a pissed off pixie throws the door open.

Sassy sighs and rolls her eyes, but doesn’t let me enter. “I should have known you would be the first to try and storm the castle.”

I raise my brow at that and she snorts, before rubbing her eyes and waving at me. “Weird dreams. Super hot princess though,” she finishes with a pout. I step closer and she stands taller, crossing her arms.

“Can I just see her for a minute? I just need to make sure she’s not leaving. I saw her packing her bags—”

“Cara isn’t here, lover boy.” Wait what?

“I know she doesn’t want to see anyone right now, but Sassy, please just tell me where she is. I know she needs some time, but I need to talk to her. I didn't do anything wrong, so why am I being punished too?”

All the emotions and anger from last night try to claw their way out of me and my eyes heat. I know I’m about to make an ass out of myself at six a.m. in front of Carson’s pixie of a best friend. She sighs and rubs her fingers against her temples giving them a small massage.

“I’m going to get my ass chewed for this,” she mutters softly before looking me in the eyes. “But out of all of you neanderthals, you’re my favorite. She’s gone, Connor. She left really early this morning on a bus back to Kansas. She’s not coming back. She mentioned having a plan B.”

I don’t bother listening to another word, I spin around and race back to my room.

“You’re welcome, asshole,” Sassy shouts at my back, but I need to leave. I need to get to Kansas, before it’s too late. I’ll text her thank you later.

My mama would tan my hide at how rude I’m being, but I have to go after her. Shit! I have to call them. They monitor my credit cards, and I know I need permission. A last minute car rental is not going to be cheap. I race down the hall and slam into our shared dorm. Xavier is still not home and I'll be having a talk with him later, but right now I need to get my ass to Kansas. I pull out my duffle bag and start throwing random shit in it before grabbing the present I bought for Cara for Valentine’s day. I wanted to give it to her, just us.

Time to call my dad. I’m not looking forward to this conversation, but if anyone would understand it’s him. My mom is his high school sweetheart, and he would have done anything to keep her. I dial his number and wait for him to answer. It’s early, but I know he will be up reading the paper and drinking his coffee.

“Well this is a surprise,” he answers, and my eyes immediately fill with tears. I take a deep breath in and try to convey my thoughts.

“Dad, I need your help,” I choke out, trying to keep the emotion from clouding my voice. I can’t believe she actually left. I knew she was packing her bags, but to just up and leave like some ghost in the night. What the actual fuck?!?

“Connor, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” My dad starts to panic, and I know this isn’t fair.

“Yeah, no, I don’t know. I’m fine I guess, but something happened last night and Cara is gone. I need to go after her, Dad. She’s my one. I love her. I’ve loved her for so long…”

“Okay son, take a deep breath and tell me what happened. Everything will be okay. That girl adores you.”

I take some more deep breaths then drop my head against the back of the sofa and tell my dad the most twisted, fucked up love story. About an amazing girl and her five hopeless, idiotic boyfriends.

Xavier

After calming Connor down and watching him pass out from all the liquor he just chugged, I bend low, wrap my arm under his side and pick him up, tossing him over my shoulder. Holy fuck he’s heavy. I breathe hard as I stumble into his room and toss him on the bed. He groans and mumbles Cara's name, before rolling over and zonking out.

He may have not thought getting revenge on the girls is the best idea, but I know it is. Jase has been head over barrel for Cara, East too, not that he'll admit it right now. I know they have a lot of shit to work out, but someday Cara will forgive them. The Kippa girls, on the other hand, need to be punished. I brush my teeth and change out of the suit I’ve been wearing since dinner. I throw a pair of jeans on and a tight T-shirt. I grab my shoes and slip them on.

I may have told Connor to leave Cara alone tonight, but I need to check on her or at least ask Sassy how she’s doing. I wish she wasn’t icing us all out right now, but unlike Connor, I get it. I grab my shit from the counter then head down the hall towards Cara’s room. Still don’t know how the fuck this all went to shit. We had big plans to spend the night as a group for the first time. Now I don’t know if she’s even still my girl. Shit, I hope she is. I tried to talk to her before she ran off, but that bitch Ella cornered me.

I never saw myself being monogamous, but since getting with her I can’t see myself with anyone else. I may not be as destroyed as Connor is but that's only because I know Cara is tough. Everyone thinks she's this precious, innocent, fragile gem that we all need to protect, but that girl has a fire within her, and I can't wait to witness it finally coming out.

She may need to lick her wounds for now, but one day she will be a tornado in a halo.

I head down the hall, but before I reach the stairs I hear her voice. Sassy is trying to talk her out of something, but she seems adamant not to listen. I wait until the voices fade, then I follow after them.

I watch her as she walks down the path with Sassy to the bus station. I know I should call out and try to convince her to stay...but she looks so broken. I have never been good at consoling girls. I stand there like a dumbass and watch as she leaves on a bus back to Kansas. Fuck! I’m such an idiot. Sassy turns my way, wiping her eyes as she softly cries. I step out of the shadows startling her. Her hand flies up and karate chops me in the throat hard.

“Fuck!” I gasp, fighting for breath. Her eyes bulge and she covers her mouth in a giggle.

“Oh Xav, you idiot! Why would you sneak up on me? Especially in the dark. You’re lucky I didn’t have my taser.” I choke and cough and she comes up behind me gently rubbing my back. She guides me over to a bench and we sit.

After a few minutes I can finally breathe without it burning like hell and I moan.

“Remind me never to do that again,” I rasp and she laughs again, before sniffling. I turn her way, wiping the water from my eyes and see she's crying still.

“She’s really gone, Xavier. And I don’t see her ever returning.”

I slide my arm up and over her shoulders offering to hold her. She scoffs, but gives in.

“Don’t get any ideas, big guy. I still like kitty.” I snort at that and nod. Yeah, like I would ever do anything with her. Even though things are up in the air right now, Cara still has my heart. I hold her for a few more minutes until her yawning is every minute or so.

“Come on, crazy girl. Let’s get you to bed.”

She nods, and I stand, offering her my hand. She bats it away and stands by herself. I laugh, though it’s hollow and follow after her. It’s late but there is still one more thing I need to do tonight. I drop Sassy off at Jhonson Hall then go back to the Kippa Nu party. It’s time I had a talk with someone, and I’m not leaving until I do.

e

“Bro, you awake? We really need to fucking talk,” I shout with a sigh. Well that was a shitshow. I drop my shit on the counter and take my shoes off, before stumbling over to the fridge. I’m fucking starving. I dig around and give up. Looks like Cafeteria it is. “Connor, seriously man, wake your ass up!” I shout again, but he doesn’t respond. I slam the fridge then stomp over to his room, preparing to force his hungover ass up. I was not expecting an empty bed with his clothes thrown all over the place. Did we get robbed? I check his closet and his duffel bag is gone along with his phone charger and tablet. Fuck! He went after her.

No, this is not good. I run back to grab my phone from the counter then hit his number. It immediately goes to voicemail. I try again and again but it's the same shit. I pull up Cara’s number but hers doesn’t ring either. What the hell. Is no one going to answer my damn call today! My phone rings and I sigh with relief.

“Bro, why the fuck did you take off?” I ask Connor, but he’s not the one on the other line.

“Have you heard about Layton?” I move the phone from my ear and check to see who's calling me.

“Nate? No, what happened, is he okay?” I ask, and he sighs on the other line.

“Xavier, you need to come back to the house man. Something happened. It’s not good, brother.” I blink a few times. What the fuck! Can anything else go wrong? I take a deep breath and respond.

“I’ll be right there.” I quickly hang up the phone. Holy fuck can this day get any crazier? I slide my shoes back on and head out the door. I stop and groan. Shit! Has anyone told Cara?


Three
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Jase

What the fuck just happened? Not only has this night gone to complete shit, I just had my face smashed in by fucking Connor Hannaberg. East pulls him off of me, and Connor turns his fury on him. I get up from the floor and wipe the blood from my lip, wincing from the sting of the split. That’s going to leave a nasty mark. Cara rushes out of the house almost knocking me over when I reach out to stop her. Connor shoves East away and takes after her with Lay following. I know I should try and catch her, talk to her, maybe I can still fix this.

I should have talked to her from the start. The moment I knew that I was falling head over heels for Carson Matthews. I stumble over to the door and avoid my brother yelling for me or Ella trying to step in the way. My head spins, and I know having my head knocked to the ground is going to leave me with a killer migraine in the morning. I glance around and across the yard but I don’t see them. Cara, Lay and Connor have all disappeared.

“Fuck!” I shout, gripping my hair in my fists and giving a small tug. I pull out my phone and try Lay, but it has a weird beeping sound, he’s probably on the other line, calling Cara. I can’t blame him. I take a seat on the steps of Kippa Nu and drop my head into my hands. I’ll take five minutes to grieve. Then I need to suck it up and track down my guy. Lay is going to be beyond a mess from this. I lean back against the stair rail and gaze up at the night sky. The weather is nice tonight especially for February. I take my five minutes, then stand. It’s time I grew up and fought for the people I love.

e

I try Lay again, but he keeps denying my calls, and now I’m getting worried. I have a bad feeling. I knew this wasn’t going to end well, but I never thought I’d lose them both so soon. Johnny runs inside and grabs my arm, tugging me out on the Kippa’s porch.

“Dude, Layton just raced past here on his dirt bike. Threw this hotel room card at me and kept going. I could smell the alcohol, man.”

Fuck. This is not good. “Thanks Johnny, I’ll take care of it. Don’t mention this to anyone else.”

“Of course, brother, what are fraternities for, if not keeping our secrets,” he says, with a gleam in his eyes. I pause at that and choose to ignore it. Running inside the Kippa house, I find East cuddled up with Penny. “What the fuck is this?” I roar, making her squeal. She turns to me with a lopsided grin and jumps up, kissing my cheek.

“We’re celebrating, J. We did it; the wicked witch is dead,” she hollers, earning some excited “woo-hoos” from her girls in response.

“What the fuck, Penny? You just destroyed an innocent person who didn’t deserve what we did. How can you not see that? Carson was sweet and compassionate. Just because you were jealous does not excuse what you did to her, or to me and Lay,” I growl, two inches from her face, before turning to leave. She snatches my arm and digs her talons in, breaking the skin.

“You watch how you talk to me, Jase Hawthorne. She may be gone now, but I still hold the answers to that night in my grasp.” She lets me go and crosses her arms, pushing her tits higher, before looking at her nails, “Maybe I just need to have a chat with Daddy.” East stands, probably to talk her out of it, but I’ve had enough of this shit. I snort and give her a maniacal grin. I hate her. I have never hated someone as much as I do Penelope Smith.

“At this point, I don’t care anymore. Tell our families, tell the world. It’s not worth it. I’d much rather be locked up somewhere than under your submission.”

She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “You’re being dramatic! Who the fuck cares that people saw your threesome, or East plowing that skank.” She turns and strokes East’s cheek, gazing at him with lust in her eyes, before slapping him hard.

“It may have been part of the assignment, Easton Hawthorne, but don’t think I missed the looks you gave her. How gentle you were,” she says, before digging her nails into his cheeks and pressing his lips to hers. He growls, before kissing her harder.

Bile rises in my throat, and I think I may be sick. “That tape was a moment shared between us that was never supposed to be seen. You ruined one of the best nights of my life all because you're a spoiled rotten bitch.” She pulls away from East and spins, giving me a giant smile as if what I just said was a compliment. She’s certifiable. I need to get the fuck out of here and track down Lay. Salvage at least some part of my relationships.

“Now give me the tapes. Everything from that night and the ones you have of Cara. I’m done with you and your psycho ass,” I tell her, not surprised when her hand swings, slapping me across the face. I just smile, licking the blood from the corner of my lip. I glance at my brother and laugh. The matching red handprint on his cheek, and the hard dick he’s not bothering to hide. I give him a once over, not disguising the disgust on my face, and nod. He at least has the brain cells to wince, but then looks off to the side avoiding my gaze.

“Yeah, I’m done with you too, man. You guys deserve each other.” This may have started off as a way to play Penny, but he clearly wasn’t completely faking it. Penny stomps off, and East still refuses to meet my eyes. Whatever, I'm out of here. I need to find Layton before he hurts himself… Again… Fuck, I really need to find him.

I shove past Ella as she tries to block my way from leaving. Her screeches pierce my ears, but I ignore them, pulling my phone out of my pocket. I call Lay repeatedly, but all it does is ring. Jogging back to our house, I’m relieved to see the lights on, however, no one seems to be in there. I run through and check the rooms just in case. The back door has been left wide open.

His bike is gone, so I guess he's still out riding his anger away. Wasted. Fucking great. “Ah,” I scream, but nobody hears me. Lucky bastards out enjoying their own Valentine’s dates and the multiple parties going on. I should be having the night of my life. Why did this have to happen? Why couldn’t we just catch a break? I know this is all on me. I should’ve stopped her. I should have told Penny to fuck off the minute I met the angel who changed everything.

I turn and punch the kitchen wall, before closing my eyes and resting my forehead against the cold plaster. I think back to earlier today. I should have stopped this.

“We need to talk. Do not walk away from me, Jase Hawthorne.” I stop and spin, looking at a red-faced cobra waiting to strike. She places a sinister smile on her face.

“There, now was that so hard?” she says.

“What do you want, Penny? I have somewhere to be,” I state impatiently, jingling keys in my pocket.

“Yes, well about that. You boys have had your fun, but playtime is over.”

My heart starts to instantly race, panic overtaking me. No, she can't be doing this right now.

“Penny, I thought we were done with this. You haven't bothered us in two months,” I say slowly, masking my oncoming panic attack.

“Ha, fooled ya, didn't I? End it, Jase, or I'll have to show that little tape you recorded of her first time.” I freeze, opening my mouth and closing it. Sweat beads on my brow and I may actually throw up. The room spins, and I feel my heart breaking. She moves closer to me, kissing me on the forehead. “Don’t worry, Jase, when this is all done and over with, you will still have Lay,” she says before walking away with a pep in her step. I lean against the wall, before sliding down to the ground.

That’s the issue. I don’t think I will. I’m going to lose them both.

And now I have. How could I have been so stupid? Should’ve realized she was serious. Now everything is fucked. I open my eyes and move away from the wall, before walking out the back door. A bottle of vodka is laying on the chaise with more than three quarters drained. Fuck. I run to the shed that holds our bikes and grab mine. I need to try and find him. Where did he go? Lay has always been a bit predictable, but I don’t think he would go to the beach. If we were back home, I would find him at the school football field, or his old house, but here…he could be anywhere.

I throw my leg over the seat and turn the key before kicking down the lever. The motor rumbles and some smoke kicks out the tailpipe. I don’t remember the last time Lay and I used these. I’d much rather find him in my truck, but if he's on his bike then he could be on smaller trails or roads, so my best bet is to follow his lead. I forgo the helmet and race down the sidewalk towards the woods, passing a fuming Ella and Penny who seem to be screaming at each other. I speed by East who is on his phone, flipping him off as I go. I can only imagine who he’s trying to call. It’s pointless though. We’ve lost her.

I follow the tree line and am about to turn around and check the beach after all, when the acrid smell of smoke hits my nose. Oh no, please, god, no. Up ahead there is a body on the ground, but it’s not moving. Increasing my speed I hit the brake hard, squealing my tires and skidding to a stop. I jump off, not caring about the damage to my bike, and rush over to Lay. He’s on his back, eyes closed, not moving. He has a small smile on his lips and if I didn’t know any better I would think he was sleeping peacefully. I drop to my knees, afraid to touch him. My hand shakes as I move under his chin to check his pulse...Where is his fucking pulse? Nothing. Oh God, why can't I feel his pulse! Please, fuck... I take a wracking breath in and exhale with a shudder, before pushing my shaking fingers harder against his neck. A small flutter pulses back and I choke down a sob. He has a pulse. Barely, but it’s there now.

I pant, hardly taking enough breaths in, my vision blurring from the tears and lack of oxygen. I think I’m going to be sick. I shake out my hands, placing them on the cold asphalt, and climb to my feet, tugging on my hair. The sharp pain helps my thoughts calm a little so I can think. I reach in my pocket for my phone and call 911. I can barely manage to get the words out, but they say someone is on the way. I hang up even when they tell me not to.

I need to call Cara. I know the way things ended tonight were catastrophic, but I need her… Lay needs her. I plop down beside my guy and carefully move him to my lap, removing his helmet. Blood drips down his forehead as I bend down to press a kiss to his temple. I gaze up at the starry sky and say a wordless prayer, before punching in her number and waiting. It rings which is a good sign. She hasn’t blocked me yet.

“Please answer, Cara. Please. We need you. I need you,” I mutter out loud as the phone keeps up a steady ring. I reach her voicemail and the sound of her sweet tone makes the tears fall harder.

“Cara, I know you don’t want to hear from me right now, but something has happened. I need you.” I bite my lips to hold back my sobs and hang up. I try again, but this time I get a, “This number is no longer in service,” message.

“Fuck!” I roar to the empty road. I cradle Lay closer, rocking him in my arms, as I rest my face against his neck. His body is so still, and his breaths are labored. Tears stream down my face while I hold one of my soulmates as he dies. “Don’t you dare leave me, Layton Willis. We've been to hell and back before. You do not get to leave me now.”

I close my eyes and pray to a god that I don’t know exists. Please don’t take him from me. This brings memories back of before—holding his body in my arms as we waited for the ambulance to arrive.

I call his phone once more as I turn the corner to his street. Lay never misses practice. He is always out on the field throwing passes with me before the rest of the team is even done changing. So where is he? I walk up the rickety steps of his run-down home, shuffling toward the buzzer. My finger is just about to press when something crashes inside, followed by a small whimper. I don’t think; I just act. Racing down the steps and around the side to the kitchen door, I throw it open and pause in horror. Red. Blood. So much blood.

The sirens pull me from that horrid day. I thought I was going to lose him for good. That bastard took things too far. Sixteen stitches, three broken ribs, and a nasty concussion that laid him up in bed for the rest of our football season. But I didn’t care because he was still here on this Earth with me. I need him. He may think that he needs me, but I need him just as much.

An ambulance comes to an immediate halt, and two doors swing open. Footsteps pound on the pavement as they rush towards us. “Sir, you need to release him so we can get to work.” One of the EMT’s tells me, while giving me eyes full of pity. I shake my head no and continue to rock his still body. Another EMT races around the ambulance and drops a board to the cold asphalt.

“The police are on their way to file a report, but we need to get him to the hospital now.” The lady tries again to gently pull me from him and I know she’s right. The only way to get him help is to let go. I look up into her green eyes and blink. I can’t let him go. What if these are my last moments with him? What if I never get to hold him in my arms? She yanks on my arm again. “Sir, please let us help him!” She shouts in a panic, looking at her partner. From the corner of my eye I see him moving closer, preparing for a fight. I shake my head of the fog. What the fuck am I doing?!?

They are here to help him. I nod, slowly releasing the tight hold I have on him. Relief fills her eyes as she leans down to help her partner remove him from me.

“He’s my everything,” I choke out in a whisper. She pauses, resting a hand on my arm and giving me a small squeeze, before they place him flat on his back and start to prep him for transport. I watch in a haze as the love of my life fights for his life.

“Is there someone we can call for you, sir?” she asks, as they place him on a stretcher and into the back of the ambulance. I shake my head no and climb in after him.

Too many bridges have been burned. I have no one if Layton dies.


Four
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Carson

“Girl are you almost ready? The guys will be here soon, and you know how much they hate waiting!” Sassy yells at me from outside my bedroom door. I roll my eyes and apply some more blush.

“They will wait, Sassafras. It takes time to look so good,” I shout back with a giggle. I want to look perfect for tonight. The guys have been dropping some hints, and I can only imagine what they came up with for our first official Valentine’s together. A stabbing pain hits my chest when I think about how not all of my guys will be there. I rub the pain away and give myself another once over in the mirror. My tummy churns with nerves, but I’m so excited. Things have been good between us lately. Really good.

A knock on the door brings my nerves rushing to the front line. I step out of my room and Sassy whistles, before her cheeks turn beet red.

“You don’t think it’s too much?” I ask her, running my fingers down the silk blood-red dress we found on sale. She clears her throat and shakes her head.

A bump jolts me and I pop my eyes open, before shutting them once more.

I’m relaxing in the back of a limo with my guys when Xavier pops open a bottle of champagne. He takes a sip before pouring me a glass.

“This is incredible guys. I feel like Cinderella on her way to the ball. I hope my carriage doesn’t turn into a pumpkin at the end of the night, though,” I tease and Connor laughs, bending over to kiss me. I get lost in his lips, until Xavier makes some comment about my gown disappearing, making me laugh. These guys are always such jokesters.

We arrive at the restaurant and the guys climb out, leaving me alone with Jase. He looks nervous. Why is he so nervous? Something eats at the back of my mind, pushing me to remember, but when his lips touch mine, all thoughts disappear.

The bus suddenly stopping wakes me from my restless sleep, pulling me from a dream, or is it a nightmare? It definitely ended in a nightmare. I sit up and rub my sore eyes, grimacing at the pain. I can only imagine my appearance right now. Eyes red and bloodshot from the constant tears, and my nose is most likely raw. I glance out the window and smile for the first time in two days. I’m home. Heather—a nice woman, who reminds me of a mom—gives me a wink when I glance her way. She’s been a peach, trying to keep my mind busy and to stop me crying. She taught me to knit, and listened to all my heartache and woes.

We should have made it to Kansas last night but we had some bus troubles, and I guess that’s what you get with a last minute transport. I power on my phone for the first time since Valentine’s night, not surprised to find a mass amount of messages, and my social media is going crazy. I take a deep breath and watch as the bus starts to unload. A warm hand pats my head, before following the people off the bus. “Thank you,” I call to her back, and she shoots me a smile, with a wink over her shoulder, as she leaves. I power my phone off once more and grab my bags. My stomach turns and my head is pounding—I really need some home cooked food and a good sleep. The woozieness worsens as I stand, but gripping the back of the seat in front of me for a moment helps it to pass. I take a deep breath, then shuffle down the aisle.

When I reach the driver, I thank him kindly, then take the four steps down to the dark parking lot. I should have told someone I was coming, but I need some more time to get a story straight. I have no clue what that is yet, but I pray my family hasn’t seen the tape. I know that’s wishful thinking. I’m probably already the talk of the town. Tears blur my eyes once more and I blink, keeping them at bay. I just need to get home and to my bed before I end up making a scene. Then I really will be the town gossip on Sunday morning.

I take a deep breath in and release it slowly. You would think by now I’d be numb, but I feel as if my heart has been cut from my chest, stabbed repeatedly, then tossed in a blender to boot. How could they do this to me? Yeah, a sex tape these days seems to be a right of passage, just look at Memphis and Dolly’s a few months ago. But for them to lie to me, and switch places during a moment that was so sacred. How many times did they swap? Just tricking the dumb country girl. Was it always a joke? Was anything real?

I give up on holding back the tears and wipe my eyes then head into the bus terminal. It’s not very big, since it’s such a small town, but they do have a nice seating area and usually someone is around to call you a car home. I guess I could just call one myself, but I don’t want to risk turning my phone on again, and I will need to let Sassy know I have arrived safely or she may just show up here. Thankfully, she made me learn her number by heart after we heard of a girl getting robbed and assaulted at a party. She didn’t know anyone’s numbers and had to sign into her social media just to contact her roommate. It’s crazy how much we depend on media sites these days. I think taking a permanent break from them is a good idea. Plus, I can only imagine what's being said on mine right now.

I move towards the bathroom in the corner and drop my bags on the floor, locking the door and taking a minute for myself. Breathing in and out until the tears slow and the nausea is gone, I shuffle towards the sink and splash my face with cool water. A girl with dead eyes and a scowl on her lips stares at me in the mirror, making me step back and gasp. What happened to the happy carefree girl?

Did Texas really change me so much? That the girl reflecting back at me is someone I don’t recognize. No this can’t be me. I move my hand and touch my cheek, watching as she does the same. Fuck! No Carson, you do not have time for this right now. Just get home, then you can break down.

I dry my cheeks with the scratchy brown paper towels, then grab my bags. I need to call a car to come get me. It's not a very long walk, but I’m exhausted, and at this hour, a ride would be best.

“Carson,” someone says, from behind me and I freeze, before slowly glancing over my shoulder. Oh thank heavens. I thought it was one of my guys. I bite my lip at that thought and blink once more. I turn completely and give Billy—a boy I know from school—a small smile. “Hi Billy,” I say softly. He gives me a beaming grin, then takes his ball cap off, bending the rim nervously.

“I thought that was you. Do you need a ride?” he asks me, pointing out his car sitting by the curb idly. I take in the silver BMW and wince.

“Oh, I appreciate the offer, but I can just order a car,” I tell him gently. I don’t want to offend him, but I'm not in the mood to catch up. He grimaces and looks off, not meeting my eyes, before chuckling under his breath.

“So yeah. I’m an Uber driver now. I sit here some nights hoping to get some extra customers. Money is tight and college is expensive, even with my scholarships. I had to leave Princeton and come back here.”

My eyes bug and I hurry to mask my surprise, cutting him off, because I honestly don’t need him to confess all his secrets. “A ride would be great Billy. Thank you, and I’m sorry to hear that, but I get it. I don’t think college is for me much either,” I tell him with a shaky smile and he steps closer, taking my bag.

I climb in the passenger seat and gaze out the window as he places my luggage on the back seat. The door closes and the car starts. We don’t chat, and I’m thankful for the silence. Even if it is a bit awkward. The drive is short, and soon we’re pulling down the long driveway.

I haven’t told anyone that I was coming, so it’s no surprise that the house is dark. I sigh and glance at the plantation home I’ve known all my life. My heart is broken, but this brings me some peace.

“Welcome home, Carson,” Billy says, putting the car in park. I never thought he would be an Uber driver. He was our class president, but things happen I guess. I pass him some cash, ignoring his change and give him a small smile, then open the door. He hops out and grabs my bags, passing them over.

“Do you need some help to the door? I don’t mind.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got it. I’ll see you around, BIlly.” I give him a small wave after he climbs back in and takes off, and walk up the stone pathway to the side door. It’s unlocked, which is no surprise as well. I don’t think many people lock anything around here.

Quietly opening the door I slip into the kitchen, careful where I step. I know we’ll have a lot to talk about in the morning, but right now, I just need my bed. I napped on and off during the bus ride home, but it was rough and my neck is killing me. I shuffle to the staircase and head up the steps, careful to miss the creaky ones, until I reach the third floor. I open my bedroom door and groan quietly. It’s empty thanks to everything being in Texas, but I still have my bed and blanket. That's really all I need at the moment and well, maybe a shower, but that can wait til the morning. I toss my things in the corner and slip my sandals off before crawling under the sheets and passing out.
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I wake the next morning thanks to Rex, our rooster, and wipe my eyes. I guess I was crying in my sleep again. Before last night I hadn't done that in a long time. Not since after losing my mama.

Will this pain ever stop? I was only with them for six months. That’s it. Why does it feel like so much longer? But all that time was a lie and I wasted six months of my life because they were all playing a game with me. I hope whatever they won was worth it. Noise from downstairs alerts me that my dad and Frankie are up doing the chores, and the smell of bacon has me groaning. I don’t know when the last time I ate was. I lie in bed a few minutes more and think about what I am going to say. I don’t want him to explode and drive off to Texas and teach those guys a lesson, because how embarrassing.

I throw the blanket and put a giant fake smile on my face, before slowly moving down the stairs to the kitchen. Before I enter I take a deep breath then put my fake cheery voice in place.

“Well something smells good in here. Have any for little ole me?” I ask, then wince when my father looks at me, mouth wide open and brows furrowed.

“Carson. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in school? When did you arrive?” he spits out so fast I wait until he breathes.

“Hey Dad. It’s a long story, which we will get to later. Can I just get a hug from my old man?”

He scoffs then moves my way. “Old man, my ass,” he says, pulling me into a bone crushing hug. “I don't know what happened, or why you're home, but it's really good to see you. This house is too quiet with just Frankie and me.” He pushes me away and gives me a hard look, then a big smile appears on his face. “Won't be forever though, because someday I will have a house full of grandbabies between you and Memphis.” I give him a shaky smile and move beside him to give Frankie a hug. I blink away the tears before they can fall. At one point I thought Memphis and I would be having those babies together, and now we are bundled into a 'between the both of yous'. I back away and laugh.

“That's far far in the future, Dad.”

He comes up and chucks my chin with his knuckle lovingly. “Damn straight, babygirl. You are too young for the little rugrats yet.”

“No worries there dad,” I say then walk towards the coffee machine. I think today I may need an espresso from the small shop in town. Frankie pats me on the back lovingly as she passes.

“It’s good to have you here, Cara.” she says, sitting beside my father at the table. I add some sugar and veto the cream. My stomach is in knots this morning, but that bacon calls to me. I grab a paper towel and some strips, then move over to sit beside my dad.

“So how are things at school? How are the guys?” Frankie asks, giving me her full attention. I take a sip of my coffee and make sure my mask is in place.

“It’s good. I just needed a breather and spring break is coming up, so I figured I would just head home a few days early.” I don’t bother mentioning the guys, but that seems to appease her and she doesn’t bring them up again.

“Oh actually this is great Cara, you can help me do some baking for the church fundraiser this weekend. Your dad was going to, but we both know he can’t bake a lick.”

I smile at her and nod. That might be just what the doctor ordered. I love to bake, and getting lost in it may help me get over this whirlwind of emotions. Someone knocks at the door and my dad stands to answer.

Laughter sounds from the other room, and I pause. I know that laugh. Did he seriously follow me? “She’s right in the kitchen. Did you guys travel together?” my dad asks, walking into the room with Connor. He gives me a once over, but doesn’t say anything in front of Frankie and my dad. He looks awful and he has a nasty shiner on his left eye.

“No, she left before me, but we should have just coordinated.” he says, coming over to me. Frankie stands and pulls him into a hug, giving me a moment to think.

“Connor, it's great to see you. What in heaven's name happened to your face?” she asks and he responds politely for a few moments, making up some story about horsing around with his brothers. I finish my bacon, avoiding my father’s eyes, then stand and take his hand.

“I need a shower and you look like you haven’t slept,” I whisper. He brings me into a tight hug and sighs, nodding.

“Yes, I drove all the way here.” he mumbles, and I feel like a total asshole. I shouldn’t have run off on him or Xavier or even Layton. I really need to call them back. I turn and face my dad.

“Is there any help you need around the ranch, since I’m home?”

He stares at me for a minute. I know he is trying to figure out what's going on, but I’m not ready to get into that yet.

“You just help Frankie with the baking, baby girl. That's help enough.”

I give him a nod then walk from the room. Connor tugs my hand, trying to get me to stop and face him, but I shake my head and keep walking to the stairs. When we reach my room, I know I won’t be able to avoid this conversation. My eyes already tingle from the tears, and I curse my emotions. Connor releases my hand and I glance back at him from over my shoulder. He’s walking towards the front door. I quickly spin and rush after him.

“Connor, wait.” I may have left him behind, but now that he’s here I don’t want him to go.

“I have to get my bags. I left them on the porch. I wasn’t sure if you would be welcoming me inside. I can go home if you want.” He pauses, running his hands through his short blond hair. “I know you and Sassy both said to give you space…but I just couldn’t risk losing you Cara,” he mumbles in a defeated tone. I gaze into his eyes, seeing the truth and pain shining back at me. I step closer to him, placing my hand on his cheek. I step on my tip-toes, resting my forehead to his.

“I do need time. My head is a mess right now, but you are always welcome here, Connor. I’m sorry for how I reacted towards you. I know you’re innocent in all this.” I lean back and look him in his blue eyes, shaking my head a few times with a sigh. “You and Xavier, even Layton. Just everything has been building the past few months, and after finding out the truth I think I just snapped. I may have reacted a bit rash, but I don’t think I will be returning to campus. At least, not right away.”

He takes a deep breath in and I know he’s about to try convincing me to return, so I place my lips on his before he gets the chance. A soft groan leaves him, and he wraps me in his arms tighter, before yawning into my mouth. I smile and pull away from him.

“Go get your bags and meet me upstairs,” I tell him with a wink. He looks shocked for a minute, then rushes away from me. I give him a swat on his tight butt, then turn and walk back up the stairs to my room. When I reach the top, I let my mask fall and the grief hits.
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Connor

I know Cara is putting on a front for me and I’m not sure why. I guess I should just be happy that she let me hold her and kiss her. Even if she is trying to distance herself. I open the front door and let the cool air hit my flushed face. Taking a moment to calm down. I’m trying to be a good sport, but fuck am I still pissed off at those Hawthorne assholes. They’re lucky Xavier has kept me away from them. Speaking of, my phone rings, but I ignore it. I never told him I was leaving. I just rented a truck and took off. I knew if she ran away, that that was it. Cara has always had a huge heart, but she’s been through so much over the years... I’m not sure how many more times it can break.

Then again, maybe this is a good thing. Maybe now that those guys have fucked up, I can convince her to just be with me. Xavier is a manwhore, even if he has changed lately, he’ll understand. Layton has that dickface, Jase, so he will be fine. I only have her, and I can’t lose her. I grab my bags then go back inside. As I walk up the stairs I can hear Cara’s parents talking softly. They’re worried about her and frankly so am I. The moment she kicked me from her room and left campus I knew that I wouldn’t be able to reach her. So when her phone went to voicemail repeatedly, I called my dad, giving him the heads up. He and my mom love Cara so he was fully on board with me using my emergency credit card to chase after her. I just hope it won’t all be for nothing. I need to convince her to come back. She can’t let those assholes ruin everything she’s worked for. I won’t let her.

Speaking of, I pull my phone from my pocket and send my dad a quick text letting him know I arrived. I talked to him last time I got gas, so he knew I was only a few hours out. I’ll have to swing by the house later and say hi. Maybe I can convince Cara to come too. My sister adores her and my mom as well.

Cara may have not known about my obsession with her all throughout high school but my family did. The first time she spoke to me, I went home that night and told my family over pot roast and mashed potatoes that I’d met my future wife. They all thought I was crazy, but I know that we’re endgame. We just have to get over this recent obstacle. I move up the stairs quietly, hoping to hear some more from Cara’s parents, but they seem to have moved on to some recent Memphis drama. God I hate that douche. Especially after the stunt he pulled at Thanksgiving.

When I reach Cara’s bedroom door I knock softly even though I know she's waiting for me, then I open it slowly. The bathroom door is shut and the shower is running. I shuffle that way, hoping to join her when a soft cry hits my ears. I shudder and clench my fists. I could seriously kill those Hawthorne douche canoes. How could they do something like this? Especially to Cara. I know that Penny was involved too, but how could they let her control them? They’re supposed to be the Kings. They’re lucky I’m away from campus right now.

I rest my head on the wall, before turning and sliding down to the floor. Sitting with my back against the plaster I listen to her sobs until I can’t take it anymore. I knock softly, but the water drowns it out. I stand, then open the door, shed my clothes, slide the curtain aside and step in behind her. “Tell me what you need Cara. How can I make this better for you, baby?”

Her shoulders shake as she spins and gazes at me with bloodshot eyes and tears running down her cheeks.

“Make it stop Connor,” she whimpers, grabbing me and pulling me to her hot, wet, naked skin, then crushing her mouth to mine. I shudder and grip her ass, lifting her hips as she wraps her arms around my neck and her legs around my ass. I hesitate and pull my mouth from hers and she cries out.

“I would love to just slide into you right now and show you how much I need you and want you baby, but you're hurting, now isn’t the time.”

“Please. I know I may regret this later, but I need you, Connor please. Just make me forget. Remind me of the good times between us,” she whispers into my neck, and I groan. I don’t want to be her rebound. I want to be her forever.

“Please Con, I love you,” she moans, and I’m a goner. I shift her till the tip of my dick is sliding along her slick folds. She was just crying, why is she so wet? I groan then push my hips forward, gently inching into her hot pussy. She digs her nails into my skin, and I have to fight not to take her hard. We may have been having sex now for a couple of months and I know she’s been banging the other guys, but she’s still so tight. I feel as if one wrong move and she’ll break my cock.

I lift her hips up and shove them back down as I thrust inside her faster. She tips her head back and moans louder. Fuck, I hope the shower muffles her noises because I don’t want to gag her. I love the sounds her pouty pink lips make. I angle my hips a little and hit that spot I know will set her off. As much as I would love this to be a long session, the exhaustion of the last few days starts to show when my knees become weak, so I slam her back along the tiles.

“Please, don’t stop. So close.” Cara gasps, panting for breath. I reach down and lift one of her heavy breasts into my mouth, nibbling on her nipple. Her back arches and she clamps down on me so hard I see stars. Holy shit. A gush runs down my balls as Cara writhes around on my dick bringing me closer to the edge. When she calms down, and my dick is free to move again, I slam into her hard, exploding in pleasure.

I bite down on my lower lip to hide my shout and Cara giggles into my neck, squeezing me closer. Her hot breaths make shivers run down my spine and my spent dick twitch again. I could so go another round with my sexy girl, but I need a nap first.

I groan again then slide out of her. She clenches me again as if not wanting me to leave.

“Fuck baby, I love you, but I need sleep. Ranchers?” I mumble into her neck and she pulls back looking me in the eye. She raises a brow then asks, “Ranchers?”

I moan then start to laugh. “I don’t know how the hell I made it here. I’m dead tired. I meant rain check.”

“Oh, yeah sounds good, Con.” She giggles then bites her lip and looks away. I sigh and set her to her feet, grabbing the body wash, soaping us up, then rinsing, before turning and grabbing some towels. She washes her hair, then turns the water off and steps out. She won’t look me in the eye, and I know we shouldn’t have done what we just did. She’s hurting and needs someone to hold her, love her, not fuck her hard against a shower wall. If I wasn’t so dead on my feet I would have known better.

I wrap her in the towel, then rub my hands up and down the soft fibers, drying her off. This is the first time I’ve been able to do something like this. The one time we tried to get it on in the dorm showers a bunch of people came in and almost caught us.

She turns, dropping her towel and walks back to her room, climbing under the covers not bothering to get dressed. I follow and scoop her into my arms, pressing a kiss to her temple, I just hold her as she quietly cries.

“I love you Carson Matthews. No matter what. That will never change.”

“I love you too Connor. So much,” she says with a hiccup. I squeeze her tighter and hum until she falls asleep. I may not be a country star, but I don’t sound half bad. My eyes get heavy and I know I won’t be far behind her.
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“Good morning Frankie,” I say the next day as I enter the kitchen. She’s covered in flour and seems to be in a panic.

“Oh hello, honey. Is Cara awake yet? I really could use some help here. I don’t know what the man was thinking, volunteering me for all these cookies. Now don’t get me wrong, I love to bake, and I would do anything for the church, but not under stressful deadlines and a massive amount of treats,” she says, frazzled. I bite my lip to hide my laugh and move over to the sink to wash my hands.

“Cara is still sleeping, she tossed and turned most the night, but I’m here and I may not be a master baker, but I know a thing or two,” I dry my hands, and come up beside her. She gives me a big smile and pats my cheek gently.

“You’re a good one, Connor Hannaberg. Carson is one very lucky lady.” She shoots me a wink then shoves a wooden spoon into my hands. “Now start scooping.”

I laugh and do as she says.

When we have about three dozen prepped and ready to be baked, Cara comes stumbling into the kitchen white as a sheet and unsteady. I drop what I’m doing and rush to her side.

“Baby, are you okay? You don’t look very good.” She gazes up at me and shrugs.

“Stomach is off, but I’ll be okay,” she mutters then moves to the coffee bar. Frankie comes over to her like a bat out of hell.

“Oh no you don’t, little miss. Get out of this kitchen right this instant and back to bed. I can’t have you spreading germs to all these people.” Cara’s eyes widen and she gives me a pleading look. Her eyes fill with tears and one falls.

“Oh no. I don’t want to infect anyone,” she wails, before rushing from the kitchen. What the hell? I shake my head and my mouth opens and closes a few times.

“I should...” I trail off and Frankie nods, still gazing at where Cara just ran off. I wipe my hands on my sweatpants and follow after her.

“Cara, baby talk to me.” I move behind her as she reaches her bedroom door.

“I’m going crazy, Con. My emotions are all over the damn place. I—” She covers her mouth with her hand and her eyes go wide. Flinging the door open she barely makes it to the toilet before she's tossing her cookies. I reach down and hold her messy blonde hair and gently rub her back in small circles. I hold my breath and avoid looking. I have always been a sympathetic puker. When she’s stopped convulsing, I flip the sink on and turn my head to breathe. My stomach churns, and I know I’m about to make a fool out of myself. She washes her mouth out and splashes her face with clean water. I hand her a small towel and she gives me a shaky smile.

“Feel better?” I ask like an idiot, and she nods.

“Yeah, thanks.”

I give her a nod, then let her hair go, watching as it flows down her back, to that small dimple above her delicious ass. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, willing my dick to calm down. She was just sick, you idiot, I chastise my cock and thankfully it listens. I turn and walk back towards her bed and take a seat on the edge, waiting for her to finish using the bathroom.

My phone rings and I send it to voicemail again. Xavier can wait. I’m still not happy with him being out all night after what went down on V day. Cara shuts the light off then leans against the wall, avoiding my eyes. She’s wringing her hands together, and I know whatever comes next isn’t going to be good. She takes a deep breath in and then releases it, before looking at me.

“I love you Connor...but we need to talk.”
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Jase

Something nudges my cheek and a groan pulls me from my praying to a higher power I don’t even know exists. I sit up straight and wipe the tears from my face, gazing into the glossed over eyes of my guy. A sob chokes me and I jolt from the seat, leaning over placing my lips on his without thought. He rips his mouth from mine aggressively, with a quiet, “Don’t.”

I pull away and I sit back down, avoiding his eyes. I deserved that.

We sit in silence a few minutes until a nurse comes in to do her rounds. She startles at seeing Lay awake, and I cringe. I should have let them know.

“He woke up a couple of minutes ago,” I mutter, still avoiding his eyes. I cross my arms and lean back in my chair with a groan. Sleeping in this spot for the last four days was not good for my back. But I wouldn’t have left for all the money in the world. Even though now I can see how much he would prefer I wasn’t here.

I sit and stare at the wall as doctors and nurses rush in and out doing exams and tests. They told me I couldn’t be in the room a few times when he arrived, but my father’s money took care of that, so now they don’t even bother. A hand on my shoulder yanks me from my thoughts.

“I know you won’t leave, but now that Mr. Willis is awake, I think it would be best for you to go home and get some rest. Maybe a shower? Some food?” Dr. Wurthers says, giving me a friendly smile. I glance Lay’s way but he’s watching the small TV in the corner, pretending he’s not eavesdropping. I return my attention to the doctor and nod.

“I just want to talk to him for a few minutes before I go.”

He gives my shoulder a squeeze then leaves the room, the nurses following after. I wait another minute before finally asking what’s been on my mind constantly since finding him on that road.

“Why? Why Lay, why would you do this?” I ask him in exasperation. He doesn’t answer, and I stand from my seat pacing the small floor in front of his bed. He keeps watching the TV, so I reach over and turn it off.

“What the fuck, J,” he grumbles, but finally meets my eyes. I startle with the hatred I see shining back at me. He returns to looking at a now black TV, ignoring me once more. Dejectedly, I sigh and move back to my seat next to his bed.

“Please Lay. You’re my best friend. I love you more than anything. Please tell me why you would do something so reckless.”

He glances at me from the corner of his eye, and puts his head in his hands. His shoulders shake from emotion, and I wait for him to gather his words. I want to lean over and hold him so badly. Rock him while he cries, but I know I’ve lost that privilege.

“I just wanted to feel numb,” he finally whispers. “You saw the look she gave me. You destroyed her. She won’t be coming back after that bullshit,” he finishes in a growl. I go to speak but he gives me a look with such malice I shut up.

“She was my light, she took away the darkness. Now she’s gone, and only the darkness remains. My own personal hell,” he croaks out. “Can’t you see that J? Not only did you lose one of the best things we ever had, you destroyed me in the process. Just leave. You’ve done enough,” he says in a monotone voice, before staring off into space. I think I prefer the anger over this numbness. I know he's suffering, in pain right now. We both are but wow, that really hurt.

“I know, but what about me?” I ask in a broken tone, letting him see how broken up I truly am about everything, but he still won’t look at me. I lean in closer and force his gaze back to mine, but he's not in there. This man in front of me is not the man I fell in love with. He's a shell. I bring my forehead to his and rest it there for a moment.

“I never wanted things to be this way. I’d never planned to switch with East. I couldn’t go through with hurting her, and in the end I did so much worse. I’m so sorry.” I cry, not caring that my tears are soaking his cheeks. “Please don't leave me, Lay. I need you. Now more than ever." I tip his head back and press my lips softly to his before he has a chance to pull away again, then back away and leave his room.

Shutting the door, I lean against the wall and collapse in the hall. The quiet sobs shaking me to my core. A body sits beside me and pulls me into their arms, I don't need to look up to know it's my brother. He’s been constantly calling me, but I’m still so angry at him, and the only phone call I would accept right now is hers. But she’s blocked me twice.

He holds me, gently rubbing my back like he used to do when we were kids. I was always the son that let down our father. The one who he never wanted around. I took a lot of heat as a child and East was always there to help me through it. Never anything as extreme as what Lay went through. I was never as good as his perfect son. Even if we were identical. We just weren’t the same where it counted in his eyes.

"How is he?" E asks softly after I calm down.

"How do you think he is East? He tried to kill himself." An embarrassing whimper leaves my lips, but I don’t care. I almost lost him. I really almost lost him. If I was five minutes later… I need to stop thinking about that. He’s alive. Broken and bruised but alive.

“Fucking Penny. I wish she was the one we buried that night. Then this shit never would have happened,” East snaps loudly, pulling my eyes his way. I scoot away from him and face him directly, glancing around to make sure we’re still alone because what the hell?!? He just said that way too loud.

“Dude. Maybe don’t shout that so loudly. And wait. I’m confused. Since when do you hate Penny? You have been up her ass so far lately. I've been watching for the brown marks,” I scoff and he rolls his eyes, before slamming the back of his head against the wall.

“I honestly thought you of all people would have known what I was doing. Fuck, I guess I fooled everyone. Maybe in the beginning I was excited and happy that she was finally giving me the time of day. But then I met Cara and things changed.” He pauses, clearing his throat, then groans. “I thought if I showed Penny that I was into her and only her, she might leave Cara alone. I noticed the bullying was getting worse when I started to show Cara attention. Even though it was that bitch’s idea.” He rolls his eyes, and it’s such an odd thing to see I snort.

“Fuck man, are we seriously having a gossip sesh slash heart-to-heart on a hospital floor outside Layton’s room?” I ask, starting to realize this is ridiculous. I am way over tired, and Lay should be a part of this conversation. I go to stand but East grabs my arm.

“I understand why we had to do what we did, but that night is never going to stop ruining our lives is it?" he asks in a soft voice. I sit back down and shake my head.

"That night will haunt us until we’re as deep and buried as she is," I mutter, my mind going back to that dark place that I try so hard to forget.

I shiver and lean my head back against the wall, closing my eyes remembering the best night of my life, that also became my current hell.

“Hey, have you seen Lay?” I ask Kyna as I move down the path towards the lake. Senior year baby. Finally we will be the big men on campus. She shakes her head and gives me a subtle once over, blushing when she reaches my eyes.

“No, sorry Jase.” I give her a smile, then keep going down the gravel walkway. Where is he?

A giggle sounds nearby and I slow down. “Come on baby, don't be like that”, my brother says. God he can be annoying sometimes.

“E, I can't. You know I'm saving myself for marriage”, I hear Penny say, with another giggle. I cover my mouth to hide my chuckle. That girl has been whoring herself out for years. I don't know why East can't see she's stringing him along. I overheard my dad talking to hers about them being the perfect match. That they should push them towards marriage. I mentioned it to East later that night and he laughed, then sighed wistfully as if that’s what he dreams will happen someday.

I continue down the path towards the lake and take in the scenery. It's so peaceful here even with the screaming partiers and loud bass. I wish I could stay here instead of going back to the mansions and high society functions. So sick of all the drama lately and the nonstop banquets and dinners.

I reach the dock and find the man of the hour. My best friend and maybe one day my boyfriend? I don’t know, but the feelings I’ve been having towards him lately are not PG.

“Hey, stranger, what are you doing out here? I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” I ask him, but he doesn’t lift his head. Lay gets in these moods sometimes, and I worry that one day I’ll wake up and he won’t be here anymore. That he has let the voices he sometimes tells me about control him. I could murder his dad for what he’s done to Lay all his life.

He is the kindest, most gentle boy I have ever known and would never hurt someone. He never deserved to be raised with such evil. I take the seat beside him and give him a gentle nudge on the shoulder. He trembles, and I wrap an arm around him.

“So, tonight is a big night. We’re finally seniors. I suggest we do something crazy. Wild, even. What do you think?” I ask him, hoping to help him escape his demons for a few hours. Maybe even finally getting to taste his lips.

He gives me a short nod, then gently shifts out from under my arm and stands up. I pop up after and follow him back to the house. “Word on the street is Kyna has some ‘E’, want to try it with me?” I ask him, and he gives me a look full of longing that I don’t really understand, but nods.

I've never done ecstasy before but East has and told me it was an experience unlike anything he’s ever had. I should see if he wants some too. Maybe later. I grab Lay’s wrist and pull him into the house and over to where Kyna is sitting. She’s watching something on her phone and gives us a huge smile when she sees me.

“Hey guys, what's up?” she asks, but I don’t miss the way she's licking her lips and taking in our half-naked bodies. I’m still rocking the swim trunks and a tank from earlier, and Lay is in something similar. He has an incredible body, and I’ve found myself trying not to stare lately. I take a seat next to her and lean closer. Lay stands there looking around to make sure no one is paying attention. They aren’t, too many are making out or hanging outside by the fire.

“So, we heard you have some party favors and we’re thinking of trying something new. How much?” I ask her, and she leans closer to me till our lips are almost pressing.

“Free, as long as I get to party with you guys. Just us,” she says so softly I can’t help the groan at what she’s insinuating. I glance at Lay and his eyes are wide but his nostrils flare. He gives me a small nod, then walks towards the bedroom we claimed for the weekend. I jump up and grab Kyna’s hand taking off after him.

When the door shuts, Kyna turns to me with a coy smile, before taking her bikini off, ”I’ve never done this before,” she giggles with a hiccup. I give her my signature smile and pull her closer to me, dominating her lips. Lay comes up behind her, hesitating. I lean back and give him a wink, grabbing his hands and placing them on her tits. His eyes go wide, and I bite my lip to hide my laugh. He is seriously so adorable. I watch as his eyes fall to my mouth, filling with heat. Kyna moans from Lay’s tight grip, and I lean down, trailing my lips from her neck to her panting chest. Lay goes to remove his hands, but I place mine on top of his. Holding him there. I look up as I run my tongue along a stiff nipple. Kyna’s head is thrown back and Lay can’t take his eyes off me. Not leaving his gaze I run the tip of my tongue over the corner of his thumb, gently biting.

His eyes widen and he gasps, but doesn’t look put off. I’ve been dying to make a move to see if maybe he is into me too. I doubt he feels the same way as me, but I’m hoping maybe during this threesome some lines get blurred. I back away and Kyna groans.

“Why did you stop?” she whines, giving me a pout. I keep walking backwards, loving that both she and Lay can’t keep their eyes from me. I reach behind and grip my tank top, pulling it up and off. I toss it on the floor, then trail my fingers down my rock hard abs. I move my fingers in a come here motion, and I’m shocked when Lay shoves Kyna aside and rushes towards me. She huffs, but doesn’t look too put off.

“Are we really doing this?” he asks me when he’s less than an inch away, gazing between my eyes and mouth. I give him a nod, taking a deep breath in. I place my hand on his shoulder, before gripping the side of his neck, tugging his mouth to mine. A whimper leaves his lips and I groan, kissing him harder. I run the tip of my tongue along his bottom lip, nipping it gently and he moans, opening for me. Yes please. I tangle my tongue with his, he tastes sweet like jelly and peanut butter. He must have had a snack.

I take my other hand and grab his hip, pulling his body completely against mine. His hard dick surprises me, but when he rubs against mine, I know we’ve just crossed a line, and I don’t ever want to go back. I kiss him deeper, moaning. God he tastes better than I even imagined.

A whimper from behind him has me pulling away, taking a much needed breath. I glance at his face looking for disgust, or awkwardness, but he just has a dazed smile on his lips.

“Fuck me, that was so hot. Please keep doing that. I'm so close,” Kyna whines from the bed. I finally move my eyes her way and she’s spread out in the middle of the mattress, touching herself. My dick twitches and I grab Lay’s hand, pulling us closer to where she is. Tonight is going to be one to remember. I lean over and kiss her thighs, spreading her legs to really make her cream and she squeals when I run my tongue from her clit to ass. I dig my nails into her ass and shove my face into her pussy letting her juices drown me as she explodes.

I look up at Lay when I’m done, and he shifts uncomfortably before bending down and giving her a hot kiss. She moans into his mouth then reaches up and pulls his body down onto hers. He’s still wearing his clothes, so I help him with his shirt and take the jump by kissing his neck and slide his shorts down. I groan and trail my hands down his spine till I meet his fuckable ass.

Never thought I’d be into guys, but seeing Lay bent over like this makes me want to cream myself. He moans into her mouth and shifts her thighs until she’s spread eagle. Pulling from her lips, he looks over his shoulder back at me and bites his lip. He wiggles his ass a little, grinding against my hard cock, and I drop my shorts too.

Kyna reaches over and grabs something from the bed I must have missed and takes three little pills out. She places one on Lay’s tongue and he turns to meet my mouth, kissing me hard. I take the pill from him and pull away as she gives him another then places one into her mouth. She closes her eyes and lies back in bliss while Lay slowly thrusts into her.

I watch as he fills her to the brim then I drop behind him and lick his spine down to his ass. He trembles and moans and I know he likes it. The lights in the room start to look like a live rainbow and I kiss his right asscheek before biting it. He thrusts harder into Kyna and she starts to jump and twitch, and whimper in bliss. Gasping for breath like she can’t believe what's going on right now.

She gently shoves Lay away and he turns to me, pulling me up and kissing me hard before dropping to his knees and taking my hard dick into his mouth. Holy shit! I watch as he gobbles me down and can’t fight my orgasm from coming. I’ve been waiting too long for this. I come hard down his throat and he groans. I glance down at him and he’s jacking himself off hard. A whimper from the bed shows Kyna spasming and twitching. Fuck, she must have come as hard as me.

I clean up Lay’s mess, then climb onto the bed beside Kyna. Her eyes are closed and she’s still. What the fuck! I give her a small shake but she doesn’t wake up and she’s not breathing...

“I don’t think we will ever truly get over that night, brother,” East mumbles, pulling me from my nightmares. I sigh and lean back against the wall, nodding.

“I know man. I know.”
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Layton

I watch him leave and finally release the sob that I’ve been holding back. Why am I here? Why couldn’t he just let me go? I was finally free. Now I’m back here in a hell of my own making. My phone sits on the table next to the bed, plugged into the charger. I pick it up, wincing at the pain in my shoulder. I ignore all my social media notifications and pull up her number. I know it’s a longshot but I just need to hear her voice. It rings a few times before going to voicemail. I open my mouth to leave a message but then stop. Does she know about what I tried to do? I quickly end the call, then toss my phone on the makeshift bed Jase must have been using.

A knock on the door shows a man in scrubs. I quickly wipe my face and he opens the door wider, stepping in and reaching for my chart on the end of the bed. They usually keep them in the hall outside the door, but I overheard the nurse mention a nosey boyfriend.

“Mr. Willis, I’m glad to see that you are awake and doing better. How are you feeling? Rate your pain for me from one to ten. Ten being the worst.” The doctor holds a chart in his hands, flipping through my medical records.

My left arm is in a cast, same with my right leg. My body has been taped up so I’m assuming I broke some ribs. My right wrist is also bandaged and besides my head, that is the worst pain I am feeling.

“My throat burns and my head throbs,” I groan out, and he nods.

“Yes, that's to be expected. You bashed your head pretty hard out there. Good thing you were wearing your helmet, or the outcome could have been a lot worse. You also had a lung collapse during the accident. So the burning you feel is from being intubated. That pain should lessen over the next few days. We have you on a morphine drip, so I will increase the dosage in a few hours. Help you get some sleep.” He closes the chart and gives me a pointed look.

“I’ll be frank with you, Layton, you're lucky to be alive and you won’t be going home for a few weeks, so I suggest you get comfortable. They’ll be transporting you to a mental health facility next week depending on how fast your healing process goes. You have been assigned to ‘suicide watch’, and will be having a therapist come speak to you in the morning.” He gives me a frown then nods.

“Do you have any questions for me?” he asks, before checking his beeper. I shake my head and he sighs, patting my foot then leaving my room.

I sit here in silence. My thoughts buzzing and emotions going haywire. Why am I still here? Because you’re not even competent enough to kill yourself. You’re useless, worthless. No! I’m not there must be a reason. A reason why I’m still alive. You’re only alive so people can keep using you. Hurting you. You should end it once and for all. Steal some pills and swallow. Even you can handle that. I close my eyes and let the tears fall once more.

“Shut up! Shut up! Please. I don’t want to die.” You don’t deserve to live. You are a murderer. You’re scum, and that’s why no one will ever love you! The voices keep taunting me and I don’t know what to do anymore. I just want them to stop, but they will never leave, not til I’m gone for good.

They’re right. I am scum, I am a murderer. I should have just crawled in that hole beside Kyna and let them bury me alive with her. The memories of that night flood my mind and even though they haunt me and make me feel sick. I allow it. I deserve it. I deserve to never forget...

“Kyna, holy fuck! Jase, what are we going to do? What did we do? Fuck, I think I’m going to be sick,” I whisper-shout as I pace beside the bed. The girl that I was just having an amazing time with is staring lifelessly back at us. How did this happen? We were kissing and fucking, then I was finally expressing my feelings with Jase. I thought her whimpers and tossing around was just from the ecstasy and powerful orgasm. I didn’t know she was seizing behind me.

“Oh my god. We killed her. She overdosed.” The room starts to spin and I find my ass on the floor. Jase shakes me gently, pushing some of my blond hair behind my ear. Even through all this chaos he gazes at me with love. How have I never noticed he felt the same about me? No Lay, this is not the time. There is a dead girl we need to think of. But fuck, I don’t want to think about it.

“We need help. I’ll go get Easton. He’ll know what to do. You stay here and start to wipe down everything. The house is mostly cleared out or they’re in their rooms.”

Wait! What? “You want to hide this?” I ask in a confused exhaustion.

His eyes bug and he groans. “Yes. No. I don’t know Lay.”

I can tell he's panicking as much as I am. He is right though. Easton will know what to do.

I give him a nod, then rush to the kitchen. The peanut butter and jelly still sit open on the counter. How is it that just a few hours ago I was making a snack with East? Now I’m trying to clean up a crime scene. Holy hell. My heart starts to race and my palms sweat. I grip the kitchen counter for support before my legs collapse under me. The last time I had to clean up a crime scene… I shudder at the thought of all that blood. I never wanted to see the aftermath of my mother’s suicide, but that prick ordered me to clean as he dealt with her body at the morgue. The scent of the blood and her perfume still haunt me. I close my eyes and wipe the tears from my cheeks.

Why does this shit keep happening to me? Everytime something good happens in my life it’s tainted, poisoned with something evil. I take a shaky breath and open my eyes. I glance around, and Jase was right. There isn’t anyone here. I move over to the sink and wash my hands, then reach into the cabinet and grab as many cleaning supplies as I can carry. I rush back to the room and freeze. Jase covered her body with a sheet, but that doesn’t stop my stomach from twisting.

I may not have known Kyna well since she was new this year, but she was a super sweet girl. Always offering to help tutor us so we didn’t get kicked from the team and baking us treats. But now she’s gone. Dead. And it’s all our fault…

“Mr. Hawthorne, please behave. Don’t think I didn’t hear Layton ask you to leave. You may rest here until he wakes up, then you need to go. He’s being moved to mental health in the morning.”

I internally groan at that. I’ve been here a week already, and even with all the therapy, they’ve decided I need to be admitted. Who knows, maybe this will be good for me. I open my eyes but stare at the ceiling.

“Why are you back?” I mumble and the intake of a gasp from Jase almost makes me turn his way. His weight indents the small bed and I sigh when he leans over to kiss my forehead.

“I never left,” he mutters on my skin, before pulling away. The scraping of a chair makes my head throb and I wince. He must have noticed because he mumbles, “Sorry.”

My eyes burn and I know I’m going to start crying again. As if I haven’t been for the past week. You would think I wouldn’t have any more tears to shed. I think about what the therapist and I have been talking about. I need help. I know I need help. Jase has tried and sometimes it works but…

“I’m leaving Jase,” I tell him, and he jolts from his seat and stands in front of the door. He crosses his arms, and puffs his chest up. A small smile graces my lips for the first time since waking up, but it doesn’t stay long. They never do these days.

“The fuck you are,” he growls giving me a glare full of exhaustion, grief and strength. “I know I fucked up, Lay. I know that,” he chokes out while stabbing himself in the chest with his finger. “Please, don’t leave me too,” he finishes in a whisper, tears falling down his face. I close my eyes and fight back my own.

I clear my throat, before whispering, “I need to go Jase. They're coming in the morning to take me to mental health, and I think after my two weeks are up I’m going to transfer to a facility. I don’t want to die anymore. I want to fight. To live, but these bad thoughts... They haunt me. I love you.” I open my eyes and let him see my truth. “I love you so much, but you need to let me go. I need time. Maybe when I get back we can talk about things, but until then I need you to not fight this, Jase.” He leaves the door and rushes to me, collapsing on my chest. He wraps his arms tight around my ribs, and I try to hide my wince. His shoulders shake from his sobs, and I rub his back and run my fingers through his unwashed, messy hair. He’s mumbling, “I'm so sorry,” repeatedly and I know he is, but I need to do this for me. For once in my life I need to think of myself and get the help I deserve.
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Carson

A few days later I’m still in my bed, wallowing. He did it. Connor listened and returned to campus. It’s what I wanted, so why am I so miserable that he left me? I groan and lie back on my bed. My stomach churns, and I pray I’m not about to make a hundred yard dash to the toilet again. Me and that porcelain throne have gotten well acquainted lately. If things weren’t bad enough, I think I caught the flu. I reach over for my latest book, Rising Queen by Alisha Williams—I'm loving Queenie and her tendency for violence, for revenge and protecting the ones she loves. I just finished another amazing read by Scarlett Philips and Iris James called Not Again! It brought a smile to my face with the crazy characters—when there’s a knock on the door.

“Hey kiddo,” my dad says, popping his head in, giving me a once over. “Still not feeling well?”

I shake my head, and he sighs. “Okay, well I’m making a run into town. Have to grab some more hay and chicken feed. Do you wanna tag along? Fresh air might do ya some good.”

I think about it for a few moments. I haven’t left my bedroom since Connor left six days ago. If it wasn’t for my dad and Frankie feeding me, what little I could keep down, I may have starved. I just have no energy or desire to do much. I guess this is what heartbreak does to you. Maybe I was wrong to send him away. Being wrapped in his arms did help, even if it did make me feel guilty. I know he didn’t do anything wrong. Neither did Lay or Xavier, and if I’m being honest I really miss them. I miss them all, though I shouldn't.

“Yeah, give me five to change,” I croak out. I should get some air. Maybe even go for a small walk. I haven’t been out to the barns, and Frankie mentioned a new litter of kittens. I haven’t had kitten snuggles since the last time we were out at May’s farm. She had us over for Christmas break and I was there to help her deliver a foal. It was one of the most amazing experiences. Out there in that barn, full of twinkle lights and in the arms of my guy as we helped a mama horse deliver her baby. I even got to name the little girl.

I blink my eyes, praying the tears don’t fall before my dad can leave. God, I really miss Lay. His tender kisses and the way he would hold me as if I was the most precious thing to him. For someone who grew up the way he did, he has the most gentle soul. He doesn’t deserve to be iced out with the other jerks. My dad snorts, and I give him a look. What could possibly be funny at a time like this?

“Um make it ten darling, hate to tell ya but ya smell as if you rolled with the pigs out back.” He wafts his hand in front of his nose. That brings a small smile to my lips and a roll of my eyes. Okay, yeah I guess that’s a good one.

“Okay, Daddy.”

His eyes widen and he walks closer, touching my forehead. “Daddy huh? You haven’t called me that in years. Maybe we should make an appointment with the doc in town? Get ya all checked out?” I groan, and he laughs.

“Still hate the doc huh? Thought you woulda grown out of it by now.” He stands and leaves my room, still chuckling.

Throwing the blanket off, I give myself a whiff. Ew he was right. I stand, and walk into my ensuite, and start the shower, turning the knob til it’s on scalding. I wait til my mirrors fog before removing Connor’s T-shirt he left here and a pair of old shorts, then jump in. The hot water hits my shoulders, and I feel some of the tension leaving my body. I love my shower. The water pressure in the co-ed dorms was god awful, and I was lucky if I could finish washing my hair before running out of hot water. I’ve always needed the water so hot it could scald before I felt completely clean. One of the perks of the guys living in Hawthorne House was I would steal their shower when I stayed over, and sometimes I didn’t end up alone. My nipples tighten as I think of the last shower I had with my guys.

I run my fingers down my stomach in memory of his hands soaping me up. I shouldn’t be turned on after what he did to me, but even the thought of him and his amazing body still melts my body. Plus him and Lay together in the hot steam with me. Thinking about them washing my hair, massaging in the special conditioner they bought just for me, and treating me like a queen both makes me hot as hell and devastated.

Damn, my hormones are all over the place. One minute I want to call them and make up, the next I want to set that slut-infested house on fire.A wave of dizziness overcomes me, and I grip the cold stone wall to support my suddenly weak knees. Yeah, maybe I do need to eat more. I quickly wash my body and hair, then rinse and jump out. Grabbing my towel and the counter for support. My stomach flips and I feel sick. I rush to the bowl, slamming my knees to the tile. I don’t notice the pain, for in the next moment I’m throwing up what little was in my stomach. Someone knocks on the door, but I can’t move yet, or speak.

“Cara baby, just stay home. Frankie changed your bedding, so take a nap sweetheart. I’ll bring you something from the store. Must have caught an awful bug or something.” He taps his knuckles one more time and sighs. “I don’t know what happened, babygirl, but I know you’re hurting. Whatever it is Carson, we'll figure it out,” he finishes quietly. I cover my mouth to muffle the sobs and let my heart break all over again as his footsteps pad away.

I wait until I know he's gone, then leave my bathroom and curl up on my bed, hugging my pillow close to my chest. I lie there for a few moments, then roll over to the nightstand and open it. I pull out an old journal of mine from my songwriting days with Memphis. I haven’t written anything new since before Valentine’s Day. I should use this emotion I’m feeling and channel it into some songs. Maybe I can make them a hit. I guess I should start thinking about my plan B.

I know all it would take is a phone call, but I don’t want to impose. I crack open the journal and gently touch our childhood handwriting. I always thought Memphis’ chicken scratch was funny. He writes so tiny compared to my loops and hearts above the letters i and j. I flip through a few pages and feel a smile forming on my lips. I reach for my phone and pull up his number. He never did return my text. Maybe he doesn’t want to hear from me after all.

I take a deep breath, swallow down the nausea and hit dial. My hands shake as I bring the phone to my ear and wait for his answer.

“Well hello there stranger,” someone not Memphis says.

“Um hi,” I answer skeptically.

“Give me my phone you dork.” A familiar growl rings out. I chuckle though it's weak. “Hello?” Memphis says.

"Hey Ten I See."

“Shortcake.” He gasps, “God it's great to hear your voice. How are you? Where are you?”

I roll my eyes. He’s not fooling anyone. I know Frankie told him I returned home. But I’ll play this game if he really wants. I’m just so glad to hear his voice too.

“I'm back home, college was great,” I lie, “but it's not for me.” He swears, but I'm not sure if it's in anger or excitement. He’s quiet for a minute as if in thought, then he finally speaks.

“Listen, I need to talk to you about something, but now is the worst time. We have rehearsal in about five minutes. Schedule is insane right now. Can I call you in a few days?” he rushes out and I swallow, trying to keep the disappointment from my tone.

“Oh yeah sure,” I get out quickly, my heart beating so fast. I don’t want him to go. I want him to come home and hold me. Comfort me like he’s always done.

“Great, love you, miss you, bye.” He hangs up before I can answer back. I hold my phone in front of my face as if in a trance. What the hell was that about? He seems off. I hope everything's okay. I wonder what he needs to talk to me about.

I lie back on my pillow, and do something I know I shouldn't. I open up my photos and watch some videos I made with the guys. Ya know after everything they put me through, I still miss them. They broke me in ways I can’t fathom, but I still love them. Just another stupid girl. Letting a man, well not even one man, destroy my future. I think I’m more angry with myself than them.

I power my phone off,  chuck it on the table, and stare at the white wall until I fall asleep. Frankie knocking on the door jolts me awake.

“Cara honey, I have some soup for you.”

I slowly shuffle from the bed, getting my ankles caught in my blanket and move towards the door. “Thank you,” I say in a croaky voice while opening the door. Frankie gasps and looks at me worried.

“Honey, you don't look well. I think we may need to see the doctor. I’ll go with you if you’d like,” she says in a soft, motherly voice. I shake my head adamantly.

“No, I hate the doctors. If I’m not better by Monday, then I'll consider going. Thank you for the soup.” I take the tray and give her a weak smile, and take it back to my bed, I don’t bother shutting the door. I can feel her presence behind me.

“Anytime sweetie,” she says, then takes her phone out. I thought she was just going to call someone, but she must have taken a picture of me. I eat my soup slowly, but can hardly stomach a few bites. My dad comes stomping up the steps in a rush, startling me.

“Frankie was right, baby girl, you look like death. Let’s go get your things. We're going to the doctor.” I know my eyes are wide right now in shock, because he says, “Do not give me that look Carson Star.”

I really hate doctors. After being around them so much when my mama was sick just the smell of antiseptic makes me gag. I don’t think that will ever change.

“What if I just pop down to the pharmacy and get some meds? If I’m not better in the morning then you can make an appointment,” I rush out and he sighs. He takes a seat on the edge of my bed, and reaches for my hand. I place my palm on his and he gives me a small squeeze. Looking at me fiercely, I know he can see I’m barely holding together. My soul’s been shattered, and I know he can see the hurt shining in my eyes. Placing a hand on my cheek he bends down, pressing a small kiss to my forehead, before leaning back and standing from the bed. He gives Frankie a look and sighs.

“Some fresh air will do you good.”

I give him a shaky smile, then throw the covers off. They leave and I stand on shaky legs to put some clothes on, not caring if I look like shit. I pull my cowgirl boots on and stop in the bathroom to at least brush my teeth. My skin is pale, almost grey, and my eyes are dull. My hair is a knotted mess, so I grab a clip and throw it up into a messy bun. I take a few deep breaths, preparing myself to leave the house for the first time in over a week.

You can do this Carson. You’re miles away from them. I laugh at that and open the door. The fresh air hits me and the smell of fresh cut grass settles my stomach for the first time in days. I leave the porch and move towards the barns. Maybe just a walk will help and I can skip the pharmacy. I slide the door open, and the sight before me has tears coming to my eyes.

“Oh my god, you are just the cutest,” I whisper, slowly walking closer and dropping to my knees on the hay. Five baby kittens and my cat Oreo greet me, and I know I won’t be returning to the house tonight. Memphis and I used to sleep in these barns growing up, and I think I still have a sleeping bag in the loft. I climb to my feet, careful not to step on any rambunctious kittens, and hustle over to the ladder. I get to the top and pause. The sleeping bag is rolled out and some empty chip bags are scattered. I also spot one of our old notebooks open on the pillow. Has someone been here recently? I move over to the bag and roll it up, then grab the notebook as well. I can only imagine what's in this one. Then I climb down the ladder and set up a bed beside Oreo and her babies. I pick an orange and grey little girl up and love on her.

Ever since I’ve been back I’ve felt lost, but now being back in one of my favorite places, I feel a sense of peace and that everything is going to be okay. I take a deep breath in and sigh. Yeah this is what I’ve been needing.
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Memphis

“Alex please!”

He slams the door in my face again. If we’re not on stage performing then he’s avoiding me at all costs. I don’t know how much longer we can keep this up. I slam my fist on the hard wood of his door and I hear a giggle from behind me.

“Babe, just leave him be,” Dolly says, and I can’t help the scoff that leaves my lips. I turn and give her a scowl.

“This isn’t funny, Dolly!” I snap and she takes a step back, placing her hand to her chest. “He’s been skipping practices, being late to shows. This needs to stop. He needs help.” I growl through my teeth and she nods.

“I know, you’re right. I’m sorry.” She blinks a few times and I realize she's stoned out of her mind right now. I shove by her and stomp to the stage.

Mikey comes around the corner of the stage with his lips pursed and a scowl. “He needs help Memphis, and we're so screwed because we don’t have the leave time right now to get it for him. Ron just booked us for fifteen more shows before fall.” He grabs a beer from a roadie and plops down on the stage beside me, facing the empty stadium. Tomorrow night this will be full of crazy fans. Fans we can’t let down.

I sit beside him and run my hands through my perfectly messy hair. Fuck! I don’t need this shit right now. I wish… Shit! Why didn’t I think of this before? I turn and give him a big smile, and he looks at me as if I'm crazy.

“Where is Ron right now?” I ask and he points towards the lighting area. I jolt up and quickly walk over there.

“We need to talk,” I say as soon as Ron turns my way.

“Yes, we do. I was going to stop by tonight. But since you're here.” He points to the chair next to him and I take a seat. “Have you thought anymore about what we discussed?” He stares me down with a look of longing in his eyes, and it’s honestly freaking me out. I shake my head and he scowls, but quickly changes it to a grim smile.

“I don’t know why you and Dolly keep asking,” I mutter and he sighs, before placing his hand on my knee.

“Listen Memphis, this would be a good thing for your career. You’ve struck fame quickly, and instead of blowing all those millions you have in the bank you should invest it. Why not invest in the company that gave you those millions. Become a partner. You can still continue doing everything you love and leave all the legal things to me.” He gives me a grin that reminds me of a sleazy car salesman, and I nod.

“I’ll think about it, but that’s not the reason we need to talk. We have bigger issues to discuss.” He sits back and gives me his full attention, so I continue. “Alex isn’t well. I know you've noticed. We need to get him some help. I know we have obligations, and I think I may have a solution. My best friend Carson is home from college. According to my mom she’s not going back this year. Maybe she can step in and take Alex’s spot. He needs rehab, before he either seriously hurts himself or this band.”

Ron stares me down. I can see his pulse throbbing on his temple. He’s still mad I haven’t accepted his proposal. But seriously, me running a record label is not in the plans right now. I just want to sing and write. Maybe when I’m old and retired.

I don’t know why he and Dolly are pushing this so much. It just seems extremely fishy. And why hasn’t he asked anyone else in the band?

He’s quiet for a few minutes, but gives me a nod. “If you think she’ll do this and she’s qualified enough to take his spot, then I will approve on a trial basis. This is your career, not to mention the band’s asses on the line. But I trust your judgement, so keep me posted on what she says.”

My eyebrows raise in shock of how easy that was, and I watch as he leaves. I return to Mikey and tell him my plan. He’s all for it and offers to help however he can.

I sigh and take another swig of the now warm beer.

“How do you think Dolly is going to handle this?” he asks me, and I groan. Fuck! I glance around the stage and I don’t spot her. “Where is she?”

Mikey shrugs and I pull out my phone, checking the time. It’s close to six so she’s probably out with her friends. I’ll talk to her later. I open our message thread and send her a quick text to swing by my place later. She sends me a thumbs up and a winky face. She’s probably thinking this is a booty call, and maybe I should make it one. It’s been awhile and she’s been acting better lately. Not as clingy. Lord knows my hand is getting tired, and I haven’t brought anyone else home recently.

e

I step out of the shower and wrap a towel around my waist before leaving the bathroom and yelp. Dolly is lying on the bed naked, thighs spread wide and dripping.

“What are you doing here? How did you get in?” I ask moving closer to her. She pouts and closes her legs, sitting up.

“You told me to swing by. Isn’t this what you want?”

I shake my head to clear my seriously dirty thoughts and take a seat next to her. “I wanted to talk to you about something,” I mutter, my eyes not leaving her naked chest. She catches my gaze and moves her painted nails down her breasts and cups them in her hand. I lick my lips and lean in taking one in my mouth. She moans and I bite down hard making her whimper. She moves her hands and grips the towel from my waist, giving it a quick tug, letting my hard cock spring free. I pull back from her tit and ask, “Are you going to be a good girl?”

Her eyes flare with heat and she gives me a nod. I nod down to my dick. “Kiss it.” Her nostrils flare, but she does what I say. Giving me a little kiss on the tip, she runs her tongue down my slit and I grab her hair tight and yank her up. “Did I tell you to lick or kiss?”

She whimpers, “Kiss.” I give her a nod then release her and let her get back to doing what I said. She kisses all the way down my shaft and back to the tip. She looks at me for direction and I reward her with a treat for being a good girl.

“Open, baby.” I tap my cock onto her puffy lips and she opens for me. I slide my dick onto her wet tongue and resist the shiver running down my spine at the sensation. It’s been a while since I've slept with anyone, including her, and I don’t want to bust a nut down her throat. I pull out and smack her cheek a few times with my dick, then grip her hair and tug her up on the bed. She moans, and I can tell she’s ready for me from how her pretty pink slit is glistening.

“On your knees, Doll,” I command and she quickly gets on all fours wiggling her hot as fuck ass. I slap the left cheek hard and she yelps, with a jump. I massage the sting and she groans, before slapping the other side. I reach down to the floor and grab a rubber from my pocket. I may not have had plans to fuck anyone tonight, but I’m always prepared.

I rip the package open with my teeth and sheath my hard cock. I slap her ass a few more times before moving lower to her pussy and clit. I slap it hard three times in succession, then slam my dick into her from behind hard. She screams and gushes, her cum dripping down to my balls. I give her a moment to recover before fucking her up the bed in quick thrusts until she has to grip the headboard to stay in this position.

My phone buzzes from the nightstand and I glance at it. Fuck! It’s my mom, and if she’s calling again after just talking earlier she’ll keep calling. I pound into Dolly three more times and let my orgasm go. Sorry babe, but hey, she got one out of it. I pull out and watch as Dolly faceplants on the bed, red cheeks, panting and pissed.

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” she snaps, but I ignore her. I answer the phone quickly before it goes to voicemail and her eyes bug from her head when I say, “Hey, mom.” Trying to catch my breath.

“Are you being safe?” My mom replies immediately, and I glance down at my softening cock with the rubber still on it. I pinch the end and pull it off. I hold my phone with my cheek and tie the condom into a knot before taking it into the bathroom with me.

“Hi Memphis, how are you honey?” I reply sarcastically. “What the hell, Mom? Of course I’m being safe, where did that come from?” She sighs into the phone and gives a nervous laugh.

“Just wanted to check sweetheart, but yes, hi baby, how are you?”

I roll my eyes and ignore the ranting and shouting Dolly is doing in the other room. The bedroom door slams open and heels click down the hall. I bite my lip, holding back my laugh. What a prima donna.

She should know by now my mom comes first. Always. I’m a mama’s boy and proud of it.
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Carson

My phone buzzes from the counter, but I don’t bother picking it up. All it ever does is seem to ring or buzz. I finish the last bite of my plain toast, then put the dish in the sink. My stomach is still off and toast seems to be the majority of what I can keep down. The back door opens, and I spin to say good morning to my dad, but it’s not him.

“What are you guys doing here?” I ask my girls, and they shrug, rushing over to give me a hug. I hug them all back separately and Cassie claps her hands in excitement.

“Frankie may have texted Lee to let her know you were back and needed to get out of this house. So Lee called me and I called Sam and here we are. Now go upstairs and shower, you smell as if you slept in the barn.”

I roll my eyes at Cassie and she gives me a pointed look and I snort. “I’ve missed you guys,” I mumble, and they hug me again. Tears fill my eyes and I blink to keep them from falling.

“We've missed you too, so much, but seriously babe go shower so we can get this day started,” Sam says. I laugh then head upstairs and get ready.

We swing by the barn before we leave so I can say goodbye to my babies. I’ve spent the last three nights out here with them, so Cassie wasn’t wrong about me smelling like a barn. Sam falls in love with my favorite little girl. I’ve named her Angel and it fits her to a T. She’s the sweetest.

“Okay, before we end up wasting the day away here with these cuties, we have a reservation,” Lee says with a clap of her hands, and walks out, heading towards the house.

“Wait, did she say reservation?” I ask Sam and Cass, and they give me a secretive smile. Oh hell what do they have planned? The last time they kidnapped me I ended up in Galveston on a beach trip. Yes, it was amazing and I started getting to know two of my guys there… I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I really should give Connor or Xavier a call. Lay too. I know I keep thinking about it, but I need to just suck it up and do it.

I climb into the car and they drive to the only resort we have in this small town, ‘Sally’s Spa’. I sigh and give them a big smile when they look back at me, with eyebrows raised in question.

“Yeah, this sounds perfect. Thanks guys.” They squeal and clap, making me laugh, before climbing from the car. We walk into the Spa, and Sally rushes to give me a big hug.

“Oh, Carson doll, how are ya? How’s that big fancy college treatin’ ya?”

I give her a big smile and make sure my mask is firmly in place. “Like nothing I ever thought it would be,” I tell her, and she leads us to the back room where all the magic happens.

I plop down in one of the pedicure chairs and groan in contentment. Yeah, this is perfect. Cassie takes the seat next to me, and Sam hands me a lemonade. I pop the top and sip. My stomach feels okay today, but I won’t be having any greasy foods or big meals.

“So… I’m just going to come right out and ask what we all want to know,” Cassie says, always the blunt one out of our group. “Why are you back, Cara? I honestly thought the last time I saw ya would be the last time I saw ya.” She crinkles her nose at that, then waves her hand. “You know what I mean.”

I give her a nod and relax back into my chair. Sally comes by and fills up our water basins and tells us to soak our feet and she'll be back with her helpers.

“It’s a really long story, and if I’m honest...I’m not ready to talk about it,” I say quietly and Sam takes the chair on my other side. She grabs my hand and gives it a small squeeze.

“‘Course, babe. Today will just be a fun and relaxing day. But just know we’re here for you whenever you’re ready.”

I give her a grateful smile and nod, then sit back and let Lucy scrub my feet. I let out a breath of relief, I just dodged a bullet there, but I know it’s only a matter of time before the inquisition.

e

I’m still feeling ill a few days later so I swing by the pharmacy for some Tums to help with my nausea. I pass the woman’s aisle and pause. I should grab some tampons too. My period will be here any day now. Just what I need on top of everything. My fucking shark week. I pass the pregnancy tests and freeze. Wait. What is today's date?

Pulling my phone out of Xavier’s hoodie pocket I ignore the missed calls and texts from Connor and open my calendar. I always have a red dot on the day my time is supposed to start. Oh shit. I’m almost a month late! I know shit's been a mess, but how did I not realize that of all things!

My stomach churns and I feel woozy. I can’t be pregnant. Can I? I shuffle to the next aisle and sit on the bench by the blood pressure machine. My head spins and my hands shake.

Staring at the wall I think of how I've been feeling lately. I open my Google app and search 'pregnancy symptoms', immediately finding a checklist, and my heart races faster as I go down checking them off.

Nausea, check. Breast tenderness, check. Fatigue, check. My hands start to sweat and the nausea churns once more in my stomach. Last one. Missed period, check. Oh fuck. I lean over the edge of the chair and vomit all over the porcelain floor. The pharmacist looks over the counter at me in horror and disgust, but I don't care. I can't stop the shaking and now I'm sobbing.

"Do you need an ambulance?" the woman asks in a snotty tone. I just shake my head no and stand, before walking back to the aisle. I grab three tests, leave some cash on the shelf, and walk out the door. My head in a fog, I don't see Lee until I'm crashing into her.

“Cara? What's wrong?” She grabs my hand and I drop one of the tests on her feet.

“Is that what I think it is?” she gasps. I bend down to snatch it before anyone else can see, but she's quicker than me.

“Cara, what's going on? Are you pregnant?”

I look into her shocked eyes and shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe?” I whisper, before breaking down into sobs again. She wraps her arms around me and moves us against the wall, out of the way of passing townies. I know I’ll be the gossip this Sunday at church.

She pulls her phone from her pocket and dials someone, still holding me with one arm. I don’t think I would be standing without her support.

“9-1-1. My place right now. Bring ice cream, tissues and a pizza.” She looks my way and winces, “No. No alcohol this time.” She hangs up and removes her arm.

“Come on honey, let’s go to my place and find out.” She takes my hand and stuffs the tests in her bag, glancing around to make sure no one saw what she was doing. I follow her as she moves down the sidewalk to the small apartment she’s renting. She unlocks the door and winces. “I’m sorry about the mess. I wasn’t expectin’ company.”

I burst out in a chuckle and she freezes giving me a look, like I've lost my mind. I think I finally have. “Lee, I don’t care about the mess. I am a mess, it's only fitting.”

She huffs at me, shoving me through the door and into her small bathroom in the corner. Grabbing one of the tests from her bag she hands it to me. I glance down at it and sniffle.

“This is a joke right?” I ask and she cringes.

“No babe, but we won’t know for sure until you take the test.” she says gently. I rip open the box and dump the contents on the counter.

“Do you want me to stay?”

I nod, and she turns her back to give me a moment of privacy. “Is there someone we should call?” she asks, and I snort.

“No. They don’t deserve to know.” Well maybe Connor, but I need him to stay in school and if he finds out I know he'll fight me more on the issue, Xavier hasn’t even attempted to call me, and Lay doesn’t need the stress.

I take some deep breaths, then sit down and read the directions. They’re pretty straight forward, but still. I’ve never done this before. Pee on a stick and wait for the results. God what is my life becoming? I should have just stayed a virgin.

Waiting the three minutes for the results, I can’t help but think back to the night I lost it.

“Are you sure?” Jase whispers on my lips. Am I? He grinds against me again and my eyes roll back. God yes, I’m ready. I groan and give him a nod. Just do it already, I want to shout, but that may freak him out. I'm not that type of girl.

“Just go slow. I want this, Jase. I want you,” I tell him in a breath, before reaching up and pressing my lips to his gently. He groans and pulls back. Closing his eyes I can feel him distancing himself. Did I do something wrong? Does he not want me? Maybe he doesn’t want a virgin. I mean I’ve seen what he and Lay do, maybe I’m too vanilla. Maybe I should have watched some porn like Sassy told me to.

Tears prick my eyes and he starts to pull away. No, I will not have him just stop. I wrap my legs around his lower back and arms around his neck, pulling him down onto me. “Is something wrong?” I choke out. Why is he acting this way?

“Don’t you want me?” I say shakily. He immediately leans down and kisses me so softly. When I feel the moment is right I reach down and stroke his hard cock, placing it between my thighs. He slides, bumping my clit, due to how wet he’s made me. God that feels so good. I whimper as he inches forward a little, giving a small thrust. Oh my god, ow. I clench accidentally but it only increases the burn.

“Get them wet,” he says quietly, shoving his fingers into my mouth. My eyes bulge but I doubt he can see me in the dark. I do what he asks, getting them extra wet. He pulls them away then reaches down and coats himself, rubbing my slit, before pressing against my entrance again. This time he doesn’t stop. Fuck this burns. I clench, holding my breath.

“Holy shit, you're so big,” I pant out. He pulls back a little, then pushes in more. I try not to seem like a wimp, biting my lip to hold in my scream, but a little slips out. A tear escapes my eye. God that’s embarrassing. He’s never going to want to do this again. He pulls back a little and I know this is it. He’s going to tell me to leave. Lips touch my cheek as the tear runs down, surprising me with a gentle kiss.

I gasp as the pain turns to pleasure…

“How’s it going babes?” Lee asks me, pulling me back to what I’m supposed to be doing. I quickly take the test, then stand. Placing it on the counter, I wash my hands, glancing in the mirror at the pale faced, scared girl staring back at me. The stupid, foolish girl who thought she was in love. I snort and shake my head. I guess it all makes sense now. Why he was pulling away. And I pulled him closer to me, scared he was going to tell me to go.

I bet he found it hilarious how desperate I was. I guess I could just watch the video for myself. I mean, all I need to do is open my Facebook feed and press play. I wince at that thought and my stomach rolls once more. “Okay, hon. Are you ready?” Lee asks, offering her hand in support. I shake my head, and she brings me in for a hug.

“You got this Cara. Whatever the results are. You got this. You're one of the strongest people I know.” She pulls me closer to the counter and I pick up the small plastic test. Something so small, that I could snap in two without breaking a sweat, holds the answers to my future. I glance down at the two pink lines and my head starts to spin. I plop down on the tile and Lee wraps me in her arms as I cry and shake. This can not be happening to me!

“I know babe, but it is.” Wait, did I say that out loud?

“I’m sorry to say this girl, but this was the easy part. What are you going to tell your dad?”

Oh God. My dad is going to kill me. I toss the test and throw the lid up, losing my lunch in the porcelain bowl.

How could I let this happen?

e

I stay with Lee for a few hours. Sam and Cassie showed up at some point after the reveal and the vomiting. They sat me down and wouldn’t let me leave until I told them every sordid detail from the last few months. Sam was ready to drive to Texas and kick some asses, and Cassie just cried with me. We polish off the last of the ice cream and I feel a little better. Now that I know why I’m sick, I feel as though a weight has lifted. Don’t get me wrong, more stress is now added, but I feel at...peace...maybe.

But I know I can’t delay the inevitable.

“Thank you for always being there for me. I don’t know what I would do without you guys and you really need to meet Sassy. Maybe someday.” I shrug and stand from the couch.

“I should go. I need to have a talk. Pray for me.” I say goodbye and they jump off the couch and give me big hugs. Sam offers to drive me home, but I need the walk to clear my head.

I walk out the door and start the walk home. I pass the elementary school and stop for a minute watching a few little ones play on the playground. The same one my mom would take Memphis and me. Fuck! I wish she was here with me. Especially now. I look up to the sky and let the tears fall. I wipe my cheeks and sigh. I guess now we know why I’ve been so hormonal. I should feel some relief. I haven't gone crazy after all.

I take one more glance at the swings and whisper, “I miss you, Mama. I wish you were here. Please watch over us.” I place my hand over my flat stomach and make a promise right now to always protect this little jelly bean.

My phone buzzes and I answer without looking at the caller ID. My mind's a mess and I’m clearly not thinking.

“Carson,” Layton breathes, before sniffling. Fuck! Right now is really not the best time for this conversation. I know he doesn’t deserve the same treatment as the others. Well him, Xavier and Connor; but he had to call today of all days. I shake my hand out and contemplate hanging up. He must know my thoughts because he shouts, “No, please baby don’t hang up. I need you. I need you so bad.” I cringe at the volume he shouted and whisper back.

“Hi Lay.”

He gasps and starts to cry. I close my eyes and lean against the metal fence. His heart is breaking and I feel evil, but my heart is also broken.

“God, I've needed to hear your voice so badly. How are you? I miss you so much.”

“I miss you too, Lay. Everyday I think of you and I smile, but then a memory of Valentine's Day hits and it’s like a wrecking ball to the chest all over again. I know you didn’t do anything, and I’m sorry I’ve been treating you as if you had. But I still need some time. I hope one day that will change.” I take a deep breath and wait for my throat to unchoke. “But right now is not that time. I need some more space. Please can you give me that?”

He sniffles again and my heart breaks more.

“Yeah Carson. I would give you the world if I could. Please just don’t disappear on me. I don’t think I can survive you not being in my life… Even if it’s just as a friend.” I wince at ‘friend’ and nod my head. Even though I know he can’t see me.

“Yeah, Lay I could use another friend.”  Especially now. Oh god is he the father? My stomach churns again and I know Jelly Bean is going to make me lose that ice cream. “Listen, I have to go. Please don’t call again. Not yet, but maybe we could text?”

“Yes, I’d love that. I know you need time...I was just calling to say goodbye. I need to go away for a little while. I’m not doing well, but I'm going to get better. I just needed to hear your voice before I left. I love you, Carson. I always will.” He rushes the last part out then hangs up before I can respond. Wait! He’s leaving? Where is he going? I call him back but reach his voicemail.

What the hell just happened?!?

e

I made it home somehow. My head is completely in a fog and I don't think about any of my actions. I walk in the door and my dad is in the living room. “Hey baby girl, you've been gone a bit. How are you feeling?”

“I'm pregnant,” I blurt out and cringe. A glass shatters behind me and I spin to a shocked Frankie, pressing a dish towel to her mouth.

She snaps out of it and bends to pick up the glass, “Oh I’m so sorry, I didn't mean to eavesdrop. I just came to let you know I made some homemade soup for supper. Thought it would help settle your stomach, but now I guess we know what's bothering it.” Her eyes zone in on my flat belly and she gets a small wistful smile on her face. “A baby,” she mumbles. I chance a glance at my dad, he's frozen, staring off into space. I watch him for a moment. His face changes from shock, to anger, to acceptance, to… is that a small smile?

“Okay,” he finally says in relief. Wait, what?

“What do you mean okay? You should be screaming at me right now.”

He shakes his head and wraps me in his arms. “Frankie and I knew something was going on, baby girl. We were worried it was drugs. This isn’t much better, but we can handle this. Have you told Connor yet? I need to have a conversation with that boy,” he growls and my face pales.

Oh fuck! How am I going to tell my dad it could be any of my guys’ baby?

“How about we move this to the kitchen and have some of that soup? Plus now that I know you’re dealing with morning sickness I have the perfect tea for you, sweetheart,” Frankie says, coming to my rescue. I give her a nod and let her guide me to the kitchen. We take a seat around the table, and Frankie hustles to make me something to help settle the nausea. My dad and I stare at each other for a few minutes until she returns with a steaming mug of something green and a bowl of soup for my dad.

I lean over the cup, blowing the steam away, and my father huffs. “Cara, I know you have a lot going on in your mind right now, but answer my question. Does Connor know?”

I take the coward's way out and avoid his gaze, just giving him a small shake of my head. “I only just found out, and honestly Dad, I don’t know if he’s the daddy.”

Frankie mutters, “Oh dear” under her breath but comes closer and wraps me into her arms. I let the tears fall as she gently rocks me. I wish my mama was here. I love Frankie, but she doesn’t compare.

“I remember finding out I was pregnant with Memphis during a random check up. I had to go get a physical before I could play volleyball, and I was shocked to learn I was pregnant. I remember being so scared and feeling alone. But honey, we will always be here for you. You are loved, and no matter what you decide to do we will support you.” Frankie gives me a kiss on the head, then stands to leave. “Now that reminds me. I need to call that son of mine and make sure he’s using protection. I do not want that Dolly character in our family.”

I snort as we watch her go. “She’s right, you know. We'll figure this out together. As a family.” I nod and look up at him with watery eyes.

“How can you not hate me right now?” I ask. “I did the one thing I swore I would never do.”

He rushes from his seat to wrap me in his arms. “I could never hate you, baby girl. Carson, you’re my everything. I just wanted a better life for you, than being knocked up in this small town.” He kisses my forehead, then gently leans back and walks out of the room. His shoulders shake and I know he’s putting on a strong front for me, but I've broken his heart in the end.

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” I whisper to his back.
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Connor

“Once we get back to school things will be different. Me and you. No more drama. No more Kippas. You’ll see, baby.” I wrap my arms around her waist and rest my head on her belly. She sighs and runs her nails through my messy brown hair.

“I’m not going back, Connor. I tried. I really did and it’s not just about what happened on Valentine’s, it’s everything, the bullying from the Kippas, from people I had never even met. The lies and betrayal. I was on the fence to leave before all this had happened. I’m just not fit to be there...but you are. You were made to be at Texas U. The big football star. And as much as this is going to destroy me, I think what you need to do is go back. Forget about me. Move on. Find someone to love you and only you.”

“No Cara, I don’t want anyone else. I only want you, and now that the guys have messed up we can finally just be us.” She cuts me off.

“I’m sorry Con. I really wish I could be that girl for you, but I don’t see myself being in any kind of relationship for a long time.”

Stupid! I punch my steering wheel again and let out a yell. Yeah, I should have known after seeing her falling in love with the others, that she would never be just mine, but my stupid ass had to open my mouth, and even though I took it back...I’ve ruined everything.

I flip my turn signal on and sigh when I enter the campus parking lot. It’s been a long-ass drive and my thoughts have been all over the place. Our last conversation replaying over and over in my head. I park the truck and head straight to Jhonson Hall, being careful to avoid the side room where Cara and I first fooled around. It’s too painful. Being on campus here without her, with her ghost all over the place is going to be a daily challenge.

I stomp down the hall and open the door. Xavier is sitting on the couch and hops up soon as he sees me..

“Fuck, Con, why haven’t you been answering your phone? Where the hell have you been?”

I walk right up to him and punch him square in the cheekbone. His ass hits the floor and he moans.

“What the hell? Why did you do that?” he asks, but I leave him there and walk to my room. I pack a bag then walk out. I go up to Sassy’s room and knock.

“Connor, what’s going on?” She opens the door but looks weary.

“Can I stay here for a few days? If I go back to my room I may commit murder,” I growl. I’m overtired and pissed off. Her eyes pop but she nods, opening the door wider for me. I drop my bags on the table and take a seat on the couch. She grabs me a beer, then sits beside me.

“Want to talk about it?”

I shake my head and she sighs.

“Mind if I just take a nap? I’ve been driving all night.”

She tosses me a throw blanket and I pause. My eyes heat, and I know I’m about to cry. Cara and I used to cuddle under this when we would watch movies. This is probably one of the worst places for me to be right now, when I was worried campus would set me off.

“I have a date with Mika. I’ll stay at her dorm tonight. You can have Cara’s room or the couch, whatever,” she says with a shrug, then stands up and walks towards the door. “Make yourself at home, Con.”

I thank her then down my beer and lie back on the sofa, hoping for a dreamless sleep.
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A few days pass and I’m still avoiding Xavier and all things related to the Douchethornes. I sent in my request to leave the fraternity and was immediately approved. I guess I should be happy this wasn’t a blood in, blood out sort of organization. I don’t even want to step into their or Kippa Nu’s house again. I had heard about Layton and though it’s worrisome, and I know he was innocent, I keep my distance. I know he’s still away at the hospital, and Sassy keeps me up to date. She also mentioned that Cara doesn’t know and she can’t reach her. The fact that Cara’s also blowing off her supposed best friend should make me feel better, but it just makes me sad.

She’s going through some things right now and she’s pushing away everyone that loves her. I’m worried. I’m seriously worried, but when I brought it up to Sassy she laughed until she cried. Called me crazy then gave me a beer and a joint to calm me down. I've never been one for drugs, but after all the shit that’s been going on, I did partake. It helped me sleep through the night for the first time. But I didn’t like how hungover I felt the next day. I know college is all about experimenting, but I think I’m good.

I move through the halls of the Davis building and find Ms. Robbin’s office. I knock and wait for her to answer. I know these are her office hours and though I’m not her student I hope she will talk with me. Cara always mentioned how helpful she was and supportive. I’m hoping she can convince her to come back. To not give up on her dreams. She once told me she has a plan B, but this isn’t right. It is only three months until this semester is over then she could transfer somewhere closer to home. She has always prided herself on having good grades. For her to just drop out is unfathomable. I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around it, and I know Sassy is on my side when it comes to this as well.

“Come in,” Ms. Robbins yells through the door, and I turn the knob. She is leaned back in her chair, feet propped up on the desk, ankles crossed, with some killer stilettos on and she's eating a tub of ice cream. I pause and check the name plaque. This doesn’t seem like a professional psychologist, let alone a professor here that deals in the taboo.

“What can I do ya for?” she asks, not even looking up from her snack. She’s scraping the little container as if it’s not empty. She frowns, then tosses it in the garbage. Placing her spoon on a napkin, she drops her feet to the ground. I shuffle forward awkwardly and shut the door. When her eyes meet me they raise.

“I don’t know you, do I?”

I shake my head and she sighs, “Okay then, take a seat. Tell me your woes. I really should start charging for this,” she mutters under her breath, and I laugh.

“I get it now,” I say, shaking my head and she raises her brows at me.

“Oh yeah? Please do share with the class,” she quips, waving around the small space as if it’s covered in my peers.

“I get why Cara liked you so much,” I say, before wiping my face of the humor and showing her my sadness.

“Ah, you're one of her men, I take it.”

I nod, and she continues, “She did warn me that they may pop in. I thought it would be Jase, but you seem to have beaten him. So tell me which one are you? The jock, the broken one, the bad boy...no. Ah you must be the boy next door.”

I snort at her descriptions of us and she nods. “Okay Connor, let’s get this over with.”

I take a seat in front of her and disclose everything to her. What happened on Valentine's, following her, her breaking up with me in a roundabout way, which was more confusing than anything else. Her needing to come back here. When I’m done Ms. Robbins has a small frown on her face.

“I see where you are coming from. I really do, but I also know from my talks with Cara she’s not planning to come back. Did you know that she never truly wanted to go to college? She did this as a promise to her dying mother. She fought to come here for her, but now that things didn’t work out, she’s relieved. She has bigger dreams Connor, bigger plans, and if you want to be by her side for any of that, you need to let her fly. Support her. Be her friend if that’s what she needs right now. You know a smart person once said ‘If you love someone, set them free.’”

I stop her and finish the quote. “If they come back it’s meant to be.” I sigh and stand. She gives me a nod, then climbs to her feet and surprises me with a hug.

“You’re a good man, Connor. I know you’re set in your morals, but if you would just open your eyes to new things, you may find something extraordinary. I think you already know that.” She releases me and opens her door. “My door is always open except right now—I’m late to teach my class.”

I shake out my hands, then rub them on my pant legs. “Thank you for listening...and for being there for her. I’m glad she’s talking to someone.” I pass her and step out the door when she squeezes my arm.

“You got this Connor, just give her some more time.”

I give her a nod then head off to my own class.

I really think about what Ms. Robbins said, and if this is what Cara needs to be happy I will try and give her space. All I ever wanted to do in this life was make her happy.

Xavier

I’m not sure what is worst at the moment. My best friend not talking to me for some reason or the girl I love leaving and avoiding my calls. I pass Connor in the hall, but he won’t even look my way. He’s moved out of our dorm and into Sassy’s. I’ve also seen him around campus eating with her and that guy Milo. I wish he would just talk to me and tell me what I did that was so bad. The last time I saw him before his disappearing act he was passed out drunk. I went to talk to Cara but she was on her way to the bus station with Sassy. I followed them like a total creeper, then scared the shit out of Sassy and was throat punched. We talked, she cried, then I brought her home. What the fuck could I have done wrong?

“Come on, crazy girl. Let’s get you to bed.” She nods and I stand offering her my hand. She bats it away and stands by herself. I laugh, though it’s hollow, and follow after her. It’s late but there is still one more thing I need to do tonight. I drop Sassy off at Jhonson Hall then go back to the Kippa Nu party. It’s time I had a talk with someone, and I’m not leaving until I do.

I arrive just as people are starting to leave. I move up the stairs but someone stops me.

“I wouldn’t go in there if I was you,” Ella slurs and points towards the entrance. I stop and turn towards her. She’s barely awake. How drunk is she? I take a seat next to her.

“I actually came to see you. We need to talk.”

She snorts then starts to laugh. After she’s calmed down I continue. “What went down tonight wasn’t right, Ella. I know you can be a cruel bitch, but I never saw you going as low as what you did to Cara tonight."

She sighs and looks my way with bleary eyes. “Like I have a choice!” she snaps, “Like any of us have a choice. It’s a good thing you’re good looking Xav, because you really are stupid. Look around. Who here is the boss?”

I look around and notice Penny is glaring our way, but looks off as soon as she sees me watching back.

“Okay… what do you mean you didn’t have a choice Ella?” She leans closer to my ear, her lips lightly trailing my neck, but I hold still so she’ll tell me what I need to know. Her breath reeks of vodka and orange juice.

“One thing Penny loves more than colonics is blackmail. She has dirt on everyone. Even those Hawthornes. She calls them her little pets.”

I sit back and she falls in my lap, groaning. “I don’t feel so good.”

I ignore her and think about what she just said. Penny has blackmail on Jase and East? Is that why they hurt Cara? If so, why was Cara the target? I need to talk to them.

Snores sound from my lap. Great, first I need to put this drunken mess to bed. I gently lean her along the railing and stand. I look down at her and contemplate leaving her there, but the southern boy in me knows that’s not right. Plus someone could take advantage of her like this. I bend low and scoop her up, grateful she’s lighter than Connor.

I don’t know what it could be. I had put Ella to bed then went searching for Jase and East. I couldn’t track them down so I went back to the dorm to talk to Connor. But he was gone.

I stomp into the gym on campus and don’t bother wrapping my hands. I find an empty punching bag in the corner and take out my aggression. Someone comes up behind me and smacks me on the shoulder. I turn and take a swing and just miss Nate by a centimeter.

“What the fuck man, why would you sneak up on me?” I growl and he steps away with his hands up, and a cocky smirk on his face.

“Whoa there Bruce Lee, watch it with those weapons,” he jokes, moving closer to me to whisper. “I heard your boy quit the brotherhood. Sorry bro, but I have some good news that might cheer you up a bit. There’s a huge party at the Kippa Nu’s tonight. Let’s get wasted and laid.” A party? In the location of where Penny might have her dirt? I think about it for a minute before giving in. Maybe if I bring Connor proof, he'll finally forgive me for whatever and talk to me again. I miss him. I didn’t just lose my girl. I lost my best friend.


Twelve
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Easton

My phone rings again but I send it to voicemail. Grabbing the bottle of whiskey next to me I take a few more gulps as I watch the object of my obsession. Even with her bloodshot eyes and messy bun she’s gorgeous. My legs twitch just itching to open this truck door and chase after her, but I know that’s not a good idea. She enters the local pharmacy and my stomach drops. Is she sick? I wait a few more minutes contemplating if I should reveal myself or keep following her. I’ve been in town two days now, but this is the first time she has left her house. I never planned to come here, but she’s not answering her phone.

She needs to know about Lay. Even if she punches me in the damn face, I have to tell her about him. He needs her right now. Jase is a total mess about him trying to unalive himself again. And I’m sick of the fucking bullshit.

I wait a few minutes and am about to hop out when Cara reappears and runs into a girl her age. She drops something and the girl picks it up. Cara looks horrible; pale, sweaty and is that vomit on her hoodie? I climb from the truck and move closer, but keep far enough back she won’t see me. I’m glad I kept the shades and my hat on.

“Cara, what's going on? Are you pregnant?” The girl asks her and she freezes, looking into her eyes.

“I don’t know. Maybe?” she whispers, before breaking down into sobs. I watch frozen as the girl wraps her arms around Cara and moves them closer to the wall. A man bumps into me, pulling me back to the present. I spin on my heels and run back to the truck, climbing into the driver’s seat. I slam the door shut then lock it for good measure.

Oh fuck! Holy fuck! I grip the strands of my hair tight and let the panic take me. Cara, pregnant? No. This can’t be real. No, she said maybe; she doesn’t know yet. I take some deep breaths in and let them out. I grab the bottle again and take another deep gulp. I watch as they leave and walk around the corner. I’m in no state to drive, so I lay my seat back and decide a nap is in order. I’ll see her when I sleep some of this booze off.

e

My phone ringing wakes me from my impromptu nap.

“Hello,” I grumble and Jase starts swearing from the other line.

“Where are you? Are you seriously day drinking East? What the fuck? Lay decided to have himself committed, and I need you and you're nowhere to be found. What could be more important than your own brother, your twin?” He chokes on the last word and the sobbing begins again. Don’t get me wrong I love my brother and I would kill for him, but the depressive state he’s been in this past week is too much. I lost Cara too, but I’m not allowed to show my grief and guilt, because technically I broke her heart months ago when I decided to start sleeping with the enemy.

Well newsflash, I haven’t touched Penny with my dick. Fingers, that's another story, but my cock has stayed away from her greedy little paws, no matter how much she’s begged.

“Jase, I love you brother, but I can’t do this right now. There is bigger shit going on than you having a breakdown. Nut up and get over it. Lay will be okay. Listen to what he said. He wants to go there for help. Yes, I talked to him as well. He knew you would freak out. Just let him get better, brother. Then you can work things out, okay? I love you but I have to go. I’ll be home in a few days.” I hang up before he can respond, and I know it’s a dick move, but it’s the right move. He’s been watching, protecting and taking care of Layton for too many years. I don’t think he knows what to do with his impending free time. Maybe he can work on fixing things with Cara, because I know this won’t be a one man job. Especially if she has a bun in the oven.

e

I knock on Cara’s front door and wait for someone to answer. She just walked inside so I know she’s there. Fuck it! I turn the handle and slowly open the door. Voices sound from the other room and I take a deep breath. I know I need to stop following her and just nut up and go talk to her. I still don’t have a clue what I’m even going to say. I love her. There's no doubt about that, but is that enough? Will she ever forgive me? Want to be with me? And what if she’s pregnant? I know I can’t be the father since we haven’t slept together in months, but that wouldn’t matter to me. I push the door farther waiting for someone to catch me. I open my mouth to shout hello, when Cara speaks.

“I’m pregnant.” Something shatters and it feels as though I may throw up. I walk back outside and hurl over the banister. When the contents of my stomach have covered Frankie’s rose bushes, I turn and quietly shut the front door, before racing down the steps and back to my truck. Holy fuck! A baby. Cara is going to have a baby! I start up the engine then crawl down the gravel driveway til I reach the main road then I gun it until I reach the highway.

If there is going to be a baby, then there's someone I need to talk to. I think it’s finally time to come clean about what happened that night. To get Penny off our backs for good. I hit the button for my bluetooth and wait for the beep.

“Call Dad, mobile,” I say and let the tremble in my hands shake the wheel.

“East, what can I do for ya son?” my father barks out in his gruff, no bullshit tone. I take another deep breath, then reply.

“We need to talk. I’m on my way to you. See you tomorrow.” I swing by a local gas station and grab some energy drinks, snacks and gas. I also fill up a gas can. I ain’t stopping till I reach Terrell Hills, TX. My hometown. This is too important. It can’t wait any longer.

e

I reach the large iron gate and groan. I don’t have the beeper and it’s super late. I roll down my window and hit the buzzer. A soft, tired voice answers and I tell her my name. She buzzes me in, and I start the five minute drive to the front door. Okay it’s more like three, but after driving for fifteen hours you tend to become delirious and exaggerations are allowed. Would have been here sooner but of course there was fucking construction.

A young woman answers the door and shows me to my father’s office.

“He’s been waiting for you, sir,” she says with a small blush. I roll my eyes, then enter without knocking. He’s zipping his fly and tucking his shirt in. Surprise, surprise he’s fucking the new maid. He rounds his desk and pulls me into a tight hug. He’s always been affectionate to me. Jase not so much. I wonder if he'll still be as attentive and loving when he knows the truth.

“Son, good to see you. But I have to say your phone call was disconcerting. What’s on your mind?” I give him a squeeze, breathing in his spicy cologne in case it’s the last time, then step back and take a seat on one of his leather armchairs directly in front of his massive desk.

“I was hoping to do this in the morning. I'm dog tired,” I start. “But I guess now is as good a time as any.”

He moves over to the drink cart in the corner and pours us a finger of scotch, before coming back my way and handing it to me. He takes the seat beside me and gives me his full attention.

I down it, then look him in the eyes.

“The summer before senior year, we buried a body, and since then we’ve been being blackmailed.” I watch as his eyes widen but he doesn’t interrupt me. I place my glass on the small table between us and continue. “We’ve had to do some crazy, fucked up shit to keep it quiet, and I can’t do it anymore.” I take a deep breath and wring my hands the way Cara always seemed to do. “I fell in love, so did Jase and Layton. We all fell for our recent target. She’s so sweet and compassionate. She didn’t deserve what we had to do. I tried to keep her safe to save her from Penelope’s wrath.” At the sound of her name his face goes pale. He clears his throat and gulps his drink down.

“Penelope Smith? She’s the one blackmailing you?” I nod and try to continue but he cuts me off. “You must do everything she says son. You’re not the only one she’s got by the balls. That girl is true evil if I ever did see it.” I furrow my brow and he stands, pouring us some more scotch, before bringing it back and telling me his own twisted past.

“That’s bullshit,” I roar and jump to my feet ready to storm out. He grabs my arm and holds me back pleading. “No, Dad. I will never marry that manipulative bitch. I love Cara. I want to be with Cara. I want to raise her baby, no matter if I’m it’s uncle. It doesn’t matter because she's the one for me.”

He drops my arm and runs his hand through his hair. “Baby? What baby, Easton?” My eyes go wide and I realize what I just said. Shit! I run my hand down my face and sit back down.

“Cara is pregnant. I just found out. She left campus because of what we did to her, and I went to talk to her and found out she’s pregnant. I haven’t told the guys yet, just you. Didn’t even mean to tell you. Fuck I’m tired,” I groan and he sighs with relief.

“Don’t tell them.”

What?

He holds his hand up, “From what you have said, your brother and that ‘friend’ of his are having a rough go of things. This will only make things worse, Easton. If you care for this girl like you say you do, don’t send some emotionally unstable boys after her.” He pauses and looks out the window. The night sky is void of stars tonight, so I don’t know what he’s looking for.

“If I know Penny, this is just the ammo she’ll need to annihilate that poor girl. Marry Penny. I know it’s not what you want, but sometimes it’s what's best. And let Cara come to you in her own time. Who knows, maybe she’s not even keeping it.”

I shudder at that thought and stand up, turning towards the door.

“I’m disappointed in you Father,” I say, before ripping his door open and striding through the empty halls.

Marry Penny? He is out of his damn mind. I may have considered it once, back when she was kind and my friend. She was a completely different person back then, but quickly turned into a cruel bitch. But now I’ve seen what a loving, caring girlfriend is like. Not a devious, manipulative snake like she is. I will never go back.

After that exhausting conversation with my dad, I leave his home office and climb the stairs to my old bedroom. I crack open the door and groan. It doesn’t look like I ever left for college. Everything's as if it’s not been touched. A shrine of my past self. I move over to the bathroom I shared with Jase and walk through until I reach his bedroom. Fuck! I hope he never comes back here. Where his bed used to be is a large desk full of fabric samples and a yoga mat lies where his dresser used to be. It seems our mother couldn’t use one of the other eight bedrooms on this floor. She had to erase every piece of Jase and turn his room into her workspace...gym… I’m honestly not sure. It looks like some designer threw up in here, mixing a juice bar with a home gym. I close the door and lock it, then flip the shower on.

I strip down to my boxers and toss my clothes in the hamper for our new maid slash mistress for my father. I swear they keep getting younger and younger. This one looks like she’s still in high school. I quickly rinse off then, walk back into the bedroom, climb under the covers and pass out.

The next day I keep to myself. I don’t want to run into my father after what he told me last night. I knew that he and Penny’s father always thought we would be a good match. But things have changed, and just because she videotaped him with his dick in some underage boy doesn't mean I’m going to marry her manipulative ass. The nerve he had to say, “Just take one for the team son. Please.” I don’t know what I’m more angry about, the fact he dismissed my feelings for Cara, his concern that she may be having a Hawthorne baby, that he was more worried about his own ass than what I disclosed about Kyna, or that it was one of my teammates. He gives Jase so much shit about Lay and here he is, fucking guys too. Talk about a hypocrite.

Fuck, I need to calm down. I pull a joint out of my guitar case and light it up then pick up my acoustic and strum some chords. I haven’t written anything new since Cara. I still don’t have any lyrics coming to mind, but a melody is forming.

A knock on the door has me moving from the window seat and lying my guitar on the bed. I dump the joint in the sink, then stride over and open my bedroom door, not expecting to see Penny. She rushes into my arms and plants a kiss on my lips before I can stop her.

“Penny, what are you doing here?” I choke out after she’s done molesting my mouth. She gives me a crocodile smile, and I know I’m not going to like what’s next.

e

I sit down with my parents and Penny’s parents. My father called them. Thought it was time to get together and have a family dinner. How nice of him. NOT!

I listen to their bullshit conversations and choke down this bland shit my mom insisted on serving us all for dinner, when Penny mentions something about not letting legacies join anymore. Like she has that kind of power to change hundred-year-old sorority bylaws. I go to interject but her mother surprises me.

“Oh, Carson Matthews? How is that sweet girl? She was always a joy during the mother-daughter luncheons. Well, before her twit of a mother got sick that is. Then they stopped coming. Shame really, since I would have loved for Cara and Penny to have played more. Maybe she could have rubbed off on her a bit. She always was kind and caring, not a spoiled brat like my Penelope here.”

My eyebrows raise, and I glance at Penny. She has a tight grip on her champagne glass stem. I'm watching for it to snap. She places a complacent smile on her face and nods at her mother’s backhanded insults.

I clear my throat and wipe my mouth, before answering Penny’s mother, Peony. Yeah, I snort every time I have to say her name. Just another pretentious uppity Stepford wife. “Last I heard she was doing well. She left campus and returned home though due to some scandal.” I wave my hand in the air as if it’s not important, and she takes her cloth napkin in her hand and holds it over her mouth in an overexaggerated gasp.

“Oh my, how unfortunate.” Then she looks at her daughter. “I guess Cara won’t be taking the reins from you after all, dear. You better get that other one...what's her name? Eleanor...no that’s not right.” She trails off in thought, and I close my eyes for a quick blink to hide my eye roll.

“Ella,” I offer and she claps.

“Yes, dreadful girl, but she is the only other legacy that's worthy I suppose.”

Penny goes to respond, but we're saved by Mandy and the dessert cart. Finally, something I can eat. My mother seems to be on a health kick again. I fucking hate tofu.

We finish our keto-friendly chocolate cake, which wasn’t half bad when paired with thirty-year-old scotch, and then said goodnight to our parents. It seems Penny is staying the night with me tonight and catching a ride back to campus in the morning. I enter my room and immediately take off my tie. I hate formal dinners. I would much rather be kicking back in Kansas around a wooden table full of southern home cooking and laughter. Rocking a pair of jeans and band tee. I slide over to the bathroom and grab my sweats from earlier. I don’t bother with a shirt since I’m going to bed and shut the bathroom door before Penny gets any ideas. I lock it, then turn and sit on the counter. I pull out my phone and scroll through my photos. Cara’s baby blues shine back at me. She was always so oblivious when she got into writing lyrics. She’d tune the whole world out and softly hum whatever melody was playing in her head.

Now I can picture her sitting in a rocking chair and humming to her baby. Fuck! A baby. I still can’t wrap my head around it. I know I need to tell the guys, but my dad said it would just make Jase and Lay spiral more, and I kinda agree with that. I shut my phone down and place it on the counter. I really don’t want to go back out there. Maybe we can just get a head start back to school tonight. It’s only a two hour drive.

I leave the bathroom and Penny is standing there with a scowl on her face and hands on her hips.

“Well, I’m waiting. Aren’t you going to ask? Bring up what my mother said?”

I blink slowly for a moment and give her my shark smile.

“Yeah, what was that all about? If you knew Cara and vise-versa how come she didn’t say anything?”

She rolls her eyes and looks at her nails, avoiding my eyes.

“We were five and seven. Like she would remember that. Not like I could ever forget though. It was always Cara this, and Cara that or Cara never would have thrown a fit in Bloomingdale's just for a pair of sunglasses, really Penelope you should be ashamed of yourself. I wish Cara was my daughter. Ya know she would have been if her bitch of a mother didn’t steal my man.”

What the fuck!? My mind is racing and things are finally starting to make sense. Why Penny immediately had it out for a sweet, innocent girl. Why she didn’t want her around.

“Are you seriously telling me that I ruined what could have been the best thing in my brother’s life,” and mine, “just because you were jealous?” I ask in exasperation and she scoffs.

“I’m not jealous!” she screams at me, and I laugh. Though I feel like crying. She ruined the best thing in our lives in a long time, because her mother compared them. She’s not just evil, she's insane. And my poor ass is stuck with her.

Maybe Lay had the right idea. The only way we will be free of Penelope Smith is if we’re dead and buried.


Thirteen
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Jase

“Jase I love you brother, but I can’t do this right now. There is bigger shit going on than you having a breakdown. Nut up and get over it. Lay will be okay. Listen to what he said. He wants to go there for help. Yes, I talked to him as well. He knew you would freak out. Just let him get better, brother. Then you can work things out okay. I love you but I have to go. I’ll be home in a few days.” Tears roll down my cheeks as my twin destroys what little hope I have left. The phone disconnects before I can beg for him to come back and help me. Being alone in this big empty house, sleeping in Lay’s bed without him there is not helping things. I can’t believe he chose to leave too. I know in the back of my mind this will be good for him. But I have always been the one to hold his hand through everything. I don’t know what to do with myself while he is becoming independent. We've been through so much shit over the years and I need him to still need me.

The front door slams open and footsteps pound up the stairs. I sit up and wipe my eyes, but I know one look at me and they'll see how much of a mess I am. I’m still in the clothes I left the hospital in three days ago, and I haven't showered. Plus all the empty liquor bottles on the bed won’t help matters.

I hold my breath as I wait for whoever is home to crash into my pity party. The door swings open and the last person I expected to see is standing before me. He has a scowl on his face and he looks almost as bad as me.

“What are you doing here, Xavier?” I ask, my voice sounding like gravel. He scoffs, then kicks an empty pizza box out of the way before taking a seat on the corner of the bed.

“I’m here to help you, but fuck Jase, you reek. Go take a shower. Then you and I are going to talk about the manipulative bitch who has all your balls in a vice.” My eyes widen at that and my pulse races. How does he know about Penny and the blackmail? Bile rises in my throat and I stumble from the bed to the bathroom, emptying the contents of three days worth of fast food and alcohol.

Xavier shoves in behind me and turns the shower on. He grabs my shoulder and tugs me from the ground, before tossing me under the ice cold stream.

“Fuck!” I shout, because that shit is freezing. He leaves me there shivering, dripping in my wet sweatpants and white shirt, which is now a second skin.

“We’re all a little fucked up man, but you need to snap out of it. You’re supposed to be a king. So start fucking acting like it. I’ve lost too much because of you, and if you didn’t look so pathetic I would kick your ass until you were in the hospital breathing from a tube. Wake the fuck up and let’s take a bitch down.”

I wince at that image. It wasn’t long ago that I saw Lay in the same position.

I turn the water to warm and nod. “Sounds like a fantasy to me, Xavier. You can’t take Penny down. She's like a tapeworm. Buries herself so far into your body that you don’t know she’s there until she’s draining the life out of you slowly. She’s a parasite, and one day she will control the world.”

He rolls his eyes and turns to leave. “Hurry the fuck up!” he shouts before slamming the door. I lean back against the cool tile and let the water warm me up. I have a bitch of a headache and now that Xavier is here and wants to chat, I know it’s not going to go away.

I was just wishing for someone to be here so I didn’t feel so alone, but now I regret it. I guess that saying is true… be careful what you wish for.

I move away from the shower wall and peel my clothes off, leaving them on the ground with a splat. I’ll deal with them later, or maybe I won't, who knows. Who cares? I quickly wash away this week’s sweat and grime, then reach for a towel, shutting the water off. I bring it to my face and pause. It smells like Lay. I hold it to my mouth to muffle my sobs and sit my ass down on the cold floor.

I really fucking miss him. I miss Cara too, but almost losing Lay like the way that I did was too much.

“Bro, what the fuck you doing in there? Get your ass out here,” Xavier shouts and I groan. Why, why today did he decide to storm in like a bat out of hell and decide I’m the one he’s going to annoy?

“Yeah, yeah keep your fucking pants on,” I growl and he laughs through the door.

“No worries there man. I’m not into the D like you.”

I snort and a smile cracks my face for the first time in weeks. I stand and swing the door open, wrapping the towel around my waist. “You’re an asshole, man,” I say without any malice and he gives me his signature smirk. I push him out of the way and walk over to the closet. Half the things in here are mine, just like half the things in my closet are Lay’s. I grab whatever is clean and throw them on, before returning. Xavier has made himself at home on the bed and is flipping through TikTok.

“Make yourself at home man,” I scoff and he shoots me a wink. Cocky asshole. I don’t know what Cara saw in him, but then again I don’t know what she saw in any of us. For someone so pure hearted she chose the most broken, soulless men. Well except for Connor. I really don’t know what his issue is.

“Okay, so from what Ella has told me—”

“Wait Ella? She’s the one that ratted me out? How the fuck does she know?” I growl and Xavier holds his hand up.

“Are you finished?” he snaps. I shut my mouth and clench my fists.

“As I was saying, Ella was extremely drunk and spilled some interesting secrets about Penelope Smith. I know she’s blackmailing you, Jase. I know what happened the night of Valentine’s wasn’t all your fault. I want revenge and I want proof so I can get my girl and my best friend back. So what do you say? Will you help me?” He sits up on the bed and looks me straight in the eye, holding out his hand. I don’t bother shaking it and move over to the other side. Where Lay slept.

“Put your hand away asshole,” I grunt. He drops his hand and lies on his side, elbow propped up and gives me his attention. “I’ve kept this between us for so long. Tried to keep everyone safe, but what's the point? You want to know the truth, Xavier?”

He nods and I cover my face with my hands, thinking back to that night.

“We need help. I’ll go get Easton. He'll know what to do. You stay here and start to wipe down everything. The house is mostly cleared out or they are in their rooms,” I tell Lay trying to contain my panic. He’s on the verge of a meltdown, and I know I need to be strong for the both of us right now.

“You want to hide this?” he asks, as if I just suggested something appalling. Fuck! I did, did I seriously suggest wiping the crime scene. What am I thinking right now? The drugs are still flowing through my system and I’m having trouble focusing. Lay looks like he’s bathed in a rainbow. It reminds me of skittles. I wonder if he tastes as good. No! Focus Jase. I look him in the eyes.

“Yes. No. I don’t know, Lay,” I try to choke out calmly but I’m struggling. He nods then rushes from the room. I pull on my shorts, then lay a sheet over Kyna. I close her eyes at the last moment and let my tears fall.

“I am so sorry,” I whisper. How the hell did this happen? Did she overdose? I shake my head a few times and try to focus. I need my brother. I need East. I leave the room, shutting the door. I check that the coast is clear and take a deep breath. East’s room is two doors down and I pray he’s not fucking Penny right now. I shuffle along the wall as if that will keep me hidden and gently knock on the door. I wait a few minutes, but no one answers.

I take a deep breath then open the door a crack. It’s dark but the sliver of light shining through the window shows my brother and Penny passed out. I rub my hand down my face and moan at the sensation. I really need these drugs to wear off, like right now. How long do these effects last? Shuffling into the room, I stumble over some shoes and land on my ass. I rub my buttcheek, biting my lip to hide my groan. Wow that feels amazing. No, focus Jase. I crawl over to where East is lying.

“East, I need you brother. Please wake up.” I give him a gentle shake and speak to him as quietly as I can. He grumbles, but opens his eyes. He’s learned to be a light sleeper. This isn’t the first time I’ve snuck into his room in the middle of the night. Usually it’s after a fight with our dad, not a dead body in the next room though.

“J, what’s going on?” he mumbles, and I cover his mouth, pointing at Penny, then placing a finger over my lips telling him to be quiet. He nods and I remove my hands.

“Let me fucking guess,” Xavier snaps and I stop talking. I wipe a tear from my cheek and wait for the explosion I feel coming. “You staged an accident to hide the fact an innocent girl died during a threesome and Penny found out,” he scoffs with disgust and I shake my head. I wish that was what happened.

“We buried her deep in the woods. Her parents assumed she ran away. We didn’t find out Penny knew, let alone videotaped us digging the hole, until a month later, when she blackmailed us into screwing over the leader of her bitch posse.”

Xavier’s eyes widen and his nostrils flare. “Cara wasn’t your first target. Was she?”

I shake my head and he lunges at me. He grips my throat and I don’t bother fighting back. I’m so tired. I’m tired of the constant looking over my shoulder. Waiting for the next threat to come out of nowhere. He releases me and I take a gulp of air in.

“We work together. Get the proof I need. Then you stay the fuck away from me and my girl. You don’t deserve someone like Cara. Now get up, you're coming with me to talk to Connor.”

I sigh but listen because even though he may not know it… Xavier has me by the balls too.
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We went and found Connor and that didn’t play out as well as Xavier hoped. I don’t know what’s going to happen with them and Cara but I wish them luck. She deserves to have people who would do anything to protect her, rather than allow her to be humiliated and destroyed. I never deserved her. It was all an amazing dream. One I never wanted to end.

Lay comes home today and these past few weeks have been hell, but it’s only going to get worse. I sit on the sofa glancing at my watch every three minutes. I’m not ready for this to happen, but it needs to.

The doorknob jiggles, and I know Lay is home. I take a deep breath in and prepare myself. What’s one more stab to my heart these days.

“J, where were you?” Lay asks the moment he walks in the door and finds me on the couch. I avoid his eyes and stare at the blank TV. “I waited for you. I thought you said you were picking me up?” he keeps talking but I don’t acknowledge him. Too much has gone on in the last twenty-four hours and I’m not sure what to do at the moment.

The sound of a bag dropping on the hardwood and his pissed off steps coming my way, finally have me glancing his way. “Are you still fucking mad at me? Because I needed to go away and get some help? Grow the fuck up, Jase Hawthorne,” he fumes and I know I should be talking him down right now, but I can’t.

I clear my throat and look him in his emerald eyes.

“Xavier and Connor know about Kyna.” I don’t say another word and turn back to the TV. A body plops next to me, and I sigh. He doesn’t touch me and I yearn to wrap him in my arms, but I know that’s not the right call. He’s working on himself becoming stronger and I am so proud, but I’m barely holding shit together and I don’t want to bring him back down.

“I love you Lay. I always will, but I think you need to leave. You need to go find Cara and make things better. Be with her. She will love you and take care of you,” I mumble, fighting back the tears that are threatening to fall. “I can’t be your person anymore. I’m sorry.” I stand from the couch, grab my hoodie from the chair and walk out the door. Something smashes inside and I know it’s not just Lay’s heart that I caused to break.

I love that broken boy with all my heart. I always will, but I’m not the one for him. He deserves the world, and Cara can give him that. I wish I could have that too, but it’s just not in the cards for me.

I climb in my truck and start the long drive home. It’s time my father knew the truth and I accept the consequences.


Fourteen
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Carson

“That actually sounds like the perfect thing right now Memph. I’m just not sure I could handle all those people watching me,” I tell him as I bite my nail, considering his offer. Me being a part of Whiskey Kiss? Sounds crazy. I move my hand over my flat belly and sigh.

“Shortcake, you were born to be on stage. Plus I'll be with you every step of the way.”

Tears fill my eyes and I sniffle.

“I’ve missed you so much,” I whisper and cringe. I forgot I was on speakerphone.

“I’ve missed you too, Cara. I can’t wait to see you. Say you’ll come! Please! I’m seriously considering coming to Kansas and begging you. It’s a total shitshow here. I need you… we need you.” He takes a breath and I smile. This is insanity. Am I seriously considering going on tour with Whiskey Kiss? My backup plan was always to join his team and write for him and the band. But to sing? I never imagined going that far.

“Please, shortcake,” he whispers softly and I groan. Now is the worst time for this, but maybe I can save up some cash and support us on my own. I need to contact the guys and let them know, but I still need some time. I’m just waiting for the random pop in. I know it’s coming soon. Going to Tennessee and then on tour is a great way to avoid any more awkward confrontations.

“I have a lot going on here, but I will come and attempt to help you. I don’t know how this is going to play out, Memphis…” I pause and sigh, “but I'll try because you’ve always been there for me when I needed you.”

He whoops and a few cheers sound down the line as well.

This will be good for me, for us. Plus Memphis and I really need to talk about what happened at Thanksgiving. I hate us not talking. I miss my best friend.

“You are my savior. This is going to be amazin’. I can’t wait to show you around Nashville. And the shows. The adrenaline after a performance is like no other. You're going to love it. So…when can you come?”

e

“I have to go, Dad. I'm sorry, but this isn't just my life on the line anymore.” I gently place my hands over my belly and sniffle. Standing in front of me pleading, he wipes a tear from my cheek.

“Please Carson. Don't do this. I don't care about what happened in Texas, or who the father is. Stay here and Frankie and I will help raise the baby.” I shake my head and back away.

“This is your home Cara. You don’t need to run away, babygirl.” He tries again to change my mind, but he can’t. I think this is what’s best.

"Thank you for always being there for me, but I need to try and at least see if Nashville welcomes me as warmly as it did Memphis. I need to at least attempt to do something with my life before things change." He gives my stomach a pointed look and closes his eyes.

"Does he know?" he asks, opening his eyes and showing me how much I'm breaking his heart right now. I shake my head no and he sighs, "Baby girl, you need to tell him. He's expecting you to join the band. How are you going to perform with a baby? Not to mention a tour?" He looks to Frankie for help but she just gives him a small smile. We already talked at length about everything. I told her what happened in Texas and my feelings for Memphis. She confessed to seeing some things on my social media. She was worried about why I returned and did some snooping. She promised not to tell my dad, and I hope she keeps that promise. I have since deactivated all my social media accounts and flagged the bullies who insisted on keeping the drama going. I’ve been gone for two weeks now, and my phone is still blowing up with all sorts of horrible things.

"I won't start showing for a few months. I will let him know, but for now I need to try and do this to support us. I know you are always here if I fall, but I need to at least try. Please Dad, just try and understand."

He throws his hands up and storms out the back door, the screen slamming shut in his wake. I wince from the noise and shut my eyes, letting the tears fall. I know I'm breaking his heart, but everything will be okay. I have faith. I open my eyes and move towards the hallway. My bags are packed and ready to go. I was planning to leave tonight, but I think I’ll just get a head start now.

Frankie pops her head out of the kitchen, stopping me from leaving. She glances my way and gives me a soft smile, gesturing me to come back. I move over to the table, waiting for her to start the begging and pleading again, but she surprises me. Pulling me into a hug she lifts her palm to my cheek, looking into my eyes.

”Don't break my baby's heart, okay? He loves you more than you know.”

I pause at that and notice the tears she's holding back. I give her a nod and she sighs, stepping back. She gives me a quick kiss on the forehead, then heads out to comfort my dad. I sit at the kitchen table no longer holding back my sobs. How did this happen? How did everything turn so wrong?

I stare at the kitchen wall getting lost in memories of my mama and me baking cookies while singing silly songs I would make up. I place my hand on my belly and look up to the ceiling.

“Mama, if you can hear me, please watch over us as we go on an ultimate adventure. I really wish you were here,” I whisper aloud, then slowly stand from the bench and move towards the stairs. I need to grab my bags, and get a head start on the long trip. Nashville here I come. Please don’t let this be a colossal mistake.

But first, I step outside ready to make the twenty minute walk. There’s one more place I need to go before leaving.
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Everyone says things happen for a reason. If that’s true, then what reason was there for all the pain and heartbreak in my short life? Every time I think I’m finally going to have a happy ever after something or someone comes swinging, knocking me to my ass and proving me wrong. I thought the day I lost my mama would be the worst possible thing I would go through. I should have known better, but never in my wildest dreams did I imagine this.

I glance around the deserted cemetery, hesitating to continue walking towards the plot. Tears blur my eyes, and I feel sick to my stomach. Too young. Taken way too soon. My eyes pause on the cold cement as I lift my head to the stormy sky.

The weather today is a perfect example of all the emotions running through me right now. Grey clouds with moisture heavy in the air and tornado warnings on the horizon. I shouldn’t be here. I should be back in my dorm room with Sassy, watching some dramatic show and drinking tequila. Nursing my broken heart with junk food and a hangover in the morning. Instead, I’m standing here in an empty graveyard, wishing I had one more moment to say how much I love and miss the time we spent together, and that I’m sorry. Sorry for letting them down and not being there when they needed me most.

I toss my bags on the ground and sit, staring at the inevitable, taking my boots off, I wiggle my toes in the soggy grass. The walk has given me some blisters, and I sigh with relief. My phone buzzes, but I ignore it. I shouldn’t have come here alone. I know even though he was upset, he would have been here with me, or at least given me a ride, but I needed to do this alone.

The wind blows, shaking the trees in the cool breeze, alerting me of how long I've been sitting here staring into space. I need to get this over with before I get stormed on. Climbing to my feet I walk towards the gravestone I wish wasn’t standing there…

If I had a sledgehammer, I would tear it down.

A honk pulls me from the grief and despair rolling through me much like this storm that’s now decided to start sprinkling. I turn to walk to the bus station, when my dad pulls up out front of the cemetery in his truck. He rolls the window down and wipes his eyes.

“I may not agree with what you're doing darlin’, but I still love you and will always stand by your side. So hop in, like hell I would make you and my grandbaby walk to the station. Especially in this weather. Are you crazy?”

I laugh and feel a huge weight lift from my shoulders. He hops out and grabs my bags, tossing them in the back seat, then gives me a hug that I swear squeezes the life from me. I pat his back and hold him tighter. “I love you, Daddy.”

He sniffles and looks away, opening my door for me, then gently closes it and rushes to his side. Climbing in, he shakes some of the water from his hair and gives me a look.

“Only my child would decide to run away during a tornado warning,” he mutters under his breath, before pulling away from the curb and starting the short drive. “I want you to call me every night, and Frankie and I will be visiting once a month,” he says immediately.

“Okay, that sounds fair,” I reply, but he’s not done.

“One more thing Cara, you need to tell him. Do not let him depend on you when you know this is on a time limit. It’s his career on the line.” Oh shit, he’s right. Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this. I nod and pause. Maybe this is a mistake. He grabs my hand and gives me a quick squeeze grounding my wild thoughts. I take a deep breath of the vanilla scented air freshener and nod.

“Yeah, Dad. I promise I’ll tell him. Just give me a few days to settle in.”

We don’t say anything more and soon we’re pulling up to the bus station. I climb out and turn to give him a wave, but he shuts his truck off, and swings the door open.

“Are you sure you have everything?” He grabs my bags and places them at my feet. I glance down. Yeah, basically everything I brought back from college are in those bags.

“Yeah Dad. If I need anything I’ll let you know, or I’ll go buy it.”

He pulls me into his arms and holds me tight. I glance back at the station. Shit. I'm going to miss the bus.

“I have to go Dad, otherwise I’ll have to wait for the later bus.” He lets me go and kisses my forehead.

“I love you baby girl. Be safe, and call me. I will be checking in with Memphis as well.”

I laugh and give him one more hug. “Relax, big guy. I got this.”

He laughs and chucks me under the chin. I back away, grab my bags, and hustle to the bus window.

“Can I help you?” a bored woman says while playing a game on her phone. I hand her my credit card and wait for her to give me attention.

“One ticket to Nashville please,” I say when she puts her phone down.

“One way or round trip?” I think that over for a moment. Maybe I should do a round trip in case this bites me in the ass... No, I got this.

“One way,” I whisper. She nods, prints me my pass, then goes back to her phone.

“Good luck, Carson.” I pause and take her in more. Oh shoot I know her. Ugh my head is a mess.

“Thanks Di,” I tell her quickly, then rush to my bus. It leaves in ten minutes. I find a seat in the middle and pull out my pillow. I don’t know if it’s a pregnancy symptom or everything that has happened in the last four days, but I'm exhausted. I feel as if I could sleep for two weeks. I close my eyes and I’m asleep before the bus even rolls out of the station.


Fifteen
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Layton

I watch as Jase walks out the door. I bite my lip to hold in my cry. He doesn’t deserve anymore of my tears. Turning around, I grab the first thing I can find. The TV smashes to the ground, but I don’t feel any better. My emotions are in turmoil inside me and I want to destroy all the good memories we shared. I continue to let the anger get the best of me and I must have blacked out and lost my sense of time.

“What the fuck?!” East roars, when he enters the house. I don’t bother looking up. It’s too painful. Seeing his face will only remind me that my soulmate just walked out on me. My shoulders shake and I let the tears fall.

“Lay, are you okay? What the hell happened?” East rushes to my side, and goes to touch me but I flinch away.

“Please don’t touch me,” I grit out and he freezes, hand in midair, and pulls it back. I wipe my eyes and climb to my feet, still not looking his way. I glance around at the destruction and groan. My wrist and ribs are throbbing. I’ve destroyed the living room and part of the entryway.

“Hey J, where are you? I think you need to get back here quickly. Lay is having some kind of breakdown,” East says and I turn, showing him all my anger.

“Don’t bother. He left me.” I laugh but it’s hollow and point to my chest. “He left me; after everything he’s done. If anyone was going to leave, it should have been me.” I shake my head and sigh. What am I going to do now? Jase Hawthorne has been in my life for ten years. He has been my person. My best friend. Before we even started dating he was the one I would always call. He was the one to hold me when I cried. If he’s gone and Carson left, who do I have now?

I need to hit something. Not only is East pissing me off, J broke my heart again and just decided to disappear. Like what the hell happened the few weeks I was gone?

I feel as though I’m spinning out of control. Everything I once thought was, is no more.

I turn and walk out the door, ignoring East’s calls for me to come back. I wander for a few minutes before finding myself in front of Jhonson Hall. I continue on the path to the pizza place and pause at the spot where my life changed.

Running late to get back to East with his smoothie, I wasn’t watching where I was going and spilled his strawberry and spinach smoothie all over a hot as hell girl. She had blonde hair and the bluest eyes I ever saw. I was trying to push the smoothie off her and ended up grabbing her boobs. I was waiting for a smack, but she made me laugh with her sassy attitude. I didn’t know who she was until she told me her name.

I rub my eyes then keep moving. I knew from the moment I ran into Carson that this assignment was going to mess with my head, and my heart. I should have told Penny then and there that I couldn’t do something so malicious, so cruel to her. She was like a sunny day on this horrid campus.

I don’t know which is worse. Being without her, or having to see Penny’s smug face—which is a lot now that her and East are practically engaged. She is ecstatic that her competition is no longer around. I wish that she was no longer around.

My phone buzzes and I check to see if it’s J or Carson. It’s not.

“I went for a walk, East. I’m not going to go off and do something stupid again, so you can relax.” I snap and he sighs, “I just worry about you Lay. I may not be your lover but I am your friend. I’m here if you want to talk.” He hangs up and I turn my phone completely off.

One of the coping mechanisms my therapist suggested was going for walks to clear my head, but all this campus does is remind me of the things that I've lost. Maybe it’s time I left.

Carson had the right idea leaving Texas. I just wish she’d taken me with her.

e

The past two days have been hell. I thought the clinic was rough, but being alone with my thoughts has been ten times worse. I would much rather sit and discuss my feelings with a bunch of strangers than lie in a bed that smells like Jase, no matter how many times I wash the bedding.

How did everything go so wrong? I had hoped to come back home and work on my relationship with Jase. To get us to a better place. I know he messed up, and I was ready to talk things through. But to come home and be blindsided. Broken up with. I just don’t know what to do.

I thought going to the hospital and getting some help would be good for us, but it seems I only pushed him further away.

I need answers and since Jase isn’t going to give them to me, East will have to do.

I enter the small coffee shop and take a seat. He doesn’t make me wait long and takes the one across from me. If I thought I looked like shit, he definitely has me beat. “How was she?” I ask and he startles. I roll my eyes and sigh. “I’m not stupid, East. I know you disappeared. You may have visited home, but you didn’t go there first, did you?” I give him a shrug then accept the menu from the waitress that just appeared.

He groans and rubs his hand down his face. “I never got out of the truck. I watched her like a stalker for a few hours then left.” His left eye crinkles in the corner and I know he’s lying. But not completely. Something happened, but I don’t think he’s lying about not talking to her.

“I called her. She answered, but begged me to give her some time and space. After everything I can’t blame her.” I slam the menu on the table and stare him in the eyes. “Why East? Why did you guys do that and not tell me? I’ve been with you guys from the beginning of this nightmare. So why would you leave me out now?” I bite my lip as my eyes fill with tears. He looks down, then looks back up with his own watery eyes.

“Jase was supposed to take her on a date, then come back and fuck her. We knew about the cameras. He didn’t want to tell you because he knew how far you had fallen for Carson. He wanted to spare you from the aftermath.”

I scoff and run my hands through my messy blond hair. “Okay, when did you guys switch? Why did you end up with Carson that night?” I’m still so confused.

He closes his eyes and sighs. “Jase came downstairs, he needed a condom from the ‘rubber drawer’. I was in a mood and made him feel like shit for hurting Cara. In the end he couldn’t go through with it. Said he was falling in love with her… so I did what I always do. Stepped in and protected him. And I would do it again. I will always protect you guys.” He throws some cash on the table even though we haven’t ordered anything, then stands. “I hope you find her and she forgives you. It’s too late for me. But fuck, I wish it wasn’t.”

He turns and leaves the cafe as I sit here and try to understand. The waitress comes back but I wave her away. I guess that’s it then. School ends in a month, and I already have all my credits for graduation. Jase is MIA. There's nothing holding me here anymore.

One of the things they talked to us about in therapy is moving on. Letting go of the triggers of the past and moving forward. Is this really my next step? Leave Texas for good and go on a wild goose chase after the woman I love, who may slam the door in my face? Can my heart take anymore abandonment and disappointment?

Carson's face flashes through my mind. Her blue eyes that looked up at me with so much love and kindness. Her strong arms that would hold me tight when she knew I needed a hug. Her amazing heart and compassion.

I stand from the table and leave the cash for the waitress, before rushing out the door and jogging home, slamming through the door I run up the stairs. I grab two duffles and throw random shit in, ignoring Jase’s side of the closet, the hurt is still too strong. I wish he was coming with me, but I know someday we'll make amends and find our way back to each other. He’s my soulmate. Well, one of them.

Easton

“Penny, I am not in the mood for this shit right now!” I shout then slam the door. I can’t believe my dad is being blackmailed by her too. Jase called me tonight and told me he went home to tell our dad everything and he laughed in his face.

I know I should have told him what I did, but he’s going through enough right now. I can do this, I can handle Penny. Even when she makes me want to wring her neck.

I open my phone and send my dad another text. I can’t believe he had the nerve to not only treat Jase like shit, but tell me to try and get all the evidence or some dirt to use against her. To clear his name. What about our fucking names? Selfish piece of shit!

I’m fuming right now, and Penny nagging me is going to have me snapping. I can’t stand her, and the more time I spend beside her listening to her bitch and whine about who fucking cares what, I want to gag her or bury her in the ground. Either works, but one of those options would send me to prison for the rest of my life. Can’t have that. Though it’s tempting sometimes. I mean we do know how to hide a body.

“I’m sick of the bullshit East. You don’t think I know that you're here just to get dirt on me. I’m not an idiot.”

I sigh and move closer putting my devoted boyfriend mask back on. “I’m sorry babe, I’m just having a bad day. You’re right, I’m wrong.”

I finally concede just to get her to shut the hell up. One of the things Penny loves more than her fake tans and botox is arguing, and I’m starting to get another migraine. Maybe I can just shove my cock down her throat and she’ll finally be quiet. I snort, yeah that won’t happen. My dick has been a limp noodle since Cara.

I wrap her in my arms and give her a pout. She smiles and leans up to kiss me. I hide my disgust and swallow down the bile that wants to escape. She pulls back and runs her hand down to my dick. I will it to twitch, something, anything. Gah, I'm destined for a life of impotence and fantasies about the love of my life that I won’t get to ever slide into again. Ah there ya go buddy.

I start to harden but then Penny makes a noise and it goes limp again. She frowns and I know she is about to make a Cara comment, so I kiss her harder, then move to her neck, mumbling, “Fuck, I’m hungry. Let’s go get pizza or some shit at the Cafeteria,” I suggest and she pushes me back, rolling her eyes.

“If you think for one moment that I'm going to the cesspit, you’re crazy. I’ll take a salad from the place in town. They deliver for the Kippas. Just mention my name. You know what I like. But I want the..”

I cut her off. “Chicken cut up and dressing on the side. Yeah babe, I know. It’s all you ever eat.” She scoffs at that and moves towards my bedroom. I miss Cara. I miss her so much. She’s always on my mind and I want to kick my own ass for letting her get away.

I miss the way she would order a pizza just for herself and then eat it all and still want some of mine. Or the snacks she would demand during our study time. I don’t know why girls think it's unattractive to eat in front of guys. Seriously, all it does is make them look like little birds, picking at their damn food.

I glance around to check that Penny really went upstairs, then plop down on the couch and open my pictures again. I type in my passcode to my hidden albums and scroll through all the photos I have. Even the ones I took of her with the other guys when she didn’t know I was watching.

“East, are you listening to me? What is so important on your phone?” Penny snaps and I jump, quickly shutting my phone off. I turn her way and give her a smile.

“Was trying to reach Lay. Make sure he made it to Kansas okay.”

Her nostrils flare and she clenches her fists, before taking in a deep breath then relaxing. When she opens her hands I can see her nail imprints on her palms. She gives me a fake smile and nods. “Oh yes, I hope he’s happy with Cara. When will the food be here?”

I tell her twenty minutes and she goes back upstairs. I open up the Grubhub app and order our food. I don’t why she insists on hanging here. I need to get into her bedroom. The only time I’m allowed there is late at night after she’s been drinking. Maybe one night soon she'll pass out and I can do some snooping, but I doubt it. She’s perfected the art of holding her liquor. Just like her mother. Plus knowing her, she probably has cameras and shit all over her space.

Our food comes, and of course they didn’t cut her chicken up like I requested. I walk into the kitchen and chop it up into tiny little bites the way she likes it, then grab the bag of food and head up the stairs. She’s waiting on my bed in one of my T-shirts and sits up looking flushed and guilty when I walk in. I set the food on the nightstand and take the spot next to her.

“I was just remembering that day I stopped by and you fucked me to within an inch of my life then took me again in the shower,” she says with a sigh, then looks at me. “Do you think we will ever get back to that?” I shrug and she growls, before pushing me back against the pillows and straddling me.

“You had jumped in the shower leaving me so hot and dripping. I could have come just from a simple touch. I was about to finish myself off and I heard a groan from behind the curtain. I was so mad, but when I opened it and saw you touching that hard cock, I went feral. I pushed you against the tile and kissed you so hard I felt my lips bruising.”

She bends down and kisses me hard, grinding her hips on top of my dick, but he doesn’t budge. Pulling back, she leans down, nibbling on my neck until she reaches my ear.

“I wrapped my hand around your thick dick, barely able to hold it. I pulled you closer, then wrapped my leg around your asscheek and shoved your hard cock inside my dripping pussy. You felt amazing, so thick, my walls had to stretch to fit.” She keeps grinding on my lap, and I know she’s going to get frustrated.

She may be describing one of the times we fucked, but all I can picture is Cara in my brother’s bed as I took her virginity. I close my eyes and sigh.

I push in more trying to be gentle, but she still whimpers and winces. I pause and hold my breath. She feels incredible, tight, hot, the way she's contracting right now, I don’t think I will last long. “Holy shit, you're so big,” she pants out. I pull back a little, then push in more, breaking through the thin wall. She bites her bottom lip and cries out. A tear escapes her eye and I bend down to kiss it away.

“Ah there he is.” Penny moans getting herself off by grinding on my semi-hard dick. She kisses down my neck and I fake a groan to keep her there. She can give me as many hickeys in the world to mark me as hers as long as I don’t have to fuck her. I know she’s becoming impatient. I trail my fingers down her neck and grip her hair tight. She whimpers as I tug, bringing her eyes back to mine and she smiles. I used to be willing to kill to have her smile like that at me. To have her want me this way, but now that I know what true love feels like I can’t help but feel sorry for her. She loves games too much to actually let her walls down and let someone in.

She grew up learning how to be the perfect Stepford wife, and I think that is what has turned her into such a conniving, manipulative bitch. She wasn’t always like this. At one point she was my best friend. My first crush. I miss that girl.

She wiggles down the bed and runs her nails down my chest. I try and will my dick to get harder but he’s protesting. He only wants Cara, but he can’t have her. Until we get the evidence back from Penny, this is all we get.

What a miserable existence we’re destined to have.
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Memphis

“So tell me about her?” Dolly asks me when I enter the kitchen. She’s sitting there on the countertop, drinking coffee, wearing my shirt from yesterday. I bite my lip and take in her honey-colored hair. “Keep looking at me like that cowboy and we won’t be leaving this kitchen,” she says while spreading her legs, showing me she's not wearing panties. I move closer and step in between her thighs.

“Cowboy huh?” I can’t help but laugh. “If I remember correctly you were the cowgirl last night.” She smacks my arm and gently pushes me away, but I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her ass to the edge. I press my lips to hers, before biting the bottom one. She moans and grips my hair tighter, making me kiss her harder. I don’t know where that shy girl from the first night went, but Dolly has turned into a hellcat in the sheets and I can honestly say I'm not complaining.

We have been having a few issues lately, but ever since Cara agreed to join the tour Dolly has been the perfect booty call. I still won’t call her my girlfriend and we're not exclusive, but it’s nice having someone always around when I need to fuck.

I pull back from her and she grips my dick through my jeans, rubbing me. Moving her lips down my neck, leaving small bites. She loves to mark me. Show everyone I’m hers. Usually I would be throwing her on her ass, but I kinda like it. A phone vibrates on the counter, and I pull away with a groan, moving to grab it. It’s my mom. I swear she knows when Dolly and I are about to fuck. She’s interrupted us four times in the past few days.

“Hey,” I answer.

“Hi sweetheart, how are you?” she asks in her soft tone. Dolly hops off the counter with a roll of her eyes. She doesn’t like my mom and the feeling is mutual, which I don’t understand.

“I’m good. Just got home from rehearsal. Was going to order some dinner. How are you?” I ask ignoring Dolly as she stomps around the kitchen, being as loud as possible.

“I’m good honey. I miss you. I know you're busy. I just wanted to let you know that Cara is on her way to you. She decided to leave early and get settled before jumping into the studio with you guys. I’ll be honest honey, I don’t think this is what’s best for her right now. She’s going through some stuff. She’s not the same girl you remember. So just keep an eye on her okay?”

What’s wrong with Cara?

“Yeah, Mom. Of course I’ll watch her. Always.” She sighs down the line, and I catch the shake in her voice when she makes an excuse to get off the phone. She’s hiding something. She never was good at keeping secrets from me. I’ll have to do some investigating later. Maybe Cara knows. We hang up and I open my messages, pulling up my group chat with the band.

 

Me: Cara is headed to Nashville. Let’s give her the weekend then jump in the studio. I’m hoping to get some writing in with her.

Mikey: Hell yeah! Can’t wait to meet her in person. How’s Dolly taking this news? She’s becoming a bit clingy, man.

Alex: Is she single?

 

I growl at that and Dolly looks up from the takeout menu to give me a look.

 

Me: Doll is fine. Leave her to me. Cara is not available to the likes of any of you guys. Off limits!!!!

 

Mikey sends back some laughing emojis and Alex an eye roll one. I’m dreading tomorrow when we ship him off to rehab. He doesn’t know it’s coming. He thinks Cara is joining just to help us with some new tracks. This is what’s best for him. I care about the asshole. I just hope he doesn’t hate me in the end.

“So you never answered my question,” Dolly says, coming closer, reading over my shoulder with a scoff. I think back to what she asked earlier, but I’m drawing a blank. She must take my lost expression as a clue, because she giggles and rolls her eyes.

“I asked what your sister was like?” I cringe at the word sister, and she gives me a pout. I think of a way to describe my shortcake, but she’s indescribable.

“She’s funny, beautiful inside and out, talented, crazy smart. I think you guys will really get along.” At least I hope they will. Not gonna lie, I’m kinda freaking out about being alone with Cara.

I have Dolly and I think she still has her harem of men, but I still love her. Not sure that will ever change. And the fantasies lately with her and Lay have become hotter and hotter. I adjust myself just thinking about it.

“I’m sure we will. As long as she doesn’t touch my stuff, we'll be like two birds in a nest.” Stuff? Does that include me too? I can’t help but think that’s what she means. I give her a grin and move closer. I stand behind her and kiss her neck, before bending her over the counter. A gasp of air leaves her lips, as I run my hand up her thigh, under my shirt.

“Such a naughty little miss. No panties,” I growl into her ear. She shivers and moans when my hand grips her thigh tight. I lift it and place it on the counter, bent at the knee, leaving her pussy glistening just for my tongue to lick. I bend low and give her a few licks, staying away from where she wants me.

“Daddy, please,” she whines and I stop, backing away. Nope, not for me. She looks at me over her shoulder.

“What’s wrong?”

I shake my head and pull her off the counter. Nope, I will never do the daddy kink. I don’t kink shame, but the only person that will ever call me ‘Daddy’, is my kids. If I ever have any that is. “Memphis what happened?” she asks, furrowing her brow. I step away and go back to the takeout menus.

“You can call me Sir, Memphis, or God, but don’t ever call me Daddy,” I say, avoiding her eyes. She scoffs, and comes over to me, pissed. I roll my eyes and avoid her tantrum. She opens her mouth to say something, but I hold my hand up, cutting her off.

“Let’s table this for now. Cara will be here soon and I need to get her room ready.” I leave Dolly in the kitchen with her mouth gaping and stride over to my room. I think I’ll give Cara the one across from me. If what my mom said is true, I should keep an eye on her. I knew the last time I saw her something had changed, but she seemed happy. Deliriously so… what happened?

Carson

The bus pulls up to the Nashville station and I stand up to stretch. The guy next to me checks me out unashamedly and gives me a wink. I flush and look down at my ratty sweats. He’s cute, but I am anti-guy from this point on. I give him a small smile, then grab my bags and move down the aisle. I walk through the terminal and hail a cab. Memphis knows I’m coming, but he doesn’t know I left early. I probably should have given him a heads up, but even though I had blocked his number, somehow Jase is still blowing my phone up, so it’s off most of the time.

The cab driver stops and offers to take my bags but I decline. I haven’t packed much so I just toss it on the seat next to me. He shrugs but walks around and climbs back into the driver’s seat. It’s late, just past one a.m. But Nashville is poppin’. The bars are all open and have lines around the corners. There's a building completely lit up in green lights and some restaurants are even open. I can’t wait to explore my new home.

The cab pulls up to a skyscraper of a building and I gape in awe for a minute.

“Are you okay?” the driver asks, snapping me from my amazement. This place is incredible. I give him a nod and close my mouth.

“Yes, thank you. Keep the change,” I say after handing him an impressive tip. He hops out and opens my door, offering me his hand as if I'm royalty and he’s a limo chauffeur. I give him a small giggle and smile.

“Have a good night, Miss.”

I thank him, then turn to enter the building. Memphis mentioned they would give me my own apartment in his building, but I would much prefer to stay with him. I’m not ready to be on my own just yet, but probably soon I will have to be. A man in a uniform opens the door for me and tips his hat as I pass. I check in with the concierge and he asks for ID, before letting me through. I must make a sight. I haven't showered in two days and the ratty sweats I’m wearing, with a mustard stain on the pant leg and one of Memphis’ old hoodies aren’t something to be desired.

He enters the elevator with me and scans a badge giving us access to the penthouse. How big is this building? I watch as the levels light up, and when we finally stop I take a shaky breath then exit. I give the nice man a wave and thank him. He does this funny little bow that has my brows rising. I'm definitely not in Kansas anymore.

I knock on the door and wait. My hands tremble from the nerves. I haven't seen him in a few months, and I’m not sure how awkward this is going to be. The last time didn’t end well, with him and East having a screaming match. Not to mention, I honestly can't remember the last time we spoke before the few minutes last week. I’m still in shock over that phone call.

“Hey shortcake. How are you? So listen this is crazy out of the blue, but I know you're back home and I was wondering. No, I'm needing. Fuck, I'm really not making much sense. Okay, gonna shoot it straight. Alex is going to rehab and we need someone to take his place immediately. You were the only person that came to mind. So what do you say?”

I still can’t believe I said yes. This breakup must have made me go crazy or maybe it's the pregnancy. I’ve been doing some reading, and one thing mentioned my hormones will be all out of whack.

I wait a few minutes then knock again. Is he not home? This was a bad idea. I should leave. He's a country star now. I don’t know why he thought I would be a good match. Not to mention he won't want my drama. Who would?

I turn to leave, and the door swings open. A gorgeous brunette greets me with an attitude and pursed lips. She’s wearing a shirt I recognize as Memphis’ and no pants. This must be Dolly. Great, more drama with pretty, mean girls.

“Can I help you?” she says in a snotty voice.

I put my bag down, and run my hands through my unwashed greasy hair, hiding the cringe. Yeah, I really need a shower.

“Is Memphis here?” I ask in a polite tone. She steps out into the hall causing me to take a step back, and shuts the door.

“Who wants to know?” Whoa! What's with the aggression?

“I’m assuming you’re Dolly, my name is Carson Matthews.” I wait for recognition but she just stares at me and blinks. “Memphis is my best friend and step-brother. He’s expecting me.”

The instant she hears we’re family her face changes, but it's too late she already showed me her true colors.

“Oh, I'm so sorry darling, Memphis is always getting harassed by crazed fans, and I was told his sister’s name was Cara.” She gives me a big smile then pulls me into a hug. I gently pat my hand on her back then try and pull away. The door opens behind her, and I know I was just used for something but I’m not sure what.

“Well if you aren’t a sight for sore eyes. Comemere,’” Memphis says, and I gently push aside Dolly, who doesn’t seem to want to move, and wrap my arms tight around my best friend. My eyes well with tears and I know I’m close to crying, but this feels so good. So right. I have always felt like I belonged in Memphis’s arms. Dolly coughs behind us, and Memphis lets me go.

“I’m so sorry, shortcake. For everything. I was an idiot. I hope you can forgive me.” I go to tell him I do, but he cuts me off. “Nope, don’t. I'm going to make it up to you. I was a complete asshole and you didn’t deserve it. I’m so excited to have you here with us.”

Whoa, I was not expecting all that. Wait? I look over my shoulder at Dolly and she’s not happy. Us? Does that mean they live together now? Great, just what I needed. Why didn’t Frankie tell me? I turn back to Memphis and give him a big smile and a nod.

“Sounds great Memph.”

Please lord, don’t let me regret this.
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Jase

The trip home was fucking bullshit. I finally got the courage to face the man who always belittled me and put me down and he laughed and said, “Oh was that the emergent reason for your return?”

I didn’t bother staying and got back in my truck. I crashed at a motel halfway through the drive back to school. It may only be a few hours away, but the binge drinking and not sleeping caught up with me. I had a quick nap then continued to campus. I need to track down Xavier and stop him from doing something insanely stupid.

I park my truck in the student parking lot and start the walk home. I reach the steps and Ella greets me. Fuck it’s like deja vu all over again. At least this time she’s not wanting to take a ride on my dick.

“Ella, I've had a shitty week. I’m really not up for any more drama,” I groan and she gives me a sad smile.

“I just wanted to warn you that Penny is on a warpath and seems to know I told Xavier about the blackmail. She’s kicked me from the house, and I’m being put on academic suspension.” She sniffles, then walks away, softly crying. I watch her leave and I’m confused how a pre-med 4.0 student gets put on academic probation? Is Penny also blackmailing the dean? Wouldn’t surprise me at this point.

I open the door and silence greets me. Ever since Lay had his accident the fraternity has gone to shit. Nate and the guys have been crashing at another house down the road. Can’t say I blame them. I drop my keys on the hook, then hang my jacket. I make my way to the kitchen, grab some water, chug it down, then have some more.

The front door bangs open and Penny giggles. Ugh, I do not want to be around for her shit. I tiptoe to the walk-in pantry and close the door right before she steps in. She’s on the phone with someone.

“Yes, I have them right where I want them. That bitch is gone and out of the way now and East is so close to asking me to marry him. I knew blackmailing their father was my golden ticket.” She scoffs at whatever the person on the other line says.

“Please, as if I’m scared of Xavier Dai. I’ll just need to get some dirt on him. I doubt a girl will have an allergic reaction and die again though. That was like a goldmine landing in our laps.” She laughs as I’m trying to process her words.

“I know right. Those boys are so stupid. Did they not see her bracelet?” She giggles again before walking out of the kitchen. I wait until I hear the bedroom door upstairs close, before leaving my hiding spot.

I pull out my phone and text Lay. I don’t know if he'll respond, but I have to try. I hope we can still be friends after everything is said and done.

 

Me: I know I am the last person you want to talk to, but I just got some weird info. Call me when you can.

 

I put the phone in my pocket, then quickly slip out the back door. I make my way around the house and back to the front door. I open it loudly, then slam it shut. So Penny knows someone else is here too. I don’t want her knowing I’m on to her. My phone buzzes and I immediately check it.

 

Xavier: We need to talk.

 

I send him a thumbs up and walk up the stairs to my room. Penny is standing in a pose she probably thinks is sexy in some barely there lingerie. I roll my eyes and she gives me a glare.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were your brother.”

I laugh and keep walking. “Sorry to disappoint,” I mutter and she sighs, before walking back into East’s room, slamming his door. I enter my room and stride straight to the bathroom. The last few days have been shit. Well fuck that. The last few weeks have been hell on earth. I turn the shower on then strip my clothes off, not bothering to toss them in the hamper. What’s the point?

I pull the curtain back and step under the hot water. One thing about having our own house is we have unlimited hot water. Cara used to come over just to use the shower, but we didn’t let her leave without giving her a few orgasms first. I smile thinking about soaping her naked back while Lay did the front, then switching as he entered her from behind as I thrusted slowly into him. My hand drifts down my cut stomach to my rock hard cock.

I grip it and moan. Fuck, I could come just from that small touch. I can’t remember the last time I had any action. Not since… Memories hit and my mood darkens. I don’t deserve to have any pleasure. I release my dick and quickly wash my body, then rinse. I wash my hair quickly then step out, flipping the water off.

I need to get dressed and out of here before East gets back and I have to listen to Penny’s fake moans through the wall again. I towel off then grab some boxers, socks, sweatpants, and a hoodie. I don’t bother with a shirt. I quickly dress, then grab my phone and slip on my shoes. I open the door a crack and peek out into the hall. Seems the coast is clear for now, so I fast walk to the stairs, kitchen, and out the back door.

I walk around the corner to the front of the house and someone makes a loud, annoying bird call. I turn in that direction and Xavier is standing there, giving me a smirk. Connor stands a little ways away and doesn’t look happy.

“What are you doing?” I ask as soon as I get close enough to them others won’t hear. Xavier shrugs then turns and walks back to his dorm building. I follow after him and when we reach the fountain. He takes a seat.

“We wanted to make sure you weren’t being followed. There’s been a lot of shit going down at Kippa Nu Headquarters.”

I snort at that and his eyes widen.

“You make them sound like some secret society or something,” I scoff and he shrugs.

“You never know man, girls are crazy. Have you seen their basement? Who knows what kind of dark, satanic shit they get up to down there.”

I pause and think it over. I mean he’s kind of right. Their angels and demons parties can get a little out of control.

Connor meets us a few minutes later and gives the all clear. Xavier then stands and strides to Jhonson Hall but I freeze at the entrance. I haven't been here since Cara. Connor grunts and shoves me inside.

“You didn’t deserve her,” he growls out as he passes me. My shoulders slump and I trudge after them. He’s right. I didn’t deserve her or Lay. But I was blessed while I had them. I wait until they’ve entered their room before following. I've never been here, and I’m surprised at how clean it is. Xavier has always come off as being messy. Connor takes a seat at their small dining room table and grunts at the chair across from him. I reluctantly pull it out then sit on it. Xavier comes back with some beers and a bag of chips, he drops them on the table but Connor doesn’t acknowledge them.

Xavier groans and plops down on the chair in between us dramatically.

“Are you ever going to forgive me? I swear to you, nothing happened with Ella. I wouldn’t do that to Cara,” he moans at Connor, but Connor ignores him. Choosing to glare at me instead.

Shivers run down my spine and I remember the hits he gave me on Valentine's Day. He has power from being a quarterback; he could probably kill me with his fists. I close my eyes and rub my hand down my face, then lean forward.

“Okay let me just say, I love Cara. I never wanted to hurt her. If I could have gotten my way, I would have married her and lived happily ever after with her, Lay, and all you assholes she loves. I fucked up in high school. I know I did and I’ve been paying for it every day since.” I take a deep breath in and release it. My eyes water and I will myself to not cry in front of these guys.

“Penny is ruthless. She not only blackmailed us into being her little pets, she uses the tape to manipulate other things. She has been toying with Kyna’s family since that night. East and I have been anonymously paying for Kyna’s brother's scholarship to a prestigious law school. Penny found out and started sending her family letters and clues about the night she disappeared.” I groan and let a tear fall. Connor goes to interrupt, but I wipe my cheek and keep going.

“We had to stop the payments and he got kicked out of the school.” I look off at the wall where they have a photo of Cara and them on the beach. Her eyes shine with so much happiness and I wince. The last time she looked at me her eyes were dead, broken, lifeless. I glance back their way. Xavier is sipping his beer and eating chips, leaned in, giving me his full attention as this is entertainment and not a tragic story. “He got heavy into drugs and ended up overdosing like his sister. So not only did we cause this poor family's daughter’s death, but their son’s as well.” I close my eyes and let the tears fall freely now. “I’m so tired. Physically, mentally, emotionally. You guys say you want to help make this end, but it will never end.”

Connor

I sit here and watch as one of the kings of this school breaks down in front of me. Xavier is gaping with his mouth open, and if this wasn’t a bad time I would probably laugh. I feel for the guy. I hate him with every inch of my being, but sitting here, witnessing his breakdown I kinda want to give him a hug. That’s fucking insane right?

After everything he did to Cara. To me. If it wasn’t for him and his asshole brother she would still be here. With me… us? Fuck! I don’t know anymore. I get it; Penny is the one to blame but they’re not totally innocent. They buried a poor girl in the woods for fucks sake. He is scum… But Cara must have seen something good in this guy to fall in love with him.

Xavier closes his mouth and gets up from the table, he hesitantly walks over to Jase and pulls him up from the chair. Jase drops his hands, closing his eyes, waiting for whatever is to come. But Xavier surprises us all and pulls him into a tight hug.

“She’s going down, brother. Some way, somehow. Penelope Smith is going down.” The determination and vehemence in his voice almost has me convinced, but what can the three of us accomplish against a wealthy, manipulative, vindictive bitch? One who has protection from all the other poor bastards she has dirt on?

I sit back and let them have their bonding moment. Jase is now openly sobbing and Xavier is holding him up, taking his weight and pain on his shoulders. That’s one thing people don’t know. He may be a cocky, asshole playboy, but he has one of the biggest hearts, and when it comes to the people he cares about, he will fight to protect them no matter the cost.

I grab a beer and pop the tab, taking a sip. Eventually, Jase pulls away and gives me a sheepish glance over his shoulder. I lift my beer in a cheers, and I watch as his shoulders relax. They retake their seats and Xav pushes a beer over to Jase. He holds it but doesn't open it.

“I think I’ll pass. I need to stop drinking,” he mutters and I push my seat back, and move to the kitchen grabbing him a pop. I bring it back to him and he thanks me.

I take my seat again and grab some chips.

“Okay, so we need to talk about who else we can bring in to help us. Obviously Lay and East.” Xavier says but Jase makes a noise.

“East yeah, but not Lay. I… I let him go,” he says quietly, not looking at us. My brows scrunch in confusion.

“You let him go where?” I ask and Jase wipes his eyes again with a groan.

“I’m not good for him. He needs someone better. Someone who will devote their life to him. I sent him to Cara.”

I jump up from my seat and slam my palm on the table. “What?” I shout and Xavier seems just as angry as me. Jase stands from the chair and starts to pace.

“He'll be better off without me in his life. School gets out in a month and we were graduating anyway. Maybe he can find a career he likes in Kansas. Settle down with his brother husbands and have a few kids. He has always wanted to be a dad. He always said that if he was lucky enough to father a child, that kid would be spoiled rotten and never know the horrors or unlove that he did.” He looks me in the eye and I see his determination and love that he has for Layton and how much it killed him to let him go. I get it but I don’t have to like it.

Xavier starts to laugh like some demented donkey, and I look at him in repulsion.

“Brothe—husb—I ca—bre—”

I point at dumbo over there. “What is he going on about?” Jase gives me an ‘are you serious look’ and rolls his eyes.

“I may have blown my shot, but I know you lucky assholes are going to make up with Cara and end up as one big happy fucking family,” he scoffs.

I sit back down and chug the rest of my beer and shrug. “We can only hope, brother.”
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Layton

After a grueling three days on a bus that should have only lasted one, I finally arrived in Kansas. Next time I’m flying. I’m exhausted, and I hope Carson doesn’t slam the door in my face. I made a hard decision and I chose her. I need her. I love her. Do I still love him? Of course, I don’t think I will ever stop, but I can’t get over what he did. I was hoping we would come after her together… but that’s not what he wants. So I won’t force it. All he had to do was talk to me, and I could have maybe stopped our relationships from imploding. But nope, not going to think about that right now.

It’s a nice sunny day and the station is busy, so I don’t bother getting a car. I remember when we visited for Thanksgiving that her house wasn’t far. Being such a small town, nothing is really too far from their ranch. It’s so peaceful here. I could see myself settling down here. I think I could be happy.

I pass a field of sunflowers and immediately picture Carson and me having an afternoon picnic there. That day at Mable’s still is one of the best days of my life. A life that I almost ended. I can’t believe I was so stupid. I have so much to live for, and I know that now. Do I still have demons that want to bring me back to the darkness? Yes and I always will. You never truly outgrow trauma and PTSD, but you can learn to live with it and not let it control your life.

Just being here away from Texas, I feel as though a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. I’m scared but excited for what my new future holds. I want to live life to the fullest, and hopefully Carson will be standing by my side as I do it. Jase… No, Layton. I shake my head and keep thoughts of him away.

Today is a new day. It’s going to be a good day. I repeat the mantra they taught us at the facility and take a few more deep breaths of the fresh country air.

A red pickup zooms by me, kicking up a bunch of dust, and I cough. Their brakes slam and they reverse a few feet till they reach me. A cute blond rolls down his window and gives me a smile.

“Sorry ‘bout that handsome. Not many people walk down these backroads.” He shoots me a wink and I actually feel my cheeks heat. Holy hell is this man hot. Blue eyes as dark as a navy sky, wearing a ripped tank, letting his thick arms be on display. I find myself licking my lips. He watches my tongue and smiles. “Need a ride?” I reach in my bag for my bottle of water and take a couple sips, then answer him with a nod.

“That’d be great thanks.” I walk around the truck and climb up to the passenger seat. I’m probably an idiot for getting into a truck with a stranger, but he looks familiar. You are an idiot. You’re an idiot coming here. Thinking she still wants you. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, before glancing at the guy beside me. He asked me something but I missed it.

“Sorry. I missed that, what?”

He chuckles and points to the road. “I said where to?”

I groan and rub my eyes. “Sorry, I’m exhausted. Can you take me to the Matthew’s Ranch please?” He claps his hands startling me and puts the truck into drive.

“I knew you looked familiar. You were down here over Thanksgiving right? With Carson and some other guys?”

I give him a nod. “Hey, yeah I’m Layton. I thought I recognized you too.”

He holds out his fist in a bump and I return it with a smile.

“Levi,” he says in return.

“Thanks for giving me a ride. I had every intention of walking, but fuck it’s hot out there.”

He chuckles and snorts. “Summer hasn’t even fully hit yet. Just wait till you're dripping with sweat the minute you step outside.” He takes his eyes from the road and gives me a once over, biting his lip. He clears his throat and keeps talking. I feel flushed, and I don’t think it’s from the heat outside. He has the AC cranked and I know my nipples are hard. “We all go down to the creek behind Harry’s ranch. If you walk about two miles from the last barn and follow the creek to the river, you will more than likely find a group of us. We go tubing. Anything really to stay cool.”

“That sounds like fun actually. I’ll have to ask Cara about it,” I say, and his smile shrinks a little.

“Right, I don’t know how you got a girl like her to actually pay attention. I tried. Hell, half of our town tried. But she always only had eyes for her best friend. Not that I blame her. Glad to see that's changed.”

He flips the radio on, and we drive a little ways in silence. I think about what he just said. Best friend? Does he mean Memphis? Her stepbrother? Wow you really are a stupid fuck. Of course it’s Memphis. You saw the way he looks at her. You’ve even had fantasies of him with Cara. I close my eyes and sigh. Will the voice in my head ever go away? I don’t know what's worse. What it says, or that it sounds like my dad.

“Sorry dude, I didn’t mean to make things awkward. Cara is a great girl. I’m just a little bummed is all. I thought you were into guys from what I saw at the bar. But don’t get me wrong I’m glad she’s found someone to make her happy. After Miss Daisy passed… I’m just glad she's no longer lost.” He clears his throat and shoulder bumps me, swerving a bit on the road. “So what ya doing here? I heard Cara was back too, but haven’t seen much of her. Are you working for Harry? Good man, her dad. He gave me and my brother jobs when we had to take care of my mam.”

I take in everything he just said and frown. “I’m here to make things better between us. I just hope I get my foot through the front door. And yeah that guy you saw me with is my ex. I'm bi,” I mutter and he looks at me.

“Well I know we just met, but if you need a place to crash you can always call me,” he says with lust in his eyes. I bite my lip and look out the window.

“Thanks.”

Levi pulls up in front of Carson’s home and I hop out. “Hey, before you run off, give me your number. We should get together while you're in town, hang out. Or if you need a place...” he trails off and I think it over.

“Yeah, sounds good. I could use a friend,” I tell him pointedly and he smirks, licking his lower lip, but nods.

“Shame, but yeah, I get it man.”

I give him my number then shut the door, watching as he peels out of the driveway, kicking gravel and dust up as he goes. I turn and face the front porch. The porch where Jase and I got caught making out by Memphis. Where a great vacation turned horrible and East took off and started dating Penny. I sigh and start up the white washed wood steps.

I ring the bell and send off a last minute silent prayer. I’m still looking up at the sky when the door swings open. I take a deep breath then look forward. Frankie is there with her mouth open as if she’s seen a ghost.

“Layton, what are you doing here honey? Is everything okay?” I give her a tired smile and shake my head. I am on the brink of crying again, but anxiety is getting the best of me. She doesn’t love you anymore. You’re too late. She’s moved on. No, Carson does love me. I know she does. I feel weakness setting in, but I need to be strong for me. For her. For us.

I take another deep breath in and let it out slowly. Frankie gives me a once over then sighs.

“Is Carson here? I really need to talk to her,” I choke out and she blinks slowly.

“Oh sweetheart, Cara left a few weeks ago. She’s in Nashville, touring with Memphis. Why don’t you come in and have some tea? I just baked some cookies too,” she says in a soft tone, then turns and strides to the kitchen leaving the door wide open for me to follow.

I know I should follow her but I’m frozen and my heart is in my throat. She left. Of course she moved on. Did you really think she would wait for you? She didn’t even know you were coming, dumbass. “Layton, are you coming?” Frankie comes back over to me and pulls me into a hug. I let the tears go and fall apart in her warm, loving arms.

“Now there, sweet boy. It’s okay. Let it out.” She places a kiss on my forehead, then looks back at me with tears in her own eyes. “Everything will be okay honey. Cara told me about what happened. She needed to get away. Have some time and space, but I know she still loves you so much.”

I give her a shaky smile and wipe my eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to break down on you. It’s just been a rough few weeks. Hell years, if I really think about it.” I laugh, but it’s hollow. She gives me a knowing nod and takes my hand giving me a small squeeze.

“I know a thing or two about hard years. Come, let’s have that tea and chat. There are some things I need to say to you.” I let her guide me to their kitchen and take a seat at the table. I try not to look near the fridge. I know my face will be beet red from the memories of Jase pushing me up against the cool steel and dropping to his knees.

Nope. Not the time, and it still hurts to think of him. I gaze around at the walls full of family photos and Carson playing with the animals outside. The scent of warm cookies and cinnamon makes me calm. This place is so homey. I just want to curl up and sleep. I feel safe.

Every time I walk in here I have the same thoughts. This place is a home. Even with Carson losing her mother, she kept this place warm and loving and now Frankie has taken over. I stand and move over to the wall by the back door. A photo of Memphis and Carson singing on stage in a church catches my eye.

She has tears running down her cheeks, with a huge smile on her face and her hand raised in the air. Memphis has his eyes on her with an expression that makes me pause. He loves her and not just as a friend or a stepsister. I know for a fact because I look at her the same way.

Frankie moves closer and places two mugs on the table, before coming to stand beside me.

“That was the day of her mama’s funeral. Daisy was an incredible woman, and she loved her family with everything she had until her last day. She was one of my best friends.” She leaves me to ponder the photo a few more seconds and takes a seat at the table. I sigh and rub my eyes, then take the seat across from her. “Cara reminds me of her. Her kind heart, her soothing presence. I’m so thankful that Memphis has her in his life. I think she is what kept him alive all these years,” she says to me pointendly with a tear in her eye. I freeze. Does she know? Did someone tell her about my moment of weakness? Does Carson know?

“I can see it in your eyes. The emptiness… hopelessness. Who hurt you, baby?”

I gasp and lean back from the table. “What do you mean?” I say, my feet feel twitchy and I’m contemplating running away from here. How did she know? How could she see all the turmoil I try to mask? She smiles and pushes the plate of cookies closer to me.

“I won’t push you Layton, just know you’re not alone. If you don’t want to tell me, try Memphis. His daddy was a cruel, cruel, drunk and I regret everyday not protecting him sooner.”

I give her a nod and she brings the conversation into lighter topics. We talk about the church bake sale she did recently that Connor surprisingly helped with. I didn't know he had been here, but I guess I'm not surprised.

Harry comes inside a few hours later, and I can’t keep my eyes open or stop yawning. He doesn’t seem surprised to see me and pulls me up into a hug, then demands I go to bed. He doesn’t have to tell me twice. Frankie already offered me a room here. I know we have to discuss Carson and what happened but that can wait til tomorrow.

I trudge up the stairs and hesitate which room to go into. I end up in Memphis’ and shuffle to the bed before passing out. I didn't even take my shoes off.
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A few weeks pass and I’m waiting for them to tell me to leave or ask about my plans but they seem happy I’m here and Harry seems grateful for the help around the Ranch. Getting up at the ass crack of dawn and doing chores is cathartic. I find myself opening up more and more with Frankie. She’s an amazing woman, and I can’t help but think if my mom was still alive they would have been good friends.

I don’t have many happy memories with my mom but I do remember how she would hold me so tight and sneak downstairs to the basement every night to sing me a song after my dad was passed out for the night. I know she loved me. The demons try to tell me differently, but I can see it with Frankie’s love for Memphis. My mom was just too weak. But she did love me. I was her little lamb, she just couldn’t protect me from the big bad wolf.

I shut the book I’m reading and send Carson a text goodnight. It’s not late, five a.m. comes early, so I know she won’t get it until after her show. Though our messages are short, she seems happy and really loves being on tour. I’m still struggling but I am happy for her. I miss her like hell, but if this is all I end up getting I’ll take it, because Carson Matthews is one of a kind and any piece of her love is a gift. Even if that means we just stay as friends.

I turn the light off and close my eyes with a smile.

I’m running, he’s after me. I know I shouldn’t have risked playing with that kid from school. But he’s so nice and didn’t make fun of me for my ratty jeans. “Comemere’ boy!” he screams, and I try to squeeze into my hiding place but I’m too late. He grips my ankle and drags me across the cold concrete towards my bed.

“Baby, wake up. Honey it’s okay.” A voice calls out from the darkness but I don’t see anyone. “Please. Please stop,” I shout, but he never stops. He’ll never stop.

I wake up gasping with tears running down my face. Frankie has me in her arms as she rocks me, tears falling down her cheeks. Her tight grip and her soothing hum settles me and brings me away from the darkness, and back to the light.

“Thank you.” I choke out and she shushes me.

“Don’t you ever thank me for loving you Layton. You are a part of this family and anyone in this house will always protect you. Even from the demons. You are safe here, baby. Always.” She presses a kiss to my head and releases me. I watch as she walks to the door and leaves it open a small crack. She pops her head back in and blows me a kiss.

“Get some sleep, honey.”

I give her a small smile and nod. She closes the door and I sigh, running my hand down my face. I pick up my phone and text the one person who may understand.

 

Me: Hey, this is Layton. Your mom gave me your number.

 

Bubbles appear almost instantly, and I laugh at the late hour. I guess that's what rock stars do. Party all night.

 

Memphis: Yeah, she told me. Everything okay?

 

I snort.

 

Me: Not even close… But getting better.

Memphis: Want to tell me about it?

Me: Please.

Memphis: I’m all yours man.

 

I sit back. The first step to moving on is not shutting people out. Getting help even from the oddest of circumstances. I take a deep breath in then release it as I tell Memphis about my nightmares. We text back and forth for a few hours and I know I’m going to be tired today, but I think it was worth it. I feel lighter somehow.
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“I don’t know what your plans are but if you have the free time, I could really use the help here. A few of my weekend workers are graduating and leaving town,” Harry, tells me. I gaze out over the rolling fields and smile. I like it here. I feel comfortable here. It feels like home. I turn back to the man sitting beside me on the porch swing.

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

He gives me a squeeze on the shoulder and then stands with a wince, groaning. “You’re a good man Layton, thank you. Maybe one day you’ll take over this ranch. Who knows.” He gives me a smile and a shrug, then walks around the corner. Frankie says something, and his booming laugh echoes around the porch. I lean back and gently swing as the sun sets.

I wish Carson was here. But I get it. She needs to experience her dream. I’ll be here when she gets back.

My phone buzzes from beside me and I pick it up with a smile. Memphis and I have gotten closer lately. I guess a shared childhood will do that for you.

 

Whiskey Boy: How was your day?

 

I smile and write him back. We don’t talk about Carson, and I know it’s easier this way.

 

Me: It was good. I decided to stay here in Kansas. Help Harry.

Whiskey Boy: Good. He will never come out and say it… but he needs the help. Mom said his back’s been actin’ up.

 

I nod at that. Carson once told me he’s been doing ranch work since he was a little boy. His dad owned a farm down in Houston. That’s where he went to college and worked on the weekends. He met Carson’s mom at Texas U and he transferred there. They got married, moved here to Kansas and turned a run down ranch into what it is today. You wouldn’t ever know it because Harry is humble as hell and his daughter takes after him, but he's a multi-millionaire.

This ranch is what keeps this small town afloat. He not only helps all the mom and pop shops, he donates, volunteers, and helps anyone in need of a job. He’s a pillar of this community and we always have random people stopping by for some of Frankie’s delicious Sunday dinners.

This town is one giant family, and I’m happy they’ve welcomed me in with open arms.
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Carson

“Why do they call it morning sickness, it's all flippen day,” I whine on the phone with Lee. I told Sassy yesterday, and after the constant screaming and squealing she told me she was on her way to Nashville. She was all for dropping out of school and becoming a stay at home auntie, while I followed my dream performing and touring with Memphis and the guys. Took me twenty minutes to convince her to stay put for now and to not tell anyone, Mika included. Still wouldn’t surprise me if she pops in randomly.

“From the books I‘ve read, you need to up your protein and eat more meals a day, just smaller portions. It also said that around twelve weeks the nausea should calm down.”

I snort. “You and your books.”

“Girl, do not start with me. Linda at the bookstore totally thinks I’m the one knocked up, and she's the sister to Liam’s mother’s best friend. I’m just waiting for a panicked phone call from him." I sigh. Now I feel bad. She really has been my rock through all of this.

“I know, girl. I appreciate everything you've been doing. I don’t know where I would be without you.” My throat gets tight and I know I’m about to start crying again. Gah damn hormones. “I love you. Talk tomorrow?”

“Of course, babe. I love you too.”  We hang up and I lie back on the bed groaning. This little Jelly Bean seriously likes to make me sick. I cover my mouth and jump off the bed, running to the toilet before I get sick all over my floor again. Thank goodness Memphis bought the whole 'I ate a bad taco at a gas station'. I’m not ready for him to find out. I know I’m a bad friend, but this is his dream and mine. I never ever thought it could be a possibility. My plan B was to go to Louisanna and help my nana run her bed and breakfast. But this is so much better. I don’t want to perform like he does, I just want to write, but we all have to start somewhere.

A knock on the bathroom door has me freezing. “Hey, shortcake, I bought you some crackers and ginger ale. They’re in the kitchen, whenever you feel well enough to come out and eat. I wish I could bake you some of my mom’s ginger cookies. They always helped me when I was sick. I need to shower and get to practice, don’t worry about coming today or tomorrow. You start on Saturday, okay? If you're not better by then, I think you should see a doctor. At least they can make sure you're not dehydrated.”

Crap on a hoe rake. I can’t see a doctor, not yet at least.

“Thank you. Love you,” I croak out and wait till he leaves before getting up and brushing my teeth. I crack open the door and peek, before slowly moving from the bathroom to the bedroom Memphis gave me. I listen, but all seems quiet. The shower is on as I walk past his door, and I shuffle out to the kitchen and grab a can of soda and a packet of crackers before returning to my bed. I think I need a nap, then maybe I can pop down to the studio and listen in.
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I never made it down to the studio. My nap turned into a fourteen hour long Snow White sleep. Memphis said he checked in on me a few times, but I was dead to the world. I must have really needed it because for the first time in weeks I don’t feel sick to my stomach.

Which is a good thing since today is the day I meet the band in person. We’ve chatted a few times through messaging, and once or twice they hijacked Memphis’ phone while we were video calling.

I’m excited to meet them not just as a friend of Memphis, but as a writer. I quickly get dressed and do my hair and makeup. They have a performance tonight, but I’m just going as a groupie. I glance at the dress Gem, Memphis’ assistant, picked out for me and smile. It’s a soft baby pink and has a tulle skirt. I love it.

I curl my hair into beachy waves and smile at my reflection. All those hours of Sassy playing with my hair have taught me a few things. I miss her. Wish she was here, but I can’t tell her that or she will jump on the next flight. She’s crazy, but I love my Sassafrass. I put a dab of gloss on my lips, then slide the dress on over my head. It’s so soft, the material skims my naked breasts and I shudder.

My boobs have been so sore I’m thankful this dress doesn’t call for a bra.

“Hey shortcake, can I come in?” Memphis asks, with a knock on the door. I slip on my heels, then open the door. Whoa, he looks incredible in a pair of ripped jeans, with a tight T-shirt and a suit jacket over the top. I give him a once over and notice he’s doing the same to me. He steps closer and tugs on one of my curls. I lean into his touch, but it ends too quickly. He clears his throat and steps back.

“You look incredible, I knew that dress was made for you,” he mutters, then reaches for my hand. “Are you ready for this?” I give him a nod and take his hand. If I notice his shiver when our skin touches, I don’t mention it.

He leads me to the elevator, then through the lobby, holding my hand until we reach the limo. The driver opens the door for me and I thank him. I slide onto the cool leather seats and startle when I notice Dolly on the opposite seats. Memphis climbs in after me and shuts the door.

“Baby, you look edible,” Dolly says, the moment her eyes gaze upon him. She licks her lips then pats the spot beside her. He takes the seat, and presses a kiss to her temple.

“So do you Doll,” he whispers and she beams at his praise.

The car starts and I take some deep breaths. “So Cara, tell me all about your group of guys. Memphis told me you have four boyfriends! How does that work? You must be crazy tired.” She gives me an innocent smile, but I see through it. I give her a smirk and a shrug. I really don’t want to talk about them right now, but I can’t let her think she can walk all over me. I’m done with mean bitches.

“Oh heavens no, it’s the opposite. They make me come alive. Not to mention my boyfriend has a boyfriend, so I only get him on the weekends.” I shoot a wink and she bites her lip, before turning her attention to Memphis.

I’m ignoring his glances at me. I can only imagine what's running through his mind right now. Dolly places her hand on his thigh in a possessive move, and I turn my head to hide my eye roll. She doesn’t like that I’m not paying attention. The tension in this limo is almost stifling. Are we there yet?

“So Cara, are you excited for tonight?” Dolly asks in a high pitched, fake voice. I don’t know why she bothers pretending to like me. I would prefer if she was just real with me.

“I am. I’m excited to play you guys the new song I’ve been working o—”

“That’s nice. Oh, did I tell you babe, about what Uncle Ron said?” she says, cutting me off and turning to speak to Memphis. He glances my way and ignores Dolly’s question.

“I’m excited to hear it, shortcake and I can’t wait to start writing with you again. I’ve been in a funk lately. I need my muse back.”

I give him a big grin and Dolly pouts, while giving me a glare.

“You keep calling her that. Is there a reason for it? Were you like two hundred pounds or something?” she asks with a twinkle in her eye. I ignore her and give Memphis my attention.

“I’m telling you, all you need is a little bubble bath action and you'll be right as rain.” I shoot him a wink and he scowls at me, opening his eyes as a sign for me to shut up. I laugh and look away again. Dolly leans into him and fake whispers, “I can help you, baby. I’d love to get you in a bubble bath.” I look her way and Memphis is fighting his laugh. He shoots me a wink and I giggle.

Dolly takes out her phone and ignores me the rest of the ride. Yeah, there's no love between us, and I know as soon as my secret is revealed, she will have no problem kicking me out of the band. He turns back to talk with her and I open up my text feed with Sassy.

 

Me: Almost there. Wish me luck. I’m going to need it with Dollzilla around.

Sassafras: God I hate her and I haven’t even met her. How are you babe?

Me: Nauseous, tired, taking things one day at a time. How are you? How is Mika?

 

“So before we arrive, I just wanted to set some ground rules,” Dolly says, glancing my way.

“Um okay. Shoot,” I reply and she winces at the word ‘shoot’.

“So nothing too wild. Just ya know show up on time, don’t hog the spotlight, regular exercise and diet, oh and yeah no dating within the band.” A snort escapes my lips and her eyes turn to ice, lips purse and everything. I giggle and Memphis looks at me as if I've lost my mind.

“Sorry. You have nothing to worry about me dating anyone. Trust me I have my hands plenty full.”

“Are we ever going to talk about Texas?” Memphis cuts in, and my smile immediately disappears. I shake my head and wave my hand.

“Nothing to talk about Memp. I’m in Nashville now and pursuing my dreams.” I give him a smile and he pulls me closer to him, pressing a kiss to my head.

“I know, shortcake. I just worry is all. I love you.”

“I love you too,” I whisper, avoiding the daggers being thrown into the side of my face.

My phone vibrates on the seat and I glance down at it. Connor’s face pops up and I tremble. He doesn’t deserve me ghosting him, but I know he’s around Xavier, and I just can’t handle that. I decline the call and put my phone in my bag. According to Sassy, Connor has moved into our dorm and Xavier is hanging out with Ella. I don’t know what the hell is going on, and honestly I have so much on my plate right now, I don’t need the added stress.

We pull up to the venue and the driver opens my door, offering me his hand. I gently take it and give him a smile in thanks. Memphis follows me out then offers Dolly his hand. I step aside and they walk side by side down the red carpet. I’m not performing tonight, but I’m here as a guest and Gem had mentioned they are announcing me tonight to the press. I wish I could just stay under the radar, but with how popular Whiskey Kiss is, I know that’s not possible.

I follow behind them at a slower pace, ignoring the paparazzi screaming questions at me of who I am, and how do I know ‘Dollis’ gag me, they have a couple name? I just give some polite smiles and keep on my way. Dolly glances back my way and smiles evilly. Now what?

She says something to a reporter and they all glance at me. “Is it true you're stepping in for Alex? Did you only get this job because of your affiliation with Memphis? Can you even sing? She probably can’t even sing.” I’m frozen and probably represent a gaping blowfish. Thankfully Memphis leaves Dolly with the press and takes my hand pulling me inside.

“Sorry about that. One of the things I hate about all this fame. Paps are vultures. Here, I’ll take you to someone that won’t rip you apart.” I give him a grateful smile and follow him over to a pretty reporter. She’s waiting patiently and not screaming out for Memphis. I instantly like her.

“Candy, this is Carson Star. She's my best friend and is going to replace Alex for a short time.” She gives me her hand for a shake and I appreciate the firm grip.

“Hi Carson, love the name by the way. It’s great to meet you. I have a feeling we are going to be great friends,” she says with a genuine smile and my shoulders start to relax. Memphis pats my arm and leaves me with Candy while he goes to talk to some other press members. I give Candy my full attention and she giggles.

“Girl, you look like you are about to hurl. I promise I’m nothing like the others here. I just have a small blog and work for Seventeen magazine. Memphis calls them the teeny-boppers, but they adore him and can ya blame them?”

I give her a smile and laugh. “Memphis has always been good with getting the girls to fall for him. Not only is he talented and caring, he has one of the most genuine souls I’ve ever seen.”

She nods in agreement and we chat for a few minutes, before Gem comes running over to me.

“Hey Candy, I have to steal Cara here before the show.” We say goodbye and I hold onto Gem’s hand as she pulls me through multiple crowds trying to get her attention. We slide through a VIP door, and I take a deep breath in.

“That was insane. How do you ever get used to all that attention?” I ask her and she snorts.

“Babes, they only want me to get closer to Memphis. I ignore them.”

I nod and give her a smile. “I know all about that. When he was the town sweetheart I always had girls ‘pretending’ to be my bestie, just to get closer to him. It gets tiring, but you really learn who your real friends are.”

She pulls me into a tight hug and I squeeze her back. “I knew you and I were going to get along. I’m so excited to have you here Cara. Memphis has told me so much about you. He talks as if you are this deity. You’re not only friends right?” she shoots me a wink and my face heats.

“Unfortunately, yeah we are. We may have been something, but now he’s my step-brother so that’s, I think, a little too taboo for him.”

She glances behind me at something, before leaning closer and whispering, “Trust me girl, he doesn’t look at you like you’re off the table.” She stands up and shoves open another door, holding it for me to enter before her. She claps loudly and I can't help my laugh when she shouts, “Okay you shit stains, this is Carson. No she’s not available, no she doesn’t want a quickie and you best be nice to her or you won’t just have Memphis to deal with.“ She gives me a gentle shove further into the room and Mikey jumps up, he rushes towards me and picks me up off the floor in a spin.

“I’ve been so excited to meet you in person.” He sets me down, and I have to hold his arm for balance and I pray I don’t hurl.

“It’s great to meet you too, Mikey.” I say with a shy smile. Out of all the guys in the band, Mikey and I instantly clicked. Travis comes closer, but doesn’t pick me up. He holds out his knuckles into a fist bump and I laugh, bumping his fist.

Memphis comes into the room and the guys eyes go wide. I glance over my shoulder and pause. Damn he looks like a cobra about to strike. I wonder what happened.
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Memphis

I storm into the dressing room and halt when I notice everyone’s eyes on me. I take some deep breaths and try to calm down. Dolly has been driving me up the wall and her backhanded comments to Cara are not helping things. I know she's the one that just spread the rumors that Cara can’t sing, and she’s just here because of nepotism. Ha, as if she can talk. She’s only here because her uncle runs the label. Which is another thing pissing me off. They're still hounding me to become part owner. Like what the fuck is up with that?

The other night when we were in bed, Dolly said that Ron was needing someone that he trusted because he wanted to back down from the day to day stuff, but that contradicts everything Ron is telling me. Something doesn’t add up, and I’m glad I mentioned it to Harry and my mom. He said he would call his financial lawyer. So for now I’ll just wait and try to keep my cool.

Cara separates from the group and walks over to me, wrapping me in a hug. I squeeze her back and breathe in her strawberry scent. My muscles relax. She pulls back and gives me a smile, her blue eyes sparkling from the black mascara she’s wearing. I pull my eyes away from hers before it becomes awkward, but I could get lost in them for hours.

Having her here with me, I feel as if the person I used to be is returning. The craving for the drugs has gone away and I told Dolly that I was done and I couldn’t be around her if she continued. She agreed but I don’t believe it for a moment. Just another thing she's lying to me about. I thought things were getting better.

I press a kiss on Cara’s forehead then move away, tuning back to the conversations going on around us.

“What was that for, shortcake?” I ask and she shrugs, shooting me a wink.

“You looked like you needed a hug. Plus I have months stored up to use.”

I chuckle because she’s seriously too cute sometimes. I regret never making her mine. Maybe if I had, Harry and my mom wouldn’t have gotten together. But then that makes me feel like a dick because my mom has never been happier and she deserves the world. Fucking catch twenty two.

“I did need that. Just don’t tell the guys,” I say, and she laughs.

“Always Memph. Your secrets are always safe with me.” She bites her lip and looks away. I know she’s being truthful but the heat shining in her eyes has me confused. I go to reply but Mikey interrupts, coming over and smacking me on the shoulder.

“This tour is going to be a blast.” He has the biggest grin on his face, and I try to hold back my snarl. I can tell from here he has a crush on Cara. Not that I can blame him, but I’ve told all the assholes here she's off limits.

“Carson, sit for a sec, the guys and I have been working on a song, maybe you can help. We’re stuck on the ending. Memphis never shuts up about how amazing a songwriter you are.” He goes on but Cara looks my way, her cheeks blushing an adorable shade of pink. I step closer and whisper in her ear, ignoring the shiver my breath on her neck caused.

“It’s true, shortcake. You’re my muse.”

She takes a shaky breath in and smiles towards Mikey, before following him to the loveseat. She sits down in a poof of pink, and I can’t stop my imagination from running wild. She's no longer that knobbly kneed girl with pigtails and braces, who could out eat me and throw a perfect spiral. She’s drop dead gorgeous inside and out. Her beauty inside rivals the angel sitting before me.

I lean against the wall beside her as Mikey and Jameson strum the tune we’ve been perfecting for weeks. Mikey gives me a nod and I start the first line, closing my eyes and getting into the melody. When a soft falsetto joins, quietly harmonizing with me on the chorus, I open my eyes lost in the blue blue sky. I’m so screwed. I stumble on the next verse and Cara smiles. Mikey and Jameson stare at us, no longer playing. When did they stop?

Mikey has a huge smile on his face, and Jameson won’t stop glancing between the both of us.

Cara turns toward them and holds her hand out, “May I?” Mikey hands his guitar over and she attempts to hold it, but the dress is getting in the way.

“Ugh, damn princess dresses,” she grunts and I laugh loudly, making her jump and give me a glare. I shake my head and wave for her to continue. She places her perfect fingers on the neck then starts to slowly strum while humming.


 

You take my hand and pull me to the ground

I sit beside you and listen to the sound

It’s just us no one else around

You smile my way and I’m gone

Being with you has never felt wrong

Baby I’m right where I belong

The blue in your eyes pulls me in

The press of your lips against my skin

This is the spot our love begins

I hold you close memorizing your face

Lost in your loving embrace

Nerves and fears gone without a trace

The sky is dark but your light shines

Our hearts wrapped together with twine

I thank the stars that you’re mine

 

She ends with a smile on her face, and if she were mine, I would be kissing the shit out of her.

“Holy hell!” Mikey groans, “That’s it. I’m chaining you to my guitar and never letting you go. Please say we can keep you?” he says and Cara blushes even darker than before, the flush running down her neck and to her cleavage.

“It’s a beautiful song. I think you just needed to add that one part,” she says modestly, and I snort. Always so humble.

I move closer and take the guitar from her, handing it to Mikey, before pulling her up from the couch.

“We have ten stops left for this tour. Including one in Paris.”

Her eyes bug and I fight the urge to boop her on the nose like I used to when we were little. “So what do you say, shortcake, ready to tour the states with us?” I gaze into her eyes with a huge smile on my face. This is just what I’ve been missing. I should have kidnapped her a long time ago.

She looks around as if she’s contemplating something I know is a sure bet, backing away a few feet. She shoots Gem a wink, then shrugs and looks at her nails all nonchalant.

“Yeah, I guess I can fit that into my schedule.”

I charge her and pull her into my arms in a tight hug. “Really, you'll fit me into your schedule?” I tickle her sides and she gasps and giggles.

“No, Memphis don’t. Oh I feel sick.” I immediately stop and give her a once over, she does look a bit green. I set her down and point to Gem.

“Cara has been dealing with a bout of food poisoning. Do we have anything here to help settle her stomach?” She gives me a nod, then rushes from the room calling out, “I’m on it,” over her shoulder. I help Cara over to the couch and Mikey takes the seat beside her.

“You need some charcoal tablets. I swear they're the best thing for food poisoning.” He squeezes her hand and she gives him a grateful smile.

“Thanks Mikey, I'll look into those.”

I frown, glancing between them. I may need to give Mikey a reminder of the rules.

The door slams open and Dolly walks into the room immediately starting her shit. “Well, I see no one cares that we have a show to do here,” she scoffs, walking over and plopping onto my lap. She gives me a sloppy kiss, and I pull back, wiping my mouth. I gaze into her eyes and toss her ass to the floor.

“You’re high!” I shout and her eyes widen. She drops to her knees and crawls towards me.

“I’ve been a bad, bad doll. I think I need to be punished.”

Cara gapes at Dolly, and even I have to admit she’s never acted this way out of the bedroom. Gem returns and hands Cara something, totally ignoring the mess in front of me who's trying to unbuckle my pants. I look over at Jameson and he nods.

“So I know you're not supposed to play with us tonight, but I may need you to do backups for Dolly,” I say, giving her a pleading look. She looks like she may hurl again, then swallows the water in her hand and nods.

“Um yeah, you’re lucky that I know all the songs by heart.”

I give in and kiss her temple and Dolly starts laughing on the floor. Jameson pulls her up and puts her in the chair in front of the mirror. This isn’t the first time Dolly has had to perform wasted, but I told her I wouldn’t continue this shit. As soon as Harry gets back to me about what the fuck is going on, I’m kicking her ass to the curb and out of the band.

e

“Well that was almost a shitshow,” I tell Cara as soon as we make it back to the house. She kicks her heels off and moans. My dick jumps and I fight not to let him out to play. All night I've been fighting not to touch, kiss, just hold her. Maybe having her on tour isn’t such a good idea. I move around her and over to the kitchen and pull out the container of cookies my mom sent on Valentine's Day from the freezer, and Cara’s eyes light up.

“Oh hell yes!” she groans then rushes over and snatches them from me. I follow her to the living room as she plops down on the couch and tucks her legs under her butt. We changed out of our formal attire before the show, and her sitting there in tight leggings with a sweater on that keeps slipping from her shoulder is almost as tempting as the dress she was in. She opens the top and sucks on the end of one of the heart shaped cookies.

“Why are they frozen?” she asks me, giving up and taking a bite.

“Because there was no way I was going to eat three dozen sugar cookies before they went bad,” I say with a laugh and she gives me a look.

“You were supposed to share them with the band, Memphis. Frankie sent me a ton too, and I shared them,” she says, softly, looking away and blinking. I haven’t asked what happened yet and she hasn’t mentioned it. She hands me the container then stands, stretching.

“I’m going to go to bed. Tonight was amazing. Thank you Memph.” She bends down and places a kiss on my cheek, then strides off to her room. I watch her go. Her ass bouncing with her steps. I lean back and smack myself in the face, groaning quietly. Yeah, I am so fucked!

The next morning, we lay down the new track we finally finished last night, and Cara can’t stop gushing about being in a real life recording studio. Everything is great, and I’m having fun for the first time in a long while when Dolly slams in late and hungover as fuck. She drops down on the sofa and orders Gem around like she’s her slave. The label has given her multiple assistants, but they don't last more than a few weeks. The guys' nickname, Prima donna Dolly, fits her to a T. She drops her bag and a little fluff pops out surprising the shit out of me.

“What the fuck is that?” I yell as she slides her sunglasses up and puts them on her head.

“It’s our baby. Isn’t he just the cutest. I saw him in a pet store window and just knew he was perfect for our little family.”

Cara chokes on her drink. She looks at me seriously for a moment, and I don’t miss the hurt flash through her features before she masks it.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom, but I’ll be back to run that track again.” She tells the room, before rushing out. Dolly has glee in her eyes as she watches her leave. I bend low and get closer to her so the guys can’t hear me.

“Take the fluff ball back, Doll. I’ve told you before we aren’t serious. This is just a bit of fun. You knew the score from the beginning. And while we're at it, get your shit out of my closet.” I stand up and nod at Mikey, giving Dolly a pointed look, then follow after Cara. I catch her in the hall laughing with Gem.

“That girl is psycho. Memphis would never start a family with her,” she laughs and Cara hums.

“I just don’t want to be intruding if they are that serious. Maybe I should take the apartment downstairs. I have enough baggage that I don't want to cause any drama,” she says softly, and I round the corner interrupting.

“You are not imposing Carson Star Matthews! You’re my best friend, my family, not Dolly. So don’t even think about moving out from under my roof. You’re right where you're supposed to be.” I pull her into my arms and she freezes but relaxes after a minute. I spin her to look into my eyes. To see my truth; it’s always her over anyone else.

“Promise me…promise me that if anything changes you'll tell me. I love and appreciate everything you're doing, but this is your life Memphis.”

I give her a nod and she smiles, before giggling. I raise a brow and she bites her lip. “She bought you a tiny little purse dog. Does she not know you hate ankle biters?”

I release her and shake my head, laughing with her. I really can’t stand little dogs. If we ever did get a pet it would be a kitten or a husky. I’ve always loved huskies, ever since watching Snow Dogs with Cara.

Gem clears her throat and winces, nodding towards someone behind us. I glance over my shoulder and pause. Fuck! Dolly is standing there furious and holding the little poof.

“Jameson said it’s time to get back to work! We leave on tour tomorrow!” she snaps and I give her a nod, ignoring the lasers she's shooting our way. I internally groan and head back to the studio. One tour bus, three horny assholes, a prima donna and an angel. This is going to be torture.


Twenty-One
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Carson

Tour life is nothing like I thought it would be. Having to share a bathroom with five people and dealing with morning sickness is not ideal. I think everyone believes I have an eating disorder, but I’d much rather have them think that than the real reason.

Dolly is becoming clingier and clingier to me and Memphis. Trying to become my best friend, but I can see her hidden agenda. She’s up to something and I know whatever it is, is going to cause tremendous damage. I mentioned it to Memphis but he waved it away, saying he was on it. I hope he is because I get bad vibes. I guess there's a reason Frankie can’t stand her.

“Cara, hurry up! I have to shower before we get to Memphis.” Dolly bangs on the door one more time then groans. “Seriously, what are you doing in there?” I turn the shower off and flush the toilet, resting my head on the cool floor for a moment as my stomach settles. According to my missed periods I’m almost twelve weeks, so hopefully the morning sickness goes away soon.

It would help if Dolly’s perfume and the bacon that Memphis insists on cooking in a small enclosed space didn’t turn my stomach.

Tonight we’re staying at a hotel, and I can’t be happier. Finally, I get to sleep in a bed instead of the small bunk. There's a large bed at the end of the bus, but that’s where Memphis and Dolly sleep most nights. Things seem strained with them lately so I’ve been fortunate not to hear them fucking. But I do hear Dolly whining most nights.

Someone suggested Dolly get her own bus, and I pray that happens. Just her luggage alone needs its own room. They have a wardrobe and equipment bus so why does she have to have seven bags?

“Leave her alone, Doll. She’s not doing well with the motion of the bus. She always did get seasick,” Memphis snaps.

“We’re on a fucking tour bus Memphis, not a boat!” Dolly roars. I climb from the floor and wipe my face off, before unlocking the door. I give them a sheepish look and move around them.

“I think I need to go see a doctor,” I say with a grumble and Memphis nods, giving me a look of sympathy. He knows how I feel about doctors and hospitals. I don’t want to go but Sassy and Lee have been demanding I have a check up for the baby. The vomiting makes a good excuse to go without giving much away.

“I’ll have Gem schedule something tomorrow,” Memphis says, and I give him a small smile.

“Thanks Memph.” Dolly huffs, then moves into the bathroom slamming the door. He rolls his eyes and I laugh, but it’s weak. He turns and walks towards his room and I head towards my bunk. We have a few hours before we reach the arena we're playing at tonight, so I think a nap is in order. Mikey gives me a fist bump when I pass his bunk.

I slide my curtain closed and lay my head on the pillow. My phone buzzes and I sigh while checking it.

 

Lay: How was the show last night?

Me: It was good. Still surreal but I think I may love it.

 

I add a smiley face and he sends me heart eyes. I smile and laugh. I’ve started texting him a little more every day, and I realize how much I miss him. I don’t think I'm ready to see him in person, though. Not until I get things figured out on my end. I lie on my back and place my hand on my belly. It’s still flat but I love rubbing it. My little Jelly Bean and I.

Shortly after I left for Nashville, Lay showed up at my house in Kansas and Frankie being the person she is, took him in and I don’t see him ever escaping. I’m just waiting for the others to follow. Memphis also mentioned that they’ve started to text. Lay has a lot of demons like Memph does, and I think it's a great idea for them to talk. I still don’t know the extent to what Lay has been through, but I do know that Memphis can help him more than I can.

 

Lay: I’d love to see you guys perform.

Me: Lay…

Lay: I know. Whenever you’re ready I mean.

Me: I’d like that… but not yet.

 

I turn the phone off and shut my eyes. A tear runs down my cheek but I don’t bother wiping it. Will I ever be able to have a simple conversation with them without feeling all the hurt and betrayal? Connor calls me every few days but I haven’t answered. Xavier hasn’t reached out and I unblocked Jase but I haven’t heard anything. Sassy keeps me up to date on things even though I tell her not to tell me. I think she just can’t help herself. She has always loved gossip.

I slow my breaths and try to will my mind to sleep. One of the guys is watching a movie quietly and laughs every now and then, Memphis is cooking in the kitchen and I pray it’s not bacon. My stomach twists just thinking about it.

I lie here for a few hours still not able to fall asleep. Hopefully being in my own room and bed at the hotel I’ll be able to get a solid night's sleep. I know the bags under my eyes are starting to worry Memphis and Mikey.

We pull up to the venue a few hours before we go on. Dolly rushes off the bus and over to a waiting limo. Her Uncle Ron and her have to do some press thing beforehand, and I’m grateful for a few hours with the band without her. She tried to drag Memphis along, but he told her no.

“Are you ready, shortcake? We have two hours to kill in the place that bears my name. Let’s have some fun,” he says, coming up behind me and spinning me around. I giggle and the guys all shout excitedly, moving towards another limo. Memphis holds out his hand to me and I take it, letting him guide me to the car.

The driver holds the door, tips his hat at me and I smile. I really like Jeeves, I know that’s not his real name, but he seems like a Jeeves to me. I laughed the first time Memphis called him that and told me he’s a part of the gig. He stays on the assistant's bus and is sleeping with Gem on occasion. I laughed at that because this man who looks like he belongs on some British drama as a butler is messing around with a girl who is all rock and roll. But when I started to take notice and see how they are together, I got it. She makes him wild while he makes her calm.

I climb in and Memphis hands me a glass of champagne. I accept it but don’t drink. We all clink our glasses and toast to an amazing tour. I snort and giggle, pretending to sip.

“Not a fan?” Memphis asks and I nod. He chuckles and takes the glass from me, before wrapping his arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer to his side. The guys glance our way but don’t even bat an eye at how affectionate we are with each other. It’s always been this way. I hope it never changes. His comfort and strength are what's helping me get through everything.

My dad and Frankie keep telling me to tell him about the Jelly Bean --yeah they have adapted to calling the baby that too-- and I will, but I need to tell the guys first. They should have been my first call and they would have been if not for what went down. Memphis sighs and rests his head on top of my head.

“I’m really happy you’re here with me, shortcake. I never knew you were what was missing.” The guys laugh about something and Memphis sits back up. I think about what he said and feel like crying. My damn hormones. I discreetly wipe my eye and turn to Jameson. He has his guitar out and is strumming to a song on the radio. I know this one by heart and I start to sing along. Alexandria Kay has to be one of my new favorite artists. Memphis sings the chorus with me in harmony and shivers run down my spine. I've always loved how deep his voice can go, almost like a growl. The grit and soul he puts into every lyric. It’s one of the things I love about his tone. It’s what made him famous.

We finish up and Mikey gives us a round of applause. “Damn, that was fire. We need to get you up on stage. Kick Dolly to the curb,” he says with a twinkle in his eye. I roll mine and laugh.

“No, I’ll stick with backup. Besides as much as I love your music, her new upbeat teeny bopper shit is not my style."

Jameson groans but nods and agrees with me.

“Soon as this tour shit is done, we're getting back to our original sound. Like that track we just laid down. I much prefer your vocals to Dolly’s.”

I glance Memphis’ way, but he seems to be off in space thinking. The car comes to a stop and I laugh. “Seriously, you want to go here? Of all the things we could do?”

He laughs and grabs my hand. “I’ve been dying for some new ink, and shortcake, it's time we got those matching tats you drew back in high school.” He pulls out a folded piece of paper from his wallet and tears spring to my eyes. He’s kept it all this time. I give him a smile and let him lead me into a small tattoo parlor. There is a lady waiting for us at the entrance and she squeals when we walk inside before rushing towards Jameson and jumping into his arms. They start making out.

When they stop and she hops back to the ground, he turns my way and laughs. “Cara, I’d like you to meet Kiki, my girlfriend and step-sister.” He shoots me a wink. My mouth drops, and even Memphis coughs. I give her a smile and she comes over wrapping me in a super tight hug.

“I’ve been dying to meet you. James here doesn’t shut up about the new girl with a voice of an angel that swooped down from heaven and saved the band.” My cheeks go red and my mouth is gaping like a fish. She laughs, then takes my hand, bringing me to the counter to see her work.

“Wow, these are amazing,” I gush, and she beams with pride. The guys talk loudly with one of the other artists and I pull her to the side, lowering my voice.

“Can I ask you something in confidence? I know we just met, but I need you not to tell the band.” She gives me a nod, and looks over her shoulder.

“You’re not on drugs right, because we can’t tattoo you if you are. I mean I know we do sometimes when people don’t disclose upfront, but it can really be dangerous.”

My eyes bulge and my jaw drops. I shake my head fast.

“No, god no. I’m umm.” I bite my lip and point towards my stomach. She follows and gives me a smile of relief.

“Oh… okay. So it’s totally up to you, and one of the main concerns is infection. But I can promise you that my needles are clean and I keep my studio sterile as hell. I’m a bit of a germaphobe and OCD as fuck. From what Memphis told me it’s a small design on your wrist right?” I give her a nod and she gives me a wink. “Yeah, should be totally fine. It’s completely up to you, but I do highly advise keeping it clean and using the ointment. Aftercare is majorly important.”

“Can I have a moment to think about it?”

“Absolutely, take your time. I’m going to go get some cuddles in with my man.” I watch her rush away and jump on his back. I pull out my phone and google just to double check what she said is right.

“What do you think, shortcake?” Memphis says, coming up behind me, and I jump, quickly turning my phone off. I glance his way to see if he saw what I was reading but his eyes sparkle with amusement.

“You really want to get an infinity symbol on your wrist?” I ask, and he nods.

“Yep, but I want it open on the side with shortcake written like you drew all those years ago, and yours will say Ten I See. Unless you don’t want that anymore?” His eyes drop and his shoulders slump. I pull him into a quick hug, then kiss his cheek.

“Yes, I still want.”

He looks in my eyes for a lie, but I show him it’s the truth. He gives me a beaming grin, then tugs me over to the chairs. I take a seat and give Kiki a nod. Memphis plops down on the one beside me and offers me his hand. I give him a wink and hold it, as they shave our wrists and prep us for the ink I’ve been waiting years for.

“I love you, shortcake,” he tells me and I smile, fighting not to blush. I know he means it just as a friend, and I’ve accepted that. Plus now we're family, though Jameson seems not to care about that fact with Kiki.

“I love you too Memph, always.”
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“Where the fuck have you all been? We go on in twenty minutes and you haven’t even been to wardrobe,” Dolly screeches the moment we come around the corner. I wince and Memphis groans, dropping my hand and rubbing his temples.

“Damn, Dolly. Inside voice. Do you want to give us a migraine right before the show? Chill babe, takes me like three minutes to change.”

She gives him a glare then looks at me. “You may not need time but Cara sure as hell does. She is not going on stage like that.” I grimace and look down at my cute sundress and sandals. Memphis takes my hand and brings my eyes back up.

“You look gorgeous, shortcake. Ignore her. Gem will get you sorted.”

I give him a nod and head towards the dressing room they assigned to me. It’s the size of a shoebox compared to Dolly’s, but all I need is somewhere to change. Even if it is right next to the bathrooms.

Gem bustles in and throws her makeup bag on the small vanity they crammed in here. I button up the tight jeans they pulled aside for me and hold my breath a moment to get them buttoned. Jelly Bean you are going to get me busted. I take off my bra and put on the tight black corset, then take a seat. Gem’s eyes bulge at my boobs, and I groan. Yeah, they have grown a lot in the last week.

“Fuck, girl. Maybe we need to start dressing you like a nun. Those boys won’t be able to focus.”

I snort and roll my eyes. “I’m in the back. I don’t think anyone will even notice me.”

“Whatever you say,” she mumbles, then does my makeup really quick. I take my hair out of the messy bun and she runs a brush through my curls, before handing me the black cowboy hat with the rhinestones. Gaudy as hell, but that’s Dolly for ya.

“If she isn’t out here in three minutes,” Dolly screams from the hall and I groan. I think I seriously hate her more than Penny. I close my eyes and say a quiet prayer, like I do before every show. Mama, please watch over me and Jelly Bean and keep Memphis in your graces too. Keep Lay strong and Connor sane…and watch over Xavier, Jase and East. Help them make good choices and keep them away from evil. I know they’re good deep down. I miss you, Mama. Wish you were here.

“Okay babe, you're all set. Kick ass out there.” Gem puts some gloss on my pout, then helps me stand. I give her a quick hug, then hustle to the stage. Dolly is in the corner talking to one of the sound techs and I point. “What’s going on over there?” I ask Memphis and he shrugs, keeping his eyes glued to mine. He’s twisting his hands together and looks like he’s in pain. I step closer and touch his arm and he trembles.

“Are you okay?” I ask and he nods.

“Yep,” he squeaks, then runs out on stage. What the hell was that about?

Memphis

They’re trying to kill me. They are honest to god trying to kill me. Why the hell would they put Cara in a corset and tight jeans? Her tits are practically touching her chin. My dick is rock hard in my jeans, and I know playing tonight is going to be hard. I fought to keep my eyes on her, but my god. I just want to rip her top off and help those breasts breathe. Maybe give them mouth to mouth. The cue for me to enter the stage sounds, and I run out there like my ass is on fire. I grab my guitar from a roadie and hold it awkwardly over my erection, while waving to our fans. I place the strap over my neck and stick my hand in my jeans, trying to fix myself. Dolly comes on stage and the crowd goes wild, hopefully she’s enough of a distraction from me groping myself.

I will be having a talk with Gem about Cara’s wardrobe. She needs cardigans and maxi dresses and turtlenecks. Something.

Carson

“Wow, that was some show,” Gem says, as I walk back to my dressing room. I laugh and then start to cry. My nerves are completely shot right now after what Dolly did to me. Everyone thinks it was a microphone malfunction but the look of pure glee on her face before the mic shut off, then her look of horror, proves she tried to embarrass me in front of thousands of people.

“Hey, girl, hey.” Gem comes over and pulls me into a tight hug, shushing me. “It was incredible. You were amazing. Why are you crying?” I pull away from her and wipe my eyes with a weak laugh.

“I’m just so tired. It’s been a really long day. Can we go to the hotel now? I’d like to skip the after party tonight.” She gives me a nod and groans.

“Yes, please. How about we get some room service and just veg out and watch movies or something?”

“That seriously sounds like heaven. Let me just change really quick.” I rush to the little curtained area they have in this shoebox and rip the corset off, moaning so loud. Gem snorts. I don’t bother with a bra and pull my dress on over my head. I slip the jeans off and fold them nicely, then grab my flip-flops and purse. I hand the clothes to Gem and she laughs.

“I seriously love you, Carson Star. Not only are you sweet, but you fold your dirty clothes making my life ten times easier.” I shrug and she takes my hand. She grabs her things, flips the light switch off and tugs me down the hall.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Dolly screeches from her open dressing room door and I sigh.

“We were so close. So damn close,” I mutter. I stop walking and turn to face Dollzilla. She is fuming and holding her phone out as if she’s videoing.

"Girl, I must know what push up bra you are wearing?" Dolly asks a little too loudly. Memphis comes out of another room and I blush, glancing his way before meeting her eyes and whispering, "I'm actually not wearing a bra."

His eyebrows jump at that and Dolly scoffs, "Fine, keep your secrets."

I roll my eyes and don’t bother fighting her. “I’m not feeling the best. Can I take tonight off? I’d really like some girl time with Gem,” I ask Memphis, and he pushes Dolly out of the way coming closer to me.

“Of course, shortcake. Not sure Gem mentioned, but we got you a doctor appointment for the morning. I’ll come get you and we can grab some breakfast.” My palms sweat and my heart races. No, he can’t come with me. Dolly walks up and grabs my wrist, pressing on the sore skin.

“What the fuck is this?” she growls, grabbing Memphis' wrist. He sighs and pulls her hand off me.

“Cara and I got tattoos. Is that a problem?” he growls back at her and she gulps, before batting her eyelashes.

“No, of course not. I was just wondering darlin’.”

I roll my eyes again and Memphis nudges his head in Gem’s direction. I slowly back away while Dolly is distracted and blow him a kiss.

I make it outside, and I’m thankful no paparazzi are around. After what went down tonight I know things are about to change. I never wanted to be in the spotlight. I had enough of that thanks to Penny and the Kippa Girls.

I still don’t know what I did wrong. I doubt I ever will. I just wish I knew why Jase and East swapped that night. Was I so disgusting that Jase couldn’t go through with it, he had to tap out and grab his twin? I should have just given Connor or Lay my virginity, then maybe none of this would have ever happened. Yeah, but then you might not have Jelly Bean. I bite my lip and try not to cry at that thought. Even though I never wanted to be a teenage mom, the thought of not having this little baby in my belly hurts my heart. I already love it so much.

I can’t wait to meet you Jelly Bean.


Twenty-Two


[image: ]



Connor

 

Xav: Bro check this out.

 

I click the link, not expecting to find some entertainment news video. I sit down on the toilet and turn the volume down. They're waiting for me outside but I needed a few minutes to myself before all the shit hits the fan.

There’s a cute girl sitting at a newscaster desk and she has a Whiskey Kiss T-shirt on and a huge smile on her face.

“Sarah, did you hear what went down last night at the Whiskey Kiss show?” a man asks the girl, and she starts to gush.

“John, you betcha I did. Not only am I shocked. I think I became a new fan girl of Carson Star.”

I sit up straighter at the mention of Cara’s name.

She turns to the camera and gives us a wink, before reading from a teleprompter.

“Fans were shocked last night when Whiskey Kiss star Dolly’s mic malfunctioned during a show in Memphis Tennessee. But even more shocking was the voice that was revealed by their newest member of the band, Miss Carson Star, who joined to fill in for Alex as he is off handling some personal business.” She goes off on some speculations and guesses about him probably being in rehab, and her co-star John nods along with her.

“Sorry folks, where was I? Oh yes, a lot of rumors have been circulating about whether or not Carson could actually sing, or if she was just awarded the position due to knowing Memphis. Well guys let me just say not only can Carson sing. She can sing! I swear my jaw dropped along with thousands of other fans. So it’s safe to say those rumours have been squashed. Don’t believe me? Take a look at this.”

They look towards a screen behind them and a clip of Cara singing her heart out plays. I watch as she dominates the stage with Memphis, and the sound of her voice brings tears to my eyes. She looks happy. Fuck, I miss her.

I watch the clip of her singing three times, then pull up her number, closing out of the link.

“Hey Cara, it’s me again. I just wanted to check in. Call me when you can. Bye.” I hang up the phone and groan. Her voicemail again. I guess I should be lucky I can even reach that, Jase was blocked twice.

A knock on the door has me flushing the toilet and washing my hands. I’ve wasted enough time in here. Today is the big day. We are going to attempt to break into Kippa Nu and find Penny’s evidence.

I open the door and Sassy gives me a glare. “I know, I’m sorry. I’m good now,” I tell her and she looks me over critically to see if I really am okay. I give her a smile and she sighs, before spinning to face the others in the room.

“Okay, let’s go over this plan one more time.” The guys groan and she gives them a death glare.

“Fuck, stop doing that,” Xavier whines and I laugh. Sassy does have one mean stare when she's pissed. The first time she used it on me was the morning she found me in the kitchen in my boxers, drinking orange juice from the carton. I moved out shortly after that. According to her, this is a pussy palace, no dicks allowed.

“As I was saying. Let’s run through this plan one more time. Connor is to go get snacks and drinks, delivering them to Kippa. He has a date with Dana, Penny’s newest sycophant. Jase, you are to stay out of view, until Connor reaches the ‘forbidden room’, he will pop open the window and let you in. Xavier you are to...”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah I know. I'm going to distract the girls in the backyard with the other guys.” She gives him another glare for interrupting but nods.

“East, you need to keep Penny occupied at your house. Handcuff her to the bed if you have to. Just keep her there.”

He physically shudders, but gives Sassy a nod. She looks around at us and gives me the biggest grin.

“Let’s take the bitch down.”

We all head out and I go to the coffee shop to grab Dana her favorite drink and treat. Sassy planned all this to a T, with Ella’s help. Hopefully by tonight we will be free of Penny and her minions. I hope Cara knows that I’m doing all this for her and the guys that she loves. She may be angry and hurt right now and avoiding us, but I know one day we will all come together again. Even the Douchethornes who I’m starting to like. But hell if I’ll admit it.

“Hey, you’re early,” Dana tells me with a huge smile.

“Just excited I guess,” I say, playing to my boy next door charms. She blushes and giggles, but opens the door wider for me to enter. I’ve hardly made it over the threshold when she grabs my hand, tugging me up the stairs. Whoa, she works fast. I pull her to a stop and bite my lip. “Can we hang out down here for a little bit?” Her eyes go wide, but she nods and leads me to the living room. We take a seat and she turns to me. She’s cute, but not Cara. Her light brown hair is in waves and her honey eyes are lined in black. She has a cute little white hoodie over a pink Kippa Nu tank and a matching pink and white ruffled skirt. She’s not wearing shoes, and I wonder if I should have taken mine off.

“So I have to say, I never thought you knew who I was,” she says in a soft tone, moving closer to me. Her hand lands on my thigh and she moves it up slowly. I cough and jump up. She looks shocked and I give her a grin.

“Sorry darlin’ can I use the bathroom?” She laughs, and nods with a point. I bend down and swallow the bile in my mouth, pressing a quick kiss to her cheek, before rushing off. I feel sick. I don’t know if I can do this. Why is she being so forward? I walk towards the bathroom, then close the door, before sneaking around the corner and opening the door to the “forbidden room”. Jase is waiting at the first window. I quietly stride over and open it. He climbs in and gives me a hug.

“You okay? You look pale as shit man,” he asks me in a whisper. I shake my head and he freezes.

“She keeps trying to touch my dick.”

He bites his lip and snorts. I roll my eyes and leave him there, walking carefully back towards the bathroom, but run into Dana.

“Hey, everything okay?” she asks, and I nod. I grab her hand and pull her up the stairs. She giggles and leads me to her room. Her door shuts and she’s on me like flies on sugar. Her lips touch my cheek, because I turned just in time. She pulls back and gives me a look, before unzipping her hoodie and dropping it to the floor. Her skirt goes next and I stop her from lifting her tank.

I gaze at her with fake heat and she bites her lip before trying to kiss me again. I place a hand on her chest and gently shove her back towards the bed. She lands on the mattress with a bounce and giggles. I take a deep breath then reach behind my neck and grip my T-shirt, pulling it off over my head.

This is for Cara. This is for the guys she loves. Penny has to go down. I keep repeating the mantra and praying I don’t throw up all over this poor girl. I lean over her and tap her lips with my finger, she sucks me into her mouth and I groan. I don’t know if I can do this.

“No kissing.” I tell her in a rough voice and she pouts but nods. She runs her nails down my chest and I shiver in revulsion. I grab her wrists and put them above her head. I rip her tanktop up and wrap her wrists tight.

“No touching.”

She moans and squirms. “God, I knew you would be amazing in bed,” she whimpers and I hum in response. She looks up at me, but her eye color is all wrong. I get off the bed and glance around. She has a scarf hanging over her mirror so I grab it and bend down over her again. I place it over her eyes and she starts to pant.

“Oh my god, this is so hot.”

I grunt, then pull out my phone now that she can’t see what I’m doing. I spot a speaker with headphones next to it. Perfect. Someone must be looking out for me and the love I have for Cara. I look up to the ceiling and say a quick thanks. I turn some music on, then place the ear buds in her ears.

I text one of my old fraternity brothers Nate, who’s just outside with Xavier and the other Kippa girls’.

 

Me: SOS. Dana’s room. Need a walk in cock.

Nate: Be right there.

 

I remove one earbud, “How do you feel about my friend joining in too? I think it would be so hot, as I watch him fill you,” I whisper in her ear and she shivers.

“Oh yes please,” she whimpers, and I sigh with relief. I would never do anything without her consent. I'm not that type of person. But I know I can’t touch her. Cara is the only girl for me, and I think I’m finally understanding that won’t happen unless I accept I won’t be the only guy for her.

I just hope I haven’t ruined my shot.

Jase

I climb in the window and shake my head as a panicked Connor runs away. Poor guy. I hope Dana doesn’t eat him alive. East hooked up with her last year, and I know she's a wild one. Connor has always given me the ‘make love to you’ vibe. I hide in the room as I wait for the signal that everything is clear. I don’t look at the window across the room. I know if I do I’ll start crying and my dick will get hard simultaneously. That night will still go down as one of the hottest of my life. Even if I did end up with blue balls until after we got home.

“Cukooooo.” Xavier shouts and I roll my eyes. Seriously, that dude has a screw loose or something. The partiers out back also shout cuckoo, and I laugh. I crack open the door and shuffle towards the stairs, careful to stay close to the wall. I’m halfway up the stairs when Nate comes barreling towards me. I stop, thinking he’s here to tell me something, but he pushes past me and starts taking his clothes off, he almost faceplants when his shorts get stuck on his ankles and I snort. Well okay then. He goes into the room Connor is supposed to be in and my eyebrows rise. Maybe I was wrong about Connor Hannaberg then. Nope, spoke too fast. Connor shoves out of the room and leans against the wall, before sliding to his ass. He puts his head in his hands and starts to cry.

Seriously! This is not the time for this. I sigh and move closer to him, nudging his knee with my foot and he jumps. Wiping his eyes, he gives me a shaky smile, before crying harder.

“I really fucked up. Why did I have to cause her trouble? She loved you all. Why did I tell her that I was enough for her? She was never going to be a one man woman and now she won’t even answer my calls. I love her J. I love her so damn much.”

I groan and glance towards the third floor where I’m supposed to be heading, then back to the sobbing MMA fighter-looking dumbass. I close my eyes and pray for patience before taking a seat beside him and holding him tight. I shush him, and he lays his head on my shoulder and cries.

“I don’t know how you felt because I had always had an open relationship with Lay, we knew from the start that we would share. Cara felt similar. She never seemed the type to be monogamous. But she never made me feel less loved, Connor. Cara deserves the world and if I ever get the chance to have a piece of her heart again, even a tiny sliver, I will cherish it and feel fucking grateful.” I lean my head back and he sits up, looking sheepish. His blue eyes glassy. My phone rings and I answer it. East is panting and swearing. Fuck!

“We need to get out of here right now. Penny escaped,” I tell Connor and his eyes go wide. He points over to the grunting and screaming going on in the room behind us. I cringe and he gulps, but nods, so I let him go and he stands, entering the room with his hand over his eyes. Climbing to my feet, I run downstairs. When I reach the backyard, Xavier is doing body shots off one of Penny’s girls. I catch his eye and he nods, shooting me a wink. I move over to the gate and exit, right as I hear Penny scream.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

I wince and groan. Fuck, that was close, and I didn’t even get what we needed. It was a shitshow, but I think I may have had a breakthrough with Connor. Hopefully him accepting things will make Cara and Lay happy. That’s all I ever wanted. I just want them to be happy.

I walk home and East meets me at the door. He has scratch marks down his chest and he shudders. “Do not ask man, I am not in the fucking mood.”

I shut my mouth and follow him to the kitchen for a beer. I think I deserve one after all that.

“Please tell me we at least got something?” he pleads and I shake my head. “Fuck!” he roars before chucking his bottle in the sink letting the glass shatter. I shuffle closer and pull him into a hug. He starts to cry on my shoulder, pulling me tighter to him. I guess I’m just going to be a human tissue today. I shush him and rub his back.

“It’s never going to end, brother. I’m going to have to marry that evil cow,” he sobs and I freeze. Marry? What the fuck is he talking about? I wait till he calms down a bit, then push him back.

“Please tell me why you think you’re marrying Penny.”

He winces then moves over to one of the stools, plopping down. “Penny is blackmailing more than just us, and I made the mistake of telling Dad our dirt, so now he’s blackmailing me as well. Will this shit ever end? I never want to hear the word blackmail again,” he growls. Oh great now the anger has started. It’s going to be a long night.

East gets a text and snorts.

“The queen is demanding our presence tonight. She needs to discuss something with us.” He stands from the stool and moves over to the fridge. “I’m going to need more than beer to get through this shit.” He looks my way, offering. I sigh then nod, taking a seat as well.

Fuck, I'm so over all this shit!

e

“Okay Penny, we’re here. What’s the big emergency?” I snap, slamming the door to her pretentious Maserati.

“Don’t give me attitude Jase. In case you forgot, I have you boys by the balls.”

I roll my eyes and sit back against the door. I give her a glare, then lean over and grip her throat a little harder than I planned. Her lips pop open and she starts giving out short gasps. I increase the pressure and her eyes bulge.

“Calm down man,” East tells me gently, gripping my wrist and pressing a point that has me releasing her.

She sits panting for a few moments before slapping me hard against the cheek. I taste blood and smile.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Jase Hawthorne?” she chokes out. I just laugh. I laugh until I feel nauseous.

“Do your worst, bitch. Because now that they're gone, I have nothing to live for,” I growl then open my door and leave her CHANEL No. 5 polluted air. East follows after me and grips my arm tugging me back.

“I hope you know what you're doing, man.” I shrug him off and walk away. Not only did I lose Cara, but this bitch made me lose Lay too. I’m sick of her games. I’ve done my time. I just wish we could clear East from her claws.

I walk around campus for a few minutes and let the night air cool me down. I feel less and less like myself these days. The anger and misery rising inside me, make me want to go psycho and murder her scheming ass.

Maybe I should, then all our problems will be over once and for all. Then maybe I can fight to get my people back. My love grows for them daily. I don’t think it will ever stop.


Twenty-Three
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Layton

I enter the kitchen covered in mud. Those puppies are adorable but they sure like to play in the muck. I stride over to the sink and scrub my hands clean. Frankie offered to teach me to make one of Carson’s favorite meals. She says cooking is a great form of therapy and I can admit being here, spending time with her, has really helped. Someone knocks on the back door and my eyebrows raise. I have yet to meet someone that doesn’t just walk in. I dry my hands and shuffle that way.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” I ask Levi, with a big grin on my face. “And why did you knock?”

He rolls his eyes and shoves me out of the way, setting grocery bags on the counter. He turns and starts removing ingredients, then spins in front of the oven and preheats it. I close the door and stride over to see what he is up to.

I reach his side and he leans over and kisses me quickly on the mouth, before moving around me to wash his hands. I’m stunned, but not upset. We've been spending some time together lately and I’ve learned Levi is a very affectionate person.

“I am here to make you dinner. Since you keep declining when I ask you out.” He gives me a raised eyebrow look and I shrug. It’s true. Between Carson and Jase breaking up with me and all the late night talks with Memphis which are starting to become more flirting than friendly, I’ve been blowing him off a bit more lately.

“I know you don’t want anything serious, Layton. I get it, but I’m going to be honest. You are hot as fuck and fresh blood compared to all these cowboys I’ve grown up with. I’m not trying to push you, but I wouldn’t say no if you ever wanted to hang out. And if you wanted to throw in some benefits to the mix, I would take those too, on my knees, back, however you want me to,” he finishes in a whisper to my ear and I bite my lip to keep the moan from slipping out.

Fuck that’s hot. I clear my throat and grip the back of his head pulling his hair tight. I look him straight in his lust filled eyes and yank hard.

“Be careful what you wish for, Lev,” I growl, smashing his lips to mine. I give him ten seconds of a rough kiss, before I yank him back, and move around the counter. He stands there panting for a few seconds, then goes back to making me dinner, as if that hot as hell kiss didn't happen. As if my dick isn’t rock hard in my shorts right now so I have to use the counter to hide.

He chops up onions, mushrooms and peppers, then pulls out a tupperware container full of seasoned steaks. I groan for a different reason and he shoots me a wink, while licking his lips slowly. I watch as it glides and bite my own. I need to cool off.

I glance down at my dirty self and groan. “Give me ten minutes to shower and change. I’ll be back.” I tell him, then rush from the room and up the stairs.

e

We eat steak, potatoes, and salad out on the picnic table by the stream Levi told me about on my first day here, and I find myself having a great time. A pang of guilt hits my chest about Levi not being Jase or Carson, but they have both told me repeatedly that they need space, or that I need to move on…for now. So I take another deep breath in and reach for Levi’s hand. He stops talking about a football game that's on later and gives me a smile.

“I'm not ready for anything serious… but maybe we can do the friends with benefits thing.” He leans over the table and kisses me hard, groaning into my mouth. I pull away with a smile and he licks his lips. We sit down and finish our meal, and it’s nice. Levi is adorable and witty. He has me laughing almost the whole night. I don’t remember the last time I laughed like this.

He has to go to bed early so we call it a night after the apple pie he bought, and I’m grateful. These early mornings and late night calls with Memphis don’t leave much time for sleep. I’m exhausted. I walk him to his truck and give him a goodnight kiss to think about later. I know I will be.

Frankie is sitting on the porch swing with a mug of tea and a blanket over her lap. I pause and blush. She gives me a knowing smile and pats the spot next to her. I hesitate but give in and sit down. She covers my lap with the blanket and passes over the mug. I take a sip and cough.

“That’s not tea,” I choke out and she laughs.

“No, baby, that’s apple moonshine. Good stuff, too.” I hand it back, and she sips it like it’s water. Damn, respect! I sit back and gaze at the night sky.

“Did you know that Cara and Memphis used to have sleepovers in the summer? They would grab all the blankets from both houses and make a huge bed out there in the grass. I once asked why they didn’t get a tent and Cara turned to me and laughed. ‘Then we wouldn’t see the stars.’” She laughs and shakes her head with a fond smile. “The stars are one of my favorite things about living in this town. The sky is always so clear.”

“I think I really like it here. I’m happy, and for the first time I feel safe. Thank you Frankie for taking me in and loving me,” I tell her with tears in my eyes. She pulls me into a hug so fast she splashes her moonshine out the rim of her mug.

“Baby, you always have a place here. This is your home now, always. Do you hear me? You will always be welcome here. No matter what the future holds. We are your family. I know Carson feels the same way. She’s just a little lost right now. And don’t think I don’t know about you and my son.” She gives me a knowing look, and I choke out some weird noise. She pats my hand. “Just know that whatever happens Lay, Memphis and Cara will end up together too.”

“But… They're family!” I sputter, and she laughs so hard I think she’s a little drunk.

“Oh honey. Those two have been in love with each other since the day they met. It’s inevitable. Harry and I know, and though it’s a little taboo, we will figure it out when the time comes.” She kisses my temple, then moves the blanket and stands with a yawn. “You should have some fun, Lay, you deserve someone to hold at night. Levi is a fine man. Even as just a fling. Don’t hold yourself back baby, your heart's too incredible to not share it with the world.”  She turns and leaves the porch, going in the side door. Leaving me here to think about what she said.

e

“Hey, how was your day?” Memphis asks me as I get situated in bed. This has become our ritual. We started out texting, then calling, then I’m not sure what we're doing anymore. I sigh and relax into the pillows.

“It was good I went to a bar with Levi. It was nice to get out and do something.” He scoffs but tries to hide it with a cough.

“Do you like Levi?” he asks, and I can’t help but notice the shake in his voice. Is he jealous?

“Yeah, I do. We’ve been hanging out lately. He’s sweet and the total opposite of Jase. I don’t see myself dating again… but the friends with benefits thing works for now.” Shuffling sounds over the line and I know he just sat up.

“Benefits? Have you guys done anything like that yet?” I sigh and think about that; I mean the kisses we share are hot as hell.

“Is this weird for you? I know you’re straight.”

He starts to cough and then he groans. “Okay, so full honesty right. I mean we know a lot about each other already. Things I haven’t even told Cara about.”

I nod then feel like a dumbass. He can’t see me.

“Always Memphis. I would never share your secrets. Just like I hope you wouldn’t tell mine,” I trail off and he rushes out.

“Never Lay, your secrets are mine and I will never let them go. So… yeah I think I might be bi. That whole experience with Alex in the sex tape, and some recent feelings I’ve been having about someone…”

Now I’m the one sitting up. Is he talking about me?

“I'm totally new at all this shit, but I think I’d like to experiment. Maybe, but then again I have to worry about the press and shit.” He chuckles but it’s sad. I honestly don’t know what to say to him. I've never had to hide how I feel. I have always been out and open about loving both sexes.

“I think you should. There's nothing wrong with wanting to expand your horizons. You just need to think about one important thing.” I bite my lip and wait for him to take the bait.

“What’s that?” he says in a husky voice.

“Well are you a bottom or a top?” I tease and he bursts out in chuckles.

“Shit, man you had me worried. Fuck, I woke up someone. You’re bad. And now I’m going to get in trouble. I better go. Night Lay… Thanks and for what it’s worth, go get laid man. Levi is awesome. So not my type, but if the cowboy thing does it for you…” He pauses and I can’t help but remember him in a cowboy hat. My dick jumps and I groan. Yeah, the cowboy thing does it for me.

“Night Memphis.” I hang up on him and grip my cock. I haven’t touched myself in a while and after Levi’s lips and Memphis’ voice I find myself imagining them in a really hot sandwich. Me in the middle. It doesn’t take long for me to finish and I pant at how hard that image made me come. I think Memphis may be right. Maybe it’s time Levi and I had some of those benefits.

e

Fuck! It’s hot! I thought Texas summers were warm. It has nothing on working on a farm in Kansas. I rip my tank off over my head and toss it to the bench in the corner. Bending low, I grab a bale of hay, lifting it up over my shoulder. I walk out the barn and over to the paddock. I do this a few more times, before grabbing my water bottle and pouring it over my head, letting the cold droplets cool my skin. I sigh and take a sip of the remainder, then toss it in the bin.

A groan catches my ear and I glance over my shoulder. Levi is standing there, biting his lip, his hand in his basketball shorts rearranging his impressive hard-on. We haven’t gone past kissing and the more time we spend together, the more I think about what it would be like to be with a man other than Jase. Memphis also mentioned taking this cowboy for a spin, and since that conversation I can’t get that fantasy from my head.

“Babe, you can not be walking around shirtless like that.” he groans and I chuckle. I shake my head of the remaining water and then run my hand over the damp strands. He sighs, and I can’t help but tease him a little. I trail my hand down my chest, to my V and he turns, sliding the barn door shut. Before moving closer to me. His eyes not leaving mine.

“I passed Frankie on the way in, she said her and Harry were going out to dinner and to let you know,” he says as he stalks closer. The heat in his eyes brings goosebumps to my flesh and blood to my dick.

Am I really ready for this? Cara is away in Nashville and Jase broke up with me. Am I ready to move on? Take that step and fuck Levi?

He rips his shirt off over his head, and I groan. Yeah I think I am.

“Fuck it!” I say, grabbing the back of his neck and pulling him hard to my mouth. He sighs when our lips touch and opens for me immediately. My tongue tangles with his and his body is pressed so close to mine I can feel his dick jump at the sensation. I pull back a bit and look into his dark blue eyes. So different from Jase, Levi’s the light compared to his dark and I'm so grateful for that.

“Are you a bottom or a top?” I growl, kissing him again. I’m a switch, but right now I want to pound his little ass until he screams and I cream.

I shuffle us towards the wall and he grabs my hips for balance, rubbing his dick along mine. I have never hated these jeans more.

If I thought the barn was stifling before it has nothing on right now. Sweat beads along my brow and drips down to my lips, turning our kiss into something dirty, nasty. I groan and kiss down his neck, nipping as I go. His hand drops to the button of my jeans and I growl, grabbing his wrists into one of mine, I slam them above his head, causing him to whimper and curse. I chuckle into his neck and lick back up to his mouth.

“Tell me now if you want to stop. I’m still not looking for anything serious,” I say softly, easing up my grip and looking into his eyes for confirmation. He nods, and lifts his head from the wall placing his lips back on mine.

“I know the score, Layton. I’m good with it,” he breathes out against my mouth. I love that he calls me Layton and not Lay. Tightening my grip on his wrists, I slide my other hand down to his shorts. I don’t bother removing them,  just shove my hand inside. I grip his hard dick and he whimpers from the contact. I’m typically more submissive, but having this strong, hot as fuck cowboy at my mercy… Shit! Yeah, I think I like being the one in charge.

I jerk him in a corkscrew motion and he groans. These clothes need to be gone. I pull back, completely letting him go and undo my jeans. He licks his lips and doesn't take his eyes off what my hands are doing.

“Do you want a taste?” I ask, and he nods eagerly, dropping to his knees in front of me.

“Please. I’ve been wanting you to skull fuck me since you climbed in my truck all those weeks ago,” he pants. Shit! That’s hot as hell. I pull down my zipper slowly and his nostrils flare. I hesitate for a moment, but the lust in his eyes gives me the courage to drop my jeans and boxers. He gulps and I smirk.

Yeah I know I’m big, but I don’t give off the BDE like some other people I know. I inch a step closer and drag the head of my dick along his lips. The tip of his tongue snakes out and he moans.

“I want you to get me nice and wet so when I bend you over the railing there I glide nice and easy into your tight ass.” He, swear to god, whimpers and then swallows me in one go. Fucckkk. I've never had someone gobble me down the way he does, moaning and whining while doing it.

“Such an eager little cock slut,” I groan and he smiles up at me, mouth stretched wide around my dick. If he keeps this up I won’t be cumming in his tight hole. I grip both sides of his head and skull fuck him the way he wanted me to, gagging him on my dick. His eyes water and he looks at me with such adoration. I know I may have a problem.

I let him breathe, and as he gasps, I grab his arm and pull him to his feet. He stumbles a few steps, but I guide him to the railing in the corner. It’s a wooden ladder that leads to a loft upstairs. He would probably be more comfortable up there, but I don’t have the patience right now.

I push him over the railing and pull his shorts down, kissing up his spine. I rub my cock along his ass. He’s moaning and pushing back, wanting me to fill him, but I refuse to hurt him. I drop to my knees behind him and get him nice and slick. Then grip his dick and tug it back a little and suck him good, while fingering him, stretching him.

“Oh hell. If you keep that up I’m gonna bust.”

I let him slip from my mouth with a pop and he whimpers.

I’m starting to like the sound of him so needy and helpless. I stand back up and smack his left asscheek, then grip his hair, tugging him up against my front.

“You won’t be coming until I tell you to. Understand?” I growl and he shivers. I stop and think if I have any condoms? “Are you clean? Or do I need something?”

“Yes. God, yes,” he groans, “I’m clean just fuck me!” I release his hair and bend him back over the wood, before gripping my pulsing cock and gently sliding into his tight ass. We both groan and I wiggle my hips a little, before thrusting in farther.

“Please, Layton fuck me!” he groans and I thrust in all the way, hard. He shouts out, and I bend low over his back so I can whisper in his ear.

“Do you like it, Lev? Do you like my fat cock in your tight little hole? Has anyone else stretched you the way I do?” He moans and shakes his head.

“No, I’m always the top.” My dick throbs, learning that this is a virgin ass and I have to fight not to lose control. I grip his hips tight and give him some slow thrusts, teasing us both. When I know he's on the verge of flipping our positions I rut into him so hard and so fast he starts to cry out so loud. I’m glad we are alone.

“Fuck, yes, please, please, please,” he begs and I know he’s trying so hard to be a good little cock slut. I smack his ass three times hard, and wrap around him to grip his dick.

I bend over him one last time and growl.

“Come all over my hand you dirty little boy, as I fill your ass.”

He shouts, and hot jets of cum fill my hand. I pull out and jack myself off with his cream then shove back in and fill him to the brim, watching as it slowly drips out. I smack his ass one more time and he shivers.

“I know you said you didn’t want anything serious, but fuck man, marry me,” he says in a sated, breathless tone. I laugh and help him stand, placing a kiss on his lips. I pull back and roll my eyes.

“It was worth a shot.”

We sneak in the house after and get more dirty then clean in my shower. He leaves not long after, and I collapse on the bed. Fuck, I haven’t felt this wired, this alive in a long time. I contemplate texting Jase and seeing how he is. I blocked his number, and lately I’ve been feeling guilty. We were best friends before we became lovers. We may never get to that again but I don’t want to completely lose his friendship. I talk with East every now and then, but he never mentions his brother, and I never ask.

I unblock his number and hover over his name. I close my phone down and groan. I took a big step today. I moved on. But maybe I should hold off a little longer on repairing our relationship.

e

I’m getting home late from dinner with Levi and I’m trying to be quiet, sneaking in. I shuffle up the stairs but voices in the kitchen stop me.

“She went to the doctor a few weeks ago. Did she tell you?” Frankie says and Harry grunts.

“Yeah, I still think she should be here and see the family doctor. I don’t trust anyone else with her care.”

Frankie hums. “Memphis will take care of her honey. She's in good hands, but I think your right Cara’s condition should be handled here at home with us.”

Harry scoffs. “That daughter of mine is as strong willed as her mother. She won’t listen to us. Maybe when she finally tells Memphis he'll convince her. I don’t want anything happening to her all those miles away.” He gets choked up and I’ve heard enough.

Cara is sick? What the hell? I race up the stairs and pack a bag. My mind is going a mile a minute. I need to get to Nashville. I need to make sure she’s okay. What is wrong? Why the hell has no one mentioned this sooner? I pull up Memphis’ number but he doesn’t answer. It just rings and rings and rings, until I get his voicemail. I hang up and call Levi.

“Well hey there handsome. Miss me already?”

It’s hard to think just twenty minutes ago I was having one of the best fucks of my life in a pickup truck of all places. I clear my voice, praying it comes out strong and not as shaky as my hands are right now.

“I need your help. And a ride.”
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Carson

“Babe, that show was on fire. Straight fire!” Mikey raves, and I can’t help but laugh at his enthusiasm. He reminds me a lot of Xavier and I wince, rubbing my chest. I miss him. I give him a hug and he blushes, clearing his throat. I let him go and he runs off to the dressing room. That was odd. Do I smell or something? I must have a confused look on my face because Gem grabs my arm and tugs me towards my room.

“Babe, you’re not wearing a bra. Don’t hug men without a bra on.”

I look at her appalled and she cracks up. “Cara, it's so obvious.”

I know I’m the one blushing now, so I pull her aside. “I don’t have any that fit.”

Her jaw drops and she nods, before giving me a huge smile. I groan and smack myself in the face. She opens her mouth and I slap my hand over it muffling her squeals of glee. “No one knows!” I snap and her eyes go wide, before she licks my hand. “Ew, what are we five?” I mutter, wiping my hand on my jeans. She pulls me into a huge hug.

Memphis comes around the corner and moves behind me to get in on this hug. “Um, what are you doing?” I ask and he chuckles.

“Hugging my best friend. Why?” Gem giggles, and I pray she can keep a secret. She tugs me out of Memphis arms and he grunts.

“Um excuse you, Mr. Rockstar. You are her best guy friend. I am her best girlfriend.” Someone shouts from down the hall and my eyes go wide. I wiggle out from between them and run full throttle, almost knocking my Sassafrass to the ground.

“What are you doing here?” I squeal and she jumps up and down with me, before kissing me hard on the mouth. I pull away shocked and she shoots me a wink.

“I missed you too babes.” Memphis and Mikey are staring at us and I give them a smile. I know my face is red. Why the hell did she kiss me? Dollzilla comes out of her dressing room and snorts.

“Everything makes sense now. You’re a lesbian!”

I groan and she squeals, before wrapping Sassy in a huge hug. Sassy pushes her away and gives her a glare. Dolly looks a little put off as if people don’t die for her hugs or something, and I laugh.

“Wow Dollzilla in the flesh. It's so nice to meet you,” Sassy says with a huge smile. Memphis snorts, Dolly looks confused, Gem is howling while crossing her legs. I think she may pee herself, and I’m twisting my hands, scared as shit that Dolly is going to murder me some day. She gives me an evil look then stomps off.

“God, I've missed you,” I tell Sassy, pulling her into another hug.

“I thought maybe you would like to see your friend. Since we’re in her hometown and all.” Memphis smiles and I release Sassy and jump into his arms.

“Thank you Memph,” I whisper, kissing his cheek. He clears his throat then sets me down. Sassy and Gem come closer and interrupt our moment.

“We're going shopping.” Gem claps in excitement and then grabs my hand. I groan and give Memphis a ‘save me’ look. He shakes his head and chuckles.

“Have fun,” he shouts and I roll my eyes. I just wanted to take a bubble bath and relax in a hotel room. Three more weeks on the bus have sucked but it has been cool seeing all these new states. We’re in New York this weekend and I'm loving the sights. I think that's why Gem is so excited to go shopping. The fashion here is crazy, but now that Sassy is here we will be out for hours.

We sneak past the paps, and I sigh when we slide across the buttery leather seats in the limo. Sassy and Gem follow, and once the door is closed Gem starts screaming and clapping and gushing. I sit back in shock. I have never seen her act like… well a girl.

“A baby! Oh Cara, a baby. I am so excited. We need to go shopping for clothes, and little booties and oh my god, a tiny little leather jacket.”

I’m nodding along, until she says leather jacket then I shake my head. “Wait, what? Why a leather jacket?”

She scoffs and rolls her eyes at me. “Because every baby needs a leather jacket, especially when their daddy is a rockstar.” My eyes go wide and my jaw drops. Sassy gasps and looks at me with hurt. I shake my head so fast I feel dizzy.

“No, Memphis isn’t the daddy. I honestly don’t know who the daddy is,” I say in a quiet, embarrassed voice. Sassy pulls me into a hug then shoots me a wink.

“My vote is Connor. You guys were screwing like bunnies.” My eyes water and the tears start.

“A little Connor would be so cute. God why am I crying?” I laugh and they look at me like I’m crazy. I think they may be right. “We went to the doctor in Memphis and the OBGYN was shocked to learn that I knew why I was vomiting and that I hadn’t seen anyone yet. After she was done giving me a stern talking to, she brought in an ultrasound machine and I got to see my little Jelly Bean. It was so beautiful, but I was all alone and it made me realize that I need to suck it up and call the guys. They need to be here with me. I don’t want them to miss out.” I wipe my eyes and pull my phone up. I put in my secret code for my hidden video file and open the video I recorded. I hand it to Sassy and she moves closer to Gem. They coo and wave a finger at the screen like a bunch of loons. I laugh and they look up at me with glassy eyes. Gem hands me my phone back then pulls me over to her seat to give me a hug.

“I don’t know what went down in college Cara, but you will never be alone. I'm a permanent auntie to this little bean, but I think you need to tell Memphis and maybe Ron. This could hinder future shows and things.” She bites her lip in thought and I nod.

“I’m planning to tell them after LA, and after I tell my guys. I just need a few more weeks. But in the meantime just having you here and in my corner is the best gift.”

We get back to the hotel late just like I knew we would, and poor Jeeves’ arms look like they may fall off from all the bags he’s carrying. Gem promised to make it up to him later then whispered in his ear and he took off like a bat out of hell, threw all the bags on the bed, then tossed Gem over his shoulder and carried her down the hall. Her squeals echoing around the walls. I smile and watch the glee on her face.

Gemini and I have really bonded since meeting, and I'm thankful to have her crazy ass in my life. But I hate calling her Gem. I frown and Sassy comes over giving me another hug.

“What’s with the pout babe? Is it because I keep hugging you and you’re not in a towel? I know girl, I missed them too.”

I snort and give her a ‘really’ look. “I was just thinking how Gem doesn’t have a nickname from me yet.” Gemi, Emi, Mini… Oh my god yes! I give her a big smile and pull her towards the bed. “I’ve got it!” She laughs and shakes her head at my antics. But I know she loves my crazy.

The next morning Sassy is out doing something with Mini, and I'm a little nervous about what they're planning. As long as they don’t throw me a surprise baby shower, I think I’ll be good. I decide to use the pool downstairs and get a little exercise in. I’d love to just take a walk around Central Park, but that will never fly. Mikey catches me on the way and invites himself, before rushing back to his room to change.

We have fun. Splashing and talking. Memphis and Jameson end up joining in too. I really like when we do things as a band. Just us.

I’m floating on my back enjoying the calm when Memphis swims under me, before spinning me and wrapping my legs around his waist. I squeal as he goes to lift me in the air and toss me like he has done many times but I panic and claw his shoulders. He stops mid throw, his eyes going wide. I shake my head and he lowers me back into the water. I don’t know if that’s safe for my Jelly Bean.

“Sorry. My stomach is twisted. I wouldn’t want to get sick in the pool. I shouldn’t have had those three breakfast burritos,” I tell him with a sheepish smile and he pulls me closer, treading water to keep us both a float. A flash hits the corner of my eye and I glance behind me. Oh no.

“I think people are taking our photo,” I whisper and he groans.

“Yeah sometimes I forget I’m constantly being watched. Sorry, shortcake, but we probably just made tomorrow's headlines.” He releases me and swims to the edge. I follow, and he helps me climb from the pool, handing me a towel.

We go our separate ways since I have a room on the fourth floor and he has a suite on one of the upper levels. I walk into my room and head straight for the shower, turning the water on warm—since I read super hot showers aren’t great while pregnant—and I peel off my skin tight bikini. My stomach and hips are starting to get a little wider, and I know pretty soon I’m going to start showing. I can’t believe in six months I’ll be a mom. I have no clue how to be a mom, but I’m hoping Frankie will help me. I wish my mama was here though. I wipe a tear from my eye and step under the water.

The tension in my shoulders disappears and I sigh. I quickly rinse the chlorine off my body, then shampoo and condition my long blonde hair. I don’t need it to turn green. The door opens and I yell out to Sassy, “Hey, how was your day with Gem, or should I say Mini!” I giggle, but she doesn’t respond to me.

Weird, okay. I grab the strawberry body wash and lather myself up. My boobs are super tender and I can’t stop the moan from escaping. The shower door pulls open and I turn.

"Dolly, what are you doing?" I squeal, quickly spinning and covering my chest with my hands. She gives me a once over, eyes filling with heat and bites her lip. I step out and reach for my towel but she snatches it and puts it behind her back.

"I can see why he fantasizes about you, Cara. Not only do you have that Southern belle appeal…”

The bathroom door slams open and a furious Memphis storms in with his hand covering his eyes. He bumps into me and shudders before grabbing Dolly’s arm and yanking her from the room, the door slamming in his wake. Yelling starts outside the door as I shake my head. What the hell just happened?

Memphis

“What the fuck game are you playing here Dolly?” I roar an inch from her face ignoring her eye roll. I got upstairs to a note and room key on my bed.

Come join us!

Xoxo

Doll

I dropped all my shit on the bed and took off like a bat out of hell. If she didn’t think I knew what room Cara was in, she’s dumber than she looks.

“And what the hell are you wearing? Is that my old highschool football jersey?” Where the hell did she find that? She moves closer dragging a finger up my chest from my waistband.

“Do you like it? I found it in Cara’s closet. Seems to me little miss perfect has a thing for her big brother.”

I grimace at that word. Brother. “Step-brother,” I grunt and her eyes flare with amusement.

“Still. She shouldn’t be wearing this. I’m your girlfriend.” She bats her eyes and continues to stroke my chest. The thought of Cara in my jersey is getting me way too turned on and Dolly is taking full advantage. I step back, giving her a smirk, before ripping it off over her head and tossing it on the bed. I grab her hand and drag her naked ass to my room. I don’t care if people get pictures of her. She deserves it for being a naughty brat.

I scan my room key and kick open the door, then toss her on the bed as it swings shut behind me.

“You are not my girlfriend, and don’t think we’re done with this conversation.” I growl before attacking her lips with mine. She moans and I close my eyes, picturing something forbidden. So wrong.

Holding Cara in the pool, her legs wrapped around my waist. I'm thankful the swim trunks I wear hide my permanent erection. Her blonde hair messy and wet from the water, her big blue eyes sparkling as she looks at me. Her body in that bikini. Fuck her curves are outrageous now.

Dolly trails her hand down my naked chest and shoves my swim trunks down. My dick pops free and she rolls me over to my back, kissing me hard, before moving to my neck, my chest and down. Her soft lips kiss the tip and I groan. Cara rocks her hips, bobbing in the water. I squeeze her ass tight and pull her bottoms to the side, running my finger down the crack till I reach her greedy pussy. I rub back and forth without entering her. She pants into my neck, squirming. “Shhh baby, you don’t want them to hear you.” I whisper in her ear and she bites down on my neck.

A wet tongue runs down my shaft and I bite my lip. Fuck I’m already close. Dolly sucks the tip and I’m done. I reach down and grip her hair tight, gagging her on my cock. She growls out something while choking but I don’t care. The vibrations and spit running down her chin make me bust.

“FUCK!” I shout, then let her breathe. Her face is red and she’s panting. I don’t know if it’s in anger or from lack of oxygen, but I don’t care. She climbs up my body, but I shove her away.

“No Doll, you were a bad girl. Only good girls get rewards.” I growl out, gripping her jaw and showing her how pissed I still am. She rolls her eyes and pouts.

“But baby,” she whines, I shake my head, then release her and climb from the bed, walking over to the shower.

I know I can be an asshole, but lately she’s become needy and with all the drama with her and her uncle I don’t trust her enough to fuck her. But she’s good for giving me stress relief. Even if I’m thinking of someone else the whole time.
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The stage lights heat my skin, and the music flows through me leaving a permanent grin on my face. I love this. The sounds of my fans screaming my name and singing my music will never get old. Cara jumps on the chorus to harmonize with me and the huge smile on her face and the glee in her eyes say she loves this as much as me. She swears back and forth that she will never be a front runner, but I know one day the world will know Carson Star. It would be too much of a waste for them not to.

We finish our set, and Cara disappears before I can talk to her. We’ve been in a weird place since the whole Dolly drama in New York. She’s become distant, and I miss my best friend. Gem runs up giving me a new T-shirt to change into before the VIP and press interviews. We also have a few radio winner contestants tonight and an adorable little girl for her Make-A-Wish. I slip the shirt on then follow Gem and Mikey to the room. I place a huge smile on my face and enter, stopping in my tracks. Cara has Annie, the little girl on her lap and she’s showing her a photo album of her and me growing up. She has tears in her eyes, but she is holding them back so as not to upset Annie.

Her heart and compassion for others still takes my breath away. Annie giggles at something, and Gem leans up to whisper in my ear. “You’re a dumbass to let her get away Memphis.”

I freeze, my jaw dropping as I turn to deny that nothing is going on, but she just pats my cheek and leaves the room. I shuffle closer so as not to interrupt and introduce myself to Annie’s mother. She has tears in her eyes as well and I can tell how much this moment means to her.

“She’s amazing. Annie usually shies away from other people besides her family. Thank you so much for doing this for my baby. I haven’t seen her so happy and full of life in a long time.” She pulls me into a huge hug, and though I should be telling her she’s not allowed to touch me, she seems genuine and isn't trying to feel me up like women usually do. I pat her back and she pulls away face red in embarrassment. Before she can start apologizing I give her a smile, then move over to Cara who has Annie giggling so much that little tears are running down her face.

“Memphis used to be so mean. He would pull my pigtails and steal my ice cream,” Cara says and I interrupt.

“Um, if I remember correctly you would always wear these little ribbons in your hair. It was a test of my will not to pull them, and as for the ice cream, you always stole mine,” I scoff and Annie squeals, before gushing about meeting me. I take a seat next to Cara and open my arms in offering. Annie doesn’t need to be told twice. She jumps into my arms and gives me a huge hug. Flashes go off all around the room but I don’t care about the press or what this does to my image. I only care that I’m giving this little girl what she wants. Cara gives me a glance, her eyes full of tears, and I grab her hand giving her a squeeze. She leans closer to me, resting her head on my shoulder as we listen to Annie talk and ask us so many questions. Cara never taking her eyes off the little girl.

We chat a little longer, and Annie can’t keep her eyes open, curling into my chest, breathing soft and slow. Her mother comes over and takes her from my arms, but I’m struggling to let her go. Gem comes over with a bunch of swag and a poster. I write Annie a little message then sign it. I hand it to Cara but she seems shocked.

“Sign it, shortcake.”

She glances Annie’s way then flips it to the back. There's nothing there but when she starts to draw a rough sketch of me holding her I know that picture will mean more than all the photos they took. She signs it and hands it back to me. I lean down and press a kiss on her temple. This woman blows me away. We hand it back to Gem and she has tears in her eyes looking at us.

Mikey comes over and grabs me. I’ve been putting off these interviews for way too long. Cara yawns.

“Go back to the bus and get some sleep. We have some time off coming soon and we can do something fun.” She gives me a smile then kisses Mikey on the cheek, before shuffling over to Annie.

“Goodbye Sweet Annie. I’m so blessed to have met you.” She gives her mother a hug then leaves the room. Jeeves following. He may be our driver but he also makes it his job to keep Cara safe.

I finish up the press and Dolly comes bouncing in the room. “Let's go do some karaoke!” She squeals and I can tell she's high.

“Where the fuck have you been?” I growl and she looks confused. “We had that meeting with the little girl and you never showed.” She rolls her eyes and waves it away as if it wasn’t anything. My body heats, and I’m this close to throttling her. How could she be so insensitive? Mikey comes over, probably noticing the tension now in the room.

“We just got done playing a show for over one hundred thousand people and you want to go out and sing some more?” Mikey snorts and Dolly rolls her eyes again. She’s nibbling on her lip and can’t stop fidgeting. I’m so sick of her shit. I’m just tired. I think it’s time to make some changes.

“I'm exhausted, not to mention Cara is already passed out in her bunk.”

She growls and gives me a pout, but lately I couldn't care less. I'm done with her trying to manipulate me. Cara has opened my eyes about a lot. I’m over the partying, and after holding Annie tonight and seeing her with Cara I think I’m ready to find someone serious and settle down. I wish it could be with my shortcake but I know that’s a fool's dream. Maybe someone else in my life would be willing. My phone buzzes, and I smile knowing who it is. Layton isn’t anything if he’s not predictable, and I know it’s about his bedtime.

I ignore Dolly as she has a hissy fit and turn to talk with Mikey. She huffs and pulls her phone out of her purse, a small baggie full of a white powder falls too. I bend down and snatch it before she can. “What the fuck is this?” I growl an inch from her face, and she flinches as if I’m going to hit her. I have never, and never will, hit a woman. I’m nothing like my father. I step back and give her some space. She looks around nervously before biting her lip. I watch as a switch flips and she becomes some seductress. What the fuck!?

“Baby, I don’t know how that got there,” she purrs, leaning closer to me, giving me an ample view of her breasts. I laugh and throw the coke at Mikey. He knows what to do with it. We made a pact after the shit with Alex that this band would be drug free. He'll be back soon, and I want him to know we support his choice to stay sober. I turn and move towards the door.

“Babbyyy,” Dolly cries but I don’t bother turning around.

“We’re done, Doll. And this is your last chance before you’re out of the band too,” I say as I walk out to the hall.

“What?!” she screeches but I keep moving.

I pull my phone out and call Lay back but it goes to voicemail. I run my hand over my face and sigh. My bodyguard Phil walks beside me as I head for the bus. Fans scream and paparazzi shout, but I don’t have the energy to give them any mind. I make it to the bus and say goodnight to Phil. He fistbumps me with a smile and I know he’s probably excited to have the rest of the night off. The doors open and I walk up the three steps, turning to the living area. Cara is there on the couch with a fuzzy blanket and a mug of tea. I’ve noticed she likes ginger tea with honey now instead of the coffee she always used to have.

“Hey. Is everything okay?” she asks in her soft tone, and I feel the tension fall from my shoulders. I give her a smile and move closer, taking the seat beside her and pulling her into my arms, sighing.

“It is now, shortcake.”
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Carson

Memphis curls up under the blanket with me after getting his own mug of tea. I laugh at how small this couch is. He growls and squeezes me closer to his chest.

“This is so not comfortable,” I snort, and he sighs before kicking the blanket off. He climbs from behind me and I sit up confused. He offers me his hand and I take it because why wouldn’t I? Even confused, I trust this man with my everything. He gives me a smile then tugs me to my feet before swooping me up into his arms. I squeal and he laughs. I grab my blanket and he hands me our mugs one by one, before moving us to the big bedroom at the end of the bus. Dolly moved out after our show in Oklahoma, and I’m so glad. He bends low so I can put the mugs on the nightstand, then drops me on the bed. He closes the curtain then tugs his shirt off, tossing it in a hamper. I smile because I know that’s his mama’s doing. Frankie was always on us to put our dirty clothes in the bin to be washed. He grabs the remote from on top of the TV then crawls on the bed behind me. I turn and curl up onto his chest like we were on the couch and he sighs.

“This is so much better.” he kisses my forehead and wraps one arm tight around me while I shake out the blanket a bit to share. He turns the TV onto some movie, but I’m not watching it. His eyebrows crease and he has worry lines on his forehead.

“You’re staring,” he grumbles and I laugh.

“What can I say, you're just too pretty.”

He snorts then tickles my side making me squeal.

“Is that right shortcake?” I smile and he pulls me closer. I place my head on his chest and listen to his heart beat. I’m starting to doze off when he mumbles something.

“Why does this feel so perfect? So right?”

I sigh and nuzzle closer. Thoughts race in my mind, but I don’t know what to say to that. That I have been waiting years for this moment. But it’s too late. We missed our shot. I’m pregnant with another guy's baby and we’re family now.

“Hey, I can hear your mind whirling. Talk to me,” he says, putting a finger under my chin, tipping my face to look at him. We’re so close I can feel his warm breaths brush my lips. I look into his eyes, and I can see the longing there but also the worry. I take a small breath in and let it out, before reaching up and touching his scratchy cheek, rubbing my thumb across it. He closes his eyes, pressing my palm closer to him. His eyes open and the worry is gone, replaced with heat that would burn me if it was real. I wait for him to make a move, but it seems I’m going to have to cross this line. I nudge my nose against his and he trembles with restraint.

“I love you Ten I See,” I whisper along his lips, and he groans, moving the inch and kissing me hard. Whimpering, I let his cheek go, dropping my hand to his shoulder. He shifts until I’m on my back and he’s over top of me, then pulls back, panting, and I fight to catch my breath before he kisses me again. This time softer. Taking his time to taste every part of my mouth. My thighs open and I shudder when I feel how hard he is.

I know we shouldn’t be doing this. But hell if I’m going to stop him. I moan into his lips, and he rolls his hips making me gasp. The sound brings him out of his lust filled state and he stops kissing me, rolling off the bed, before he starts to pace and tug at his hair.

“Fuck, shortcake. I'm so sorry. I never should have done that.” He won’t look at me and I laugh.

“It’s fine Memphis, don’t worry about it. You’re not the first guy to kiss me and regret it.” I climb off the bed and leave the room. He chases after me and pins me to the wall.

“Trust me, Cara. I have wanted to do that for years. But we can’t because life has a cruel sense of humor,” he says with a sad smile. I nod and place a kiss on his cheek. He sighs and lets me go to my bunk. I turn at the last minute before he walks back to his room.

“It really is fine, Memph. It was bound to happen at some point,” I say with a shrug and his eyes widen, jaw dropping. He clears his throat.

“Why’s that?” he chokes out.

I smile and shoot him a wink. “Because the forbidden is always so tempting.”

I climb on my bunk and let the smile fall. It was nice being in his arms. Now I’m all alone again, and I miss someone holding me as I sleep. I sigh and wipe the tear from my eye. I know what they did was wrong and I’m an idiot, but I miss cuddling with Lay, playing video games with Xav, watching movies with Jase, writing songs and eating delicious snacks with East, and having Connor wrap me in his arms so tight and hum me to sleep. I miss my guys.
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The next few weeks are a whirlwind. We have non-stop shows and I’m feeling the exhaustion. Being pregnant and on tour probably wasn’t the best idea. But the money I've been making will set us up for a few months. If the guys choose not to step-in and help me, I know I can support us. I don’t want to have to rely on my dad. I know he would tan my hide if he heard me say that, but it’s time I grew up.

“I need a nap,” I groan.

“You need to lay off the fast food,” Dolly scoffs and I frown, tugging my hoodie lower. Mini comes over and grabs my hand. We walk over to the dressing room they have set up for me.

“I hate to say it girl, but you're finally showing.”

I sigh and sit on the chair. “I know. I’m planning to tell Memphis this week since we have it off. He said we were going to do something fun.”

She nods and gives me a hug. “What about the other guys?”

I sniff and wipe the tears that have decided to fall. I’m only five months pregnant but I'm already over it. I’m sick of crying.

“After Texas I’ll tell them. I know as soon as I tell them I won’t have a moment apart, and I’m honestly not ready for that yet.”

She grins and shoots me a wink. “Yeah babe, but all that dick. Yum. I would have been bouncing on them like a live sex toy this whole time.”

I snort and my face heats. I told her what happened with Memphis and how now him just glancing my way makes my panties wet. She told me to go buy a vibrator. But a tour bus and the buzzing of a vibrator. Yeah, that wouldn’t have been noticeable. Guys are lucky they can just jack off without noise.

“Soon,” I say when there’s a knock on the door. Memphis pops his head in and gives me a big smile.

“Let’s go shortcake. I have a surprise for you.” He grabs my hand and tugs me out the door. I pass a pissed off Dolly, but I don’t care anymore. She fucked up. I still think she’s up to something though. We reach a limo and Memphis pushes me in as if someone is chasing us. The door slams then Jeeves peels out of the parking lot, leaving the screaming fans behind us. I glance over at Memphis. He's still holding my hand and rubbing circles on my knuckles with his thumb. I don’t think he knows he’s doing it. He’s looking out the window, biting his lip, thinking hard about something.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I ask, and he jumps as if I startled him. He looks my way and gives me a big smile, shaking his head no.

Memphis decided to surprise me with a trip back to Nashville. We have a small break and don’t need to be at the next venue until Tuesday. I'm so excited to sleep in a bed and get away from the motion of the tour bus. The morning sickness has eased up, but those bunks are starting to hurt my back.

We pull up to Memphis’ building and I groan. “First thing I'm doing is taking a bubble bath,” I say and he snorts.

“I’ll order us a pizza while you do that. I’m going to plop my ass on my leather couch and watch a game. It’s been way too long.”

I roll my eyes and laugh. Jeeves opens the door and I thank him, giving him a quick squeeze. Mini and him came with us and they have plans of their own. Jameson flew to Memphis to be with Kiki and Mikey went to LA to go see Alex. I don’t know what Dolly is doing, and honestly I couldn't give a fuck.

The doorman opens the door for us and Memphis tips him. We’re walking across the lobby towards the elevator when a flash of blond hair hits my eyes before I'm being mauled in a tight hug. I start to panic but the scent of citrus immediately calms me. I wrap my arms tighter around him and start to cry. “Shh Carson, don’t cry,” Lay coos and I cry harder. Memphis comes closer and Lay lets me go, spinning and wrapping him in a tight hug too, surprising me. I wipe my eyes and watch as Memphis holds him tight back. Am I missing something?

They pull away and Lay turns back to me. His eyes are worried and he has dark circles under them. I take his hand and cuddle it against my cheek. He sighs and his shoulders drop.

“What are you doing here?” I ask and he shakes his head.

“Later. Right now I really need a shower and a nap. If that’s okay?” He turns Memphis’ way and he nods.

“Of course, man. This is a nice surprise. You came at a good time too.”

Lay gives him a shaky smile then pulls me to his chest again. I look at him, and he kisses me so softly I sigh into his mouth. I pull away when Memphis stomps off towards the elevator which is being held by a bellhop, avoiding our eyes. Lay releases me and grabs his bag before coming back for me and taking my hand. We meet Memphis inside the elevator but he won’t look at me and is playing with his phone.

We reach the penthouse and Memphis opens the door, before leaving us and going to his room. His door slams and I jump.

“He’s not happy I’m here,” Lay groans, rubbing his hand down his tired face. I shake my head, but honestly I’m not sure. I lead him to my room and take a seat on my bed.

“Why are you here, Lay?” I ask and he drops to his knees on the floor, hugging my waist and crying. I run my nails through his hair as I try and figure out what the hell is going on.

“Are you sick Carson?” he asks after a few minutes and I freeze.

“Why would you think I’m sick, Lay?” He lifts his head and meets my eyes with his tear filled ones, then releases my waist and takes the seat next to me.

“I came home late and overheard Frankie and Harry talking about doctors and your condition. I know your mom died of cancer, and I panicked. I got the first flight I could and came straight here. It was some miracle you guys came home tonight. I was asking the front desk where you were. I lost my phone. I think I left it in Levi’s truck. He’s mad at me right now so I don’t think I’ll be getting it back anytime soon.” He continues to ramble and I think about the important parts that he said. My condition. Doctors.

I stand up and start to pace. Is this some sign that I need to tell the guys now? I was going to do it all at once, but Lay is here and he looks a mess. I bite my lip and close my eyes.

“Lay, I’m not sick.” I open my eyes and look at him on the bed. He looks three seconds from passing out. I shuffle closer and take his hands, placing them on my small bump. His eyes widen. I wait for the meltdown but he rests his head on my tummy, crying softly, but I don’t think these are bad tears. He releases me and stands, wiping his eyes with a huge smile on his face. He grips my cheeks tight and kisses me so hard, pulling back he rests his forehead on mine panting, before reaching down and pulling the hoodie up and off over my head. Groaning at my naked chest.

“Fuck, Carson.” His hands trail from my heavy breasts down to my stomach. I've been feeling flutters lately, but the moment his skin touched me, I felt a little kick. He laughs and I smile.

“I’m going to be a dad?” he asks in awe, I nod and shrug. Right here and now, I know that I need to tell the others. The joy on Lay’s face, I know I can’t hide this any longer.

Layton

I never thought today would turn into one of the best days of my life. Not only is Cara healthy, I’m going to be a dad! I have always wanted to have kids. Yeah, I know right now isn’t the best time, but it still doesn’t take away from the joy I feel. I drop to my knees in front of Carson and kiss and rub her cute little bump. I can’t believe she has a baby in there. She moans softly and runs her nails through my hair, and I laugh. I can smell her. How wet she is just from this simple touch. I kiss lower, trailing my tongue and mouth to the waistband of her leggings. She whimpers and I look up at her.

“Does my little mama need something?” I ask, rubbing my nose against her band. She moans and grips my hair pushing me lower. I lean back for a second and tug her leggings and panties down. Fuck! She's glistening. So pretty and pink. I’ve missed this. She’s still the only girl I’ve ever gone down on and she will be the only one. I press a kiss to her inner thigh and she releases my hair, lifting a foot, then the other so I can pull her pants completely off.

I shoot her a wink, licking her deep and straight up to her clit. She moans so loud and grabs my hair once more, shoving my face into her pussy. I lick her until she can’t take anymore, she’s barely standing. Using my shoulders and arms as support. I pull back and she groans. Eyes flashing with annoyance. I get to my feet and pick her up. She kisses me fast and hard, licking her taste from my mouth. She wraps her legs around my waist and uses the heel of her foot to pull my shorts down. I move us over to the bed and lie down, keeping her straddling my waist. I love having her on top. Using me, taking what she needs.

She gets my dick free, and slides it against her heat before sinking down. I jolt up into a sitting position from the sudden sensation and grip her hips, slowing her bounce, pressing my mouth to hers.

“It’s been a long time, baby,” I groan and she nods, panting onto my lips.

“Please Lay, fuck me! I’ve been so fucking horny these last few months. Just use me until I can’t move,” she pleads. My dick twitches and she whimpers. I lie back down and she places her hands on my chest as I move her hips in a swirling motion, grinding her clit down on me. She shudders, and I know this won’t take long. I release one hip and she starts fucking me slow, speeding up gradually. Her moans get louder as she goes, and I know Memphis is probably being tortured right now.

He should just come join us. My dick swells with the thought and Cara screams, when my hips do an involuntary thrust. Gripping the back of her neck, I pull her mouth to mine, muffling her cries. I spread my legs a little wider, and place my feet on the bed, bending my knees I start jackhammering into her fast. She bites my lip when she comes, and I come hard from the pain mixed with pleasure. She explodes, her juices gushing down my balls, then collapses on my chest and I laugh.

Carson sighs in contentment, “I’ve missed you, Lay. I’m so sorry I pushed you away.”

“Shhh, baby. I know and it’s okay. Everything is okay now.” I wrap my arms around her tight and hold her as she falls asleep. A tear runs down my cheek and I sigh. Looking up at the ceiling, I thank whoever gave me a second chance. I almost missed this. I almost lost the chance to have her in my life again and to be a dad.

e

I walk out to the kitchen and Memphis is standing there in front of the stove lost in thought. I move over to the fridge and grab a bottle of water. Before I have a chance to open it and take a sip, Memphis has grabbed me, and shoved me against the cold metal.

“Wha—” I breathe out before his lips crash against mine. I moan, opening for him and he licks deeper into my mouth, tangling our tongues together. He pauses, pulling back and looking me in the eye.

“Fuck, I can taste her on your lips,” he moans, kissing me harder. I grip him by the back of the neck, and switch our positions, slamming his back to the fridge. I press my body tight against his and he groans. I move my mouth from his and trail my lips down his neck, till I can whisper in his ear.

“Do you like the taste of her sweet pussy? Did you like listening to her scream my name? Did you imagine joining? Fucking her while I fucked you?”

He whimpers and I move back to his mouth kissing him harder than before. It’s all tongues and teeth. It’s messy but fucking amazing. He claws my back up when I run my nails down his naked chest, sliding my hand in his basketball shorts.

I grip him hard and he shudders, panting into my mouth. I keep my eyes on his as I stroke him slowly. He closes his eyes and drops his head to the fridge moaning quietly. Carson is passed out in the next room. I don’t think he’s ready for her to see this. “Is this what you want Memphis? Is this what you were thinking about all those nights with me on the phone? I know I was,” I growl, jerking him a little faster.

“Yes, oh fuck,” he moans as he comes all over my hand. He reaches out for my dick, but I back away, pulling it out from my shorts. I use his cum as lube and jack myself off, leaning my back against the counter, giving him a show. He steps closer, pressing me harder to the granite countertop.

“What are you doing to me, Lay?” he asks, kissing my neck and squeezing my hips. I continue to tug on my dick as he licks down my body, swirling his tongue around my nipple. He bites down and I groan. He moves lower and takes my hand away, replacing it with his. I let him. I grip his brown hair in my messy hand and pull his mouth back to mine. I don’t kiss him. I just pant against his lips, commanding him quietly on what to do. Giving him praise. It doesn’t take me long until I’m coming all over his fist. He looks at it then wipes it on his shorts, shrugging.

I wait for his freak out, but he kisses me softly.

“Thank you,” he whispers. “I’ve been going crazy wondering if what I’d been feeling, needing, was a fantasy or real.” He sighs, placing his forehead against mine. I pull him into a tight hug and he trembles. I know this is all new to him and I won’t rush or force him into anything.

“Give me some time. I need to tell Cara. I’m not sure how me liking her boyfriend is going to go over,” he mumbles and I internally groan. I'm so bad at secrets, and now I have two.

The next morning we all have breakfast together and I finally get the courage to tell them what's on my mind. I was up late last night thinking of a way to get away, because if I stay then the baby news and Memphis news is going to pop out. I spent years keeping the Kyna thing a secret and that still haunts me to this day.

“So I have been thinking...I need to go back to Kansas. Not for long, but I need to tie-up some loose ends. I left Harry so suddenly I know he’s going to be put out. Plus Levi deserves an actual conversation. We may not be more than friends but I did kinda fuck and ditch him.”

Carson coughs and Memphis looks confused.

“Why did you leave so suddenly?”

I take a sip of my juice and Carson is pleading with her eyes.

“I overheard Frankie say Carson was sick. I panicked. I guess it was old news about food poisoning,” I say with a shrug and he nods.

“Yeah, the first few weeks of the tour were bad. I’m so glad she got over it though. One bathroom shared with five people and her constant puking was making us all ill.”

Carson smacks his arm and then hides her face in her hands blushing.

“When do you leave?” Memphis asks me and I think about it. I just got here… but. “Tomorrow, but I will be back before you guys head back on tour. Feel like having a groupie around?” I joke and Carson nods happily and Memphis gives me a look of heat.

“Yeah, I think that could be arranged.”


Twenty-Six
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Easton

I slam the door to my father’s office and stomp down the hall, ignoring my mother and her asking what’s wrong. The butler holds the door open for me and I race down the stairs and to my car in the driveway. Jase jumps when I slam the door but he doesn’t bother saying a word; he can tell from my face that that did not go as planned. I turn the car on and take off. I’m not ready to go back to campus so I take the long way.

“He threatened Cara. Apparently he has access to the tapes Penny has of her and knows she’s big right now on the music scene. If I don’t marry Penny and get her to drop the blackmail against him, he’s going to release them to the press. Show who America's newest sweetheart really is,” I growl and Jase punches the dashboard. I jerk the car off the road and put it in park. Then pull him into my arms and let him break down.

“He’s evil. How could someone so evil be our dad?” he mumbles and I sigh.

“I don’t know, but I’m glad he hasn’t corrupted us. We may be fucked up, but we still have a conscience. Still feel guilty.”

He chuckles but it’s weak and pulls away from me.

“Yeah but we still have a tendency to hurt the people we love,” he scoffs then looks out the window. I sigh, then pull the car back on the road.

“We should just run away. Grab the guys. Track down Cara and Lay and just go to a hidden island somewhere. We could be happy and work out our problems,” I tell him.

“That sounds nice, East, but they will never accept me fully. I’d be there sitting on the sidelines watching you all live your lives. Maybe I should just marry Penny. You can run. It’s not like I’ll ever find love again.” I shake my head and don’t respond. When Jase gets in these moods it’s best not to stir the pot. Once the sadness wears off, the anger hits and I’ve seen what he does when he’s extremely angry. The last time put a grown ass man in the hospital when he was only sixteen. Not that Lay’s piece of shit dad didn’t deserve it…but it was bad.

We drive down some back roads until I need to get gas then I hop on a highway. The closer we get to campus the more dread I feel. I used to love coming here, being a part of Hawthorne House. The fraternity, the hot chicks that were eager for my dick. Now I want to hop on a plane to Nashville and go get Cara back. But that’s just not in the cards for me. I have to marry Penelope Smith, and soon according to my father. He wants her wed and pregnant as soon as possible so we can get his dirt back and have her permanently stuck in his family. Where he can control her, supposedly. I don’t know, I didn't stay long after he gave me my grandmother's sapphire and diamond ring. A ring I once imagined giving to Cara for a hot minute. The stone reminds me of her eyes. How they would sparkle when we would write music together, how they would shine when she would sing.

I look over at Jase, but he seems to be in a world all his own. I worry about him and before I marry Penny, I’m going to have her set him free. She got what she wanted. She won. She has no more need for him.

Xavier

Jase stomps in the house and up the stairs totally ignoring the living room full of his brothers. East comes in after and pauses.

“What’s going on here? Did we have a meeting I forgot about?” he groans, running his hands over his hair. He looks like shit. I know we’ve been through hell these past six months but he really looks bad. I shake my head and he sighs, before moving over to the couch and taking a seat.

“We wanted to come over and talk about the games coming up. Now that school is out and you guys are graduating, you need to nominate the new president and we need to take down Kippa Nu in the games this summer,” Nate says and East nods.

“I’m going to shoot straight with you all. I totally forgot and unless anyone objects I nominate Nate and Xavier to lead y’all to victory. Jase and I will be moved out in a few weeks and y’all can move in. Congratulations.” He claps his hand then slumps his shoulders as he walks away. All the guys cheer and celebrate but I hop up and chase after him.

“What’s going on, brother? Anything I can do to help?” I ask him and he turns to me with tears rolling down his cheeks. I don’t know what to do, so I grab him and pull him into a hug. It’s what I’d do for Connor. He laughs and pushes me away gently.

“You probably think I’m such a ballsack. Crying over a girl and my father controlling my life. I know I need to just suck it up and do it. I would do anything to protect you all. Yes, you and Connor included. But it still fucking sucks, man.” He goes over to the fridge.

“How long do you have?”

He spins and shoots me a confused look. I groan and rub my temples. I thought college would be cool ass parties and fucking hot chicks, not drama, blackmail and heartache. “When do you have to turn your man card over to Penny?”

He snorts and shakes his head. “Do you ever think before you talk, Xav? You should hear some of the shit you say.”

I give him a pointed look and he stares down at the beer bottle in his hand. “A month…if I’m lucky.”

“Okay, we still have time then. Don’t give up hope just yet, brother,” I shout over my shoulder as I walk quickly to the living room.

I walk back in the room and get the guys attention. “Let’s go!” They all hop up and follow me out the door, I walk us to the cafeteria and open the door. It’s not too crowded thanks to the early hour, and I take a seat at one of the tables. Nate sits beside me and gives me a fist bump.

“Mr. Co president,” he jokes and I crack a smile. Fucking weird they would choose me, but I ain’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. All the guys sit around the table and the next one over.

I pull my phone out and text the missing people to my plan and wait for them to arrive.

Sassy and Ella stroll in laughing and giggling. Their newfound friendship is weird as fuck but I’ve never seen her happier. Since Cara left and Mika broke her heart, Sassy’s been really down. Ella is good for her. I think I laughed for five minutes straight when Ella came out and said she thinks she’s a lesbian. The only time she could fuck guys was if she was trashed. Yeah that was a hit to my ego, but whatever. I haven’t been laid since Cara, and at this point I should just become a monk.

“Okay wonder boy, you got us here. What's the big emergency?” she asks with a twinkle in her eye. I purse my lips in disgust.

“Eww. I do not need to see your post orgasm face, Sassy.”

She snorts and rolls her eyes. “You said to get here ASAPPPPP! With lots of exclamation points. You’re lucky I put pants on.”

Ella giggles and Sassy gives her a wink. I go to respond but Connor comes bursting in here like he needs to kick someone’s ass. He freezes when he sees us all here.

“Xavier, what the fuck! You can not send me an SOS if there isn’t something seriously wrong,” he growls, taking a step closer to me. Sassy laughs so loud some brothers at the table jump. She looks at me and points to Connor.

“See. You can’t send us messages like that.”

I groan and smack my head on the table a few times, then sit back up. “Okay, I get it. But there is an emergency. East and Jase need our help. It’s bad guys. I have an idea but I’m going to need you all in on this.” They all nod and get closer to me to listen. “Whiskey Kiss is coming to Dallas. They have a show in three weeks and we all need to be there. We need to get backstage and Cara and East need to talk.” I know if they thought they had a chance to get back with Cara they would fight harder to get out of Penny’s clutches. They seem to have given up, and that's just not how this is gonna play.

Connor freezes and takes a deep breath in. I knew this would be hard for him. He’s been calling Cara daily and only gotten a few replies. He closes his eyes as the others talk and then shouts, “I’m in.” I give him a grateful smile then look at everyone else. They all nod and I clap my hands.

“Okay let’s get to work.”


Twenty-Seven
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Memphis

Something is going on with Cara. I can tell, and since Lay has gone back to Kansas I think now is a good time to get her to open up to me. Plus, I need to tell her I want to fuck her boyfriend. God do I want to fuck him so bad. I never knew what I was imagining could be so incredible. Now if only I could add Cara to the mix. Then that would be pure bliss.

“What are you thinking about so hard?” Gem asks me, coming over to the couch to hand me a bottle of water. She and Cara went out for lunch. Said they needed a girl’s day, but I overheard her mention a doctor appointment coming up so maybe they did that too. I know she has to have yearly checkups since her mom was diagnosed with breast cancer at a young age.

Just the thought of Cara being sick like that makes me ill and want to destroy something. I take a sip of the water and groan.

“I did something the other night and now I’m struggling to tell Cara about it.” Gems eyes light up and she plops on the seat next to me, giving me her full attention. “I may have fooled around with Layton,” I mumble and her eyebrows furrow with confusion.

“I thought you were straight? Not that there's anything wrong with fooling around with a man, but you just didn’t seem the type,” she says with a shrug, then steals my water, taking a sip and grimacing. “We need something stronger for this conversation.” I laugh and she gives me a smile. “So why are you freaking out about this? Cara is cool with Lay being with guys. I guess her ex Jase and him were together too. Lucky bitch.” My knuckles fist at the thought of her and Lay being with someone else, and I breathe, trying to calm down. Gem catches my reaction and gives me eyes full of pity.

“You love her Memphis. Just give in. Trust me, that girl is head over heels for you. Would do anything for you. I honestly don’t see the issue. Plus now you’re screwing her guy…seems like Fate.” She hands my drink back then stands and walks away. I sit here thinking about what she said, then go in search of Cara. I think it’s time we finally had the talk.

e

“Are you sure you don’t want something to drink shortcake?” I ask Cara once more, holding out a bottle of beer. She gives me a smile and a small shake of her head.

“I’m good, promise.”

Whatever, more for me. I shrug and take a big sip. We have to write a new song to present to the band and I’m having trouble focusing. I need to have a conversation with her, but I can’t keep my eyes from drifting to her tits.

I don’t know when it happened, but I swear Cara’s breasts have grown two sizes since she’s been with me on tour. Sitting in front of me with some pajama shorts and a tank top, I’m having trouble controlling my dick.

“Memphis, did you hear me?” Shit. What did she just say? I quickly stand up and move to the kitchen.

“Honestly shortcake, I’m starving. Let’s get some food, then I can focus again.”

She rolls her eyes but nods, “Yeah, some pizza sounds great.”

I raise my brow at that. “We had pizza last night. How about Mexican?”

Her nose scrunches up and she suddenly looks like she may be sick.

“Oh right, that burrito gave you food poisoning. How about Chinese?”

“Sure whatever you want, Memph,” she whispers, looking sad. I set my beer down on the counter and look at her.

“Okay, I know that face. What’s wrong?” I ask and she wipes her eyes.

“It's so silly, but pizza sounded really good. I’m fine really. Order whatever you want.”

She’s sad because I said no to the pizza. I shake my head and go find the menus I have in a drawer. Girls are so weird.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom real quick.” She bustles out of the room, like her ass is on fire. I don’t know what is going on with her, but she's not acting right. I grab my phone and send my mom a text.

 

Me: Okay, cut the horseshit. What's going on with Cara?

 

It doesn't take her long to reply and Cara is still in the bathroom.

 

Mom: What do you mean sweetie?

Me: She’s not acting like herself. What really happened at school? Why did she leave?

Mom:.................

 

The bubbles go on for a few minutes. Damn how long of a message is she typing me, maybe I should have just called.

 

Mom: It’s her story to tell baby. Give her time.

 

I chuck my phone on the counter and groan. Yeah that was super helpful. “What did that phone ever do to you?” Cara asks, startling me. I laugh but it’s hollow.

“Stupid message.” I glance up at her and she's wearing a small robe but it’s not hiding anything.

“Cold?” I ask while raising my brow. She shakes her head no and moves to the couch.

“Hey, can we talk for a minute?” she asks. I move over to sit beside her and she curls up on my lap like she used to when we were little. I wrap my arms around her and shift her so she’s not right on my dick.

“What's wrong, shortcake?” I ask while gently running my fingers through her hair. She shivers and I keep doing it until a small moan escapes her pouty lips. I have to look away otherwise this innocent scene is about to turn X rated.

“I messed up, Memphis. I was so stupid. I’ve really made a huge mess of everything.” A sniffle escapes and I turn her so she's straddling my thighs and I can look her in the eyes.

“What do you mean, shortcake?” I gaze into her watery blue eyes and gently run my thumb over her hip. She watches me before biting her lip.

I don’t know who moves first but the next moment our lips are pressing together and I’m lifting her closer on my lap. She moans into my mouth and her hips grind on their own. Fuck what am I doing? We can’t be doing this. I keep repeating in my head, but my body seems to have a mind of its own. I pull the robe tie loose and peel it from her shoulders. Groaning when she pulls her mouth from mine and grabs my hands placing them on her breasts. She moans before I even put pressure. God, they have gotten bigger.

“We really shouldn't be doing this, shortcake,” I growl before placing my lips around her hard nipple through the thin tank top she’s been teasing me with. She grips my head and pushes me deeper into her chest.

“I know, but I don’t care anymore,” she groans. “You’ve been teasing me for years and I’m over it. I’m going to tell you here and now. I love you. You’re my best friend. You're not my brother. So please for the love of all that’s holy, stop fighting this and just be mine.” I move back to her lips and kiss her harder, devouring all her moans and whimpers as she soaks my jeans with how wet she is. I pull back and look her in the eye one last time.

“I have always been yours, Cara, but I know that you can’t promise to only be mine and I’m not sure how I feel about that. I saw you with your guys. I don’t know what went down, but I know it’s not over with. There is no way they’re giving you up.”

A tear falls down her cheek, and I wipe it away, before pressing my lips to hers again. This time slower. Her grinding picks up and my hands fall to her hips, squeezing them, stopping her. I need a moment to think. I kiss down to her neck and chest, leaving soft bites on the way. She tosses her head back and moans. My dick is hurting from how bad it wants to play.

“I know that I'll have to deal with some things. I have baggage Memphis, and I know they’re going to come back at some point but… is it really that bad? I see how you look at Layton. Imagine watching me with other guys, doing the things you want to do. Do you think you can handle missing out on us?” She reaches down and lifts her tank top, before pulling it off and over her head. Her bare breasts are in my face and I know I’m too weak to ever tell my shortcake no. She’s right, I wouldn’t be able to stand by and watch her with the others without being a part of it.

“Fuck, you don’t play fair,” I groan into her chest, then look back into her lust filled eyes. She’s biting her bottom lip with worry. I lift my thumb and release it. “If I do this. If I give in and make you mine Cara, I’m not ever going to give you up and I may not like it… but I will do anything to have you in my life. And I will be damned if you take someone else's last name!” I growl and she kisses me so hard so fast it almost hurts. I flip us around until she is on her back under me and I rip her tiny ass shorts off. She grips my T-shirt and I let her tug it up and off. She runs her nails over my chest and I groan. I pull my shorts down and kick them off leaving me bare. I pull back a minute and squeeze my dick as I take in the sight beneath me. Blonde hair a mess, blue eyes filled with heat, face all flushed, breasts moving with every pant from her swollen lips.

“God, you are more beautiful than I imagined.” She bites her bottom lip as her eyes trail me. They land on my dick and widen. She clears her throat then looks up into my eyes.

“Ever since I saw that video I haven’t been able to get your piercing out of my head. Does it hurt?” she asks shyly and I groan at how innocent she is, though I know it’s just a ruse.

“I’ve never had any complaints,” I say with a shrug and her face falls. Fuck, I’m such an idiot. I bend down and kiss her softly, sighing when she gives in and pulls me closer to her warm skin. “Do we need anything?” I ask her. “I have never been with anyone without a condom before.” Besides that one night in the limo and I was tested immediately. She shakes her head, and I think I may bust right here, before we have even started. To feel my shortcake wrapped around me bare. I can’t wait any longer. I lift her thigh and wrap it around my ass. She shifts until she’s comfortable and reaches down, guiding the tip of me inside her. We both moan simultaneously as she pants into my neck.

I take her hands and lay them above her head gently. She could move them if she wanted, but she doesn't. Her back arches and I slip in a few inches more. She’s so wet, so hot. So perfect. I bite my lip and squeeze her wrist a bit tighter. I’m shaking as I fight not to completely dominate her. Cara is not just some rando that I picked up in a bar. She is my everything. I’ve never made love before but for her I’ll try.

I pull out and let her go.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, looking adorable.

“Our first time isn’t going to be on a couch, shortcake. I want you in my bed, where I can hold you after, and wake up with you in my arms in the morning.” I offer her my hand and she takes it with a big smile. She leans up and kisses me and I pick her up, sliding into her as I walk us to the bedroom. I lay her down gently then shift my hips in a slow rhythm until she's panting and gasping my name.

“Please Memphis.” She claws my back and I thrust harder. “Yes, fuck, just like that,” she yells and I laugh into her neck. Seems my shortcake doesn’t want slow love making. I get onto my knees and spread her thighs wider before really fucking into her. I reach under her spine and arch her back, knowing when I hit her G spot by the way that she screams my name. I reach down and pinch her clit and she squirts all over my cock. Oh fuck, that’s hot. I pound into her a few more times before falling over the cliff and cumming harder than I ever have. Her walls clench me, not wanting me to move. I collapse on her chest, then shift so I can spoon her from behind. I slide back into her and she whimpers. I rock into her slowly until I go soft and I hold her, kissing the back of her neck until she falls asleep. Then I climb from the bed and grab a warm washcloth from the bathroom and clean us up.

I pull the blanket from the end of the bed over us and Cara rolls over, cuddling my chest, sighing. I look down at my soulmate and sigh, too. She was right. I never should have fought this. “I love you, shortcake,” I mumble into her hair, pressing a kiss to her temple. Then close my eyes and hope for the best sleep I have ever had, because in the morning I’m not leaving this room until she’s so spent she can’t walk.

Carson

The sunlight hits my eyes and I moan, pressing closer to the warm body behind me. I freeze for a moment and then relax as flashes from last night come back to me.

Oh my god. I slept with Memphis, and holy cow was it good. His arms tighten around me and my back gets closer to his naked chest. I wiggle a little and his dick perks up between my ass cheeks.

“I have dreamed of this moment for so long,” he groans into my ear, releasing my waist and gently trails his hand over my swelling stomach to the apex of my thighs.

“Ohh,” I moan in surprise. I've shared a bed with Connor before but he never woke me up this way.

“So wet for me. Such a naughty little girl. Getting wet for her step-brother.”

I bite my lip and whimper, opening my legs a little wider so he can do more than tease me. “Tell me you want it Cara, or I’m not touching you ever again more than this.”

This is messed up right? I’m pregnant with another man’s baby, and I slept with my best friend. I need to put a stop to this. We can just say it was a one time thing, and move on. His lips trail from my ear to my neck and he groans, moving his finger in faster strokes.

“You smell so good.”

Oh who am I kidding? I’ve loved Memphis for years. If anyone would help raise this child with me and Lay, it would be him. I didn’t picture we would have a sexual relationship, but now that we’ve crossed that line, I can’t see us going back to the way things once were.

I reach around and grip his messy brown hair tight, pulling his mouth to mine as I twist my neck to meet his lips. I kiss him hard and shift my hips to increase the friction.

“I want you Memph. I’ve always wanted you,” I moan, but grab his hand to stop him from going any farther. “Before we continue I really need to tell you something.” He stops what he’s doing and lies back down. I cuddle up with him again and take a deep breath. I don’t know how he is going to react to this. But he needs to know. I should have told him last night.

“Shortcake, what’s wrong? You know you can tell me anything right?”

I nod and he relaxes a little. He wraps his hand around my belly again and I place my hands over top of them moving them a little lower, over my bump. Jelly Bean has been kicking this whole time and I’m just waiting for him to notice.

“What the fuck was that?” he mumbles, but doesn’t move his hands. Tears start to fill my eyes and I let them fall.

“I’m pregnant, Memph.” He chuckles as if I’m kidding and rubs my stomach. The baby kicks again and he gasps. I let go of his hands and he rolls me to my back, he hovers above me, gazing into my eyes, looking for lies. I bite my lip and let the tears fall. He pushes from the bed and climbs off as if I just set the bed on fire.

“Wait, you’re serious?”

I sit up against the headboard and nod, avoiding his gaze. He’s silent for a few minutes and I get the courage to glance his way.

“This is why you left college?”

I shake my head and he furrows his brow.

“I didn’t know about the baby until after I left.” I take a deep breath and tell him everything. His face gets red and he’s practically panting with the restraint, not to go off and kill some Hawthorne boys.

“So you lost your virginity to Easton, but you thought it was Jase? And they video recorded it?”

I nod and he storms from the room. I chase after him, grabbing his robe from the back of the door. I meet him in the entryway to his apartment and laugh. He’s bent over naked giving me an amazing view and struggling to put his cowboy boots on.

“Memphis, what are you doing?” I shout through my giggles, trying to wrap myself in his robe, tight. He grumbles something about needing a gun, and I rush over and grab his arm. “Please just come and take a seat for a minute. Let me talk.”

He looks at me with watery eyes and nods. He leads us over to the couch and plops down, pulling me on his lap.

“At first I was so mad. I packed up all my things and ran home. I left Xavier, Connor and Layton behind even though they didn’t deserve it. I needed to get away. Connor followed me, tried to convince me to come back…but I knew that I was done. College was nothing like I expected it to be. The girls’ there were so cruel and the guys.” I shrug and wipe a tear from his eye.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I would have stormed that campus and kicked some asses. I couldn’t touch the girls, but I bet Gem would have no issues slapping some bitches.”

I smile at that thought and nod. She totally would have.

“I thought I needed to try and not depend on you for once. You’ve always been there for me. You’re my rock. You were out here living your dream and I didn’t want to mess any of that up.” He goes to speak but I press my lips to his. He holds me closer and sighs into my mouth. I pull back and hold his cheeks. I want him to hear what I say next and to listen. “I know what East and Jase did was horrible and unforgivable but I don’t know who this baby’s daddy is, and I need you to let me handle things. Just hold my hand and support me, love me, be my rock. Please. I can’t take any more drama.”

He stares at me hard and I know he’s fighting for control right now. He’s not used to me being the one in charge. After what seems like hours he finally nods and kisses me again. This time harder and full of pent up frustration. I turn and straddle his lap, sinking down on his hard cock and panting onto his lips.

“This is going to be fast and hard, shortcake,” he warns before jackhammering me so hard I see fireworks explode behind my closed lids. He bends down and bites my nipple and I’m gone. Lost in a sea of pleasure and love. Even though he's treating me like a ragdoll right now I know he loves me and would never hurt me. After he comes, he pulls me close and holds me.

“So does this mean I get to be a dad?” he asks and I smile.

“I’d really like that, Memphis.”


Twenty-Eight
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Layton

I say goodbye to Frankie, Harry and Levi at the airport and they all give me hugs. Levi promises to come visit and says I better stay in contact with him or he will hunt me down. I laugh at that and tell him I will. I hand security my bags and ID as I walk through the scanners. I already removed my shoes and placed them in the bin. I turn one last time and wave. Frankie and Harry will be flying out to Nashville soon to visit, and I can’t wait. I’m really going to miss them but I’m excited for what this future holds. Harry took me aside last night and gave me a stern talking to about impregnating his daughter. I didn't bother correcting him, since as far as we know I am a strong contender. I’d love for Jelly Bean to be mine, but I know whoever the daddy is, I will love that baby with everything I have. I make it through the checkpoint and head to the private jet Memphis set up for me to use. I climb the steps, and a bunch of people are immediately there to cater to my every whim. I take a seat and someone massages my shoulders while another hands me a warm blanket. I have a pop and lean back as the flight takes off. This is nice and all, but I can’t wait to get home to my family.

Carson told me that Memphis now knows and he told her about us. I asked her how she felt about that but she just laughed. I guess she’s known for a while how Memphis felt but didn’t want to spook him or me. God I love that girl.

I get into Nashville late and the car takes me home. Home? Yeah I consider wherever my people are home. Someone opens my door and I take my bags. I tip the doorman and he gives me a big smile. I stride to the elevator and go to the Penthouse, using the key Memphis made me, and sneak in.

Maybe I can surprise one of them in bed.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Memphis asks me the minute I walk into the living room, startling the shit out of me. He’s sitting there on the sofa with a glass of scotch. I sigh and take the seat beside him, reach over and grab his glass, setting it on the coffee table. I lean back and he rests his head on my shoulder. I run my nails through his hair and he shivers.

“I found out the night I returned. When I left Texas and spent that time in Kansas with your family, I overheard Frankie and Harry talking about Carson being sick. I panicked and took the first flight I could. I just had to get here. I had to know she was okay.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I lift his head and kiss him gently.

“Because she asked me not to. She wanted to be the one to tell you. After everything we’ve been through lately. I knew that I had to do that for her. Just like I didn’t tell her about us. I gave you guys time to yourselves.”

He nods and kisses me again, groaning into my mouth. Tingles run down my spine and I smile. I never saw myself being with a man other than Jase; but after getting over that hump with Levi, I know that I’m stronger now and I can open my heart again.

Memphis and I have a strong connection. Different than the one I shared with Jase, but still as powerful. If he’s not careful I may just fall for him.

I let him push me onto my back on the couch and remove my shirt. His eyes flash with heat and I wrap my hand in his hair pulling tight and bringing his mouth back to mine. He groans and I grind up into him. The friction against my cock has me pulling my head back and moaning.

“Pants off now!” I growl and he chuckles, but listens, sliding his grey sweatpants down. His hard dick pops free and his piercing glints from the light of the fireplace. I climb off the couch and push him back, before sliding to my knees.

The moment my mouth licks the tip, he grumbles and thrusts. I pull back and give him a look. He’s used to submissive chicks, and I may have been that way from time to time, but with him he's going to learn who is in charge. He can dominate, only if I give him permission.

He gives me a pleading look but nods and leans his head back on the couch. I gently blow over the tip of his cock and mutter, “Good boy,” before sucking him down. I take half of his massive cock then bob up and down until he is nice and slick. He whimpers and bites his lip when I look up at him. His hands are fisted beside him and I know he’s fighting to not shove me down. I take his hands and place them on my head, pressing down and he mutters, “Thank fuck.” Before gagging me deep. I groan and I know the vibrations have him close.

I swallow, and his legs start to shake.

“Lay, holy fuck. I’m about to.”

I give him a little hum and reach down to play with his asshole.

“What are you doing? Holy shit. Yeah. Um, humh.” He’s face fucking me hard and thrashing around as if he’s never experienced this before. I think I even have him speaking in tongues, when he shouts loudly and whimpers. I swallow him down and groan. Fuck that was hot. I lick him gently, making sure not to leave a drop, and he pulls me up by the hair and kisses me hard. His hand slips into my shorts and he jacks me hard in a corkscrew motion. It doesn’t take me long to come and he removes his hand, panting into my mouth. I pull away as he looks at my cum all over his hand. I don’t let him wipe it off like he did in the kitchen.

“Lick every drop like the good boy you are,” I demand and his eyes flare, but he does what I say hesitantly. I kiss his neck as he cleans up my mess and he moans. When he’s done I kiss him once more letting our combined tastes mingle. I let him pull away and he rests his forehead on mine.

“That was...fuck!” he whispers and I smile. Memphis is still new to being with another guy and I'm happy to take things slow, but I can’t wait to get him under me.

“I slept with Cara,” he says and I freeze, before laughing.

“You’re not surprised?” he asks, shocked. I shrug and give him one more kiss.

“I knew it was only a matter of time.” I pull him from the sofa and over to his shower. I don’t follow him in because I know if I get under that water with him I will just get dirtier and I really want to check in on my baby. I wash my hands in the sink and gargle some mouthwash. He laughs and I shrug. I don’t have my toothbrush with me. Once he’s out and wearing clean sweats, he tugs me to his bed, but I shake my head and pull him across the hall to where our girl is sleeping. I climb in on one side and he climbs in on the other, sighing.

Yeah, this feels right. I place my hand on her belly and Memphis does the same. I chuckle softly then grasp his hand with mine over our baby. Jelly Bean kicks and I smile, catching the look on Memphis’ face of amazement and love from the sliver of light leaking through the blinds. I lean over, careful not to wake Carson, and press a kiss to his lips.

“Goodnight, Daddy.”

He shakes his head and whispers back. “That’s the only time that word is allowed in reference to me.”

I kiss him again and nod, because yeah, I agree.

e

I wake up to lips around my dick and groan. Yeah, I could get used to this. Her moans vibrate around my cock and I’m close to cumming. “Fuck, Memphis,” she shouts, then gags herself on my dick as Memphis holds her head down, shooting me a wink as I bust. She pulls off and licks her lips, before lying on my chest. Memphis pulls out of her from behind, then grabs some discarded shirt and wipes her down, before climbing back on the bed with us. Carson grabs the blanket and shivers, bundling us tight.

Someone knocks on the door and my eyes bug.

“Put your dick away, superstar. I do not need to see that but I do need my girl. Um...Cara, we have that thing in like an hour,” she trails off and Carson laughs.

“Mini get in here. They already know, babe.” The door swings open and Gem is standing there with her hand over her eyes. I laugh since yeah, we’re naked, but the blanket is over us. “Mini, open your eyes before you... Too late.” Gem trips over a pair of Carson’s heels. Memphis laughs and I smile.

“Gem, what are you doing here? We still have another day off,” Memphis groans and Carson makes a weird noise.

“So umm, yeah. I kinda have an ultrasound today. It’s my six month check up.”

Memphis eyes go wide and he coughs. “Holy fuck! Six months. I mean yeah, I guess it makes sense, but I’m going to be a dad in less than four months! I’m not ready. Oh shit! We still have the tour and we need to get a crib and a nursery set up and do you want to move back to Kansas or stay here? I have to tell the guys. We will need to take a break. Oh and Alex is coming back. Holy shit. I have so much to do Gem, I need you.” Memphis starts to panic and Carson leans over kissing him hard until he calms down. Gem has her eyes wide open and is trying not to laugh. Carson pulls away and giggles.

“We have time. Okay. Let’s just take it day by day. And today let’s go see our baby,” she says with a twinkle in her eye and I can’t fight my grin. He nods and takes a deep breath in and out and claps his hands, before jumping from the bed and giving us an eyeful. Looks like that kiss made my guy hard.

“Ugh Memphis, I told you no more nakedness,” Gem moans then leaves the room.

“What time is this appointment?” I ask and Carson checks her phone.

“Oh soon. Let’s shower and grab some food on the way.” She rushes from the bed and into the bathroom. I watch her naked ass go and groan. Memphis comes over and pulls me from the bed. I follow him to his bathroom and jump in the shower, quickly rinsing off, then wrapping a towel around my waist. He’s singing some song that I love, and he looks me in the eye. Serenading me under the water. Ugh, he's so swoonworthy. I leave the bathroom and dig around in his closet for something to throw on. He may be a bit bigger on top but we’re the same height.

Carson comes out of her room in a cute sundress with one sandal in her hand, her long blonde hair damp and curling around her face. Her cheeks are flushed, and she’s hopping trying to get her other sandal on. I stop her and bend down, helping her.

“Thank you,” she tells me, placing a kiss on my cheek when I stand back up. Gem comes around the corner and tells Carson we're going to be late, if she wants food we have to go now.

“Memph, we have to goooo,” Carson shouts, and he says he will be right out. We walk towards the door and Gem hands Carson a to go cup, her purse and jacket. She looks at me and shrugs. I snort and go get my own shit. Memphis meets us at the door and we rush to the car.

e

“So right there is the head, and the little feet,” the ultrasound tech tells Carson, and even I can’t stop my eyes from tearing up. Carson’s stomach is still tiny and that baby looks huge.

“I don’t think we can call it Jelly Bean anymore Carson,” I mutter and she laughs.

“Okay, let me just take some pictures and measurements and then we can get to the good stuff,” she tells us with a big grin. When we arrived Memphis made her sign an NDA, and she was so excited to have Whiskey Kiss stars as her patients she didn’t even bat an eye. Carson was so embarrassed but Memphis just shrugged. It comes with the life. But the fact he had one printed up and ready to be signed was impressive.

“Oh Cara, it’s a baby,” Gem wails from the other side of the room, and I chuckle. Her and Jeeves, whose real name is Lawrence, are sitting in the chairs looking at the screen. Gem has her camera on and is recording everything for Frankie and Sassy.

“Okay, that should do it. Now, do we want to know the gender?” the tech asks Carson and she nods immediately.

“Oh yes, please, can we? I mean…” She looks up at us and we both smile, nodding at the doctor.

“Congratulations Mommy, and Daddies you are having a…” she pauses for suspense, and I swear Gem may throttle her. “Girl.”

Gem jumps from her seat and Carson and her immediately start talking about bows and booties. Memphis looks at me, and he has a tear in his eye. We may not know much about raising a little girl, but I do know she will be loved beyond belief and never hurt the way we were. I slide over to Memphis and hold his hand.

“She’s not dating til she’s thirty.”

Carson

I finish soundcheck and rush from the stage. “I have to pee!” I shout over my shoulder at the guys. Memphis chuckles and Mikey says something about me having a tiny bladder. We decided not to tell anyone about the baby until it’s obvious, and I think that’s for the best. That’s just what I need—the paparazzi to start spreading. I still haven’t reached out to the others, and besides Layton talking with Connor and Xavier I don’t even know what’s going on in their lives.

Lay and Memphis have been on my case lately to call them. I know they're right, but I’m still hurt and need some more time. Connor can’t handle not having me to himself. He will never welcome being in a polyamourous relationship.

As for Xavier, I’ve heard he’s been hanging out with Ella. And those other jerks I don’t even want to think about. Lay says Jase is still blowing up his phone, and I know he misses him. I do too if I’m honest and I worry I may be carrying a little Hawthorne. They deserve to know, and I will tell them...eventually.

Memphis and Lay have both told me it doesn’t matter who the father is, they will raise this little girl with me and I love them for it, but late at night when I think about if my dad never knew about me...how crushed he would have been. I know I need to tell them, but not yet.

I race around the corner and push into the private restroom we have just for us. Moans hit my ears the instant I push the door open and I freeze. The only other girl here today is Dolly. And unless a guy is moaning like some cheap pornstar. I know it’s her. She has been acting super sketchy lately and maybe if I’m silent, I can finally find out what she’s up to. I’ve never trusted her and the fact that Frankie can’t stand her is red flags all around.

I quietly close the door behind me and step closer to the wall that's hiding me from their view. “Please daddy, don’t stop,” she pants and I cringe. I’ve never been one for the daddy kink. A man groans and snaps at her.

“Shut your mouth you useless little whore. It’s been months and you still haven't done what I asked.” My eyes bulge at that voice and I feel bile rising in my throat. “We're running out of time. People are all over me for their investments, and we need him to take over this company before the IRS does.”

“I’m trying,” she whines, “but now his precious little shortcake is here, and he won’t touch me. I can’t get pregnant if he won’t touch me, daddy. All he ever does is shove his cock down my throat and avoid my eyes.” Their grunts get louder and my head is spinning.

What the fuck! Ron is banging Dolly? Her uncle? First ew, and she’s trying to get pregnant? Why? And second, does she know about Memphis, Lay and me?

“I’ve told you before, doll, he doesn’t need to be awake to fuck you.” He gives a chuckle and I’m two steps away from rounding that corner and smacking the shit out of them. How dare they suggest raping Memphis! They have another thing coming if they think they will get away with that. Over my dead body will I let that cum stain put her hands on him ever again. My cheeks heat and I clench my fists.

I take a small step closer when a warm body presses up against me and I freeze. Oh no. I turn and meet pissed off caramel eyes. He places a finger over his mouth in a shh gesture and I nod. I know he can tell how fired up I am because he turns me again so I can lean against his chest and gently rubs my belly.

We continue listening to some serious rough sex. Waiting for something else to be said. I think Ron is holding back Dolly’s pleasure because she grunts in frustration before shouting out.

“I know we need him. I’m trying daddy. Please let me come. Please. I'll get him to knock me up, then he will have to marry me. He’s a good southern boy. He won’t leave me unwed and pregnant,” she whimpers, and Memphis goes stiff behind me. I spin, taking his cheeks into my hands, looking into his eyes, waiting for the hurt or devastation to show. He’s had people all his life try to use him, and to learn he’s been betrayed by someone he cares for. Or he did care for her. I’m expecting to see pain, but it’s not there. He’s angry, but I also see relief.

He bends down closer to whisper in my ear, his warm breath raises goosebumps across my flesh. I move my hands to his shoulders and hold him closer. He takes a deep breath in and groans softly. His dick is hardening and this is not the time.

“We need to do something Memph,” I whisper, and he nods. He stands back up, grabs my hand then turns to leave. Wait, what? I follow, about to say something, when he pushes me up against the wall and kisses me hard. I’m so shocked that he’s kissing me in public, I freeze. He steps back before I can reciprocate and slams the door open. Shouts and cursing sound through the wood and before I know it we have an audience. Memphis storms from the bathroom and Dolly races after him, mascara running down her face and her clothes half on. She reaches for his arm and he gives her a look so cold, I even take a step back.

“Don’t touch me!” he snaps and I watch as she shrinks back and gulps. Mikey comes over to stand beside me and watches the show.

“Your uncle, Dolly! You’re fucking your uncle!” he roars and I watch as her docile fake expression turns into a spiteful bitch, finally showing Memphis the real her. The girl I knew she was all along. She snorts and checks her nails, before fixing her top.

“What? Like you're any better! You’re sleeping with your sister. At least Ron isn’t my biological uncle,” she scoffs. My face goes pale and I feel like I may pass out. Shit! Now everyone knows about us.

“Carson is not my SISTER!” he roars. She waves her hand at that comment and looks at me, with glee. She gives me a wink then turns back to Memphis.

“She’s pregnant, ya know. And since I know you just started sleeping with her, I can promise you, you are not the daddy.”

I cringe at that word and Memphis laughs. I don’t think I will ever be able to hear the word daddy again after what I heard today.

“Yeah, she told me. And it doesn't matter. I already love that little girl as if she was my own. You see Dolly, your problem is, you’re always looking for your next meal ticket. Your claim to fame. That you missed out on something that could have been the best thing in your life.” He holds his hand up, and she closes her mouth. “I’m not talking about me, I’m talking about your career, because I can promise you right now, Doll. You’re done here.”

She lifts her arm to slap him and I step forward, grabbing her wrist. I spin her and get into her face.

“Don’t you ever put your hands on him again. I heard about your little plan to get pregnant while he was unconscious,” I growl, then bend closer so she can hear me whisper, “And I can promise you that Candy will be receiving a little tip from me in the next ten minutes.” I step back and her face is as white as a ghost. She turns back to Memphis taking in the crowd who have been recording this.

“I’m so sorry. Please Memphis. I never wanted this.”

He scoffs, then steps to the side, and moves to me, he reaches down and kisses me so hard I feel my panties getting wet. “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, shortcake,” he growls on my lips and I whimper. I reach up and grip his brown hair tight, before kissing the hell out of him.

“This deserves popcorn,” Mikey jokes and a smile cracks my lips. Memphis laughs and pulls back from me. He shoots me a look full of heat, and I know we'll continue later. Maybe Lay will join. Fuck! Now I need new undies. He spins and makes some jokes, and the crowd laughs. I take a deep breath and wait for my cheeks to cool.

I stare at him in confusion. How can he be joking right now? This is so bad. Not only did we just learn the company is bankrupt, we are about to lose one of our lead singers. Plus, now the team knows about us and the baby. How long until I'm on the front page of the gossip sites? How long till the guys show up? Oh god! My heart races and my palms sweat. Layton comes around the corner, takes one look at me and pushes Mikey aside to hold me.

“Shh, Carson, just breathe, baby. What the hell is going on here?” he asks, but I just shake my head and breathe in his signature citrus, spicy scent. I sigh and relax into his arms while he holds me tight as Memphis takes over the reins and contacts his lawyers, security, and the police. Gem comes running, and from the look of glee on her face, I know she heard the news about Dolly. She hates the girl almost as much as I do. I untangle myself from Lay’s arms and shuffle over to her.

“I need to stay out of the limelight, but can you get in touch with Candy? Give her all the scoop, anonymously of course,” I say with a knowing grin and she laughs, pulling me into a hug.

“Hell yeah, babes. I knew I liked you for a reason,” she squeals, before rushing off. Memphis looks over at me and raises his brow. I give him an ‘I’m innocent’ smile and blow him a kiss.

I may not be one to be cruel and heartless, but Dolly? She deserves everything that’s coming to her.

e

We watch as Ron is led out of the venue in handcuffs and Dolly chases after him in tears. Talk about a shitshow. Memphis walks over to where we are sitting and claps his hands.

“I know today has been eye opening, but we still have a show to do in two hours.” Mikey snorts and I smile.

“Memphis, we just lost our female lead. How the hell are we going to do this show?” I ask him and the smile he sends my way instantly makes me feel like I’m going to be sick. I shake my head.

“No! No. I agreed to be a backup singer and help y’all write songs. I am not taking Dolly’s place.” I jump to my feet and turn, about to run out of this venue and catch a flight to Kansas, but then Lay and Memphis come up on each side of me. Crap! I’m stuck. Lay presses closer to my chest and Memphis steps up against my back.

“I think Carson here needs something to help her relax before the show,” Lay mutters, and my core instantly heats. Ugh traitorous body. I shake my head and Memphis laughs, bending low to whisper in my ear.

“I think you need some convincing. Is that it, shortcake? Do you want me to convince you with my tongue while Layton convinces you with his cock?” I whimper and my legs feel shaky. Lay laughs, taking my hand and pulling us towards the dressing room with Memphis hot on our heels.

The moment I’ve entered and the door is locked, my dress is on the floor, panties ripped off and thrown somewhere. Lay picks me up and brings me to where Memphis is lying on the couch. He places me on his face, while bending me low so I can touch Memphis.

“This has to be quick, shortcake.” Memphis groans as I unbutton his jeans, pull the zipper down and remove his hard cock. He reaches up and spreads my ass cheeks, licking my dripping pussy. I moan, and Lay pushes my head closer to Memphis’s dick, before rubbing his cock down my slit, gently pushing in.

I suck Memphis as deep as I can go, bobbing up and down, making him slick so I can take his girth all the way down my throat. His piercing rubs me as I go, and I shiver. It’s hard to imagine only months ago I was as innocent as a flower. These boys have corrupted me, but I can’t say that I mind.

Lay thrusts gently into me, before popping out and letting Memphis suck my juices from his cock. I wish I could watch, that’s seriously one of the hottest things I have ever seen. Then Memphis sucks my clit, while Lay thrusts in hard, and smacks my ass simultaneously and the first orgasm of the night hits. Someone holds my head down, gagging me to keep my screams muffled. Lay groans, and I know Memphis is sucking him down again. The hand moves and I come up for air. Thank god the morning sickness has gone away, or that could have been disgusting. I go back down and use my hand, caressing Memphis’ balls, he thrusts faster and I know he is close.

“Fuck, shortcake,” he moans and Lay thrusts back into me hard. Memphis pinches my clit, setting me off again, before exploding in my mouth. Lay grips my hips hard, and I know I'll have fingerprint bruises when we're done. He pulls out of me, and I fall across Memphis' lap, groaning. Hot jets of cum hit my thoroughly abused pussy, and I whimper. Memphis lifts me back up and devours my pussy again, this time with an extra treat dripping down my slit.

“One more Carson,” Lay says, moving closer to kiss my lips, and bending down to bite my nipple. I explode and Memphis groans. “Fuck baby, you just squirted all over me. That’s so fucking hot.” I laugh and grind my pussy harder against his mouth as he cleans me up. I swear these men make me insatiable.

A slap on my ass rouses me from my pleased, sleepy state.

“Nuh-uh, shortcake. We have a show to do. But tonight I want my cock deep in your pussy while Lay’s in my ass.”

Fuck! And just like that Memphis gets his new lead singer, and my fresh panties will be soaked the whole night.


Twenty-nine
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Layton

I stand on the sidelines with Carson as Memphis goes out on stage. His fans are going wild and I’m thankful for the earplugs. Carson comes closer to me and curls into my chest. She’s mumbling something I can’t hear. I slip one of the plugs out of my ears.

“I can’t do this! Stupid dick hypnosis. They dickmatized me! Stupid fucking men. I should just be like Sassy and date girls. I’m already knocked up. We could raise her together and I could leave this stage. God, I feel like I’m going to be sick. Mama, if you can hear me, please don’t let me make an ass out of myself in front of all these people. I’ve been scrutinized enough this year.” I wince at that and squeeze her tighter.

“You’ve got this Carson. Memphis wouldn’t have chosen you if he thought for a second that you couldn’t hack it. Take some deep breaths and then go out there and show the world how amazing you truly are. Oh, and if you threaten to take my daughter and become a lesbian again, I will tan your ass so red, you can’t sit for a week,” I finish in a growl and she laughs.

“What happened to my sweet, cuddly Lay? Don’t get me wrong, I love when you're bossy, but I miss him.” She leans up and gives me a kiss, then turns and steps closer to the stage. She shakes her hands out a few times, then takes the guitar from a roadie, and shoots me a nervous smile over her shoulder.

I think about what she said, have I really changed that much? I feel like myself, just stronger. Memphis announces Carson Star and some song starts playing as she walks across the stage. Something about having pretty red lips, blonde hair and blue eyes. Carson turns beet red and opens her mouth in shock at Memphis. He leaves his mic stand and gives her a kiss right there in front of everyone.

“Isn’t she gorgeous ladies and gentleman?” he shouts to the crowd and the cheering gets louder. Gem slides up next to me.

“I guess that’s out of the bag now. I wonder how long until her ex-boyfriends will be knocking on the door.” She laughs then moves into the crowd for the show. I’m welcome to follow her but I’m frozen. She’s right, it’s only a matter of time til they find out about Memphis and her, and the baby too. It’s only a matter of time til I have to see him, and confront my own demons.

Jase

“Jase, please see me after class,” Jen tells me and I roll my eyes. Great, just what I need to be dealing with right now. I take another sip from the flask and lean back waiting for the room to clear out. The sound of her heels clicking up the wooden steps makes her presence known before I open my eyes.

“I know you're going through a lot right now and I know you hurt my girl, but I wanted you to know that I’m here if you ever want to chat or need a shoulder to lean on. In a completely platonic way. Just making that clear right now.”

I scoff and she rolls her eyes.

“Have you heard from her?” I can’t help but ask. She nods her head, then quickly holds up her hand. “I’m not going to disclose information about her, but I can tell you she's hurt, but slowly getting better day by day. I think if you were to clean up your act and try reaching out again she would be willing to talk to you.”

I snort at that and she sighs. “Don’t do something stupid you will regret, Jase. You’re brilliant and one of my best students. You’re about to graduate. I thought you wanted to be a therapist for abused children dealing with PTSD. I really think you would be amazing at it. Don’t screw that up now, Jase.” She leaves me there to think and I know she’s right. I have always wanted to help kids like Lay. They deserve to have someone to talk to and listen to them. I groan and lean back in the chair.

I always saw myself graduating with Layton, going off and buying a house. Somewhere he felt safe that we could make a home. Then Cara came along and I saw a bigger house full of love and baked goodies. A lot like her house in Kansas. Now I don’t know what I see anymore. East is marrying Penny. Cara and Lay are gone. It’s just me. I stand up from the chair and walk down to Jen’s office. I knock on the door and she groans, but shouts, “Come in.” I open the door and she sighs. “I thought I would have to do more peopling today. Take a seat and give me that flask.” I hand it over and laugh. She gulps it down like it’s water then sighs, giving me a pointed look, and I run my hands through my hair.

“I’d like your help. I don’t want to go down the wrong path. I want to get my shit together and then go fight for my family.” She gives me a big smile and cracks open a notepad, before kicking her heels up and crossing her ankles on the top of her desk.

“Okay Mr. Hawthorne, let’s start from the beginning.” I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I can do this for me…for them. I open my eyes and take the first step to winning Cara and Lay back.

Carson

A few weeks ago after the Dolly debacle and everything calmed down, Sassy reached out about getting some extra tickets for our show in Dallas. I was only able to give her three so I convinced Mini and Memphis to do a pop up show on campus. I never saw myself coming back here but after Sassy and, surprisingly, Ella talked to me, I decided it was time and that I needed some closure. Plus a little revenge on the Kippas sounded nice.

We finish up our rehearsal and I spot two people crossing the courtyard who can not be here right now. I turn and grab Memphis, hiding behind him.

“Crap Memphis, they can not see me.” I turn to him in a panic. I may not be huge yet, but I definitely have a cute little baby bump. We hide it on stage behind my guitar, but now that we're done performing and the roadie grabbed it from me, my bump is noticeable. He sighs and rolls his eyes, but nods. I know I need to tell them, but he promised me I could be the one, when I was ready. Plus after my last doctor appointment there are more important things then dealing with stupid college boys. Even if they may be my baby daddies. I give him a quick kiss, then slip behind him and dart towards a place I know no one will find me. There’s someone I need to talk to desperately.

“There's my favorite student,” Jen says, before wrapping me in a tight hug. I squeeze her so tight, she squeaks. “I was hoping you would come and see me. I mean our video chats are nice and all but I need my Cara cuddles.”

I snort and let her go.

“I guess it’s a good thing I’m no longer your student then,” I point out. I take a seat on her comfy couch and she brings me a mug of tea, taking the spot beside me.

“So tell me, how are you? Really, not that 'oh I’m fine' nonsense. Have you thought more about what I said? School is out for the summer. I am more than happy to finish the tour with you and be your on call midwife. I know Sassy is going to be around too. We can get a place together.” I hand the mug over to her and smile. My eyes fill with tears and she places it down on a small table.

“Have you told them yet?”

I shake my head and cry harder.

“Memphis and Lay are so excited about this baby… I can’t… They may never forgive me but I know when they hold her in their arms all will be forgiven,” I choke out and she pulls me close, running her fingers through my hair.

“Cara, you need to let them know. At least tell Memphis. You can not be doing this alone. You need someone to be there when the shit hits the fan honey. I love Lay, but he’s not ready for this. Not after what happened on Valentine’s Day.” I sit up and wipe my eyes.

“What happened on Valentine’s Day?” I ask, my heart racing and my hands shaking. Her eyes go wide and she looks off towards the wall.

“How is it no one has told you? Oh Cara, honey. He umm… He tried to kill himself.”  I stand up and move for the door.

“I… I have to go,” I say, then rip her door open and take off down the hall, I turn the corner and slam into someone. “Oh shit! I am so sorry. Excuse me,” I mumble then try to go around them. They wrap me in their arms tight and I pause, before looking up into hazel eyes clouded with sadness and hesitation. “Jase,” I gasp and he smiles, but it’s sad. My mind goes blank and I pull away from him. “I…I have to go.”

“Wait. No. Please Cara, please talk to me. I'm lost without you and Lay. So lost. I just need you to talk to me. Let me explain.”

I give him a shake of the head and am thankful it's dark where we are so he doesn’t notice the baby bump.

“I need some more time, Jase. There are so many things going on right now. Things I’m not ready to discuss. I know you’re sorry. I know you never wanted this. I don’t know why, and someday I would like answers, but there are things more important in life than old history. But we will talk soon okay?” I take another step back and he sniffles.

“Okay Cara. I will do anything as long as that means I’m still in your life,” he whispers and turns to walk the other way.

I wait till he can’t hear, then whisper, “You will always be in my life.” I look down at my little girl, and place my shaky hands on my tummy. She kicks as I quietly cry.

e

“There you are. Where did you go? Wait, we’ll talk later. We're on in ten minutes. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Memphis asks me as I climb up the steps to the stage. I give him a nod and he kisses me. I pull back before things can get too heated and his eyes flare with love and lust. I don’t know if it’s the baby, or now that we’re together, but that man is insatiable. I place my hand on his scruffy cheek and press another quick kiss to his lips.

“I have to do this, Memph,” I whisper. “But Lay and I need to have a long talk later.” He gives me a worried look, and wipes some ruined mascara from under my eyes. A roadie hands me my guitar and I place it strategically over my tummy. Memphis rolls his eyes but places another kiss to my lips. He hates that I’m hiding it and wants to tell the world.

Someone announces us onto the stage and the crowd roars in excitement. We just got done with a show a few hours from campus and when I told Memphis I wanted to do a surprise performance here afterwards he was all for it. This may also be a bit of revenge since we had a team of bodyguards collect all the Kippas, Penny especially, and throw them in a van and drive off the property. What can I say, Karma's a bitch and her name is Carson Star.

Memphis and I sing a few songs then he steps back and I take a seat on the stool they placed center stage. I take a deep breath in then sing my heart out for the four boys I know are watching me right now.

 

When you were mine

I was never alone

I always had a place to call my home

Now that's gone and everything’s wrong

I’ll never find a place I truly belong

Time is there until it’s not

Talk about a twist of plot

I once was all that you got

Now all that’s left to do is rot

No take backs

You made your choice

It was like I never had a voice

Lies and misery so bittersweet

You made your bed now take a seat.

Time is there until it’s not

Talk about a twist of plot

I once was all that you got

Now all that’s left to do is rot

Now I've found a place that I belong

I’m happy now we've made a home

I wish you could have come along

But you’re the ones that chose wrong.

 

Jase

I stand back and listen to Cara pour her heart out over the mic. The heartbreak and betrayal that she conveys through these lyrics have my eyes filling with emotion. We really truly broke her. But I can see that she’s become stronger from it. Does that make what happened right? Hell no! East comes over to me and nudges my shoulder.

“You should go talk to her, man. It’s too late for me. But you still have a life to live. Don’t waste it.” He squeezes my shoulder then moves off into the crowd. Probably hoping to get a closer view of Cara. I would, but I already saw her tonight. Got to hold her in my arms. Blond hair catches my eye and Lay and Memphis are kissing off stage. My eyebrows rise but when he pulls back and smiles I know he’s found love. And though it rips my heart out. I’m happy for them.


Thirty
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Easton

I sit around the huge table and try not to have a permanent scowl on my face. I have to do this. I couldn't give a fuck about my dad, but Jase and Lay? I would do anything for them. Even though Lay is no longer around and he seems happy and healthy with Memphis and Cara, he is still my family. He always will be.

“Are you listening to me!” Penny snaps, and I nod my head even though I don’t have a clue what she said. I still can’t stop thinking of Cara and her blue eyes shining from under the lights, as she sang her heart out on stage last night. The impromptu concert they pulled off was a surprise for everyone. But seeing her again… It’s making what I have to do tonight so much harder.

“I need to take a piss.” I hand her my drink and leave the room, ignoring the pointed glares she and my dad are shooting at the back of my skull. I storm down the hall and into the bathroom. I just need a minute. One minute to get my thoughts back in the game. To get Carson Star Matthews from my head. But fuck, her body, her new curves from the pregnancy that she tried to hide last night but I knew. Her tits alone went up three sizes. I heard whispers about her getting a boob job now that she’s famous, but I know it’s from the baby. I wonder if it’s a girl or boy. I wonder if it will have Jase’s laugh, Lay’s eyes, Connor’s nose, or the shape of Xavier’s eyes.

I splash some water on my face and take a deep breath. “Five minutes, East. You have five minutes to think of her. Then you have to go out there and propose to that demon spawn.” I pull out my phone and risk calling her. I doubt she will answer but I just need to hear her voice. It rings a moment then answers.

“Hello,” her soft tone, brings shivers down my spine. “I’ve been waiting for your call.” She sighs, then clears her throat. “Don’t do it, East. I know things are up in the air between us...but don’t marry her.”

I freeze and choke out the words I have been dying to say to her from the day she straddled me in the library. “It was all a lie, Cara. I never wanted to be with her. It was always you. Is still you. I shouldn’t have called...I just wanted to say goodbye and tell you… You are and will always be my one. I’m sorry I fucked everything up.”

A soft cry sounds from the other line and she whimpers. “Please don’t say goodbye. This is not goodbye. This is just the beginning. Our story isn’t done yet, Easton Hawthorne. We have a lot to work through…but I’ll be here when you’re ready. I hope you don’t take too long.”

I wipe my eye from a tear that has fallen. How could she say these things to me after everything I have done? After all the lies. The bullshit.

“Call Jase, Cara. He has a strong mask but he’s slowly dying inside. He needs you guys.” I don’t mention the baby because there must be a reason she hasn’t told us yet. Someone knocks, and I groan. “I have to go, baby. Just remember what I said please.” She calls out my name louder, but I hang up. I delete her number and take the first step of my new life.

I come around the corner of the dining room and moans reach my ears. Seriously, this is a small gathering. My dad couldn’t bang the maid later? I leave whoever it is to it and walk into the dining room. My dad greets me with a glass of scotch and I freeze, taking in account who is in this room and who is missing. Jase is in the corner sulking, my mother is keeping Peony occupied and my dad is discussing something with Penny’s father. The only ones missing are the maid, Penny, and Rich, the guy who was sleeping with my dad. Still don’t understand why he is here, but whatever. I down the scotch and take a seat near the door, wondering who will return.

A few minutes pass and the maid, Mandy, has made an appearance. She seemed frazzled but her uniform is still impeccable. Jase comes and takes the seat beside me. “What are you doing over here by yourself? Peony and mom are starting to talk.”

I laugh at that and sip my new scotch that Mandy poured for me a few minutes ago. I glance his way and take in the bags under his eyes and the scruff on his face.

“Do you believe in guardian angels?” I ask him and he looks back at me as if I’ve lost the plot. Ha, maybe I have. But I have to think if Penny is seriously banging Rich right now during our engagement dinner, then someone above must be looking out for me. I open my mouth to explain when the doors open and lo and behold, Penny and Rich walk in.

I stand up and start to clap loudly. Everyone in the room turns my way. Penny pauses and a flash of fear passes over her face, but it’s gone too soon and her stepford mask is firmly back in place.

“East, darling, why are you clapping?” she asks. I snort and start to laugh. Soon tears are falling from my eyes and I give her the first genuine smile in years. I look up to the ceiling and yell.

“Thank you!” Okay, now I really have lost the plot. I spin around in a circle and point at everyone until I have all of their attention.

“This little bitch here is cheating on me. She couldn’t even keep it in her pants long enough to get through our engagement dinner,” I scoff and Peony dramatically gasps.

“Penelope, how could you? You have worked so hard to snag a Hawthorne.” She coughs after she realizes what she reveals, but I just shrug. It’s not like I didn’t know she’s just a gold digging bitch.

“Are you kidding me right now?” she squeals. “How the hell is it cheating when you haven’t touched me in months? All you ever do is finger me on occasion. I am twenty-three years old, not eighty East! I need sex. I love sex.”

I snort and look at her father who seems to have turned red in embarrassment. I clap my hands again and take a short bow.

“Wedding is off. Blackmail me all you want, bitch. I’m out.” I give Jase a pointed look but he seems to be in his own head. He’ll follow me shortly I’m sure. I slam the dining room doors open and ignore my father screaming after me, as I escape out the front door.

He made his own bed, he can fucking lie in it.

Jase

East storms out the door and full out chaos ensues. Penny charges at my dad screaming at him about how this isn’t over, and he will pay for this. He laughs and pulls a gun out of the small drawer in the hutch where his prized liquors sit. Before Penny can get another word out of her mouth, he shoots her in the head, then turns the gun on Rich, shooting him in the chest.

I duck in the corner and Peony starts screaming, before rushing to her daughter. So much blood. The sight makes me flashback to the day I found Lay on his kitchen floor. Someone screaming in my face brings me back to the present. I glance down to the cold steel in my hands. My father is in my face looking psychotic. He slaps me across the face.

“Snap out of it boy!” he roars, spit flying from his mouth. “You will take the fall for this. Your record is squeaky clean and we will have you out on bail within hours, understand?” I nod then freeze. Wait, what?

“You want me to admit to shooting two people in cold blood. Have you lost your mind?” I snap and he jolts back away from me. “I have taken years of your abuse and the shit you've pulled with East this past year. I should put this gun to your head and shoot you right now,” I growl and he backs away farther. Sirens sound outside and my mother rushes over to me. She takes the gun from my hand and wipes it down with the scarf she had wrapped around her neck. I gasp at the bruises covering her throat and she gives me a sad smile.

“I love you sweet boy,” she whispers, firing the gun at my dad’s chest. His jaw drops and he watches as the blood seeps through his white shirt. Penny’s parents are crying. Peony is a mess, screaming and covered in her daughter’s blood, while her husband rocks Penny’s lifeless body.

I sit here as the police rush in and try to take my mother. The maid runs in and gives them her phone. I guess she recorded it all after Penny started yelling. I stand and walk slowly over to the police officer in charge.

“He wanted me to take the fall. He went psychotic. My mother protected me and everyone that’s still breathing in this room.”

He looks me in the eye and gives me a shoulder squeeze.

“I understand, son, but it’s protocol that we bring her down to the station. We will also need you to make an appearance so don’t leave the state.”

My mother shuffles over to me with her hands cuffed behind her back. “I don’t regret it, baby. Your father was a truly horrible man. I tried to protect you boys as best I could from his sickness. I know about the blackmail. Go to your brother. Go get your girl. She seems like a lovely woman. Go, be free.” The officer grabs her arm, and leads her from the room. I take one more glance at my father dead on the floor, as they cover him with a sheet. Then I walk out into the heat and enjoy the sun on my face for the first time in a long time.

e

We walk into the Kippa Nu house, and it’s like a shrine to Penny. I snort and avoid the weeping girls. All sycophants, the lot of them. They don’t realize they should be celebrating. They're free now. We follow Ella up the steps and to the top floor where Penny’s room sits. The door is locked but Xavier steps forward, picking the lock. I don’t know why he’s here. This dirt doesn’t concern him anymore, but he insisted. Connor came as well. They aren’t thrilled about East and I coming to Nashville with them later tonight, but when East told us he talked to Cara and she said to come to her...their attitudes changed real quick.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” East groans in impatience, pulling Xavier back then kicking the door hard, splintering the wood. “There, now let’s get this shit over with. We have a flight to catch,” he says with a huge grin on his face. You wouldn’t know that just two weeks ago our father shot and killed two people and our mother killed him in the end.

She’s currently on house arrest until her trial. But I know it was self defense. He was abusing her for years. Even Penny’s parents are helping to get her case dismissed. She has been under my dad’s terror long enough. She shouldn’t have to suffer after his death too.

Ella pushes me aside and moves to the closet. She digs around for a few minutes then finds a hidden panel behind a row of designer dresses. My eyes bulge and Xavier gasps dramatically. Holy fuck!

“At least she was an organized manipulating bitch,” East says and Connor snorts. I take in all the labeled files, videotapes, and date rape drugs, then step back.

“I don’t know if we should touch this or give it to the FBI. Who knows what shit she has in here,” I say and Connor grunts, shoving me aside, he searches through the files and pulls out ours, dropping it on the desk and starts to read.

“Fuck!” he groans and then looks over at us. His eyes look guilty and remorseful. What the hell? I walk over to where he is and he’s holding a silver bracelet in his hand. I take it from him and then pick up the file. Right there in a pretty purple pen is Penny’s loopy cursive.

Kyna didn’t overdose, she died from an allergic reaction from the sandwich Layton had made prior to threesome. Idiot guys panicked and buried her in the woods.

Allergy bracelet was too good not to go back for.

I drop the bracelet and bile rises up my throat. East has moved beside me and read what I did.

“We didn’t kill her,” I mutter and he gives me a big smile but takes in my frown, eyes going wide with understanding. I drop my head in my hands and moan.

“But how the fuck am I going to tell Lay?”

e

We board a flight to Nashville and I sigh. This should be a happy day. But I know I need to come clean to Cara about everything and now Lay must know the truth. He called me last night when he found out about Penny. Didn’t say much about my dad, not that I blame him. He knows how I feel, and that man was dead to me a long time ago. We didn’t talk long. He said he was at a show with Cara. I mentioned I’d like to see them and he said soon. I don’t think he’s thinking as soon as I am since we are on the way.

“Bro, can you calm down a bit? I swear you're as keyed up as a coke addict in winter,” Xav complains and I snort, then turn to face him.

“Why winter?” I ask and East groans, he doesn’t like when I encourage him. Xavier’s eyes widen as if I should already know this answer.

“Um, snow!” he shouts louder than he should on a packed flight, and I laugh.

“Okay, that was a good one. Fuck, I can’t calm down. You don’t need to convince two people to take you back. Not to mention they're seeing someone new,” I say with a shake in my voice. East nods to Connor. He nods back then stands, switching seats with my brother, who buckles himself in then does it again. East is a nervous flyer. He grips my hand tight and takes some breaths. I know he's trying to comfort me, but I think I’m calming him down more.

“We need to make a game plan. We can’t just bust into their place and go full throttle. Cara is still hurt and we will need to make it up to her in a big way. I think maybe we should rent a place of our own. Maybe close to where Memphis lives,” East suggests and I think it over. I know it’s smart but I don’t think Cara would kick us out.

“Yeah, I think that’s a good idea. To have a back up plan. But I don’t think we need a long lease, maybe six months?” Connor says and Xavier coughs.

“I am not spending six more months away from Cara. I am going to be in her bed by tonight. Unlike you assholes, I’ve given her the space she asked for and I didn’t even do anything wrong in the first place,” he scoffs, then turns and looks out the window.

“Xav,” Connor starts but he just pulls his earbuds out of a case and puts them in, then pulls his hood over his head and closes his eyes.

“I love her and I’m not letting her leave me again,” he mutters, before shutting us out.

e

We spend three days in Nashville looking at places to rent. East is so fucking picky it’s driving the rest of us crazy. He’s been worried about safety and enough space. I’m confused as hell why he’s worried about having a fireplace in the bathroom, or a large swimming pool in the backyard. Those places seemed kickass.

“Okay, Mr. Hawthorne, we have one more place to see today. It’s a bit over your distance limit, but I think this will be the perfect family home. It has twelve acres, a backyard oasis, including a fenced in pool for safety. Six bedrooms, a spacious living area and den and a walk in music studio. There is also a guest house and a shed.” I move away from our realtor Sandy and climb back in the SUV. The guys pile in after me and we drive thirty minutes.

“Why are we being so damn picky if we’re only staying for a few months?” Connor grumbles and I rub my eyes with a shrug. We pull up to a gated driveway and Sandy hops out, typing in a code, before getting back in and driving the five minutes to a large farmhouse style brick plantation home. She parks and we all get out. Connor looks around and he has a huge smile on his face. Xavier walks off towards the front door and East comes over to me.

“Well… What do you think?”

I take in all the trees and the large wrap around porch, with a porch swing that reminds me of Kansas. I shrug and he scowls, before walking over to Sandy and asking an absurd amount of questions.

“Privacy was one of the main factors for the previous owners. They were big on the country music scene before they decided to go to LA and try acting. The inside has all been redone. New marble flooring in the entrance and bathrooms. Though I believe the bathroom's flooring is temperature controlled. New carpet in the bedrooms upstairs, but a dark rustic hardwood throughout the rest of the house and even down in the music studios and game rooms.”

East nods like this is acceptable, as she lets us in the house.

The first thing that catches my eye is the grand chandelier over the double staircase. I can’t help but think of the stairs in Jhonson Hall. Sandy brings us on a tour throughout the massive space and I find myself liking it more and more. It’s not cramped or crowded so we can all have our alone time and space if we need it.

East follows Sandy upstairs and I move back to the kitchen. It’s huge and the back wall is all windows, so you can see outside to the pool area and what looks like a childrens playset. Connor comes around the corner and he stops at the breakfast bar.

“This seems insane for a few months.” I roll my eyes and nod. We walk up the stairs and find East looking out a huge bay window in a small sitting room, outside the master bedroom. Sandy is talking about how this was used as a nursery and he nods.

“So you said, two and half million?”

She nods and he looks over at us. Our jaws are dropped and Xavier is gasping.

“So what do you think guys? Should we buy a house?”


Thirty-One
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Carson

Memphis kisses me harder as I grind against his dick, feeling it harden underneath me. “I want you so bad,” I whimper onto his lips as he groans, gripping my hips and controlling the speed. A knock on the door pulls me from ripping his clothes off and I give him one more heated kiss before climbing off his lap and going towards the door. He stands to intercept me, and I laugh.

“I don’t think the pizza guy will appreciate that,” I say pointing towards his large erection. He shoots me a wink and walks back to the couch, reaching into his shorts to adjust himself. Fuck, why is that so hot? Someone knocks again and I growl, grabbing the knob and pulling it open halfway. I’m flushed and so damn turned on right now it’s not funny. These hormones are crazy. I reach in my pocket for the cash and hold my hand out waiting for the pizza, not taking my eyes from Memphis stroking himself on the couch under his shorts.

The delivery driver clears their throat, “That will be..” I cut him off.

“Thanks, keep the change.” I tap my foot with impatience and the guy huffs, placing the box in my hand and taking the money. I don’t bother looking, my eyes still glued to the temptation on the couch. Memphis bites his lip and I lick mine.

“Whoa thanks lady,” the guy mutters, but I just nod, then close the door. Memphis laughs and raises a brow.

“You just gave him a hundred dollar bill, shortcake.”

My eyes bulge and he pulls his hand from his shorts.

I walk back towards my main course, shrugging and toss the pizza on the table, no longer hungry for carbs. Memphis leans back and puts his hands behind his head, manspreading, and bites his lip again. I want to bite it.

Someone knocks on the door again and I swear I'm about to lose my temper. I just want an orgasm. Is that too much to ask here? I give the door a nasty glare then stomp back over to it. Lay comes around the corner and takes my spot next to Memphis, kissing him on the jaw and rubbing his dick. I whimper and he shoots me a wink. So not fair.

Someone starts to bang on the door with impatience and I am this close to ripping someone’s balls off. I rip the door open, freezing. “Shortcake, who is it?” Memphis groans and I close my mouth. I’m wearing a tight tank top and short shorts. My baby bump is on full display but I don’t think they’ve looked past my chest yet. Xavier’s eyes are huge and Connor is just giving me a dopey smile. East and Jase are looking at what's going on behind me, and I can only imagine what those men are up to.

I panic and slam the door shut, then lean my back against the wood and bite my lip to hold in my sobs. Lay releases Memphis’ neck and rushes over to me.

“Carson, what’s wrong?” I gaze at him and shake my head. He moves me aside gently and Memphis holds out his arms to me. When did he get off the couch? Lay puts his hand on the knob and I start to feel lightheaded. I knew this day would come, but I thought I had another week. What are they doing here right now?

“Baby, what’s wrong. Talk to me,” Memphis coos gently, lifting my chin to look into his warm carmel eyes. I blink and the tears start to fall. Someone knocks on the door again and I know it’s time. I give Memphis a nod and he tells Lay to open it. It’s a good thing I’m in Memphis’ arms because the moment he sees my guys his body becomes tense and his fists clench.

Layton gasps and I feel like a bitch. I should have warned him but I was too caught up in my head.

“What are you guys doing here?” Lay chokes out, and I know he needs us right now.

“Spin around please,” I whisper to Memphis and he does what I ask, turning his back to the door. I gently pull away from his arms and peek my head around his body. The guys are standing in the entrance now and Xavier slams the door closed in his excitement to see me.

“Hi,” I squeak and all their eyes turn my way. Connor looks like he is fighting to not grab me. Jase looks like he may be sick and East gives me a huge smile and wiggles his finger to come to him. I take a deep breath and rotate a bit more, still shielding my belly, behind Memphis. He’s holding my hips and I am so thankful for that. My knees feel weak.

“Well this looks cozy and all, but can I please get a hug?” Xavier asks with mischief in his eyes and I can’t help but laugh. I’ve missed his crazy ass. Memphis tenses and I rub his back in soothing circles.

“Not yet. Why don’t you all take a seat on the couch. We need a minute. I need a minute. There are some things we need to talk about. Lay, why don’t you come here baby.” Lay takes his eyes from Jase and gazes my way. I can see the hurt and turmoil running through him right now. He sighs, then shuffles over to me and hugs me from behind, resting his head on Memphis’ shoulder.

My heart races, and I know I may pass out if I don’t calm down. Lay presses his lips to the pulse on my neck and hums.

“Breathe baby. It’s going to be okay.”

I nod and try to calm myself down, then lean back and look into Memphis’ eyes. He groans then gently steps away from me. The guys move for the couch but only Xavier and East sit. All their backs are to me and I turn into Lay’s arms squeezing him tight.

“Are you okay? I… How… Why?” I’m trying to get my words together to ask how they could just show up but my tongue is all tangled. I lay my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat. We’ve had some serious conversations lately about his depression and bad thoughts. He swears that he is doing a lot better and he had gotten help, but I still worry.

The guys start arguing, and I know I need to pull my big girl panties up and go talk to them. “You don’t need to do this, Carson. We can tell them to leave. Talk to them later like we planned. Whatever you want, baby,” Lay tells me, placing his hands on my tummy and sighing when Dallas kicks him. “I will do anything to keep you safe,” he mumbles and I press a kiss to his lips gently.

“I love you,” I whisper against his mouth, then pull back. I hesitantly move closer to the living room and Memphis gives me an ‘are you sure’ look. I shrug but nod. He sighs then turns to the group of impatient assholes.

“I am fighting to not kick your asses. So please give me a reason to,” he growls and Xavier laughs.

“What did I do?” Xavier whines. I cut Memphis off from going on his rant. I know that comment was meant for East and Jase.

“Memph, please.”

He takes a deep breath, then moves over to his chair giving me space, but still around if I need him. East turns to look at me and I freeze, but he gives me a big grin and doesn’t seem shocked. He knew. He winks at me then turns back around. How the hell did he know? Do the others?

I stand frozen for a moment, until Lay comes to stand behind me, and I lean back on him for support.

“Um… I need you guys to do something for me. You coming here has really thrown me for a loop and I’m struggling to think straight,” I ramble and Connor starts to turn.

“I need you to close your eyes and listen to me. I need you to be quiet and let me talk,” I shout with a hint of anger and they freeze. Jase’s shoulders start to shake and I get even madder; is he laughing at me? But then a sniffle sounds and I know he’s crying. I fight not to run over and comfort him. I still can’t get over what he did to me. Connor sighs but nods and Xavier snorts again.

“Babe, since when did you get so bossy? I think I like it,” he groans and someone smacks him in the stomach. “Fuck! Seriously. Fine.”

I look to Memphis and he nods when they can’t see me. I walk over to him and take a seat on his lap. He tosses me a blanket and I cover myself. I open my mouth to speak but Jase cuts me off, “Can I just say something? I will keep my eyes closed and listen to what you have to say because I will do anything to make this better. I just want you to know…both of you, that I love you with all that I am, and I’m so sorry for everything I did. All the hurt I’ve caused. You guys are my forever and I fucked it all up.” He takes a breath, then starts to sob and East wraps his arm around him but so does Connor, shocking me. I glance at Lay and he has tears running down his face.

I turn to Memphis and whisper just for him. “I’ll be okay. Go to Lay.” He looks into my eyes hard checking for any lies, then presses a kiss to my temple, and shifts so I can sit in his seat. He moves over to Lay and takes his hand, leading him to the bedroom. I wait til the door closes.

“Okay, let me start by saying Connor and Xavier, I owe you an apology. I never should have pushed you away. I was hurt and confused and I took all that out on you. Connor, you came to me and I told you to leave. I still do think that we have different plans for our futures, but I’m glad you're here. Xavier, I’m not sure what to say to you because I haven’t heard a word from you since Valentine’s Day. Only that you were hanging out at Kippa Nu parties.”

I sniffle, pausing and he opens his mouth to speak but closes it. I look over at the two guys who broke me. Shattered my heart and soul. Tears run down my cheeks and my throat gets tight.

“I’m struggling not to hold you right now,” Connor says and I smile. I place the blanket firmly over me, then sigh.

“You can open your eyes.” Hazel eyes full of tears and blue eyes full of concern greet me. Xavier and East seem to be fine right now. I lean back and Memphis and Lay return. They walk into the kitchen, giving us a moment.

“We have a lot to talk about and we will… because some things are more important than past fights, and heartbreak and betrayal. As you can see I’ve moved on and I’m happy… but that doesn’t mean that I don’t miss you guys every day,” I choke out, reaching for a tissue. Memphis has loaded every surface with tissues lately since all I do is cry. I wipe my eyes and nose.

“You became my everything in a short period of time. During all the daily torture from the sorority, you became my solace. I think I started to take advantage of that comfort, and I was so wrapped in a bubble I didn’t notice what was going on around me.” I pause and softly cry. East rises from the couch but I put my hand up. Then take a breath and continue.

“Lay was suicidal. Connor, you were unhappy having to share me. I know now things weren’t as amazing as I’d thought. I still don’t understand a lot. I’m hoping you guys showing up means that I will finally get some answers.”

“That’s why we're here,” Jase croaks. “I want to tell you everything. Explain everything. I fucked up and I should have told you from the beginning. I knew the moment I met you that things had to change.”

“Please. Wait,” I cut him off and shift in the chair. One thing about being pregnant is that it's hard as hell to get out of chairs, or off of couches. Don’t get me started about the bathtub. The guys are looking at me in confusion, and I groan. “When I left school I was hurt, broken. I didn’t get out of bed for days. I felt sick, and couldn’t keep anything down. I… I thought maybe I had the stomach flu.” I stutter my words just trying to get them out. Lay moves closer, seeing my struggle and offers me his hand. I take it and let him pull me to my feet and the blanket drops showing off my seven month belly. Which is getting harder and harder to hide. I avoid their eyes and from the sound of crickets, I don’t know what they’re thinking.

“Holy fuck!” Xavier shouts, before jumping from the couch and wrapping me into a tight hug, pushing Lay aside. He kisses me so hard my lips hurt and I lean into it. Arms wrap around me from behind and gently touch my stomach.

“A baby,” Jase whispers in awe, before breaking down on my shoulder. I pull back from Xavier and pat Jase's head from behind. I glance over at Connor but he’s not on the couch where I left him. East nods to the kitchen and I bite my lip to keep myself from sobbing again. I knew things could go this way, but I hoped they wouldn’t.

Connor

I walk into the kitchen and listen to the others shout and cry and ask questions. Memphis comes over to me and hands me a beer.

“Be careful what your next move is, Hannaberg. That woman in there has been through enough. She doesn’t need your jealous, passive aggressive bullshit,” he growls, then stomps into the other room. I lean back against the counter, opening the beer and chugging it down. Cara is pregnant! Cara is going to be a mom. I don’t know if I’m more upset about that or the fact she has been keeping me away and not telling me.

“Are you kidding me right now?” Cara comes storming in the kitchen, before smacking her palms on my chest, shoving me harder against the counter. “I know this is a shock Connor, trust me it’s taken me time to get used to it, but I never thought you would walk away.” Tears are welling in her blue eyes and her lip trembles. “Are you saying you don’t want to stay? You don’t want to be a part of your daughter’s life?” I place the beer on the counter and hold her trembling body close. I breathe her in and feel myself relaxing for the first time since I left Kansas.

“It’s a girl?” I gasp and she nods, nuzzling closer to me.

“Yeah, Dallas Anne. I haven’t decided on her last name yet. Though Memphis is fighting for his.” She laughs softly, but I freeze. Has he proposed to Cara? Are they getting married? What does that mean for the rest of us?

“Cara, can we talk? There are some things we need to tell you,” Jase says, coming into the kitchen. He must see my panic because he gives me a shaky smile. She groans and pulls away, spinning to face him.

“Can we rain check? I really need a nap and to decompress from the past hour.” She yawns and moves closer to him. “Would you like to maybe talk to Lay? You need to work things out with him as well. He is a big part of my life and I won’t choose.” She kisses him on the cheek then waddles away.

“You good?” I ask him and he shrugs but nods, then walks out of the kitchen. I finish my beer then have another, pulling my phone out. Xavier comes around the corner with the biggest grin I have ever seen. He looks happy.

“A dad, man. Not only did I get my girl back, I’m going to be a dad.” He claps his hands and looks two seconds away from jumping up and down. I give him a nod and he frowns. “Are you seriously upset about this? You’ve been in love with Cara for forever. You always pictured marrying and having kids with her.” He runs his hand over his jet black hair. “Please don’t tell me you're hung up on sharing her again. I thought we worked through this, man.” I shrug and he stomps off, down the hall after Cara.

I turn my phone on and call the one person who can help me right now.

“Hey, son.” I shuffle over to a stool. “Uh-oh, that doesn’t sound like things went well today. Did you guys go see Carson?"

“Yeah, I’m in Memphis’ kitchen right now. She’s… I mean… Cara is pregnant.” I choke out and then cry as my dad listens to me break down. I don’t know why I’m crying, Xavier was right. I have always pictured having kids with Cara.

“Is it yours? Is that what has you so freaked out? Or are you upset because it’s not yours?” my dad asks, and I wipe my nose with my sleeve grimacing.

“I don’t care who the father is. Cara’s baby is mine. I will love that little girl until she feels smothered. I’m just hurt, Dad. All the texts she didn’t answer. The phone calls sent to voicemail. All the doctors appointments I missed. She’s big so I know she’s far along.”

My dad snorts and starts to cough.

“Oh son, don’t ever tell Cara she’s big. That is one can of worms you do not want opened.”

I pause and think about what he said. “No that's not what I meant, I just mean she has to be close to eight months. Didn’t Aunt Gina have Winter when she was eight and a half months? Does that mean the baby will be here super soon? Was she even going to tell me or just show up one day with a baby in her arms?” I take a deep breath and feel my heart racing with panic.

“Calm down, Connor. It sounds to me that you need to have a talk with Carson. I don’t have the answers to any of those questions. I do know that you will be an amazing father and though we were hoping it was after college, sometimes things happen for a reason.”

I nod, though he can’t see me and glance around at the quiet penthouse.

“You’re right. Wish me luck.”


Thirty-Two
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Xavier

I knock on the bedroom door and wait for her to say come in. She's on a large bed with an odd shaped pillow wrapped around her. I open the door wider then stroll in, letting it close behind me.

“Are we good?” I ask her and she smiles.

“Did you fuck sorority bitches while I was gone?” I laugh and shake my head. She crooks her finger in a come here motion and she doesn’t have to tell me twice. I crawl up on the bed between her legs, careful not to crush the baby, and kiss her lips. The tease in the living room is not enough to hold me over. It has been way too long. She moans and wraps her thighs around my waist, before gripping my hair tight and pressing our mouths harder together.

I pull away panting and move to her neck, kissing her softly. She whimpers as I move lower. I kiss the tops of her breasts and groan when she reaches between us and rubs my dick through my jeans.

“I didn’t come in here for this,” I tell her honestly, but now that she's touching me I don’t think I could stop. She pants and moans, when I back away.

“One thing about being pregnant, Xav, is I'm horny all the time. So please don’t tease me, babe,” she growls and my dick hardens more. Fuck, she is sexy as hell.

“I like this new bossy side of you, babe,” I groan, letting her unbutton my jeans and pull down my zipper, before reaching in and pulling my cock out. She rubs her thumb over the tip catching my pre cum, lifting her finger to her mouth she sucks, never losing eye contact with me. I bite my lip and try not to rip our clothes off. I’ll let her do what she wants, even if she is torturing me.

“What do you want, Cara?” Her eyes widen and she rubs me harder. “Nu-uh babe, I want to hear your pretty voice.”

Her nostrils flare and she squirms. “I want you. I want you to lick every inch of me, then I want your thick cock to fill me until I’m so full I can’t breathe.” She grips me tight and I whimper, before leaning over and crushing her lips. She claws my shoulders, but I can’t feel it. Too many clothes on. I pull from her mouth then jump off the bed and strip. She laughs and wiggles her tank top off. I reach over and rip her tiny shorts off and groan. She’s wet and glistening. I can’t help myself. I spread her thighs and attack her perfect pussy.

“Oh fuck,” she squeals and I smile, licking her just like she told me to. I slide a finger in and moan. She is so tight and wet. My dick begs to slip inside her heat, but not until she’s come twice on my face. I nibble on her clit and rub her G-spot until she screams my name. I smile knowing the guys can hear her. I let her calm down for a few seconds, gently rubbing her hole and blowing softly on her clit. When she stops pulsing I go in for my second course. I gently flip her on her knees and climb under, letting her sit on my face.

“Oh god. I forgot how much I loved your tongue,” she whimpers. I do a wiggle and curl it just so, and her thighs clench my head as if she’s trying to pop it. I can barely breathe but I don’t stop. The sounds coming from her lips are enough to set me off. She reaches down and pulls my hair tight making me groan, shoving me deeper into her.

Her thighs start to shake and I know she's close again. I reach down and run my finger over her ass and she whines, before creaming on my face. I lick her clean and she whimpers, trying to get off, but my hands on her ass stop her from leaving.

“Please. Please,” she whines and I release my hold on her. She rolls off me, collapsing beside me and I kiss her gently as she grips my dick, yawning into my mouth. I laugh and lean over her, getting situated. Her soft breaths stop me from inching farther.

Sprawled out on the pillows, her blonde hair fanned out and her naked body tempting me, is my angel fast asleep. Her pouty swollen lips open a little as she breathes. I climb out from between her thighs and carefully move the weird peanut shaped pillow. She rolls to her side and I climb in behind her resting my seriously angry dick against her ass. I grab the blanket at the foot of the bed and cover us. I am going to have hella blue balls, but it’s worth it to hold her in my arms again.

“I love you Cara,” I whisper in her ear, then wrap my arms around her waist, gently holding my girls, before closing my eyes.

Layton

Carson walks off to the bedroom, and I contemplate going with her but Xavier seems to have beaten me to it. Not that I can blame him. Memphis comes up behind me and kisses my neck.

“How ya doin’? Want me to kick some asses?”

I laugh softly and he spins me into his arms, gently kissing me, giving me a hug. I sigh and groan, pulling back.

“I have to talk to him. How do you feel about that?” I check with him because I know we’ve talked about Carson and her having more guys, but how does he feel about sharing me? Not that I’m saying that’s going to happen…but it could. I heard every word Jase said, and I know he’s never stopped loving me. Just like I haven’t. I don’t think I ever will.

He rests his forehead on mine. “I just want you to be happy, Lay. Just like with Cara,  I will do anything to keep you happy. If that means you fixing things with dipshit over there, then I’m okay with it.”

I sigh and pull his mouth to mine. Kissing him until he’s panting and aching. I pull away and shoot him a wink.

“That’s not nice, babe.”

I laugh as I back away. I mouth ‘later’ at him, then turn and go searching for Jase. I may or may not sway my ass a little as I go.

“I think I should just leave. Cara is taking a nap and Lay has moved on.” I hear Jase talking to East and I stop, before they can spot me.

“You need to nut the fuck up, man! I’ve been dealing with your depressed ass for the last six months. Penny is dead, Dad is gone. There is nothing holding you back except yourself. Now get off your ass and go get your man back. Cara is pregnant and exhausted. She’s taking a nap. She didn’t run away again, brother,” East snaps, and I bite my lip to keep from busting out in laughter.

“I know. I know. And by the way, don’t think we didn’t notice you weren’t surprised about the baby. What the fuck is up about that? What did happen the weekend you went to Kansas? You told me that you never saw her. Was that a lie?” Jase says, getting more angry with every word.

My eyebrows raise and my dick jumps. Dammit, I always did love his alpha tone. East groans and I move closer.

“He’s right, you know?” I say, standing in front of them.

“Lay,” Jase jumps from the sofa but I hold my hand out, stopping him from hugging me. “You’re the one that pushed me away when I needed you most. I mean fuck Jase, I had just gotten an UBER home from a mental facility. I rush inside thinking something had happened to you, only for you to be sitting there waiting to break my heart.” I fight to get the words out and he opens and closes his mouth. East pats his leg then stands up. He gives me a shoulder squeeze then leaves the room. I shuffle over to the spot farthest from him and sit down.

Today started out awesome. I was going to have a chill day with my family. Cara ordered pizza, Memphis and I were fooling around on the couch. Now I’m dealing with assholes from the past. With a side of emotions overwhelming me in ways I'm fighting to control.

“Finding you on that road dying…did something to me. All I ever wanted was to keep you safe, Lay. Even before we became more, I always had a need to protect you and seeing you like that.” He chokes up again and looks me in the eye. “Knowing I was the reason. That not only did I fail… I was the cause. I knew I had to let you go.” Tears run down his face and I take in how exhausted he looks. He has scruff on his normally clean shaven face, and his eyes aren’t as bright as they should be. He looks broken. He may have hurt me, pushed me away. But he destroyed his own heart in the process.

“I can’t say I wasn’t destroyed because that would be a lie, but you leaving me did make me stronger. Going to Kansas was what I needed. I met someone there who helped me move on, and Frankie… She became the therapist I never knew I needed.” I pause and keep my eyes on him. “So, I guess I should thank you, Jase.”

He scoffs and runs his hand through his messy brown hair. “Do not thank me, Lay. I’m just the asshole ex-boyfriend. The fuckup that needed to grow a pair but was too scared to. I’m glad you’ve moved on and are happy. I don’t want to take that from you. I know I have a long way to go to make things better between us all, and I’m just letting you know that I’m going to. I’m going to fight to make things right with you and Cara. We have our life back now, and I’m not going to waste a second of it.” He leans over and kisses me softly. I gasp but he pulls away, then stands up and leaves.

I sit here for a few minutes, staring at where he just was.

“That sounded intense,” Connor says before taking Jase's vacant seat. I nod and clear my throat.

“Yeah it was. How are you handling the news? I know Carson was worried about telling you all. She’s been struggling for months,” I tell him and his jaw drops.

“Why would she be scared to tell me? I love her. I would have been here with her from the pregnancy test if she had let me know. Fuck, don’t get me wrong I’m shocked, but I’m also so angry. I’m angry at myself and at her for not letting me be there every second. By telling her that I wanted her to myself, I pushed away what could have been some amazing months instead of being lonely and depressed.” He snorts and rubs his eyes. “I fucked up and I’m paying for it.” Footsteps sound behind me and I’d know who they’d belong to anywhere. I don’t think Connor has noticed.

“You didn’t fuck everything up, Con,” Carson whispers from the doorway and his body goes still, but he doesn’t say anything. I hold my arms out to her and she comes.

“That was a short nap, love.” She gives me a sated smile and presses a quick kiss to my lips. I smile and she laughs.

“Dallas was hungry. Xavier is still passed out if you want to take a nap.” I shake my head and she laughs again before standing and holding out her hand to Connor. “Come, let’s go get some food and talk.” He looks at her for a moment, and I’m starting to feel like I’m intruding on something.

“I’d like that, Cara,” he finally says, then stands and pulls her into a hot passionate kiss. She whimpers against his mouth and I stand, leaving them to it. I go find Memphis and when I see he’s in the shower I strip down and join him, not leaving till my mind is blank and he is covered in my love bites.


Thirty-Three


[image: ]



Carson

My stomach growls, and Dallas makes herself known by kicking me so hard in the ribs I wince. Connor pulls away and laughs, grabbing my hand. “Let’s feed you, before the hangry monster appears.”

I scoff and roll my eyes but he’s right. Now that I’m eating for two, I really am a monster. I grab my purse and shoes by the front door and send Memphis a text. I had plans later with Sassy, Jen and Mini, but they already got the 9-1-1 text when I woke up naked and messy in Xavier's arms. Am I letting these guys off too easily? Should I make them get on their knees and beg? Or maybe I should use that new paddle Memphis bought. He won’t use it on me while I’m pregnant but he doesn’t mind me and Lay using it on him.

Connor opens the door, and I try not to squirm at my now wet panties. “So what are you craving?” he asks as we walk to the elevator. I follow him in and press the lobby button. The moment the doors are closed I have him pinned to the wall and my tongue in his mouth. Him. I’m hungry for him, but I know I need to eat. He groans and spins us, gripping my wrists and holding them tight above my head. I arch my back and he moans. This is a weird position with my belly in the way but it’s still hot as hell. He pulls away from my mouth and kisses my neck, whispering in my ear.

“I’ve missed you. I would like nothing more than to spread you on this floor and eat you for dinner, but I want to talk first. We need to talk.”

I pause and groan, this time in embarrassment. He lets my wrists go and I cover my face with my hands. “Ugh, I’m sorry. You’re right. How about tacos? We can eat them at the park? Sit and talk?”

He nods and I give him a smile. The elevator dings and the guy at the front desk gives me a weird look when I walk outside with Connor rubbing my back.

“Oh shit!” I freeze in the middle of the lobby and Connor freaks out thinking my water broke or some shit. I’m trying so hard not to pee myself laughing and take my phone out texting Jeeves. I can’t leave the building without him now thanks to my popularity. Plus, I didn’t dress in baggy clothes so the world was about to see my baby bump for the first time. I pull him over to the chairs as we wait and he still looks panicked.

“Connor, I'm fine. I can’t leave the building alone. I have to have my bodyguard.” He scowls at that and puffs his chest out.

“If you think I would let anything happen to you on my watch, then you obviously don’t know the type of person I am,” he whispers in a hurt voice, and I feel bad. I lean over and hold his cheek in my palm, bringing his blue eyes to mine.

“I know you will always protect me, Connor. It’s more about the world finding out about the baby than anything. I’m usually in baggy clothes or a giant purse is in front of me or my guitar. Mini will kill me if the paparazzi break this story before the PR rep can,” I say in a long winded rush, and he visibly relaxes.

“Oh yeah, that makes sense. I guess I didn’t realize how famous you became.”

I snort and he gives me my favorite grin of his. When his eyes sparkle and he bites his bottom lip just a little. I lean over to kiss him again but Mini runs in and interrupts.

“You, little mama are in big trouble! What the fuck were you thinking? I shouldn’t even be helping you right now. I should make you march that sexy ass back upstairs and ground you.”

Connor’s eyes widen and I laugh, pulling her into a hug. “Thank you Mini,” I say then back away so she can hand me my disguise and a really ugly mustard yellow hoodie. I hold it with two fingers and grimace.

“I didn’t have much time to grab you anything stylish. I think now that the guys all know, we need to do an interview with Candy. About you and Memphis and the baby. Get everything out there. The tour is almost over, and I know you need to start slowing down and resting.” I pull her into another hug, this one tighter and she squeaks.

“Thank you. I will talk to Memphis about it tonight.” I give her a pointed look when I push away and she frowns but nods. She was just about to tell Connor, and I haven’t even talked to Lay yet. “Right, I will talk to you tonight then.” I give her a nod and she mouths ‘sorry’, before rushing out the door. Jeeves is waiting for me with the car so I slip the hoodie on and strut to the door like I’m wearing Dolce & Gabbana. Connor opens the door and I slide my glasses on over my eyes as the cameras start flashing. We slip in the car and Connor slams the door, eyes wide.

“Is it always that crazy?”

I laugh and shake my head. “Oh baby, that was nothing.”

We get to the park and I find us a place to eat as he grabs the tacos. I devour three before he even finishes one. He won’t stop staring at me, so I grab a napkin and wipe my face. I must have sauce on it. We eat in silence for a while until he can’t take it anymore.

“Okay, I guess I just need to know why? Why didn’t you just call me, or better yet answer one of my hundred calls? I would have been here in a second and held your hand through this.”

I take a sip of my sweet tea and nod. “That’s why. I needed time, space and I knew the second you knew, I wouldn't have it. I know that makes me selfish but it’s the truth. So much has happened in the span of a year; well back then it was just six months. I needed time to come to terms with everything. When Memphis called asking me to help him and join the band I thought it was the perfect opportunity to do something for myself.” I turn and hold his hand. “For years, Connor, I have done everything asked of me. I fought to fulfill my mama’s wishes, to make her proud, and when that didn’t work out… not only was I heartbroken but I felt lost. I needed to grow up and find myself again.”

He sighs and looks out over the park. It’s a nice night, and there are a lot of families walking or having picnics. I smile when a little girl wobbles on her tiny legs, chasing after a bright red ball.

I hope I get to see Dallas at that age. I shake my head of that thought and look back at the man who I love so deeply it scares me sometimes.

“I guess I can understand that, Cara. But I’m hurt that I have missed so much while you were out here playing happy families with Memphis and Layton. How come he got to come back?” I bite my lip from laughing at how ridiculously cute he is when jealous. I lean over and kiss his pout and he sighs, wrapping his arms around me tighter and kissing me harder. I smile and he smiles back.

“Am I forgiven?” I tease and he rolls his eyes, then stands and offers me his hand. I reach over and gather our trash and put it back in the bag. He takes it and my hand and pulls me back to the car.
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After a very steamy makeout in the back of the car, Jeeves pulls up in front of my building. “Are you coming up or going back to wherever you guys are staying?”

He leans over and opens the door for me. I scoot out and he follows. We ignore the paparazzi and enter the lobby where Jase is sitting in a chair and jumps up when we walk in. Connor kisses my hand, then lets me go and turns, walking back out the door. Jase approaches me and he looks like he may be sick.

“Can we talk now?”

I give him a nod then walk towards the elevator. He follows me and doesn’t say a word until I'm sitting on my bed, with a mug of hot tea, Lay and Memphis beside me and East on the end. Why do they all look nervous?

“Okay someone better tell me what the hell is going on, before I get sick,” I say and Jase jumps as if I have startled him. East sighs and moves closer holding my hand. I drop it and stick it under my thigh. We still have a long talk ahead of us. He gets the message and doesn’t try touching me again. I do throw him a bone though.

“I’m glad you’re here East, but it’s too soon for anything.”

He nods and Jase finally stops pacing and sits beside him.

“I want you to know that I regret so many things about this past year, but meeting you is not one of them. You are one of the best things to happen to me… us in a long time, ever maybe. I saw you the day you moved onto campus. Did you know that? You looked right at me and waved. Right then and there I knew you were too good for Texas U. I wish I could have just kidnapped you and my family and ran… but we couldn’t. Plus you would have probably thought I was some psychopath.” I snort at that and nod, because yeah I would have run away screaming.

“Why would you want me to leave, Jase? What did I do that was so awful I couldn’t go to school? I’ve spent these past months driving myself crazy trying to figure it out.” I pause and wipe a tear from my eye. Layton wraps me in his arms, but he’s trembling. I look up at him but he won’t look at me.

“The summer of our senior year, we caused a young girl to die and then we hid her body in the woods. Penny recorded the whole thing and was blackmailing us,” Lay whispers. I pull out of his arms, and jolt over to Memphis. He looks sick to his stomach but not surprised.

“What the hell! Does everyone know but me?” I shout, then try to climb off the bed, but it’s like a penguin waddling through an avalanche. “A little help here,” I snap and everyone jumps to help me. I climb off the bed and stomp to the door. “I need a minute, do not follow me!” I shout then slam the door behind me. I slide down the wall and will my breathing to slow down. The stress isn’t good for me or the baby. They killed someone? They buried her body? Who the fuck have I been sleeping with? Shouting from inside the room and a lamp smashing causes me to try and climb from the floor. I open the door and Layton has collapsed to the ground sobbing. He lets out a wail of pure anguish and I forget about what was just told to me, rushing to him and holding him in my arms.

“Shh, baby, what’s wrong?” I look up at the assholes hovering and curse them out. I am going to need to censor myself before Dallas comes out speaking like a sailor. “What did you do?” I growl and East avoids my eyes.

“I killed her,” Lay mumbles before passing out. I look at Memphis and he has tears in his eyes, gazing at the broken boy in my lap with so much love.

“I think it’s time for you to leave. Today has been a day full of reveals and I need to rest,” I grind out through my teeth, fighting to keep calm and not blow up. East bends down and grips my chin, looking me in the eyes hard before kissing me softly. I gasp and he sighs, before letting me go.

“I have been wanting to do that since Thanksgiving. Don’t hate us for being young and dumb, Cara,” he says quietly then grabs a distraught Jase and pulls him from the room. Memphis takes Lay from my arms and places him under the covers. I climb in after and rock him, humming a random tune. Memphis climbs in behind me and wraps us both in his arms. I break down and he kisses my temple.

“Remember what the doctor said, Cara. The stress isn’t good for you or Dallas. If you want me to tell the guys to leave I will. The only people who matter to me are in this bed right now.”

I take some deep breaths and calm down.

“No, I need to find out the rest of the story. Then I can make a decision,” I whisper, then press my cheek to Lay’s clammy forehead and close my eyes to his soft breathing.

Jase

East drives us home and I slam the truck door when we arrive. “Well that could have gone better.” He huffs, and I am so close to decking him in the mouth. Xavier opens the door and looks exhausted.

“Where have you all been? The movers started to deliver all the shit you ordered rush delivery. I think you went a little overboard for someone who isn’t even born yet. Does Dallas really need a convertible walker?” I shove him aside and move up the stairs to one of the guest rooms. East had furniture delivered last night when we got the keys. I walk into the ensuite and strip before stepping into the shower and collapsing to the cold tile to cry.

I am so sick of crying. I’m a grown ass man. I need to nut up, as East would say, and fight. There’s more on the line now than I ever imagined, and I’ll be fucked if I let it slip from my fingers.

Layton

I wake up wrapped tight between the two people who mean the world to me. I groan and rub my eyes. They feel like sandpaper and burn. Carson hums and Memphis cuddles closer nestling his dick against my ass. I reach down and pause. Why are we fully clothed? I think back to what happened last night and gasp, before letting the tears fall again.

I’ve known for years that we were responsible for a young girl dying, but to find out it was all my fault. I really am a murderer. I don’t deserve her. No asshole, you don’t. You need to leave before you hurt the ones you love and that innocent baby. I shudder at the voice returning. It’s been a few months of solace, and the events of last night seem to have affected me more than I thought. I need to call Frankie.

I carefully climb from the bed, then leave Memphis and Cara to cuddle alone. I never should have come here. I need to leave before I poison the good things in their life.

“Don’t do it, Lay, get back in this bed and let’s talk,” Carson snaps at me as I turn the knob. I bite my lip and hold in my sobs.

“She’s right, babe. Get back in here and let us help you. Let us love you, Lay, don’t run away,” Memphis grumbles and I slowly turn around. I expect their eyes to be full of hate and disgust but they’re not, they’re full of love, panic and a flash of hurt.

“You heard what they said Memphis, I killed her. She died because of me and that stupid snack I made. We thought she overdosed. Maybe we could have saved her if we knew. She had to have had an epi-pen or something in her bag.” Yeah, because you're a worthless idiot. “Shut up!” I snap, smacking myself in the temple and Memphis jumps from the bed rushing to my side as I collapse to my knees and sob. I cry for the lives I took. Not only did I take Kyna’s but I took East’s, Jase’s, and my own, too.

“Baby shh, please don’t do this to yourself. Mistakes happen. Should you have called for help and not tried to hide her body in the woods? Yes, but you were young and dumb. You all were. Don’t let this change you back to the broken man you used to be. You are so strong and we need you in our lives, Layton Willis.” Memphis rocks me and Carson stares at me from the bed nodding, tears running down her cheeks.

“We need you Layton,” she whispers, rubbing her stomach. I know what they’re saying is true. But I’m not worthy of their love.

I slide from Memphis’ arms and press a kiss to his lips. I glance over at Carson and she holds her arms out to me but I shake my head. I have to get away from here.

“I need to make a phone call,” I whisper and Memphis nods. I get up from the floor and open the door, not looking back.
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Memphis

“I don’t care if we have a fucking flight in an hour. I am not leaving until we find Layton!” I snap and hang up the phone. Ron’s replacement, Steve, can kiss my ass. I knew I shouldn’t have let Layton leave. I should have held him tighter, kissed him harder. Shoved my love down his fucking throat.

“Memph, please stop pacing. I’m getting sick watching you,” Cara whimpers from Xav’s arms. He’s been trying to comfort her on the couch, and I stop. She has been crying off and on since Lay walked out the door. That was ten hours ago. We’re supposed to be having a press release and then getting on a plane to Paris, but I’m not going anywhere. Connor walks into the room shaking his head. He had called my mom and Harry to see if Lay was there.

“Okay bro, I think we need to call Jase. He knows him better than we do. I know what happened was fucked up and what Penny pulled was disgusting, but Jase loves Layton. He needs to be here,” Xavier pleads and I give in.

“Yeah, call him.”

We wait thirty minutes for East and Jase to arrive, and I shut the door to the bedroom. I’m worried about Cara. She’s supposed to be staying calm and quiet. At this point she may not be able to finish the tour if the doctor says no. I rub my eyes and groan. I can’t think of that right now. I need to find my guy.

“When did he leave?” Jase asks me the second Connor lets him in the door. I shuffle over to the kitchen and pull out a bottle of scotch. I don’t bother with a glass as I move over to my chair in the living room. I unscrew the cap then take a sip ignoring the eyes on me. These past few weeks have been the hardest of my life. I’m scared. I’m fucking terrified about so many things and I'm struggling to keep my shit together.

“He took off around eight this morning. Said he had to call someone. We didn’t think anything of it until around ten,” I mutter and he gives me a nod.

“Is there a carnival or amusement park around here? Or even just a place with a carousel?” Jase asks and I shrug. I may live here but I’m barely home. I haven’t had a chance to really explore much.

“Yeah, there’s an outdoor carousel about fifteen minutes from here,” Xavier says, and Jase sighs.

“That’s where he is then. His mother used to sneak him out on Saturday afternoons to a small mall that had a carousel. His dad would be out banging his secretary. He once told me it was one of the best days of his week. She’d let him get all clean and wear clothes that didn’t have stains or holes in them. She’d buy him a milkshake on the way home.” He sighs and I take another gulp of the burning liquid. Him replaying Layton’s past and trauma is like a bowling ball to the gut. I never got Saturday afternoons like that, but my mom would take me out to the park to play every Tuesday as she would talk to the local pastor. I tremble and a small hand rubs my shoulder. I grip her wrist and gently tug her on my lap.

“I thought you were resting,” I mumble into her neck and she shakes her head with a sigh. I pull away and look into her blue eyes. She is so strong but the exhaustion and stress of the unknown is starting to show. “You need to rest, shortcake. You need to take care of yourself and our little girl.”

She gives me a soft kiss then pulls away and looks out at the room. “A lot has happened since yesterday morning and I still need some time to process things, but Lay comes first. East and Jase, I need you to go to the store and pick up the ingredients for Lay’s favorite cookies and a bunch of snacks. Xavier and Con, can you move all the beds from the bedrooms and place them out here by the fireplace, then get the bedding from the hall closet? Memphis we need to cancel the flight.”

“Already done, shortcake.”

She shivers and I wrap a throw blanket over her shoulders, with a frown. It’s eighty degrees in here. The guys all nod and start to talk but I ignore them. She turns to look at me and I can see the love in her eyes.

“Let’s go get our guy.”

Carson

Jeeves pulls us up to a small playground and I immediately spot my missing piece. My sad, broken boy. Memphis helps me from the car and I shuffle over.

“Can I have a minute?” He gives me a nod and steps back as I continue my waddle across the wood chips to a small carousel. He doesn’t look up but I know he feels me here.

“How did you find me?” he says so quietly I fight to hear him. I wiggle into the space beside him and he smiles, pulling me close. Well that’s a good sign. I spin as best I can and hold his cheeks in the palms of my hands, resting my forehead against his.

“You scared me, Lay,” I whisper and he kisses me softly.

“I’m sorry,” he breathes against my lips then pulls back, glancing over his shoulder to Memphis. “I needed a few minutes to think,” he mutters and I snort, smacking him on the back of the head.

“You were gone for hours, Layton! We didn’t know where the fuck you were. You could have left a note or texted someone. I understand the need for some time alone, but that was not nice,” I snap and he winces. Tears are running down my face, but they are angry tears. Memphis comes over and pulls me into his arms.

“Shh, baby, you need to calm down.” I take some deep breaths in but I still feel the anxiety and fear rushing through me. I nod and he lets me go, taking my seat. I turn and walk back to the car. Now that I know Lay is okay it’s time I had a chat with some other idiotic boys.

e

I finish up the cookies and East stomps over to me. I’ve been ignoring the guys since I got home. I needed some time to calm down before I went all momzilla on their asses. I know they deserve it, but I need to keep my heart rate calm and Dallas safe.

“Can we talk?” he grunts and I shrug, shutting the door to the oven. I set the timer then move over to the sink to wash my hands. He comes up behind me and presses me into the counter. I lift on my tip-toes careful not to squish Dallas when he bends over me, whispering in my ear. My body is on fire just from his touch and I know my panties are a mess. “We need to have a serious talk with you. I know you're pissed. I get it and I deserve it, but Cara I am not going anywhere.” He shifts his hips and his hard dick rubs against my ass making me whimper, biting my earlobe before he kisses down my neck, making my head spin. The front door slams shut and pulls me from my lust filled thoughts. Stepping back he groans and I spin, slapping him hard against the cheek. He looks shocked, but I don’t care. I yank his hair in my palm and pull his face to mine.

“I swear to my mama, Easton Hawthorne, this is your last chance,” I growl before dominating his mouth with mine. I nip. I suck. I take control and he lets me. He grips my hips and lifts me onto the counter, pulling my leggings down my thighs. I wrap my legs around his waist and let him feel how wet I am. I pull away from his mouth panting and he gazes into my eyes with heat but also adoration and love. He opens his mouth to say something but I’m not ready for that. I release his hair and run my hands down until reaching his nipples. I give his piercings a strong tug and he yelps. I smile into his kiss and he growls, gripping my ass harder, pulling me closer to him.

When he starts to unbutton his pants, I push him away with a wink and laugh, then try and hop off the counter.

“That was not nice,” he groans, then helps me to my feet. I shrug as I pull up my leggings and move to check on the cookies.

“Those need to be out in five minutes,” I mutter, then turn and leave the kitchen. I need a shower after that.

I quickly wash myself and change then go back to the living room. Xavier and Connor did a great job getting the beds set up. After everything Lay pulled today, I need all the guys close to me. I may still be hurt, confused and upset, but I need to make sure they are safe and in my sights.

“What is all this?” Lay asks when Memphis and him get back from seeing Jen. Lay agreed to speak with her. I’m glad she’s here to help us. I’m still mad at him. So I don’t answer him. I find Jase pouting in the corner messing with his phone so I snap my fingers at him.

“You and you. My room, now,” I say, pointing at East as well, then turn and walk away. I enter the room and take a seat on the chair since my bed is currently being made into a fort in the living room. I knew Xavier would try to make a giant blanket fort; he’s still a little kid at heart but I love him. East comes in first then Jase after him. He has his head down, and I am sick of the 'poor me' shit.

“Cut the crap!” I shout and they both jump. “I have way too much shit on my plate these days and I don’t need to mother your asses. You fucked up, I get it, so own it. Make it better, don't keep sulking and pouting. If you haven't noticed, you're here in my house. Well, Memphis’ house but semantics,” I say with a wave and their eyes are so wide I almost laugh. “I want to know why you did the virginity switcheroo, and I want to know if what we felt was real or fake? I want to know now, so start talking.”

Jase rushes to me and drops on his knees by my feet. “Penny was blackmailing us. She had some kind of grudge against you, and at first we just followed orders, but then I got to meet you and I saw the way you treated Lay with so much love and kindness, I knew that I needed to have you in my life,” he rushes out all in one breath. East comes over and kneels beside him.

“We never planned to switch that night, and I know it was the worst thing imaginable I could do but I don’t regret it because Cara, the way I feel about you and what we did that night is something that I will always remember. Yeah it was twisted and wrong, and I regret not telling you the truth, but I don’t regret being your first.”

I scoff and try to stand but he shoves me back down gently, spreading my thighs and leaning in between them, to hold my face in his hands.

“I love you, Carson Star Matthews. I think I have since I saw you that day on Kippa Nu’s porch, ringing a bell and waiting for someone to let you in. We’ve been miserable for years thanks to Penny; but every moment spent with you was like a breath of fresh air and I won’t apologize for having the best night of my life with you.” He leans up and kisses me softly, wiping away the tears running down my cheeks, with his thumbs. I push him back and he sighs, but moves away.

“Why wouldn’t you just tell me? I’ve always prided myself on being kind and understanding. I would have been hurt and upset, but being blindsided at that party made it so much worse. If I would have known I would have been humiliated, yes, but I could have made a comment, remark, turned it around on Penny somehow,” I groan and rub my eyes.

“We are dumb, idiotic, not worthy of your love and kindness. But I will fight to win you back, Cara,” Jase mutters and I growl.

“You're right, Jase Hawthorne. You are the most idiotic man I have ever met. If I wasn’t willing to give you a second chance then you wouldn’t be sitting here right now. So, for the love of god, shut the hell up and kiss me.” I grab his neck and tug him up to my lips. He gasps and East chuckles.

“We have so much still to work out, so don’t even think you’re getting in my bed tonight,” I whisper against his lips and he nods.

“Okay, now help me up.” I clap, and they both grab an arm pulling me to my feet. I look at the men who broke me, with their matching hazel eyes full of hope and sadness and sigh. I need to let this hurt and anger go and enjoy the time we have, because time is precious and we never know when it will end.

East

There’s something going on here that no one is talking about. Cara seems forlorn and sad, when this should be a happy time. We are all cuddled together in this massive fort, eating snacks and watching movies. She has a smile on her face and she's laughing, but it’s not meeting her eyes. Memphis also has a similar disposition. They cancelled their last show of the tour to stay here with us so maybe that’s it, but… I just have a bad feeling.

“You okay, East?” she asks me, gazing my way. I give her a nod with a smile and she shoots me a wink, before climbing into Connor’s lap. He rubs her belly and she sighs. I still can’t believe she’s going to be a mom. I’ve known for a while now but it still seems insane. I’ve been doing a lot of reading and I think I have all the best baby items ready to be set up in the nursery. I don’t want to overstep, but I knew the moment I saw that master bedroom it would be the perfect place.

“So I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow, since we cancelled the trip to Paris. Would you guys like to go?” she hesitantly asks us all and we nod and Xavier whoops, giving her a big grin.

“How far along are you and do we know who the father is?” Connor asks and her smile falls. Fuck, he’s so stupid sometimes.

“I’m thirty-four weeks and no… I don’t. Is that something we need to find out?”

I lean forward and hold her hand, totally ignoring Jase’s groan of pain. I may have kneed his leg.

“We will love this little girl no matter who,” I give Connor a pointed look, “her biological daddy is. Because she is a part of the most amazing, kind woman that we all love.” The guys agree with me and she wipes a tear from her cheek. Giving us all a big smile.

“What time is the appointment?” Jase asks, and I lean back listening to them chat. He still has bags under his eyes and he’s being hesitant but I’m starting to see him come out of his shell. I’m glad, because I was sick of all his mopey shit. Memphis leans over and nudges me, nodding towards the kitchen. He kisses Lay, then gets up from the bed, and walks off. I follow and he hands me a bottle of water.

“Xavier mentioned you bought a house,” he grumbles and I nod. “I want to see it.”

I give him a smile and relax. I thought he was going to knock me on my ass. He walks towards the front door and my eyes widen.

“Oh, you mean right now?” I follow him and get my shit on as he goes to talk to the others. He stomps back and opens the door.

“We have to get chocolate and potato chips on the way back,” he mumbles, walking towards the elevator.

We get to the lobby and he walks to a waiting car. I climb in beside him and give his driver the address. We don’t talk, and the silence is putting me on edge. He’s tracing an infinity symbol on his wrist and I touch the one behind my ear.

“Cara also has one. Not sure you noticed since she’s been wearing my hoodie all day.”

Wait, Cara has a tattoo? He laughs at my expression and snorts.

“We got them in Memphis before a show. She drew up the design when we were younger. I guess it was always inevitable we would end up together. She knew, my mom knew, I guess I was just the clueless dumbass.”

I laugh with him and then ask what I have to. “And Layton?” He gives me a big smile and his eyes sparkle. He really loves him. Clearing his throat he points out the window to the gate code box. I never realized the car stopped. I tell the driver the code and he laughs, shaking his head.

“Cara’s birthday,” Memphis says with another laugh. “You guys have it so bad, not that I’m one to talk.” He rubs his eyes and groans. “I know how Lay feels about Jase. I'm just struggling to accept it. I never thought I would be with a guy, let alone five.”

I raise my brows at that and he waves it away. “You know what I mean. We will be living together, raising a baby together. We will become close. I know Jase is a part of that equation and I will get over it. I just want Lay to be happy. Things are about to change soon and we will all need to stick together.” He finishes ominously.

We pull up to the house and immediately I know Memphis approves. He climbs out and whistles.

“Damn, this is a piece of heaven.”

“There’s a music studio, and a writing shed as well. I guess this belonged to some country star.” His eyes go wide and he has the biggest grin on his face. He looks like a kid on Christmas morning. It’s hard to acknowledge that Memphis is really only two years older than us. He seems so much more mature.

We walk up to the front door, and he walks around the porch to the swing. “I spent so many nights with Cara out on her porch. We would sit under the stars and make wishes, or lie on the grass and have sleepovers. This place reminds me of that. She’s going to love it. You boys did good.” He smacks me on the shoulder then follows me inside. I leave him to wander and explore and move up the stairs to the nursery.

Since I’m here, I should start unboxing things. I place the changing table against the wall where the window is and hang up the pale pink curtains. Memphis finds me struggling to put a crib together. He pauses in the doorway and tears fill his eyes. I give him a moment and keep fighting with the Allen wrench.

“She’s going to love this. I… I just wish she…” He trails off and I throw the wrench aside, giving up; the other guys can fuck with this later. Memphis looks my way, fighting with something. He groans and shakes his head. “This house is perfect. You should bring her here tomorrow after the appointment. I texted my lawyer, he’ll cut you a check for half. Don’t fight me on this. I’ve been looking at getting us a place for the last month.” He walks over to a small teddy bear and touches it for a moment, with a smile. Then turns and walks out of the room. I turn the lights off and shut the door then follow him back to the car.

I’m biting my tongue from snapping at him. To find out what the hell is going on. But I don’t want to start any unnecessary shit. I just got Cara back. The last thing I need is to piss her off.
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“So there is her nose and here are her feet.” An ultrasound tech is rubbing a wand on Cara’s stomach showing us our daughter.

“It’s incredible,” Jase whispers and I nod, wiping the corner of my eye. He glances at me and bumps my arm. I scoff but he laughs.

“She looks like a little alien. A cute alien,” Xavier gasps and I snort because it’s true. These 3-D ultrasounds are creepy as fuck, but I won’t say that out loud. I shuffle closer to Cara, and Lay moves out of the way for me. She has a huge smile on her face and her blue eyes gleam.

“I know this is so sudden and I don’t think I have even asked, but are you okay with this? Being a dad?”

I press a kiss to her lips. “Yeah, babe. I’m in. After this, can Jase and I take you somewhere?”

She nods and kisses me again, before pulling back and looking at our daughter.

“I… I can’t wait to hold her in my arms,” she says in a whisper, wiping a tear from her eye.

I back away and let the other guys swarm her. I will have my time later.

We leave the doctor’s office after Cara’s appointment. After the ultrasound Jen, Sassy, Memphis and Cara all went into the exam room and she asked us to stay out in the lobby. Xavier whined about not being able to go, but Jase told him to stop and be thankful we’re even here. That shut him up, but he didn’t stop pouting in the corner. I open the truck door for Cara and offer her my hand to help her in. She leans over and kisses my cheek, thanking me. I grin as I walk to the driver's side and Jase climbs in after her.

“So where are we going?” I shake my head and laugh.

“Patience, babe. And yes, there will be snacks.” She giggles and then bops along to whatever is playing on the radio.

We pull up to the gate and she stops singing. I press a button I have clipped on the sun visor and start the drive to the house. I’m regretting there being a five minute drive from the gate to the front door. Her eyes widen and she starts to cry. I park and panic. Why is she sobbing? I glance at Jase but he looks just as confused. I open the door and climb out, walking over to help her but Jase beats me to it.

“Babe, why are you crying?” I pull her into my chest and she growls.

“I’m pregnant. I’m always crying.”

I bite my lip to stop my chuckle but Jase doesn’t care. He pulls her from me and kisses her temple.

“As long as it’s happy tears.”

She snorts and rolls her eyes, nodding. I sigh and relax, helping her up the steps to the front door. She opens it like she owns the place, then glides in across the foyer and up the stairs. Seeming to know just where to go. She opens the french doors and gasps.

“You bought us a home.” She spins to look at us, and I rub my hand over my head shrugging sheepishly.

“Do you like it?” I really hope she fucking likes it. She bites her lip, giving us a huge smile. I move her closer to the windows and she claps.

“Oh, you have a pool! Let’s go swimming.” I glance down at the suddenly bubbly blonde in front of me and groan. I don’t think my dick can handle seeing her in a swimsuit right now. Her short sundress alone is making things uncomfortable. Jase doesn’t seem to have an issue. He steps closer to her, grabs her hand and carefully leads her to the pool. She strips out of her dress, and shimmies her panties down, before walking into the temperature controlled water. I bite my fist watching her perfect bubble ass as she goes. This is going to be bad. I already know. I'm trying to make things up to her, not bend her over the edge of the pool and fuck her.

Jase gets naked and I snort as he almost trips getting a sock off. He joins her in the water and she splashes him. They look over at me and I give in, stripping down and diving into the water. I swim a few laps, then wade over to where they’re having a splashing fight. I come up to Cara from behind and press my body against hers. She shudders and looks at me over her shoulder.

“Hi,” she whispers, then presses her lips to mine. I growl and kiss her harder, before spinning her around and she straddles my waist. Jase comes up behind her and kisses her neck. She pulls away, panting and turns to kiss him too. I move down her collarbone to her tits and nibble on her right nipple. She whimpers and I pull back.

“Are you sure about this?” I ask her because the last time we fucked ended up being a bad experience I don’t want to trigger anything. She looks over at Jase and then me and bites her lip in thought.

“If I have you both, then you can’t switch on me.”

I wince and she laughs, kissing me hard, moaning into my mouth. She shifts a little and glides my dick right up her slit, before sinking down on me. I pull her flushed against me by her ass, groaning into her mouth. Fuck! I forgot how amazing she feels.

Jase comes closer as well, moving his hands to her tits, pinching her nipples as I bounce her on my dick. The water ripples around us. I pull back from her mouth and she turns to kiss my brother. We’ve done this before with a random chick in high school, but with Cara it’s so much more. He pulls away from her and gives me a look. I nod and gently pull out of her. He spins her and she wraps around him as he carries her from the pool and into the house. She looks over his shoulder at me, licking her lips and I groan. I did not have this planned for tonight, but I’m not complaining.


Thirty- Five
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Carson

Jase carries me into the massive house and places me on a huge bed. I don’t think this is the master bedroom, but the bed could sleep five. I reach up and pull him down on top of me, kissing him softly. I know I’m crazy to be doing this but honestly I just don’t care anymore. I just want to spend as much time with all of my guys before things change. I want to enjoy life. I’m still young and if I want to have a god damn twin sandwich… I will!

I bite his lip and he groans, spreading my thighs and thrusting hard into me. My back arches up from the bed and he grips my thighs, spreading me wider. We can’t be too rough since, ya know, I’m super pregnant, but he can definitely make me scream. Hands trail down my ankles and I moan. East climbs on the bed next to us and Jase carefully flips me over to my knees. I place my hands down on the mattress and he thrusts back into me.

“Ah yes!” I moan, I like this position so much better. He grips my hips tight and pounds into me faster. I glance at East stroking his dick and open my mouth. He inches closer to me and wraps my messy blonde hair in his fist, bringing my mouth to the tip of his dick. I kiss it then lick the precum, opening wider. Jase may have taught me how to give my first blow job, but I’ve learned a few tricks since then. East smacks my tongue a few times, before pushing in and out with shallow thrusts. I groan and suck him hard making him thrust all the way in. I swallow and breathe through my nose as he groans, tipping his head back.

Jase speeds up and I know he’s close. He smacks my ass and I explode, gushing down his balls, moaning like a mad woman with her mouth full of cock. He pulls out and East lets me breathe, pulling out of my mouth. I roll to my side and East lifts my thigh, wrapping it around his waist, sliding into me. I whimper and he goes slow, moving around to pinch my nipple.

My breasts start to leak, but Jase doesn’t care, pulling my nipple into his mouth he sucks hard and I think I may come again just from that. East kisses the back of my neck as he speeds up a little bit, his nipple piercings rubbing against my damp skin. I grip Jase’s dick and rub it as he bites and sucks my nipples until they feel raw. I turn my mouth to East and kiss him hard as he speeds up. Someone reaches down and rubs my clit fast and hard and I know I’m going to explode again. “Faster, please,” I beg against East’s lips and he grinds deeper into me as he rubs my pussy faster, setting me off. I bite his lip hard as I come and he groans, coming with me. He slips out and I collapse to my back panting. Jase climbs up and kisses me sweetly, wrapping my legs around his ass once more and makes love to me. Soft, slow, setting all my nerve endings on fire as he tells me how much he loves me, how good I feel, what he’s going to do to me after the baby is here. I clench him hard and whimper into his mouth as he pulses inside of me.

East comes over and pulls my limp body from the bed and carries me to a large bathtub, full of bubbles.

“Don’t worry, the water isn’t too hot." He lays me in the warm water then climbs in on the other side. Jase slips in behind me and I rest on his chest. East pulls my leg up and starts washing me. I sigh and turn my head pressing a kiss to Jase’s arm.

“This feels amazing. Thank you guys. And this house is incredible. Who lives here?” I think I already know but I don’t want to assume. East drops my leg back in the water then lifts the other one.

“We’re hoping you and everyone else. It has a ton of space and a music studio for Memphis. A game room for Xavier and Connor, and wait until you see the kitchen. It’s like the dream kitchen you mentioned once.”

“That sounds amazing,” I say sleepily.

e

“Carson Star Matthews, you are not to be lifting things!” Frankie yells at me, when I bend down to lift a tiny laundry basket. I’ve rewashed Dallas’ clothes three times and reorganized twice. I just want everything to be perfect for when she arrives. I don’t want the guys to have any added stress. I sigh and hand it over, then take a seat in the rocking chair, picking up my knitting needles.

“Fine. I’ll just sit here and knit like a little old lady then,” I grumble and she rolls her eyes at me.

“Baby, you are two weeks away from your due date. Enjoy being pampered, because once Dallas arrives you will be exhausted.” I take a small breath and smile.

“You’re right. Sorry I’ve been extra snappy lately.”

She laughs and waves her hand. “You’re pregnant, dear. You have an excuse. Why don’t you leave me here to finish putting these away and go find one of your boys. Maybe they can help you release some tension.” She shoots me a wink and I roll my eyes, but I do put the needles down and go find one of the guys.

I waddle down the hall, placing my hand on my lower back because I ache everywhere. Even my hair hurts and not from someone pulling on it. I find Xavier with his head in the freezer, digging, acting like it isn’t stock full of food and junk.

“The more you dig the more of the same shit you are going to find,” I joke and he jumps as if I caught him jacking off with the peas.

“Babe, you can’t startle me like that,” he gasps, spinning around to face me. He’s shirtless, his abs sweaty and appetizing. I move closer and run my finger down his stomach to the waist of his shorts. He gulps and looks away.

“I have something you can snack on if you're hungry?” I purr and he groans, grabs my hand and pulls us to the bedroom down the hall. I laugh and try to keep up but I’m as slow as a beached whale flopping on the dry sand. By the time we reach the bed, I’m panting and not in a good way.

He lays me down on the bed and rips my shorts off, grasping my inner thighs so tight I know I’m going to have fingerprint bruises. “Damn baby, you're soaked,” he groans, before dropping low and licking me. I grip his hair and pull him off.

“I need a minute,” I gasp and his eyes go wide.

“Did I hurt you, or the baby?” He’s close to having a freak out and I laugh to show him it’s okay.

“No Xav, I just had to catch my breath from that jog we just had.” His eyebrows furrow in confusion. I groan then shove him back between my legs. He chuckles then gets back to work making my toes curl.

e

“Babe, what's wrong?” I ask as he stops mid thrust, wincing and not meeting my gaze. He pulls out and sits up next to me, groaning.

“I don't think I can have sex with you anymore.” What? My heart starts to race and my palms sweat. Oh God he thinks I'm fat, no longer thinks I'm sexy. He must notice my internal panic because he pulls me on his lap and kisses me hard. I pull away confused. I furrow my brows and he sighs, looks off at the wall and whispers, “I just can't get the thought of our daughter seeing my dick out of my head.”

I snort, and his cheeks redden. He goes to toss me on the bed, but I swing my legs over to straddle him, gently putting my palms on his cheeks, till he meets my gaze.

“I love you. I don't think that's how it works babe.”

He shudders and cringes, and I bite my lip to hold my laughter in. Okay, this isn't so bad, I have four other guys willing to satisfy me.

I let him go and move down the bed, pushing him to his back. I run my nails gently down his chest and he groans.

“Cara what are you? Oh god,” he groans when my mouth reaches his cock. I suck the tip gently before placing it in my mouth. I suck him down once then pull off, massaging his balls.

“Call Connor in here,” I tell him before going back down. He moans, but starts yelling for Connor. I slap his thigh and he laughs at me. He better pray my dad or Frankie doesn’t come in here. The door swings open and I freeze.

“What’s going on here?” Connor says and I relax, shaking my ass his way. The sound of clothes hitting the floor reaches my ears. Then his rough hands touch my thighs, spreading me wide. Because of how large my belly is now there are only two positions I feel comfortable doing. This being one of them.

“I can’t fuck our girl so you need to,” Xavier moans and Connor slaps my pussy gently making me whimper. He runs his cock up and down my slit before sliding all the way in. I screech and he groans. I’m already close thanks to the foreplay with Xavier. I reach down and grip Xav’s cock tight in my grip then grab one of his hands and hold it to my head. He holds me down, gagging me and Connor groans.

“Keep doing that, she gushes everytime you gag her.”

I blush and Xavier laughs. “She’s stuffed like a turkey with our cocks and she still blushes like a virgin in a strip club,” he groans and I snort, shaking my head. I pull off and give him a glare but he bats his eyelashes at me and I can’t deny him.

“You’re lucky I love you,” I mumble then suck him down again laughing when he shouts and groans. Connor picks up the pace and slaps my ass hard, making me clench and pant. I love how he’s been getting more aggressive in bed and I just need him to do one more thing then I can finally get my orgasm. I slide my finger into Xavier’s mouth and he sucks it like a popsicle. I slide it down under his ballsack and press against his ass.

“Oh fuckkkk,” he groans before filling my mouth with his cum. I swallow it down, then lick him clean. I love it when they whimper for me. I look over my shoulder at Connor and he gives me a wink, before reaching over and pinching my nipple. I cum so hard, screaming his name and Xavier groans again rubbing his hardening cock with my milk. I always thought breastmilk would be a turn off, but my guys seem to love making me come so hard it squirts everywhere.

I asked Jen if it was normal to already be producing, and she said some women do, but to be careful since nipple stimulation can start labor. I can’t wait for Dallas to be born, but at the same time I’m terrified what her birth may bring. Connor thrusts into me two more times, then explodes inside me. The pulsing of his cock setting me off again. I lie down on my side and Xavier kisses me hard. Connor goes to get me a towel since I can no longer take baths safely and I need to shower with someone at all times.

“I’m sorry Cara,” Xavier whispers but I just roll my eyes and kiss him harder. I’m actually shocked none of the other guys have had similar thoughts.

“It’s okay babe. I still love you.”

Connor comes back and cleans me up, then pulls the blanket tight over Xav and me, before walking out. He’s been up to something with the other guys lately. Super secretive. Xavier pulls me to his chest and I lift my thigh over his leg, getting comfortable.

“I think a nap sounds good right now,” he whispers and I laugh, nuzzling closer. Yeah, a nap sounds perfect.

Layton

I pack up the last box of things to take to the new house and Memphis sighs next to me. “I really liked this place. I’m going to miss it.”

I stand, then wrap him in my arms, kissing him hard. “You can always keep it. We could use it as a secret fuck pad.” I give him a wink and he kisses me again, then shoves me away.

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen. But I wouldn’t say no to one more night here. Just us. Order some food, maybe some beers,” he says with a mischievous grin on his face and I hate to burst his bubble.

“That sounds great, but Jase is coming soon.” He doesn’t let me see his disappointment but I know it’s there.

“Well he could hang out too. I guess… if that’s something you want?” he says sheepishly and my eyebrows raise. Is he suggesting what I think he is? I open my mouth to ask, when Jase walks into the room.

“Hey, is that the last box?”

I nod and he bends low to pick it up, giving me a perfect view of his ass and forearms. I glance over at Memphis and notice him looking too. When Jase walks out I spin and grab his hips, pulling him tight to me.

“Are you wanting to try something new, baby?” I ask and he looks away, a pink color hitting his cheeks. I love when I make this macho man blush.

“I wouldn’t say no… I think I’d like to try for you,” he mumbles and gah this man is so sweet to me. I kiss him harder and he groans, pushing me up against the wall. I pull away and lick my lips watching his eyes flare with heat.

“Let’s have the takeout and watch a game. See how the night goes, okay?”

He gives me a nod and I grab his hand tugging him to his couch. We still need to load it and the TV in the truck, but that can wait till after playtime. We’ve had a lot of fun on this couch. Jase comes back in and plops next to me, giving my thigh a squeeze. We haven’t done anything since he returned, but we have been talking a lot and Jen has mediated a few couples counseling sessions.

“Want to watch a game and have some beers?” Memphis asks Jase, and his eyes widen in shock. I think this may be one of the only times Memphis has been pleasant to him. Jase clears his throat and nods.

“Yeah that sounds good. Who’s playing?”

I smile and sit back as they discuss things I really don’t care much about. I pull out my phone and order us some food and Memphis jumps up and gets the beers. Jase leans over and kisses my neck.

“Is this okay?” he mumbles and I nod. He kisses up to my ear and nibbles. I groan softly and his hand on my thigh moves higher. My dick is rock hard, has been since Memphis mentioned a possible threesome. I turn my head and kiss him. It’s hesitant and I’m not sure how tonight is going to go.

A hand wraps around my neck and pulls me back. Memphis leans in to kiss me and I groan as Jase unbuttons my jeans. I pull back and look at him.

“Are we really doing this?”

He shrugs and looks at Jase. Jase leans over and mashes his mouth with Memphis’ and I whimper. “Fuck that’s hot,” I groan and Memphis smiles. I reach down and grab his dick, not surprised it’s pulsing and rock hard. I reach over on my other side and do the same to Jase. He nibbles on my neck and Memphis slides his hands down my chest. I push them both away and stand.

“We have thirty minutes or less before the food comes.”

They look at me with heat and Memphis pulls his cock out, stroking it slowly. Jase follows his example and slaps Memphis’ hand away, wrapping his fist along his cock. Stroking it slowly, he shoots me a wink, then leans over and takes him in his mouth. I watch him bob while I fight not to touch myself. It’s like my fantasies have come to life and I’m afraid to move or blink in case it's another hot dream.

Memphis moans and Jase looks over at me. “We have too many clothes on,” I mutter. Jase laughs with his mouth full of cock and Memphis jolts, gripping Jase’s head. I reach behind my shoulders and pull my shirt off and over my head. I throw it on the floor then unzip and pull my jeans and boxers down. I walk over and get behind Jase, sliding his shorts all the way down too. I smack his ass and he jumps, with a squeak. Memphis lets him breathe and he turns to look at me with fire in his eyes.

I give him a wink then do it again. He groans and wiggles his ass for me. I shake my head no and move over to Memphis, kissing him hard, gripping his hair tight, arching his neck back so I can bite and mark his neck.

“Fuck,” he moans and I laugh. Jase moves away from his dick and I nod towards the bedroom. I send a message to the front desk to hold our food then follow after the guys.

“I guess it's a good thing we left the mattress here,” I mutter as I come around the corner. Memphis is naked on his knees and he’s licking the precum from the tip of Jase’s dick. I groan and move behind him, shoving his head down farther making him gag and whine. I grip Jase’s neck with my other hand and pull his lips to mine, kissing him hard. He pulls away and I let Memphis breathe.

“I think I like this dominant side of you, Lay,” Jase groans, and I give him a smirk before shoving Memphis back down. Saliva is running down his chin and soaking Jase’s cock. I pull him off again and help him to his feet.

“Get on the bed,” I snap, and Memphis rushes to get on all fours how I like him. I climb up behind him and Jase climbs up behind me kissing the back of my neck. I shiver and fight to stay focused. We don’t have any lube here and I refuse to hurt Memphis so I start kissing down his spine til I reach his tight hole and get it nice and slick. He whines and whimpers, reaching down to stroke his cock. I smack his thigh and he groans, but puts his hand back down on the bed like a good boy. I lean over him and rub my cock down his crack. He’s not ready yet. I shove two fingers in his mouth, and he gets them nice and wet for me. I rub them around and gently stretch him out. Losing his patience, Jase bends me over Memphis and smacks my ass. He grabs my hair and pulls my ear to his mouth.

“Has your tight little ass been stretched since I last fucked you?” Shit! I love it when he talks like that to me. I whimper and shake my head, and he groans, while kissing down my neck and pinching my nipple. He brings my mouth to his and I move my fingers faster. Memphis pushes back fucking himself on my hand. I know if I don’t get inside him soon, this is going to end too fast. No edging tonight. I slip my fingers out and spit on my hand, rubbing it down my shaft. I spread his ass out and spit on it as well, before rubbing my cock along his crack and gently pushing past the rim. Memphis moans and leans down on his elbows, raising his ass a little higher, giving me a better angle. Jase bends me over him and starts to prep me for his dick, and I  inch a little more, gently moving in and out, before thrusting all the way in. I grind deep for a few thrusts and Memphis starts to shake. Jase knows I like a little pain and doesn’t get me as slick as I did for Memphis. He inches past the rim then slams home.

“Fuck,” I whimper and Memphis goes still. I lie on top of him panting for a moment, getting used to feeling stretched again after so long. I reach around and grip his dick tight, pumping him a few times. He pants and whines, wiggling all over the place. I lean up and wrap a hand around his throat, before slamming into him hard. Jase groans as I fuck myself on his cock. I’m sweaty and panting, and shaking so hard, fighting not to come. I need Memphis to go first. Jase reaches down and tugs my balls and I can’t fight it.

“Baby, I’m close,” I groan. I tighten my hand around Memphis’ dick, jacking him hard before reaching his tip and gently pulling on his piercing. That sets him off and he shouts as he fills my fist with cum. I reach up and shove my hand over his mouth as I fuck him hard and fast. He licks my hand moaning and the thought of him licking himself off me has me busting hard. Jase keeps fucking me deeper into Memphis’ hot, tight ass and it’s almost too much. He wraps a hand around my throat and tugs me up to his chest. I slip from Memphis’ ass and watch as my cum drips onto the bed. He collapses to his stomach panting and I fight to breathe, both from that orgasm and the tight grip Jase is choking me with.

“My ass,” Jase groans before shoving me to my knees and fucking me harder. I wince at the discomfort but it doesn't last long till he’s coming hard. His dick pulses and I can feel myself getting hard again. He kisses my back, and wraps his arms around me tight, holding me close. I look down at Memphis but he’s passed out. I follow him down onto the bed and Jase turns me to my side so we can spoon. I’ve missed being in his arms. Memphis cracks an eye open and gives me a sated smile. I laugh and press a kiss to his mouth, tasting the saltiness on his lips. “I love you,” I whisper and he smiles wider. Jase pulls me closer and kisses my neck and I sigh.

I could get used to this.

Connor

“Is everything ready?” I ask Frankie as she finishes setting up the balloons. I’ve been working on this surprise for weeks. “Gem is in the kitchen bossing the caterers around and Sassy is with Ella not doing what I asked of them. I swear if I walk in on them one more time in the hot tub I may scream. I used to think lesbian sex was hot but when you see someone who is practically your sister doing it…nope.” I shudder just thinking about it and Lay walks in the kitchen laughing at my face. Him, Jase and Memphis just got home, and they haven’t been able to keep the grin from their faces. I honestly don’t want to know but I think I can guess.

“Okay, we have the balloons ready, the cake is on the table, food is just about done. Now all we need is the mama,” Gem says, as she hands Memphis his credit card back. His eyes go wide and he looks shocked that she had it. “I grabbed it when you were in the shower,” she says with a shrug. I laugh and Lay comes over kissing his neck.

“Gem, stop taking Memphis’ things. He’s started to think this place is haunted,” Xavier says, as he comes into the kitchen. He has a huge grin on his face and his hair is all tousled. “Cara will be out in a few minutes. She’s just getting her shoes on. Sassy is with her.”

Memphis and Lay set up the cameras, and I still don’t understand why they have so many. Lately they have been documenting every tiny little thing. I hope they cut out me running around in my boxers from whatever softcore porn they're filming.

“Um guys, a little help,” Sassy shouts and we are all racing to get down the hall at once. Jase gets elbowed in the stomach and Memphis gets kneed in the groin. I make it to the door and Ella looks as white as a ghost. We walk in to find Cara bent over, in a puddle. Her face is red and she looks to be in a lot of pain. Frankie shoves us all aside and she squeals with joy.

“Connor, go get the hospital bag. Xavier, get a new pair of undies for Cara. Memphis, go start the van. Harry, go help him; he looks like he may faint. Lay, baby, I need you to grab some towels from the bathroom.” We all stand there frozen and Frankie whistles so loud I wince. “Now, unless you want your daughter born in a van!” she shouts, and we all move our asses. I run up the stairs to get the bag and fly back down the stairs almost tripping. Jase and East have Cara as they slowly walk to the front door where Memphis has the van idling. I climb in and wait for the others. Cara is panting and squeezing Jase’s hand so hard I can see his white knuckles.

“Is this a bad time to mention the guests are arriving?” Xav questions, and I look at him in horror. Oh fuck! The baby shower.

We get to the hospital and they rush Cara to a room, before hooking her up to all sorts of monitors and putting her in this weird backward gown. Not that I didn’t mind the peeks of her biteable ass though. Jen walks in wearing light purple scrubs and she gives us all a smile, though there’s a bit of sadness in her eyes.

“Are we all ready to have a baby?” She looks at Cara and she nods, smiling, but there is something missing from her smile. It’s not reaching her eyes.

“You got this baby,” I whisper in her ear, before kissing her temple. She looks at me with so much love and longing I have to pause and catch my breath.

“I love you Connor,” she whispers, then claps her hands. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s have a baby.”


Thirty-Six
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Carson

One of the best days of my life will also end up being my last. Did I wish things were different? Absolutely. But I know that God has a plan for all of us and this was always meant to be my Fate. Am I heartbroken? Of course, but I’m also at peace. I’ve known for months that this day was coming and though my decision was hard, I wouldn’t have done anything differently.

I close my eyes for one final time with a smile on my lips. I love you all with all of my heart and soul.

 

Two hours earlier

 

“Give us one more push, shortcake,” Memphis tells me, clutching my hand as if he never wants to let go. I gaze up at him and shake my head no. I feel so weak. I don’t think my body can handle this after all. My only wish at this point is that I can save Dallas. She needs to be here, or these men won’t survive. He leans down and presses his lips to my sweaty forehead, pulling back and resting his forehead on mine. He knows as well as I do, that this may be the last moment we’re together. “I love you shortcake to the moon and always,” he whispers. A hand clutches my knee and I pull away from him to glance down at my other loves. Xavier is holding my right knee, Jase my left. East is too squeamish and the doctor already threatened to remove him from the room if he faints, or gets sick, so he’s sitting up by my head, running his nails through my gross hair and giving me a worried look. Out of all my guys, I think he knows something is going on. Lay grabs my other hand and gives me a super excited, happy look.

“She’s almost here, Carson. Then we will get to hold our daughter. I know you are exhausted baby, but you can do this. You are strong and already an amazing mom. Dallas is so lucky to have you. Just one more push. We are all here with you.” I know Lay’s words are meant to be sweet, but really they just break my heart more. I close my eyes and pray for the strength. Just one more push and this will all be over. You can do this Carson. I grit my teeth and push with everything I can, screeching at the top of my lungs.

“That’s it Cara. Her head is out. You did it. Now just a gentle push,” Jen says softly. She knows how hard today is going to be, and I’m so thankful she agreed to be my midwife. We’ve spent countless hours talking and working through my decisions. I guess her psychology degree paid off for more than just being my teacher. I drop my head to the pillow and take some shaky breaths in. Resting a moment.

“Great, okay daddies, are you ready to hold your little girl?” she asks as Dallas lets out a sharp cry when a nurse sticks something in her mouth. Layton shoves Connor out of the way, as Memphis cuts the cord. He reaches to take her from the nurse, but Memphis snaps. “No, let Cara hold her.”

I give him a grateful smile as the tears run down my face. She's perfect. Even covered in goo. She has blonde hair, and the cutest little fingers and toes I’ve ever seen. Connor pushes Layton gently back and the nurse places her on my stomach as Xavier helps me open my robe so she can be skin to skin. I feel my energy slowly waning, but I need this moment. Even if it is the last I’ll ever have with my daughter. Memphis grabs his phone and starts to take a video of me meeting my baby girl for the first time. He’s been taking lots of videos, documenting my pregnancy, so even though I won’t be here, Dallas will know how much I loved her.

I place her on my breast, and gaze down at her. The love that I feel overwhelms me and I start to shake from the sobs. I try to muffle them so I don’t startle her and East snaps, “Okay someone better tell me what is going on right now?” I jump a little at the sudden hostility and volume he spoke. Dallas opens her mouth and lets out an ear piercing shriek. Lay smacks East’s arm and scolds him.

“What are you talking about bro? This is one of the happiest days of our lives.” He looks at us confused and I can’t blame him.

“I know something is going on here,” East says, before standing and storming from the room. Jase turns to go after him, but I grab his arm.

“I love you,” I tell him before he can leave. He bends down and kisses me softly on the lips, before pressing a kiss to Dallas’ head.

“You are incredible, Carson Star Matthews. I am so thankful for your love.” The tears fall faster and he stands back up, gives Memphis a look, then follows after East.

A few minutes pass and I feel myself getting weaker and weaker. Jen knows my time is running out and she has a team of doctors in the next room on standby. I wanted to do this at home, but she wouldn’t allow it. Memphis and I fought about it, but in the end they were right.

“I’m going to step out and give you a few minutes. I’ll be just outside,” she says, giving Memphis and I a pointed look, before turning towards the door.

“Wait Jen, thank you,” I call to her back. She doesn’t turn around and I can see her shoulders trembling. She sighs, then replies, “Of course Cara,” before opening the door and walking out.

The guys pass Dallas around like she’s a football and Connor has finally had enough. He takes some photos and says he’s going to go call Frankie and my dad. I tell him I love him and give him a kiss before he goes. He has tears in his eyes as he takes one more glance at our daughter. I wish things could be different, but I know that she will be loved beyond all reason. Memphis places my daughter back on my chest, but I barely have the strength to hold her. He places his arm under mine to help me support her and tells me all the things I really need to hear.

“I got her shortcake. Always. I love you so much,” he whispers in my ear, while Lay talks on his phone. I hope it’s East and he’s coming back. I don’t want to leave without him knowing I love him.

“Promise me you will hold them together. I need to know you’ll be okay,” I whisper and he kisses me again, nodding.

I glance down at my beautiful angel and tell her how much I will always love her. I hold my child knowing this is going to be the only moment we will share. My vision gets blurry and the monitors start to go crazy. Jen runs in, grabbing Dallas and handing her to Memphis. Tears fill his eyes as he bends down to kiss my forehead. The door flies open and a lot of voices start shouting. I blink looking at my first love with tears running down his face holding my baby girl. He looks at my doctor and harshly demands, “You save her. I don’t care what we talked about, you better fucking save her.”

Nurses usher him, Xav, and Lay from the room so they can try and save me, but I made my choice months ago when they told me I was dying. One of my routine tests came back abnormal and after many tests they diagnosed me with breast cancer. I had the option to terminate my pregnancy and do treatment, but one thump of her heartbeat and I knew what my choice would be. It was never up for discussion.

Lay looks back at me with so much worry in his eyes and confusion. “Carson what’s going on?” he shouts as they shove him from the room. Xavier takes a swing at one of the nurses, fighting to get to my side, but Memphis grabs his arm and gives him a tug, with the arm not holding a squealing, squirming piece of my heart.

The only one who knew what was going on besides my girls was Memphis. My Ten I See. My first love. I know I should have told them all, but I didn’t want to ruin the short time we had left together. When they showed up that afternoon I knew it was a gift from my mama. She wanted my last few months to be amazing and full of love. And they were, even if I did make them work for my forgiveness.

They may hate me, but I made the right decision. They will see that in time. My eyes feel heavy and I know my body is giving up.

One of the best days of my life will also end up being my last. Did I wish things were different? Absolutely. But I know that God has a plan for all of us and this was always meant to be my Fate. Am I heartbroken? Of course, but I’m also at peace. I’ve known for months that this day was coming and though my decision was hard, I wouldn’t have done anything differently. My eyes drift closed and I smile. The guys will take care of everything. Dallas will be beyond loved and spoiled. I can rest now.

I love you all with all of my heart and soul.

Layton

I stand outside the door silent. At a loss for words. Just moments ago we were laughing and smiling. Holding our child for the first time, and now the love of my life is dying. I watch as they work on saving her life. Memphis stands in the corner distraught, while rocking our daughter in his arms. Xavier is punching the shit out of the wall beside me. Normally being this close to anger would set me off. But I think I’m in shock. I need J. I reach in my pocket and pull his number up. My finger trembles as I push the button. I bring the phone to my ear as an intercom calls out a code blue and a nurse rushes down the corridor towards the room, shoving me out of the way. When she opens the door I hear the sound of death.

“Beeeeeeeeeep.” No, no. What the fuck is going on right now? I drop my phone, slamming my fist into the corridor wall and allow my body to fall to the cold tile. What the hell is going on?

“Hello?” Jase shouts from the speaker next to me, but I don’t pick it up. Xavier starts to pace in front of me. He spins toward Memphis and looks on the verge of punching him. A wail from his arms makes him halt, dropping his eyes to Dallas. My perfect angel. The best gift that Carson gave to us. A tear slips from the corner of his eye. He bites his lip, then spins around and storms off down the hall.

I slam the back of my head against the wall, letting the tears flow unashamedly. My father always called me a little bitch when I cried, and it’s taken me a long time to overcome the embarrassment to show emotion. Especially in public. Almost dying brings a lot of things into perspective. I thought the reason I survived was so I could be this little girl’s father when I learned Carson was pregnant, but now I know. I was saved so I could hold our family together. I know Memphis and the others will need me.

“Why?” That’s all I say, but I know it’s enough. Memphis places his knuckle in Dallas’ mouth and I cringe at his hand not being clean, but she stops crying.

“She made me promise,” he grunts, before chuckling sadly and shaking his head. “That gorgeous, beautiful woman in there made me promise not to tell anyone. She wanted us to spend the last few months of her life happy and experience all the love she had to give. Please don’t hate me, baby,” he chokes out and I wipe my eyes, avoiding his pleading gaze.

He knew. He knew and didn’t tell me. I was there. I was between them at night. I was helping him document every little thing. He said it was for our family videos but now I know it was for Dallas. So she would never forget her mother. The mother she will never get to meet.

The door opens and a man runs in with a crash cart. “Clear.” I hear the sound of a body being jolted. “Again.” I hold my hands over my ears and try to block out the sound. Memphis comes closer to me, but I can’t have him touch me right now. He lied to me. How can I ever trust him again?

I stand from the floor and move closer to him. East and Jase are coming around the corner and I nod at Jase to take the baby. Memphis and I need to work through some shit.

Memphis

I knew this would come back to bite me in the ass, but I never expected to be laid out on my ass by Lay of all people. Easton, yes. Connor definitely. But Layton? Yeah I don’t know if it’s the shock of everything or surprise, but I’m contemplating not getting off this cold, hard floor.

When East and Jase came running back down the hall with smiles on their faces, I knew no one had told them, but one look at our tear stained cheeks and red eyes, I knew they figured it out. Jase snatched Dallas from my arms and cradled her close as East tried to get into Cara’s hospital room. The big male nurse standing guard on the inside of the door, didn’t even turn or bat an eye at his incessant pounding. I went to pull East away and met a right hook to my cheekbone, knocking me flat on my back.

I blink up at the men standing around me with looks of confusion, betrayal and hurt flashing in their eyes. I close mine and sigh. I’m exhausted. The weight of this secret has been killing me, and knowing that one part of my soul is fighting for her life right now makes me want to just give up and find someone with something on them to dull this pain. I mean I am in a hospital. Someone has to have the good stuff on them.

No Memphis! I internally berate myself at my moment of weakness. I made a promise to Cara and I intend to keep it.

“Someone better start talking right the fuck now!” East roars from above me, running his fingers through his brown hair gripping the strands tight. He looks on the verge of destruction and I know how he feels.

“Cara was diagnosed with breast cancer at her twenty-eight week check up. She had been feeling ill and worn down. She thought it was just the pregnancy and the exhaustion of touring.” Lay gasps and covers his mouth with his hand. The tears are falling faster now.

“What? Why wouldn’t she tell us? That was weeks before we came to Tennessee,” Jase asks me. I take a deep breath in, and climb up from the floor, leaning against the wall beside her door.

“They told her because she was young she had a high chance to fight and survive, but they would need to terminate the pregnancy. She laughed. She laughed until they turned into sobs. We went home and she walked into the bedroom and didn’t leave the whole night. I sat outside the door in the hall, listening to her cry and I prayed. I prayed that this was all a dream. I prayed that God would take me instead.” I take a pause and close my eyes remembering her coming out the next morning giving me one look on the floor and telling me she loved me, but this baby needed to live more than her. Lay had been on a trip with Gem and Sassy getting some stuff for Dallas.

A roar from down the hall makes us all turn towards Connor who's barreling down the corridor like he’s about to tackle someone on the football field, Xavier right behind him. He steps in front of me and swings his arm back. I hold my hands up waiting for the impact. Lay sure knows how to throw a punch but Connor Hannaberg may have just broken my nose.

“Fuck!” I shout as the blood pours down my face. The door opens and Jen storms our way.

“What the hell is going on out here? Are you seriously fighting with each other when the girl you love is dying? You should be supporting each other and praying. Cara would be ashamed if she could see you right now,” she growls, making me feel even smaller than I already do. She takes Dallas from Jase and holds her close, letting her own tears fall.

“I promised Cara that I wouldn’t let you all tear each other apart. She knew this would be hard but she had faith that you would support and love each other.” She gasps for breath and I reach out a shaky hand to hold her close. Jen has been our rock during this time. Making sure Dallas stayed safe and healthy. She may just be a midwife, but Cara liked her over that damn oncologist she had to see. I glance through the small window and watch as they fight to keep her alive.

“Please fight shortcake. Don’t leave us,” I whisper.


Thirty-Seven
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Carson

“What is heaven like Mama? Will I still be able to watch over them?” I ask as she holds my hand and walks us down the long hallway. I hear Dallas crying in the background but I don’t fight it. I know she’ll be okay. They all will because they have each other. We may have started out as just some college fun but now…now we are a family. My mama giggles, the sound of her voice like bells.

“My little star, you will always be able to watch over them. Just like I’ve watched over you and Memphis and your daddy. Though some moments were hard, it's one of my favorite pastimes.” I start to cry and she pulls me tight into her chest.

“I’ve missed you Mama. I wish you could have been around to meet all my guys. You would have loved them.” I smile through my tears and she smiles too.

“You will see them again baby. I have faith we will all be reunited again some day…” she trails off with a frown. Her hand disappears from mine as she starts to fade.

“Wait, what's happening? Mama. Mama. Don’t leave me here. Don’t leave me again,” I call out but she’s gone and a bright light is shining in front of me.

Is this heaven?

I wake to a sight I never imagined I would ever see. Layton is in a rocking chair with Dallas asleep in his arms. Jase is on the floor next to him with his head on his thigh and hand on her head helping to support her neck. They are all asleep. Someone must have been here and covered Jase with a blanket, since it's over his shoulders. I groan softly and wince. The pain between my legs throbs and not in a good way.

This is not the room I was in the last time I closed my eyes. What happened? How am I still alive? I try to shift but the pain has me crying out. I glance over making sure I didn't wake my family and piercing green eyes greet me.

“Hi baby girl,” I whisper and she blinks a few times before going back to sleep. I watch them as they rest. Why are they here and not at home? How long have I been asleep? Where are my other guys? I notice a phone on the table next to me and I reach for it but it’s too far. I reach for the nurse call button and press it. A woman with elephants on her scrubs pops her head in and grins at the guys, not noticing me. I wave my hand weakly and her eyes widen. She holds up her hand in a one moment gesture then races off somewhere. I huff and try to move again. I’m contemplating on waking the guys up to help me, but I don’t have to. Hazel eyes greet me and they are pissed.

Jase

A shuffling from beside me wakes me from a restless sleep. They told us Cara was stable, not out of the woods yet, but we could visit her if we let her rest. I knew the moment those words left the doctors lips that Lay would be by her side, and though I’m still confused and extremely hurt by what she did, I know I need to support him and her. I will never make the mistake of being away from them again. I glance over to the bed, not expecting glassy blue eyes to be staring back at me. She gives me a shaky smile and I glare in return. All the hurt and anger I have felt in the last week come back to me and I don’t care that she died. That I almost lost her, I'm pissed. She sighs and wiggles again.

I carefully move my arm out from under Dallas’ head and spread the blanket over her and Lay. Then I get to my feet and stomp out the door to let the asshole know she’s awake. Memphis has been sitting outside her room since they moved her here. Lay told him he wasn’t welcome to enter, and he has been sulking out here ever since. I open the door and his tired caramel eyes meet mine.

“She’s awake,” I growl, then move back over to her bed. I don’t know who I’m more pissed with, Cara or Memphis. East left and went back to the house. He said Connor’s been drinking non stop and locked himself in the pool house. Frankie and Harry are here as well but they have been going home to shower, eat and bring us food back. I think Harry is hurt the most out of all of us. He went through this with his wife, so for Cara to hide it from him…he’s been a mess. I crouch down in her face and she looks between my eyes, her shaky hand reaches up and grazes my cheek and I feel some of my anger start to leave. My eyes well with tears and I let them fall.

“I never thought I would see you again,” she chokes out through her own tears. I nod and lean into her hand. “I’m so sorry Jase. I just wanted us to have fun and live. I didn't want to wallow and worry.” Her hand starts to tremble more and I grip it with mine giving her a soft squeeze.

“That may be true Cara, but we’re your family. We love you and you hiding things from us…It broke us more than we already were. To wake up in the morning and not have you there is a life worse than death.” I gently drop her hand then lean back. Lay has woken and won’t look Cara’s way. He has tears running down his face, and I know she is going to have to fight to make it up to him. He didn’t deserve this. None of us did... but him especially. He was there for every appointment, every craving, every kick. She should have warned him. If it wasn’t for our daughter, he may not be sitting here right now.

“I know and I’m so sorry. May I please hold my baby?” she sobs, looking at me like I may decide not to let her hold Dallas. Lay stands up and places her in my arms, bending to kiss her head, then he stands and storms out the door.

“Lay,” Memphis shouts, but it doesn’t matter. Now that he knows she's awake, he can go get some proper sleep. He needs it. We all do.

Xavier

“Carson is awake.” Lay storms in the house, shouts out then walks into a guest room. I drop my spoon and rush to the door for my coat and keys. I get halfway to the driveway, and realize I don’t have shoes on. I may be pissed, but I need to see for myself that she’s still here. I never thought she would do something so cruel to me, but I guess everyone is heartless at some point in their lives. I slam the door open and grab my shoes, running head first into a frantic Connor. He has his coat in his hands and won’t look at me. He's barely left her side but Frankie and his parents convinced him to come home and sleep. By the looks of it, I don’t think he got much.

“Can you drive?” he yawns and I nod. We walk out to my truck and Connor hops in while I run to the drivers side. I peel out of the driveway, almost ramming the gate. Why does it have to open so slow?

We get to the hospital in less than twenty minutes and Connor looks like he may be sick when I park.

“Next time I’ll drive. I’m surprised we're not showing up in an ambulance,” he mutters and I roll my eyes. “It wasn’t that bad, man,” I scoff and he snorts, shaking his head as we get out and walk inside. I don’t bother checking in since I know where to go. We reach the hall and Memphis stands. I ignore him and shove right past him but Connor stops and chats with him. Fucking bleeding heart. I knock on the door, then push it open. Cara’s blue eyes meet mine and I instantly forget what she did and rush to her side. She has Dallas sucking on her boob and she’s crying.

“I’m so so so sorry, Xav,” she croaks and I shake my head. I don’t want to talk about that right now, I just want to hold my girls . I climb on the bed next to her, careful not to squish her or lie on the many tubes she has keeping her alive right now. The doctors told us after being threatened they were going to be sued if they didn’t disclose her information to us, that she's not out of the woods. They may have revived her, and given her a blood transfusion since she started to hemorrhage, but she still has cancer and a big fight in front of her.

“No more lies Cara. I don’t care how much you want to protect us. We want to do the same. You are our woman, so don’t ice us out. We love you. I love you and the thought of losing you destroyed me. Don’t fuck up again,” I growl and she gasps.

“No swearing, little ears are present.” She shoots me a tired wink and I laugh. Dallas pops off her boob and gazes up at me.

“She looks so much like her dad,” I mutter and Cara winces. Gazing down at our daughter.

“I was really hoping she would look like me. I don’t want anyone to feel bad that she’s his.” I bend down and kiss Dallas' head and then Cara’s temple.

“It doesn’t matter Cara. We all love this little peanut, and I know he would never act superior over us. Lay’s a good guy.”

She nods and rubs her nose against Dallas.

“You're one spoiled little girl, Dallas Anne.” I snort and lean closer.

“She’s our princess.”


Thirty-Eight
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Connor

“You sure know how to give a man a heart attack, baby,” I tell her as she gives me a weak smile. Dallas is asleep in her arms and even with her skin sallow and clammy she looks beautiful. Practically glowing. She was made to be a mom.

“Hi, I was afraid I wouldn’t see you,” she says with a frown, and I feel like a dick. I’m hurt but after the doctor said she may not survive this, we should all be banding together spending whatever time she has left with her, not holding grudges and making her sad. “Can you forgive me, Con?” she asks and I immediately nod. If she can forgive our group of assholes, then we should be able to get over this. I need to get Memphis, Lay and East here to hold her and kiss her and let her know how loved she is. I shake my head and laugh. I was the one who didn’t want to share her and now I’m trying to fix our fucked up family dynamic.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t move,” I command and she snorts.

“I'll be here, Con.” I open her door and kick Memphis’ leg. He looks up at me so broken and I nod.

“Get your ass in there right now and hold them. I’ll go get the other idiots,” I grumble and he jumps to his feet, shoving me aside and taking Cara’s hand. He drops to his knees beside her bed and cries. She runs her nails through his unwashed messy brown hair and shushes him. She says something and he sits up nodding. I watch as she hands Dallas over to him and he holds her close as if we will take her away from him again.

I know Lay was hurt, but he had no right to do that to him. Even if he is her biological father. Yeah, the emerald eyes were a dead giveaway. I’ll admit to being sad for maybe five seconds until I got to hold her and knew it really didn't matter. She was mine no matter what.

I shut the door and stomp down the hall pulling my phone from my pocket. I call East but it goes to voicemail, same with Lay. If they're going to be difficult then I’ll call in reinforcements.

“Hey there Daddy, yeah nope can’t do it. What’s up Connor?” Sassy answers and I chuckle.

“I need your help. I need you to get East and Layton here by any means necessary, call Jen, Gem, Frankie. I don’t care, just get their asses here now.”

“Did something happen, is Cara… “ I groan and smack my head with my palm. Fuck, I am so tired.

“Cara is okay. I just need them here okay?”

She agrees then we hang up and I find a bench to sit on.

I never saw my life going this way, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Even if I do end up losing the love of my life, I’m thankful for all the days she was mine and for the gift she gave me.

Easton

I knew the moment I spotted Cara on top of those stairs at Kippa Nu, with the sun shining on her golden hair like a halo, I was forever changed. She turned a broody asshole into someone to be proud of. A man people could depend on. Then she went and lied to us, hid the fact that she was fucking dying and let us fall more and more in love with her only to have our hearts ripped out in the process.

I go to take another sip of the whiskey, but it’s empty. I stand and wobble to the kitchen. I know I have another bottle here somewhere. The door flings open, slamming against the wall and the bright sun shining in makes me squint with a groan.

“Shut the fuckin door,” I slur and try to focus on the blurry shapes coming towards me.

“Fuck, he’s trashed. You get his arms, I’ll grab his feet.” I think Sassy says, or maybe it’s Gem. The room spins and I close my eyes. Someone grabs me but I don’t know what’s going on…

I wake up in my shower with ice cold water beating over my head. “Here baby, drink this,” Frankie says, handing me a mug of black sludge. My stomach twists, and I know I’m about to hurl. I haven’t eaten a solid meal in a few days so it’s mainly liquid. After I’m done and dry heaving, I feel a little better. I groan and lie down on the stone floor of my bathroom. Someone has laid a warm blanket over me and I shiver. Nails run through my hair and I groan. My head is pounding and this helps ease some of the tension.

“Thank you,” I mumble into the floor and someone sighs next to me.

“She doesn’t deserve this, you know. She made a mistake. She chose to be selfish and yes, she should have told us but I can understand her need for normalcy. If she had told us she was sick then we would have treated her differently. We would have acted as if she was made of glass. She wanted to live her life to the fullest, and I can respect that. Yes, Cara died. But she’s not dead now. So stop grieving as if you lost your soulmate. Get sober. Get cleaned up and off this floor and go show your girl what she means to you, because East you may not have much longer.” Frankie runs her nails through my hair one last time, then leaves me there, crying on the floor and feeling like an idiot asshole.

e

I chug some more coffee and stride into the hospital like I haven’t been on a whiskey bender. Jase comes around the corner to meet me since I haven’t been to Cara’s new room and he pulls me aside.

“Are you good?” I nod and he sighs, “You smell like the floor of a bar. Did you even shower?” I groan and nod again. I know I have whiskey leaking from my pores right now. But I’m here. I’m in clean clothes. I shaved and I am semi sober. That’s the best they're going to get from me right now. He frowns, but starts to lead me down some hall and to a nondescript green door.

I turn the knob and Cara gives me a huge smile. She looks skinny and pale, but her eyes gleam with love and happiness and I feel like breaking down again. I’m not strong enough for this.

“Wait, please don’t go, East!” she shouts when I try to leave. I turn and show her how bad my heart is breaking and her eyes fill with tears. She holds out her hand for me and I shuffle forward, before gently taking it. She squeezes it tight and I close my eyes feeling the warmth of her skin, the strength of her grip. She’s still here. But for how long? “Please stay. There is someone I want you to meet.” She holds Dallas out to me and I gently take her. She has blonde hair like Cara and emerald eyes like Lay, she stares up at me and opens her mouth. I never did hold her the day she was born. So much was happening and I walked away.

“Hi, baby girl,” I whisper and she gives me a tiny smile. I read babies don’t smile for a few weeks but I swear she just smiled at me. I give her a grin in return and a flash catches my eye. I scowl at Memphis but he just shrugs. Lay storms in the room with Sassy holding him by the back of the neck.

“You are going to sit your ass down and spend time with Cara and your daughter or I am going to go home and into my little kinky chest and grab my handcuffs.”

I snort and Cara laughs.

“Sassy, he doesn’t need to be here if he doesn’t want to be. Please, don’t force him.”

I send a glare Lay’s way and he groans, before taking a seat. I shuffle closer and hold Dallas out to him. He smiles at her but won't acknowledge anyone else in the room.

“I love you all and I am so so sorry,” Cara says, choking on her words. I lean closer and gaze into her watery blue eyes.

“Let’s just put a pin in it for now and enjoy every minute we can,” I say, looking around at everyone in the room and they all nod. Lay too. He looks up at me with tears in his eyes and stands, holding Dallas close in his arms. He climbs on the bed with Cara and presses a kiss to her temple.

“Please Carson, don’t leave me.” She looks up at him and cries. We all know she doesn’t have a choice in the matter, and for him to say that to her is like her breaking another promise. But she nods and whispers something to him.

“Okay, enough of this solemn shit. We never got to throw your surprise baby shower and you, little mama, have so many gifts to open.”

Cara’s eyes go wide and she holds her hands out excitedly. I laugh and pull a chair up around the side of her bed. Connor comes over and hands her some gifts.

I watch the joy on her face as she rips open the paper and all the girls ooh and ah over the cute little clothes. I could care less, but being in this room with my family and watching the love and joy on her face brings me a sense of peace I haven’t felt in a long time. I know so many things are still up in the air but I’m freeze-framing this moment and am just going to sit back and enjoy it.

Carson

I hold Dallas close, getting in some more snuggles, before she has to go home. I’m hoping I get to leave soon. This hospital bed is not comfortable, and I want to be able to take a long uninterrupted shower. Frankie and my dad pop by to get Dallas, and I hand over some bottles of milk I’ve pumped. I know I may have to start a round of chemo, and I won’t be able to nurse anymore, but I have been fighting to get a little freezer supply going. They leave the room and I fight not to start crying again. I thought after Dallas was born I wouldn’t be so damn emotional. Yeah, that was a lie. I wipe my eyes and open my phone. Sassy and Ella have been sending me crazy memes all day. I laugh at the latest one about a cat and some funky glasses.

Someone knocks on the door but I don’t know why they bother. Everyone just walks in. My doctor pops his head around the corner and checks to see if I’m alone. I laugh and nod. He sighs and walks my way.

“How are we doing today, Cara?”

I shrug and play with the thin blanket. Jase brought me a fuzzy one from home but Dallas had a blowout on it earlier as I was changing her.

“I’m okay, I would be doing better if you had a release form for me,” I say hopefully and his grin drops.

I bite my lip and nod. “Just tell me, please,” I whisper and he nods, opening up my chart.

“So your test results came back. It’s not good news Carson,” he tells me in a gentle voice. I close my eyes and just breathe. I knew the risks of having my baby. I never expected to even have these few weeks with her.

“How long?” I whisper. He moves closer to the bed, sets my chart down on the table and pats my hand.

“Six months, maybe longer. You have a decision to make. Do you want to start treatment? Or live out the rest of your days without it?” I close my eyes and lean back, picturing a life that will never be mine. Watching my daughter's first steps, teaching her to sing, ride a bike, holding her hand when she has her first heartbreak. Loving her with everything I am.

I made a sacrifice to bring her into this world. It may have been selfish, but I would do it all over again. I finally made a choice for my life. I chose to save my little girl and I would do it all over again. If I could change the past. I wouldn’t even dare.

The love, the pain, the heartache and tears brought me her. I wipe the tears from my eyes and meet my doctor's gaze.

“I want to fight.”


Epilogue
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Memphis

"Hey what are you still doing awake? Naughty girl, we put you to bed hours ago." I enter my daughter's bedroom way past her bedtime to find her sitting there with a scrapbook she made with Cara.

"I miss mommy," she says softly with tears in her eyes. I sigh and move closer to the bed.

"I know, baby. I do too." I sit on the edge and close the book. "Come here, my little strawberry. How about a story?"

She climbs from under the covers and moves into my arms. The scent of coconut hits my nose and I take a deep breath in. Memories flood my mind of my shortcake. I lift her from the bed and move to the giant rocking chair we have in the corner. I sit back and grab a knitted blanket Cara had made while she was pregnant with Dallas. I gently rock us and hum a tune until she starts to wiggle.

“Story, Daddy.”

I laugh and continue to rock. “Did your mama ever tell you where your middle name came from?” She shakes her head no and I cuddle up with her with a smile on my face. “Well you know how your mama and I used to sing together while you were in her tummy? One night we had just finished a show and we were about to meet the sweetest little girl named Annie. She was really sick and her dream was to meet me and my band. You remember uncle Mikey right?” She nods and gives me a big smile.

“He brings me fancy chocolates.” I chuckle and nod. After the band split up he moved to Paris and started his own record label. Alex, Jameson, Kiki and a new guy have since carried on, and I help every now and then with writing some songs.

“Yes, he does. Well, Annie came to meet us and your mother swooped her up on her lap and showed her photos. Even though she was sick she had so much hope and kindness in her little body. I wish you could have met her. She ended up going to heaven not long after we met her and when your mama found out that you were a little girl she immediately knew you had to have Anne as your middle name. She just knew you would be as sweet and kind as her.” I think back to that night. The one that changed everything for Cara and me.

“Um excuse me little miss, what are you still doing awake?”

“Mommy!” Dallas squeals before throwing the blanket off us and rushing to the door.

“Oomph careful baby girl,” my wife says, cradling our daughter in her arms while gently rubbing her swollen belly. “I leave for one weekend and all the rules go out the window I see.” I laugh then stand and place a chaste kiss on her pouty lips.

“She was missing you, and what can I say? Those big green eyes get me every time.”

“And she knows it. Don’t you baby girl?” She leans down and kisses her forehead, sighing. “It’s time for you to get some sleep, my little star,” she says gently looking down at Dallas.

“Will you sing to me Mommy?”

“Of course, but only if your daddy helps.” Dallas turns to me and I smile. See, can’t say no to her. I nod my head and take her hand leading her back to the bed. We tuck her back in, then each take a side next to her.

“So what song should we sing?” I ask Cara and she shrugs.

“I don’t know, maybe someone else has a suggestion?” She glances down at Dallas and she nods excitedly, “Oh yes. Sing me the Moon song,” she says excitedly. I groan and Cara giggles.

When Dallas was little and I was away on a tour, I would sing her a song called To The Moon. Over the years it somehow turned into her nightly song, but she hasn’t asked for it for a few years now. I sit back against the headboard and close my eyes. Cara starts to gently hum the tune and I join in with just the chorus.

 

The sun is gone and the stars are out

So darling close your eyes and don’t you pout

You’re always on my mind, so never doubt

I may be away, but I’m never far

Just livin’ my dream being a rock star

Though this is hard, you always have my heart

Pretty soon we won’t be apart

My little strawberry I’ll be there soon

Just remember Daddy loves you to the moon

 

I finish the last verse and press a kiss to her temple, gently laying her down. Her nose scrunches in her sleep and I softly laugh. I think this little girl will always run this house. Even East can’t say no to her little pout. I push Cara out of the room and gently close the door.

"How was your weekend?" I ask, pressing my hands to her cheeks, finally giving her the kiss she deserves. Before things get too heated she yawns and pulls back, resting her forehead to my chest.

“It was good. We got the final few things for Brantly.” I move my hand from her cheeks to her swollen belly where my son is kicking up a storm.

“Only a few more weeks, then we will have two little monsters running this house.” I laugh and she gives me a beaming smile.

“Sounds perfect.”

Someone clears their throat from the end of the hall and I roll my eyes.

“You better get in there; Connor and Layton have been driving me crazy with their bickering. Who cares what color the nursery is? It’s not like he’s going to be even sleeping in there until he’s two.”

She laughs, places one more kiss on my lips then waddles her way to the bedroom.

I watch her go, amazed that she's still here with us, and wipe a tear from my eye. A hand lands on my shoulder and he gives me a quick squeeze.

"I know, babe. I know," Jase says quietly, giving me a quick hug from behind, before popping in to kiss Dallas on the forehead goodnight. I watch as he gazes down at her with so much love shining in his eyes.

East coughs behind me and I turn his way. He nods his head towards the kitchen and I follow behind him. He grabs some beers from the fridge, then moves to the back door, not stopping on the porch. He must really want to talk if he’s heading down the beach to the small dock we have.

I take a seat and lie back, thanking him for the beer. He takes the spot next to me and we cheers.

“So what's on your mind, brother?” I ask him and he groans. He hates when I call him brother because Xav constantly jokes about us being brother husbands.

“Whiskey Kiss has decided they want to try movies. Someone has offered to make a movie out of their life stories. Yours and Cara’s included.” I think it over and shrug. Doesn’t sound too bad to me.

“Okay, I’m not seeing the big issue here.”

He rubs his face and then looks me in the eye. “They want Dolly on the project too.”

I choke on my beer and shake my head. “Fuck that. I never want to see that scheming rapist again.” Not long after Dallas was born, Dolly tried to blackmail us with some unseen footage of my famous sex tape. Turned out she had drugged me and was behind it all. We took her to court and she was left penniless. She’s lucky she’s not rotting in jail like Ron.

“I know and that’s what I told them… but just keep it in mind okay?”

I nod then stand from the chair. “You coming?”

He shakes his head and pulls his phone out of his pocket. “I have some calls to make. I’ll be in in a bit.”

I give him a fist bump then head back to the house. My girl is home and my guys are waiting for me in bed. I laugh and shake my head. It still seems so surreal. I once met a little girl on my birthday picking daisies, who knew our life would end up here.

With all the trials and tribulations we had to overcome, I never saw my life ending this way. Married to the love of my life, my best friend, my soulmate, my stepsister, and her other five husbands—ones I happen to love as well—but I couldn't picture it any other way. Me, a rock star, a playboy, now a father, and teaching music to autistic children. A PTSD survivor, now an advocate for abused children. A complete asshole, now the manager of Whiskey Kiss. Jase became a children’s therapist, helping Lay with the kids he sees. And two boys I taught to throw a touchdown, now own a PR company and specialize in revenge social media repair. Connor played in the NFL for a few years until he missed being away from home too much. Xav kept up with the fraternity shit until Cara had a fit about all the parties, then he switched his major to business and really thrived. I’m proud of them. All of them have really grown up, stepped up where things mattered and become some of my best friends.

Life changed us for the better and yeah times were hard. Some days we thought we would give up, but we are fighters and our love overcomes everything. One girl saved us all and our lives have been forever changed.

The End

But wait….

Did you love Whiskey Kiss?

Stay tuned for maybe a shared world spinoff coming 2023


Trigger Warning:

I’d love you all to read my book, but please be aware, it contains multiple triggers, not limited to: death/ murder, drug abuse, child abuse, bullying, PTSD, alcoholism, and suicide. There are also relationships outside the harem that may be taken as cheating to some.

If you or anyone you know is dealing with bad thoughts.

Please reach out to the National Suicide Prevention Hotline at

1-800-273-8255.
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Lies. Secrets. Betrayal.

Could there be anything worse?

How about being trapped in Hell with a man who thinks he owns me. Thanks to an archaic revenge plot with a side of prophecy.

But prophecies are meant to be broken. Right?

At least he's cute and keeps my bed warm until I escape.

And I will escape.

I will find a way out of here and back to Alistar Academy.

I will get my pound of flesh and bones.

Things are about to change. They wanted a bada$$ witch well they got one.

Watch out boys, I'm coming for you!

This is book 2 in the Alistar Academy

It is a whychoose, dark paranormal romance.

This book will be steamier than book one and have dark, satanic references.

 

Preorder today!


 

 

 

If you want to come hang out with me and talk about books, come—join my author’s group!


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Before accompanying her military husband across the United States, Amber Nicole was born and raised in upstate NY. An avid reader and baker, she always has something cooking, whether in the kitchen or in her mind. Fallen Memories was her debut novel and she has a few more books planned for this upcoming year.

She has two incredible children who help inspire her every day, and a husband that pushes her to follow her dreams. She is an animal lover and has many of her own.

Stay tuned for more from this up-and-coming author.
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