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Coming Home

––––––––
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HALLIE LANKSTIN WAS happy to be back in Wilkshire, Arizona. Having grown up in foster care, it wasn't until she was ten that someone wanted to adopt her. However, the family continually relocated when her father burned his bridges and had to seek employment. 

Wilkshire was where they had lived the longest. Albeit for only two years. She was in her Sophomore year of school when her father had burned yet another bridge. It didn't matter to her parents that she had formed a strong bond with the one person who would be her only true friend—Mallory Bingham. 

Although Hallie understood moving from one foster home to another could be worse. However, she quickly realized adoption wasn't any better. Hallie could not form a bond with her adoptive parents, so her only saving grace was having learned how to survive in the foster care system and forced herself to make do. 

Having been forced to leave Wilkshire and Mallory behind, Hallie's cruel twist of circumstance forced her to endure insurmountable odds. Although their drinking, smoking, and perversions fed her desire to leave. Hallie vowed she would leave her home and Oklahoma behind when she graduated. So, remaining faithful to her word. Never has she regretted her decision. Unfortunately, Wilkshire wasn't on the immediate horizon. Hallie needed money. 

Making ends meet became a challenge. No matter how dire the shortage of money got, Hallie's adoptive parents managed to keep themselves in liquor and cigarettes. So, even though she worked her way through school at The Burger Barn, buying groceries and paying bills usually came from her paycheck. 

That fact was a given Hallie would need to work her way to Wilkshire. Her money would only take her as far as the next city via the bus when she left town. After working in a few places with varying bosses, Hallie decided to try real estate. Then, she could be her own boss without not losing sight of her initial goal. In the end, becoming more well-rounded could serve to benefit her. In a few weeks, she landed in Amarillo, Texas.

Nonetheless, the time has passed since Hallie found her niche in real estate. Her experience and excellent reputation landed her a job with Wilkshire Realty before her arrival to town. Although, twelve years later, and a couple of failed relationships, she was, at least, financially set. No longer would she put off her dream of returning to Wilkshire. And this time, nothing or no man would get in her way. 

Thanks to electronic contracts, Hallie also purchased a condo online. She arranged her arrival to town in the evening, with her furniture arriving the following morning. 

Her avid taste for eclectic antiques was evident in her home. By the time her furniture had arrived, Hallie had everything nearly unpacked. Now, all she needed were odds-n-ends to put the finishing touches on her new home. 

Hallie decided while shopping, she would also ask around about Mallie. She just prayed her friend was still in town and had not moved away. She became intrigued while walking down the main street when a unique store caught her interest Everything Antique & Gift Shop. 

When the bell above the door rang upon opening it, a petite woman with wavy shoulder-length brown hair looked up from the rolltop desk where she had been working. "Hello. Please come in and have a look around and—"

"Mallie?"

"OMG! Is that really you, Hallie?"

"You bet. Always, Hallie and Mallie forever strong." The women hugged and cried. "I can't believe that I found you already."

"I'm so happy that you did. Wow! I'm shocked and delighted. Oh, Hallie, we have so much catching up to do. Wait just a minute." 

Mallory started for the backroom. "Tommy?" 

"Sure. What's up, boss lady?" asked the appealing short, slender man with a clean-shaved head and well-trimmed mustache.

"I'd like for you to meet my dearest friend in the world from high school, Hallie Lankstin. We were inseparable."

They shook hands. "It's nice to meet you, Tommy."

"Since it's near closing time, would you close for me?"

"Sure. No problem. I've heard a lot about you over the years, Hallie. It's great to put a face with the name. Go ahead, you two, and have a nice reunion. I hope we see more of you."

"Thank you, Tommy. I hope so. I am definitely home to stay."

"Just let me grab my handbag, and we're off to Lily's Diner, which, as you already know, is just done the street."

"Lily's Diner, where we used to go and growl about our parents?"

"That's the one. And Lily Bug is as sweet as ever, too."

§

"Hey, pal, I'm totally fried. How about you? Ready to pack it in for the day?" asked wavy blonde-haired and trim Holden Callister. He was half partner with his best friend at their own company, Callister & Rykart Title Co. 

The other partner in the company was Evan Rykart. At thirty-one, with well-trimmed black hair and a husky build, many women had tried to snag him after he divorced five years early, but none succeeded. "Without a doubt," answered Evan while closing a file. "If anything can go wrong on a contract, every one of my closures cornered the market on them today."

"I'm not far behind you. I say it's happy hour for us. How about it?"

"It beats the hell out of going home and a meal from the freezer. If we go to Jolly's, they have good appetizers for Happy Hour."

"Works for me. I'll call Mal and see if she wants to join us. She's been talking about Jolly's pastrami sandwiches for two weeks."

§

An hour later, Mallory and Hallie walked into Jolly's. "Good, I see the fellas in our usual booth in the back. Come on, I'll introduce you to Holden's best friend."

"Mallie, are you sure they'll be up for it after working all day?"

"Oh, crimany, not to worry. Come on."

"Hey, Sweet Lady," said a smiling Holden 

"Hey, yourself, Sweet Man," she answered before they kissed.

"Hi, kiddo," said Evan with a hug. 

"Back attcha, you big hunk," Mallory answered with a smile. "Fella's, I want you to meet my best friend from school, Hallie Lankstin. And this blonde hunk is my hubby, Holden."

"Nice to meet you, Hallie. You must be the gal my wife speaks of so fondly."

"Guilty. It's nice to meet you, Holden."

"And I'm Evan. Nice to meet you, Hallie," he said with a smile and wink.

"Hallie and I have been at Lily's Diner. We haven't even scratched the surface for playing catch up with each other. After all, we have a lot of ground to cover with so many lost years."

"If you don't think I'll bite, join me, Hallie," said Evan.

Hallie chuckled. "I'll have you to know, Evan Rykart, that I grew up defending myself against my foster brothers, so I'll just have to lay you out if you do."

Everyone shared a lighthearted laugh. 

"I like you, Hallie Lankstin. How about a drink? What's your poison?" asked Evan.

"If this place makes a mean margarita, it has my name on it. Frozen is a bonus."

After the guys went up to the bar to order since it was so busy, Hallie took in Jolly's desert décor. The tables, chairs, and booths were rustic in the old west style. Murals on the walls captured the beauty of the various cactus in the desert at sunset and sunrise. The atmosphere, in general, was of neighborhood camaraderie.

"It's beautiful in here, Mallie."

"Jolly's Bar & Grill has been here for about ten years now. We come here a lot, so we know the owner. Nice guy. It has an excellent reputation. And a great place to bring clients because the food is to die for, and their pastrami sandwich with lots of coleslaw. YUM."

"I'll remember that. I like to schmooze with clients in a place like this instead of the office unless it's necessary."

Evan was first to ask once the guys sat after delivering their drinks. "Are you serious about relocating here for the long term, Hallie?"

"Wilkshire is the only place where I felt comfortable. And Mallie is the best friend I have ever had. Growing up in foster care, then adopted when I was older, I never had a secure feeling anywhere." 

She shrugged. "Well, suffice to say, by the time I was adopted, I pretty much had a chip on my shoulder. Of course, life seemed to get in the way, as with everything. But I always got so lonesome for Mallie. It took me far longer than I anticipated to get home, but now that I'm here, reconnecting with Mallie is the best."

"We used to be inseparable, and no matter what, we were Hallie and Mallie forever strong," said Mallory.

"What sort of work are you looking for?" asked Holden.

"I'm a realtor. In fact, I've been settling into my new condo this week and start at Wilkshire Realty on Monday. So, I foresee working with you fellas a lot since Mallory mentioned you are partners in a title company. Shall we toast to it?" said Hallie with a huge smile.

"I would say you are spot on," said Evan. "Something tells me a whole new chapter is about to begin, folks."

They raised their glasses. "To Hallie coming home, at last," smiled Mallory. 

"I second that," said Evan while he and Hallie shared a smile.
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Well, Are You?

––––––––

[image: ]


"WELL, ARE YOU, PAL?"

"Am I what, buddy?" asked Evan.

"Horse's ass, you know what I mean? It's been a week, and all you've done is say, 'I want to ask Hallie out, but she might say no.' So, go for it and settle the dilemma one way or the other."

Evan grinned while sitting back in his office chair as he threw a wadded-up paper into the trash can. "Well, it's true. She might run the other way. And I for damn sure don't want her to, buddy. I tell you, as soon as I laid eyes on her, I knew in an instant that she was the one."

"You knew she was the one—how?"

"Instantly, she's the only woman who I've cared about getting to know in a way even I don't understand. Which, when you think about it, should scare the hell out of me, considering my track record. Instead, I want to ask her out in the worst possible way."

"Well, then, Hot Stuff, ask me. Otherwise, you won't know the answer. I could say 'Yes,' and we'll test the waters. Or, I could say, 'No, it's a no-go, Joe,'" said Hallie from the doorway of Evan's office.

"Oh, damn," he muttered, jumping up from his chair while feeling his face go flush. 

"Well, are you?" Holden chuckled.

"Hallie. I meant it. I want—"

She grinned. "Look, Hot Stuff, I'm thirty. And the last time I was on a date was months ago. Why? Because I only date a man who I genuinely like. And not because he asks me out willy-nilly. Especially if they are anything close to the guys in my foster homes. Buttheads, come to mind."

Evan laughed while sitting on the edge of his desk. "Well, then, Sexy One, are you up for dinner at a new restaurant in town? Until now, I haven't wanted to take anyone."

She opened her notebook and grabbed a pen off of his desk. "Okay, pick me up at this address: 2782 Wayward Lane—Subdivision 3—Condo 32. I'll put you on my visitation list of people, so you won't have trouble getting through the front gate."

She grinned. "And this is my phone 253_446_2588. Just in case you decide I'm not the one you want to take after all. I don't like being stood up. It tends to aggravate me to no end." Hallie ripped off the paper and handed it along with a file to him. "Here is the paperwork for the Bentley closing now in your court to finalize."

She looked at Holden. "Nice to see you, Mallie's hubby."

He chuckled. "Nice to see you, too, Hallie. You are a breath of fresh air. Indeed, you are."

Evan stood with crossed arms over his chest. "I'll get right on the Bentley file. Where in the hell have you been all my life, Sexy One?"

Hallie gave his cheek an affectionate but playful pat. "Waiting for you? See you at six, Hot Stuff."

Holden stood while stifling a chuckle when she walked out of the office. "What do you think?"

"Holy hell, buddy, she's hot."

"Damn, but you do have your hands full with that little spitfire of a package. It would appear as if Hallie lives up to what Mal has told us about her. But, pal, if you aren't interested in anything more than losing a load, you best call her cell and dump the date pronto. Because if you hurt that gal, Mal will scratch your eyes out. And that's just for starters."

"Fuck, she'll dissect my ass a quarter of an inch at a time. Your message is loud and clear, buddy."

§§§§

"Shut up and close the back door. Hallie didn't really say that, did she?"

"Oh, hell, yes," Holden answered while walking up to his wife at the kitchen counter. "Evan is in for the ride of his life if he pursues her. I already warned him you'll scratch his eyes out if he hurts her. So, tread lightly."

"Wise choice of words, baby. And that's just for starters. Hallie has been through far too much to see her hurt in any way. Life has not been kind to her. It breaks my heart. But sadly, she told me she hasn't even scratched the surface of the hell she's survived. And to think her adoptive parents didn't better her life."

"I hate to hear she's had a rough go. Not fair. I understand how it's hard for you to talk about it. I'm here when you do. Now, Sweet Lady of mine, if you would put that knife down, your husband will feel you up and possibly ravage you before dinner."

Mallory stopped slicing a tomato then turned around in her country-style kitchen that looked like it was used in the 50s. She wiped her hands. "Okay, Sweet Man, if you feel me up, then I will get just as touchy-feely with your lovely and sexy anatomy," she said while cupping his crotch. "Nice. I like."

"Fuck. With moves like that, you can have your way with my anatomy. And that you think it is sexy will give you an added bonus," he said while pulling his wife's T-shirt over her head. Then Holden unsnapped her bra. "Mmmm, your tits are nothing short of sexy suckalicious, Mrs. Callister."

She unzipped his Levi's. "And I must say the same thing about your cock-of-plenty that I crave all the time. It matters not how much I indulge in all the satisfaction it gives me."

Holden hoisted his wife onto the butcher block counter, then rubbed her nubs with his thumbs. "Talk like that has your indulgence standing at attention." He leaned in for a kiss. "Put dinner on hold. I need my wife."

"Music to my ears and my hoochie-wa-wa."

Holden suckled while reaching inside the leg of her shorts to slide a finger inside her thong. "Ahhh, hoochi-wa-wa heaven. I’m in a most favorable place."

"What are you going to do about it?"

"This," he said, massaging her glory-button. "Give it to me." 

Mallory leaned back on her arms and arched her back. "My tits and hoochi-wa-wa are so turned on right now."

"Get ready to fly," he whispered, then flicked his tongue on her nipple before taking her breast into his mouth while sliding a finger inside her hooch-wa-wa.

"Mmmm, damn, this is heaven. And I haven't even treated myself to your hard indulgence, baby."

"It's all about timing, Sweet Lady. Right now, I want to feel your creamy satisfaction."

"Oh... Sweet Man... creamy perfection," she rasped while thrusting against his fingers.

After she climaxed, Holden held her to him and shoved the hair off her sweaty brow. "Nice, Mrs. Callister."

"Take me to the maneater chair," she said in a raspy voice. "You have my glory-button revved again for your sweet indulgence."

"And I won't even ask you to beg. I'm willing to give Sweet Lady what she demands." Then he carried them into the family room. After helping her shed the shorts and thong, Holden shimmied out of his Levi's and boxers, then flopped on the chair. "Okay, come to Papa."

§§§§

"The deep purple and white décor are elegant are beautiful, Ev. It has a cozy and appealing ambiance, from the antiques to crystal chandeliers." She grinned while sipping her wind. "One might say romantic, even."

He traced his finger over her hand. "Romantic, indeed. Especially since I'm with a woman that has me spellbound." 

"I'm glad. More so since you didn't decide to stand me up. I'd have wondered what could have changed your mind in such a short time. I would have been wounded."

A cocky grin crossed Evan's face while he sipped his wine. "You know, I have a feeling that had I stood you up or even canceled that Mallory would have my hide a layer at a time."

"You can count on it, Sexy One. Hallie and Mallie strong forever."

"It's great that you two still have a great bond after all these years apart. You mentioned growing up in foster homes and how it wasn't the best of times. Tell me about it. I mean, if you don’t mind my asking."

"All I know about my real parents is why I ended up in the system. They were heavy into drugs and alcohol. So, I got bounced around foster care. Mallie and I were always close. But after I was adopted, life didn't change all that much. It was just different and certainly less than warm and fuzzy."

"Were you mistreated?"

"Let me just say, if I hadn't stood my ground, dear Daddy would have had his way with me." 

"Damn. And your mother. Was she aware?"

"She lived in oblivion most of the time. As far as knowing. I'm fairly sure she did, considering our lifestyle. Truthfully, I'm not sure why they adopted me. I never felt wanted. For the most part, all we did was co-exist. Now, they're out of sight, out of mind." Hallie looked him in the eye. "I will never... and I mean never treat a child of mine should I'm blessed with any, the way I was treated. If I learned anything in this life, showing love and receiving it is a precious gift not to be taken for granted."

"I couldn't agree more, Hallie. Listening to what your life has been like is why I believe we hit it off from the get-go. I spent my fair share of time in foster care as well."

"I'm so sorry you endured any part of that life. At least, we can identify since there is a link between us. How did you do in the lovely system?"

He reached for her hand. "I never knew my parents."

"Life can be cruel," she said with an ornery expression of shock.

"Yep. The foster home I spent more time in than any was the worst. It was clear they were in it for the measly money they got. The foster dad was a bastard and functioning alcoholic because he could blow smoke up anyone's ass. Which, I'm fairly certain it helped him play the system. Of course, I didn't do myself any favors at school either."

"And what about the woman in the foster home?"

He snickered. "When I was fourteen, maybe fifteen, the mother of my foster mother kept coming on to me. Hell, I was horny as hell then. If a guy that age doesn't have a boner ninety percent of the time, he must be castrated. But she made it hard to keep it in my pants. Let me just say that no way did Amanda look as if she was anyone's mother. She would constantly give me a peek show with her mini dresses hiked up practically to her who-ha."

Hallie chuckled. "Oh, I must agree that sounds spot-on. The visual had to have been hard on the system at your age."

Evan shook his head, grinning. "Yeah, well, hard as it was, I never let her get to me. Of course, a couple of girls at school liked to have a good time. So, my buddies and I got our fair share. But I for damn sure didn't take their word that they were on birth control. I made sure to wear a glove at all times. Otherwise, no bump-n-grind."

"You rascal," she said while sipping her wine.

"Yeah. I will admit, I was that. And cocky as hell on top of randy for a nub-rub. I was also ready to fight at the drop of a hat. Holden and I became friends at fifteen when we had the same History class. He helped me to get my shit together."

"How did you end up with your partnership?"

"We neither one wanted to flip burgers, or have a dead-end job, so we set out to make our mark. Both of us have a good head for figures. And to tell you the truth, we just sort of got into it because Holden's dad worked at a title company. Although our business didn't come without sacrifice. We worked damn hard by putting ourselves out there to the realtors. It paid off in the end. Hell, I couldn't ask for a better friend and partner. He's tops. And Mallory is like a sister I would have adored having."

"It's incredible, Ev, how much we have in common."

"May I take your order, folks?"

"That would be nice," said Hallie.

An hour and a half later, they stood at her doorstep. "Well, Hallie Lankstin, I am delighted I did not stand you up or wiggle my way out of our date. I had a hell of a good time tonight. And you?"

"I've enjoyed getting to know the man behind your killer smile and sexy eyes. Of course, I believe it also has something to do with our similar upbringing. I feel as if I've known you much longer."

He leaned into the doorjamb. "You know, in the past, this is where I'd try having my way with a lady. But not you, Sexy One. I'd like to get to know you from your pixie blonde hair, sexy body, and a smile that begs to be explored. And I'd be a fool not to appreciate you thinking I have a killer smile and sexy eyes. Nonetheless, I believe you could whoop my ass if I got out of line. So, how about going out on Saturday night?"

"That works for me, Ev."

"Good. How about we wing it and do what we feel like at the time? I've never been one to over plan."

Hallie smoothed her hand over the front of his shirt. "Me either. You know, Ev Rykart, I must go on the books as saying after chatting tonight, I like you exceedingly well. That being the case, I should like to consider this night our fourth or tenth date. How about you?"

"Honey, I agree. So, if our fourth date is in the bag, then that means I get a juicy goodnight kiss?"

"Oh, you best believe it."

Evan pulled her into his embrace, where they melted into a kiss, which quickly became needy.

Hallie held his bum close while the kiss deepened. 

In turn, Evan held her bum, so she could feel his growing hard-on. When it broke off, and they were breathless, their foreheads met. "Damn, the hell with date ten, I'm ready to move right past a dozen," he said in a hoarse voice while cupping a breast.

She cupped his crotch. "I've had no sex in eight months, one week."

"Six months, two weeks for me."

"Will you think me a loose woman with no scruples if I invite you in to get even more familiar, Hot Stuff?"

"Sexy One, the last thing you are is a loose woman." He took a curled finger and put an unruly strand of hair in place. "You are a lady who has fought your way to a good life. And the fact that it's been months for us both to have been celibate means that we don't sleep around. Just as important, I genuinely like and respect the woman I'm holding in my arms. I do want to know you in all areas. As much as I'd like to come in and get damn familiar, how about we live with the anticipation a little longer. I don't want to mess this up. Does that work for you?"

"In so many ways, that works for me. How about Saturday night, you come here, and I'll make my famous enchiladas? And we'll do damage to a pitcher of knock-your-socks-off margaritas? Then I'll have my way with you?" She let out a guttural chuckle while cupping his crotch again. "Or you have your way with me? I'm not one to split hairs. No, not with you, Ev Rykart. Something tells me there could be some hot phone sex in the making as well."

"Damn, and this is only Wednesday."

"Anticipation, Hot Stuff. Let's ​make an earlier dinner—two p.m.?"

"Make it noon."

"I can go with that."

He backed away. "You know, I have a feeling we are in for the ride of our lives."

"Oh, I do hope so. I certainly do."
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CHAPTER 3
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You Go, Girl

––––––––
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"SHUT THE BACK DOOR. So, you guys really hit it off then. That is so totally cool, Hallie."

"Mallie, I've never... ever been so turned on by a man before," she said with dreamy eyes. "Ev is so sexy. And he isn't full of himself like many men are who know they're hot."

"I'm happy for you," Mallory said with misty eyes. "It's one thing that you're here, but to also be ga-ga over my hubby's best friend. It's awesome."

"I agree. It's beyond awesome."

"I don't go into the Everything until later this morning, so I'm glad you could come over for coffee. We can talk better here than at Lily's. We got too many interruptions yesterday."

"True. It was wonderful reconnecting with Lily. She's the grandma everyone always hopes they could have. Even though I left so many years ago, it's like coming home."

"For sure. How is work going?"

"I can't complain. It will take a while to get into the swing of things in a new office. Also, to get familiar with Arizona laws. But so far, everyone there has been great. I have a showing at 1:00. Wilkshire has grown a lot, but I'm navigating fairly well."

"I know Patti, the broker, very well. She's a great gal. I can see you getting on with each other."

"I got that impression too. At least, financially, I'm in a good place. I did well in Amarillo, so I bought my condo and have a nice chunk in the bank."

"I'm glad. More coffee?" asked Mallory, lifting a coffee pod.

"No. I'm good. If I have any more, I'll be in orbit."

Mallory sat opposite her friend on a chair. "Hallie, how was it for you? Don't bullshit me either. You talked a lot about the kids you were the system with, but I'm sure there is more."

Hallie got glassy-eyed and shrugged. "It was okay to a point. Although I was always on my guard when at home."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, remember when I used to tell you that Leo ogled me from when they first adopted me?"

"Yes. Huh! Oh, crimany." Mallory's mouth gaped, "He didn't... you know?"

"The bastard tried. And it had nothing to do with being a good daddy. Every chance he got when we were alone, he tried to put his hands on me." Hallie's tears fell. "Sometimes I'd wake to his finger-fucking me when I started getting boobs."

"Holy fucking rooster! What did you do? And him, the bastard. Did he force you? Did you say anything to Vonnie?"

Hallie wiped at her tears. "Vonnie always took Leo's side. If she saw the fucker getting friendly, he would grin and say, 'I'm happy that my little girl is growing into a young woman.' And at eleven, who was I to question the right and wrong of what he said? Besides, I grew up surviving the best way I knew how. When I was about twelve, he got his thrills at my expense when he made me climax. Damn, Mallie. It got to where he'd jerk-off with one hand, and finger fuck me with the other." Hallie bent over and cradled her head as sobs came. "It was horrible, Mallie."

Mallory got up and went over to hug her, then she cried too. When their tears stopped, she asked. "Oh, honey, I'm so-so sorry. Did you tell someone to make him stop?"

She shook her head. "As I got older, I began to realize what he did to me was not how a dad was supposed to be with his daughter. More so after he made me climax. Since I kept to myself, I had no friends to ask if their fathers did it to them. Nor did I have anyone I could turn to either who would believe me. "She shrugged. "Had I said anything, it would have been my word against the dad who wanted a kid so badly that he and Vonnie adopted one. I was ten years old then, so my mind had been programmed not to tattle-tell, or I would get knocked down a peg or two. I learned to suck it up and say nothing from my years of surviving the system that failed me."

Hallie snuffled. "So, no matter what life threw at me, I clammed up, did what was expected. I didn't get along with many of my foster siblings, so I talked to no one. Fudge. As I said, I got smacked around a few times. I knew I was in for one because it always stemmed from knocking the crap out of my foster brothers. Or my foster parents yelled at me for the least little thing."

"Did he ever stop?"

"Yeah. But it wasn’t until I got my first period. The creep got mad as hell when he realized I wore a pad." She grinned. "I only knew to use a pad because of shows I saw on TV and overhearing other girls talk about it at school. At least they saved me from going to Vonnie in a panic about why I was bleeding."

"Hold the fried spuds. What an eye-opener for the bastard."

"Yeah. Even though I had painful periods, I was thankful that the first one did the job. It was worth the pain. And the mess on his hand when he got the surprise was nothing short of glorious. Still, I could brush it off since he didn't touch me afterward. At the time, I didn't know why he stopped. I could only speculate that he was afraid I would tell someone the older I got. Also, Vonnie couldn't have kids, but he could. The last thing he would have wanted was to knock me up. So, he stopped coming to me. It was a few months before we moved here."

Hallie sighed. "You saw when we lived here. I could never get close to Vonnie. They both drank a lot. Hell, they could easily polish off a bottle of vodka or gin, her favorite, in an evening. Believe me, I thought many times about leaving. I knew they'd just find me and force me home."

Hallie sat back. "While Leo broke me in with his finger fucks, let's just say that was a prelude to my sex education. Of course, the S-O-B still ogled me, even though he didn't touch me. The drunker they got, the freer they were and screwed everywhere in the house. Nothing modest about them. In some ways, I think they enjoyed flaunting their appetites."

"Seriously?"

"Huh. Either Leo was sucking-pussy, or Vonnie was sucking-dick."

Mallory shook her head in sadness. "Damn, I cannot believe the life you've been forced to live, my friend. Why didn't you say something to me, Hallie? All that time, you never said a word about it. Did you think I'd tell and get you into trouble?"

"No. I was just too embarrassed. And as I said, by the time we moved here, Leo had stopped. I was programmed not to say anything. Be quiet and suck it up. When things got rough, I kept telling myself someone else had it worse than me. At least, I had a roof over my head and food in my mouth. I say that sparingly since there was not a lot of money to go around after their hooch and cigarettes. Most of my paycheck from the burger place I worked at paid for food and bills." 

Hallie shrugged with puckered lips. "That was my life, Mallie. I vowed to leave the horrible place behind when I finished school. So, on June 14th, I graduated. By that night, I took a bus out of town and never looked back."

The two friends held each other and cried. 

§§§§

"Issie, I'm off to meet with Hallie—the new realtor at Wilkshire Realty," said Evan. "Since I need to touch base with Dan at the recorder's office, I'll stop by her office. More than likely, it will be time to close up. So, my lovely, I'm out of here. Although, if anything pops up, call me. I guess that's it. See you tomorrow."

Fifty-year-old Issie was a lovely lady with salt and pepper hair and a bit thick around the middle. However, she was dedicated to Evan. Issie had been with him for over twelve years. "You got it, boss. Dottie and I'll lock up, so go on and have a good evening."

Evan was directed to Hallie's office a few minutes later. It reflected her eclectic taste. He grinned. "Sexy One, this office just says, Hallie lives here. I like it. Comfy cozy suits you."

She smiled when looking up from her computer to peer over the top of her reading glasses. "Hot Stuff. I like this. It's only Thursday, and here you are." She nodded. "Come in and close the door."

"With pleasure."

When he turned to face her, she had gotten up and leaned her backside against the desk. Hallie had crossed her arm around her middle. "I do hope you came for more than the Murdock file, Ev. Especially considering where my thoughts have strayed to this afternoon."

Evan walked over to her with a seductive smile. "Oh, believe me, mine have strayed as well. I suddenly find myself most needy before Saturday. A hell of a lot more now that I'm here with you." 

He cradled her face for a kiss that turned steamy. "Damn, but that packed a wallop."

"I have a roast with all the essentials cooking in my crockpot as we speak, Ev. So, dinner at six," she said, then licked her lips. "Mmmm, I do love peppermint. Makes me tingle in the right places."

"Does it now?"

"Oh, yes."

"And whatever that perfume is your wearing has my nether region doing a happy dance."

"Dinner whenever we get hungry. The crockpot will hold. But I can't," she said in a raspy voice. "I'd like to investigate the happy dance for myself."

He searched her face. "I've never felt so good, Hallie. Which, considering I have an ex-wife, who never had this effect on me, is something to ponder."

"Ex-wives do have their strong points."

He chuckled. "And that is?"

"That’s just it. The ex is in the rearview mirror—history, Hot Stuff."

"Indeed, she is. How about I pick up the file you have for me, which I must add could have been sent electronically, but—"

"Electronically is overrated."

"I agree. Although I do need to hit the recorder's office. How about I be at your place in an hour... give or take?"

"Done." She pulled him close by his shirt front. "I need sustenance between now and then. And this is a satisfying way to start."

"Satisfying to the max," he said in a hoarse voice. "I do like the welcome, Sexy One."

She licked her lips. "Then do ponder the satisfactory ending since this is a starter kiss."
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CHAPTER 4
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The Link Between Us

––––––––
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AFTER TAKING A QUICK shower and applying lotion, Hallie chose a summer caftan with an elastic bodice. While double-checking that she looked satisfactory, Evan knocked at the door, so she rushed to answer it. "I do like my man showing up early," she said, grabbing his shirt front to pull him toward her. "Now, get in here, Hot Stuff."

After another sweltering kiss, Evan kicked the door shut with his foot while tightening his hold. When it ended, he rubbed his curled index finger over the swell of her breast. "Sexy One, I do adore this well-placed heart birthmark just begging for some TLC."
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