
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Crazy Stupid Love

        

        
        
          Crazy Love, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Melissa Toppen

        

        
          Published by Author Melissa Toppen, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CRAZY STUPID LOVE

    

    
      First edition. April 19, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Melissa Toppen.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1524278601

    

    
    
      Written by Melissa Toppen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Sometimes falling in love is more than just crazy, it's downright stupid... Embrace the madness.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue




[image: ]




DECKLAN

Screams, that’s all I can hear. The shrill cries of a woman that pierces my ears with so much intensity the ringing in my head becomes nearly unbearable, the pressure between my temples threatening to explode at any moment. 

Distant voices filter into the chaos of white noise and random muffled tones seem to seep their way in from a distant place. I don’t recognize any of them. Except one...the screaming woman, her I know. 

My body becomes weightless, lifting from the ground as if to float away. 

Am I dying? 

Am I already dead? 

I can’t be...there’s too much pain. It radiates from everywhere. I can feel it coursing through my limbs, demanding to be felt. 

Please make it stop.

I just want it to go away. 

I can’t take it.

It’s too much.

Then I remember...

My eyes dart open, searching frantically. He’s here. He’s right here. 

Where is he?

“Conner,” I manage to say, but my voice is broken and not audible over the bustle of unrecognizable people that seem to close in around me.

“Where’s Conner?” I try again, this time my voice managing to catch the attention of a man next to me, his face unrecognizable through my blurred, distorted vision.

“He’s responding.” I hear the voice say to another.

“We’ve got you, son.” Another voice.

“Conner,” I demand more forcefully, still too disoriented to know who I am speaking to.

“We’ve got you.” I hear again.

Why is no one answering me? 

Where are they taking me?

My mind may not be able to process what is happening but somehow it already seems to know. Conner’s gone... I just know it. I can feel it; like losing a part of myself. 

I want to scream, demand that I see him, but I’m a prisoner to this body. This damaged broken body that has no fight left in it.

I silently close my eyes and let the darkness take me. 

It’s where I belong. 

It’s where I’ve always belonged.
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Chapter One
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KIMBER

I knew I shouldn’t have come here tonight. I don’t know why I let my roommate and her crazy best friend drag me all the way to Portland, let alone dress me in this tight little cocktail dress that makes it feel difficult to breathe normally. I guess it’s my feeble attempt to feel like I’m a part of something; to fit in. But now as I sit here watching the two girls grind on any man within a ten-foot radius of them, it’s blindingly clear that fitting in is not something I am doing.

It’s been nearly two months since I moved to Oregon, and I still feel like such an outsider. Even still, I do my best not to seem too out of place sitting at a round high-top table all by myself in the back of a hopping bar, sipping virgin strawberry daiquiris like I am not the biggest loser in the world. 

To say a bar named Deviants is out of my comfort zone is a major understatement. With dark walls, wild lights, and the most elaborate looking glass bar, I can honestly say I have never stepped foot inside of somewhere even remotely similar to this. Places like this don’t exist in the tiny town I grew up in, at least not that I was ever aware of. Of course, I had blinders on for most of my life, thanks to my overprotective parents who kept me, from what I am now learning, quite sheltered.

It wasn’t an easy decision leaving my home in West Virginia, let alone moving to the opposite side of the country, but I knew if I wanted any chance of becoming my own person I had to do it. 

My parents’ were furious  and while things are still not okay with us, we are at least on speaking terms again.  Of course, they refused to pay for even one dime of my tuition. Luckily I worked my butt off in high school and graduated at the top of my class, earning myself quite a hefty Art scholarship to The University of Oregon. A far cry from the legal or medical degree my parents’ dreamed I would pursue.

I shake my head and hold up my drink when my roommate Harlee waves for me to join her on the dance floor. She rolls her eyes and throws me an annoyed glare but is quickly distracted when a dark-haired man steps up behind her and begins rubbing his crotch into her backside. I can’t help but cringe slightly. I don’t see the fun in having random sweaty strangers rub up all over you like that.

“Could you be any lamer?” Angel, Harlee’s wild-haired best friend startles me with her sudden presence.

“I’m not lame.” I huff. “I’m people watching.” I take a long sip of my icy drink, pushing my dark blonde waves behind my shoulders as I straighten my posture.

“Like I said, lame.” She jumps slightly when a man who looks to be at least thirty slides in behind her, setting a beer and a multicolored shot in front of her despite the fact that she’s not legally old enough to drink; none of us are.

Giving me a wicked smile, she raises the shot glass to her lips and tips it back, draining the liquid in seconds. 

“Delicious,” she hisses, wiping her lips with the back of her hand before turning in the man’s arms. 

Locking her hands around the back of his neck, she pulls him into a kiss so heated it makes me blush slightly just being near them.

“Get a room,” I mumble under my breath, turning my eyes away from the indecency taking place just to my right.

I have only been around Angel a handful of times, but I have her pretty figured out at this point. She’s not all that picky when it comes to men and loves being the center of attention. Everywhere she goes she feeds off of it.  

If her black hair with bright blue streaks doesn’t give it away, her short skirts and barely-there shirts definitely prove that she likes turning heads. She has most definitely turned the head of the man now lapping his tongue up her neck reminding me more of a dog than an actual human being.

Harlee isn’t much different though she tends to be a little more subtle about it. Instead of crazy colors, she sports almost platinum blonde hair that hangs nearly to her waist, and her preferred outfits of choice are tight little tube dresses or yoga pants that leave very little to the imagination. 

Either way, I couldn’t be more different than the two girls I let drag me nearly an hour and a half from campus on a Saturday night. Truth be told, I have yet to really meet anyone who doesn’t value the very same things they do. I most definitely feel like I am in the minority. I guess it just stems back to how I was raised.

Don’t get me wrong, a part of me wants to lash out, go completely crazy and just live life like these girls do. I just don’t know that I have it in me. I’m trying. I’m trying to push myself out of my comfort zone, out of the contained little bubble my parents’ kept me prisoner in for so long, but even when I do it seems like I just end up doing exactly what I’m doing now.

“Why don’t you join us, Kimber?” Angel leans forward and snags her beer from the table, taking a long drink before turning her gaze back to me.

“I’m good,” I insist, realizing very quickly that I am going to have to be the one to drive Angel’s car home as she lifts the bottle to her lips again.

“Suit yourself.” She grabs the hand of the man behind her and bounces off towards the dance floor, towing him with her.

She’s gone no more than sixty seconds when I look up and lock eyes with an approaching male, a sleazy looking twenty-something who quickly slides up next to me. 

“You look like you could use a drink,” he says, and he’s not the first person to approach me tonight saying almost the exact same thing.

“I’m good.” I smile politely, trying not to tense when he leans in closer.

“Oh come on, honey. Let me buy you a real drink,” he insists. He skirts his hand along my lower back as he steps in closer and nods towards my near empty daiquiri.

“Really. I’m good here,” I insist, leaning to the right trying to put a little distance between us.

“You sure? Looks to me like you could use some loosening up.” He breathes, his hot beer-scented breath dancing across my face.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I say as I slide from the stool, my sudden movement causing the man to topple forward slightly. “I think my friend needs me.” I don’t look back as I make a v-line towards the front door, hoping the man doesn’t follow me.

Weaving in and out of the various people that crowd the room, I let out a loud exhale the moment the fresh night air fills my lungs. Stepping to the edge of the sidewalk, I slide down onto the curb, careful to keep my backside covered in this tiny dress as I do. Stretching my legs out in front of me, I ignore the multiple conversations taking place to my right where several people have gathered to smoke.

I take another deep inhale and let it out slowly, looking to my left when I spot someone leaning against a motorcycle parked on the side of the road. My eyes land on a pair of black boots first then dark ripped jeans as they climb higher. A tight fitted V-neck t-shirt reveals rippling muscles below the thin fabric and causes me to take a shaky breath as my eyes continue upward.

The moment the man’s face comes into view all the air leaves my body. His full lips wrap around a cigarette held loosely in his hand and he takes a hard drag, smoke billowing from his mouth seconds later. 

I’m immediately drawn to his wild sexy hair, the way the dark blond strands are pushed to the side haphazardly with a large chunk falling in front of one of his eyes. His jaw is strong and prominent even hidden below the mass of short dark stubble that covers his incredibly handsome face. I would guess him in his mid to late twenties.

He takes another drag of his cigarette, completely oblivious to the fact that I have not taken my eyes off him. He stares blankly ahead, his features drawn and hard like he’s deep in thought.

I don’t know what it is about him, but just looking at him rattles me. It’s not his looks, the attraction is obvious, it’s more about his presence; how even though he’s standing completely alone he seems to command the very world that surrounds him.

He lets out another smoky exhale before dropping his cigarette to the ground, crushing the burning tip under the sole of his boot. Flipping his eyes to the side, the moment they meet mine I feel like I have been transported to some alternate reality; the ground beneath me seeming to shift on its very axis. He’s even more breathtaking from the front.

I may not be promiscuous like Harlee or Angel, but that doesn’t mean I’m immune to men, it just takes a lot more than a look to get me all riled up, or it usually does anyway. Something about sitting in this man’s gaze has me feeling a variation of things I’m not certain I have ever really felt before; lust being the most prominent feeling of them all.

His deep gray eyes study me for a long moment, the air so thick between us I feel like I might suffocate under the weight. I open my mouth, feeling like I need to say something. Before I can even muster up the courage to speak he breaks the connection, turning his eyes forward as he pushes away from the bike and heads back inside the bar.

I sit glued to the sidewalk for several long seconds before reality seems to resurface. What was that all about? Trying to shake off the feeling the sexy stranger has left me with, I decide it’s time get back inside and find my friends so I can get the hell out of here. 

The moment I re-enter Deviants, I head straight towards the dance floor catching the eyes of Harlee as I approach who throws her hands up in excitement at the sight of me.

“It’s about time, bitch!” she slurs, wrapping an arm around the back of my neck.

“Can we go?” I push up on my tiptoes and yell into her ear over the music pounding from the speakers just feet from us.

“Why?” She pulls back and hits me with sad puppy dog eyes. 

While Harlee may be a bit of a wild child, she also has a huge heart. I know if I insist on leaving, she will agree; even if it is reluctantly. She’s gone way out of her way to make me feel welcome and to include me, and I know she wouldn’t go through the trouble if she didn’t care.

“It’s nearly midnight,” I shout, tapping my wrist to indicate the time.

“Thirty more minutes,” she mouths, pouting out her lip for good measure. 

Not wanting to be the person who ruins her good time, I sigh and nod, knowing that if I want any chance at reinventing myself, I’m going to have to suck it up every now and again and deal with situations I don’t want to be in. I never dreamed how different life would be in Oregon versus West Virginia. It’s almost like living on a different planet entirely.

A wide smile cracks across her pretty face, and she pulls me into a tight hug, causing me to have to turn my head to avoid my face going directly into her chest. Harlee towers over me, standing around 5’9” which puts her about a full head taller than me. 

Managing to squiggle out of her grasp, I point towards the bar, mouthing that I’m going to be there. She nods and then spins towards Angel, throwing her hands up above her head as she resumes bouncing around the dance floor.

I keep my gaze down as I cross towards the sleek glass bar that stretches almost the entire length of the left side wall, purposely wanting to avoid another encounter with the gray eyes that still have my stomach twisted in all sorts of knots.

I slide into the first open stool I can find, which happens to be squeezed between a large bald man and an older woman clearly trying to appear younger than she actually is. I wave my hand trying to catch the attention of the bartender who appears to be looking in every direction but mine.

He crosses the length of the bar sliding drinks to various customers as he goes. I can’t help but be impressed by his skills. It’s almost like he was bred to tend bar, as ridiculous as that sounds.

He’s an attractive man: dark hair that’s shaved underneath and a little longer on top, wearing ripped jeans and a fitted t-shirt that clings to his clearly muscular body, and just the right amount of facial hair covering his handsome face; pretty much the exact opposite of my type. The type I usually date anyway; well the one I dated. 

I guess considering I have only ever dated Garrett, I can’t say I really have a usual type. Just the type my parents’ deemed acceptable. I guess that’s why I spent three years of my life dating a man I’m not even sure I liked.

I make one more attempt to snag the bartender’s attention before finally settling back into my stool, deciding to wait until he comes my way to ask for a glass of water. Pulling my cell phone out of the small purse draped over my shoulder, I unlock the screen and double check my messages, sighing loudly when I see Garrett has called twice despite the fact that I have asked him repeatedly to give me some time.

Locking the phone I shove it forcefully back into my bag, not feeling up to dealing with his antics at the present moment. 

“Let me guess, your boyfriend is upset that you’re out with friends.” A smooth deep voice pulls my attention forward. 

I freeze the moment my eyes lock on the gray ones that held me so completely captive outside just a few short minutes ago. I take in a ragged inhale, not prepared for how incredible he looks looming just across the bar from me.

I knew he was attractive, but seeing him like this— shrouded under the dim lights— he’s more than just another handsome face. There is something so haunted behind those incredible eyes. 

It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that this man is trouble. It seeps from his very pores like an invisible warning label. He’s exactly the type of man I know with complete certainty would break any girl who was foolish enough to offer him her heart.

“I... Um...” I stutter over my words, feeling the heat rush to my cheeks. “I don’t have a boyfriend.” I breathe, the words barely audible over the loud music and busy chatter of the crowd.

“No?” He cocks his head to the side, his eyes narrowing in on my face. “Surprising.” He sets an empty glass in front of me, proceeding to fill it with ice and then water.

“How did you...” I start, but he doesn’t allow me to finish.

“You’ve been drinking virgin daiquiris all night, and from what I can tell, you’re dying to get the hell out of here. I took a guess.” He gestures to the water.

I try to seem completely unaffected by the fact that he’s clearly been watching me, at least enough to know what I’ve been drinking. Honestly, just the thought causes my stomach to twist in knots and sends my heart galloping inside of my chest.

“Good guess,” I observe, lifting the glass hesitantly to my lips before taking a small drink, just needing a reason not to speak considering how flustered I feel.

“You work here?” I ask, slowly lowering the glass back to the bar, trying to figure out how in the world I would have missed him behind the bar considering I have spent a good deal of my night watching the people that were crowding it.

“No, I just randomly pretend I do so I can talk to beautiful women,” he says, tilting his head back on a light laugh when he sees I take him at his word. “I’m kidding.” He shakes his head, his smile revealing perfectly straight white teeth.

“Oh.” I flush again, embarrassed by how gullible I must seem but even more affected by the fact that he just implied he finds me beautiful.

“Yo, Deck.” The bartender steps up next to the man in front of me, resting his hand on his shoulder as he leans in to say something under his breath. 

Immediately his gray eyes dart towards the stage where the D.J. is set up, scouring the crowd before apparently finding what he’s looking for. 

“You’ll have to excuse me...” He turns his attention back to me the moment the bartender walks away. 

“Kimber,” I answer, realizing he’s waiting for my name.

“Kimber,” he says the name slowly, smiling with the way it flows from his lips. “It was nice talking to you, Kimber.”

“You, too,” I say, not getting a chance to say anymore before he’s heading out from behind the bar, immediately disappearing into the crowd.

I turn my eyes to the left just in time to see Harlee skipping towards me, spinning mid-hop managing to bump into a few annoyed people in the process before finally reaching me.

“Best night ever!” she exclaims, dropping her arm over my shoulder. “Angel, girl let’s get this show on the road,” she screams behind her, moments before Angel appears.

My stomach immediately drops when I realize they are ready to leave. I was all but begging my way out of here twenty minutes ago, and now the last thing I want to do is leave. I didn’t even get a chance to ask him his name, other than hearing the bartender refer to him as Deck. 

The weird thing is I can’t figure out why I even care. It’s not like I plan on ever coming back here again. Though the idea of doing just that definitely crosses my mind as I follow Angel and Harlee out of the bar, unable to resist glancing behind me one last time in hopes of catching just one more glimpse of the man who quite literally rendered me speechless.
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Chapter Two
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DECKLAN

“Seriously dude, again with this shit.” I kick Gavin’s leg nudging him awake. “How many times have I asked you to take your shit home?” I hover over him as he fights to pry his eyes open, the brunette passed out across his chest not even budging. “This is our place of business, not a fucking motel.”

“Drank too much. Couldn’t drive.” He finally manages to get his eyes open enough to peer down at the naked woman on top of him.

“Then you should have put her ass in a cab and crashed upstairs,” I say, referring to the apartment above the bar that has been my home for the past four years. 

I moved up there after me and Gavin sunk every dime we had into buying this bar, unable to afford the lease on the building and a place to live at the same time. Of course, back then it was a complete dump. Nothing like the hot spot Gavin and I have managed to turn it into. I could have moved out a long time ago, but honestly, it’s not a bad space, and I like being so close in case anything happens.

“And crash on that lumpy ass couch of yours.” Gavin stretches, sliding the woman from his chest as he pushes into a sitting position. 

“And this is any better? You realize how many nasty fuckers walk on this floor?” 

“Yeah, but at least down here I have something to make the sleeping arrangements more accommodating. Man, she’s out,” he says, gesturing to the woman now lying face down on the floor. “Besides, it’s not like you haven’t done it before.”

“Fucked in here, yes. Slept on this nasty ass floor, fuck no.” I shake my head. “Shay hasn’t even cleaned yet. You’re literally laying in filth.” 

“Just the way I like it.” He smirks, nudging the woman next to him. “Hey. Hey.” He repeats, shaking her by the shoulder. 

She lets out a small groan but makes no attempt to move. 

“Hey.” He continues shaking. “You gotta go...” He pauses. “Fuck, dude, I don’t know her name.” He laughs, scratching the side of his head.

“I don’t give a fuck what her name is; get her the fuck out of here,” I demand, stepping past them to slide behind the bar and gather the money from the previous night’s business. 

Laying the cash on the counter, I immediately grab a lowball glass and the nearest whiskey bottle, pouring the liquid to the rim before putting the bottle back. Raising the glass to my lips, I take a deep inhale and then pour the contents down my throat. The burn is horrific but just what I need; something to dull me a bit.

Waking up is always my least favorite part of the day. That’s when everything comes flooding back. It gets easier as the day progresses and I have time to numb it away, but then the next morning it returns full force, same as the last.

Deciding I’m going to need one more, I fill the glass again, my eyes following Gavin as he half carries the still drunk girl towards the bar.

“You could fucking help me,” he grunts, sliding the woman onto a bar stool. 

She immediately leans forward, groaning loudly as she rests her forehead against the bar in front of her.

“I’m not the one that stuck my dick in her.” I shake my head before lifting the glass back to my lips, the second drink going down much smoother than the first.

“Whatever dick. Can you at least call a cab?” He slides onto the stool next to her, lifting my glass to his nose. “Starting off with the hard shit today, that can’t be good,” he observes.

“I promised Mom I would meet her and Trey for lunch. I don’t know why I even fucking agreed to it. I know exactly how it’s going to go.” I sigh, considering pouring a third drink but quickly deciding against it. I do have to drive after all.

“Then why did you?” he questions, knowing how difficult the relationship between me and my older brother has been over the past few years.

“Because she’s my mother, one of the only people in my family that doesn’t treat me like I’m just a piece of fucking scum the world would be better off without. At least for my sake, she pretends not to feel that way.” The thought has me pouring another drink despite my decision to call it at two.

The moment the liquid seers my throat I feel my nerves start to calm; the potency of the whiskey making everything a bit more tolerable.

“So are you going to tell me who that girl was, the one I saw you staring at all night? I gotta say I’m surprised she wasn’t doing the walk of shame out of your apartment this morning.” He laughs, signally that I pour him a shot from the bottle still sitting in front of me.

“One, it wasn’t like that. I was just really fucking intrigued by what someone like her was doing here. She seemed so out of place. Two, you know I don’t let women sleep over,” I say, sitting a clean glass in front of him before filling it with whiskey.

“Well I don’t know why it wasn’t like that; that bitch was hot.” He smirks, causing me to have to swallow down my knee-jerk reaction to slam his head down onto the bar. 

I can’t justify the reaction, nor do I have the mental capacity right now to even really think about it. She may have been stunning but also entirely out of my league. I know the difference between a fuckable woman and one that is simply off limits. She’s way too innocent to handle me, and I don’t have the time to worry about staining a perfect canvas. I don’t need any more guilt on my fucking conscience. 

“Whatever dude.” I shake off the thought, grabbing my cell from my pocket before punching in the phone number for the local cab company. It takes me less than thirty seconds to secure a car for Gavin’s half passed out one-nighter. “They’ll be here in ten,” I say, sliding the phone back into my jeans before collecting the cash on the bar.

“Thanks, dude.” 

“Whatever. Just make sure you’re here to let Shay in so he can get this place back into shape for tonight. And please, for the love of fuck, take a shower. You fucking stink,” I say, exiting the bar before Gavin can say anymore.

****
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THE VIBRATION OF MY motorcycle beneath me soothes my nerves during the long two-hour ride to Springfield. I weave in and out of traffic, the visor of my helmet left open so I can feel the wind whip against my face.

It’s not often that I get to take my bike out for such long trips and I have to admit, while I’m dreading the destination, I am rather enjoying the ride.

While the October temperatures have dropped into the sixties over the past couple of weeks, I don’t feel even the slightest chill. The whiskey is still running warm in my veins despite the loss of its effects on my mind. 

Pulling my bike into a side street parking spot, I power off the engine and slide the helmet from my head, running a hand through my tangled hair. Pulling out a cigarette, I light it and take a deep inhale, loving the way the smoke fills my lungs, the burn that engulfs my chest. Taking another long drag, I look around, taking in the scenery. The area packed with college aged kids carrying laptop bags and books, no doubt heading towards the nearest coffee shop to congregate. 

Having grown up just ten minutes from Eugene, I’m used to the atmosphere. The University of Oregon draws in a younger crowd that dominates this part of town; primarily the reason why I avoid coming out this way. Well that, and the fact that I have no desire to return home or to relive the demons that haunt this place.

I relive that same hell every morning just by opening my eyes. I don’t need any additional reminders telling me what I lost. What I broke. 

Climbing off my motorcycle, I take one last drag before dropping the cigarette to the ground, stomping it out with my boot. Latching the helmet to the handlebars, I straighten my black leather jacket before sliding on my aviator sunglasses. I’ll do anything I can to conceal my identity. Not that there’s anyone around who knows or gives a fuck who I am, but I don’t even like risking it.

I spot my mother sitting at a round table in the outdoor patio area at Lovett’s, her favorite little diner, the menu just inches from her face. Her blonde hair is shorter than the last time I saw her and peppered with more gray than I remember. I have to remind myself that it’s been almost a year, since last Christmas to be exact. 

Visions of that night flood through my mind. Trey, the shit he fucking spewed, the way my mom cried. It was almost as bad as that night with Conner. I shake off the memory, taking a deep breath as I approach her.

“Mother,” I say, pulling out the chair next to her.

She immediately lowers the menu and hits me with gentle eyes and a sweet smile.

“Oh, my sweet boy. Look at you,” she says, gesturing for me to sit. “You look so... grown up.” She pats the back of my hand when I settle down next to her, my eyes immediately falling to the only other chair placed at the small round table.

“Tell me, how are you?” she asks, ignoring my obvious tension.

“I’m good. Things are good.” 

Lies. Lies. Lies. 

What I really should be saying is that I’m a fucking alcoholic who fucks everything that moves just to feel something other than my own pain. 

“And Gavin? How are things at the bar?” She does her best to fill the silence.

“The bar’s good. Gavin is, well Gavin.” I shrug and she laughs, knowing Gavin really well from our childhood. 

With as much as he stayed at my house, hell we were practically brothers. Not to mention that his parents took me in for the last half of my senior year until I graduated and could get the fuck out of here.

“Business is good then?” She pulls my attention from the past back to her.

“Really well.” I stop, turning my gaze to the waitress when she steps up next to my mother.

“Can I get you something to drink Sir?” she asks, her eyes immediately widening when they land on me.

Well, fuck me. If it isn’t the sweet little thing from last night, only she looks much different in the bright afternoon sun; almost angelic. Instead of sporting a tight little dress that she clearly wasn’t comfortable wearing, she’s more casual today; wearing a long flowing white top and dark skinny jeans, her long blonde waves pulled back into a messy bun. 

“It’s Kimber, isn’t it?” I say, smiling when her lips part in surprise.

“Hi.” She seems to regain her composure. “It’s nice to see you again.” She takes another long pause. “Can I get you something to drink?” She nervously tucks a stray curl behind her ear, the movement causing my stomach muscles to clench tightly.

She’s so fucking innocent. So pure. I can think of a hundred ways I could corrupt that tight little body of hers. A hundred different positions I could fuck her in. Just the thought of her screaming my name makes my groin twitch.

Clearing my throat, I realize I haven’t responded.

“What do you have on tap?” I ask, ignoring my mother’s gaze and the look of disapproval that is surely etched across her face.

Kimber nervously rambles off a list she clearly is still trying to memorize, going back twice to add to the non-domestic beer list before I finally just settle on a Guinness. She smiles nervously and walks away, my gaze immediately falling to her backside when she does. It takes everything in me to keep my posture casual when every muscle in my body seems to tighten.

Thankfully I’m still wearing my sunglasses because my mother doesn’t seem to notice my mental stray. She picks up the conversation exactly where we left off, asking more about the bar, clearly just trying to take an interest in what I’m doing when she probably couldn’t care less.

I catch sight of Kimber just minutes later when she reappears onto the patio, a large frosted beer mug in her hand. When she leans over and sets it next to me, I get a waft of her scent; vanilla with a hint of something sweet that I can’t quite pinpoint; coconut maybe. I breathe in deeply, letting the intoxicating smell linger in my nostrils for a moment longer. Yes, definitely coconut. It’s a light smell, refreshing, and so very fitting for her.

“Is there anything else I can get for you or are you still waiting for the rest of your party?” She turns her attention to my mother.

“We will wait.” She starts but then retracts when she catches sight of Trey making his way towards the table. “Scratch that. There he is,” she says more to Trey than Kimber.

“Water with lemon,” Trey instructs Kimber without even batting an eye in her direction. I don’t know why but the action makes me want to shove his fucking face into the table.

She nods and quickly exits without a word.

“Decklan. You’re looking, well...” He takes a long pause. “The same,” he says judgingly, his eyes taking in my appearance.

“We can’t all be perfect now can we?” I give him a tight smile and gesture to his black sweater and khaki pants. 

Fuck. With his short side swept hair and that ridiculous getup, he looks like he just stepped out of a prep school magazine. Fucking tool.

“Well it wouldn’t hurt some of us to try,” he says, kissing mom on the cheek before taking the seat between us to my left.

“You got something you want to fucking say?” I spout, feeling already too on edge for his bullshit.

“Oh, I’ve got a lot of things I’d like to say, little brother.” 

“Then fucking say it, Trey.” I clasp my hands together to keep myself from lunging in his direction.

“Now boys.” My mother immediately interferes when Kimber reappears at my brother’s side, setting his water on the table.

“Ridiculous,” Trey adds on, fueling my temper to near its breaking point. “It should have been you.” He mumbles under his breath, breaking the last tiny thread holding me in place.

“You think I don’t wish that every fucking day, Trey? You think I don’t wish it had been me?” I growl, my voice carrying far enough to draw the attention of the other patrons dining on the patio.

“Decklan. Trey.” My mother’s voice turns firm. “That’s enough.” 

The moment I catch sight of Kimber still standing next to the table, a look of what I can only describe as fear across her pretty face, I feel my temper give a bit. Hell, I almost feel bad for nearly losing it in front of her. Though I’m not entirely sure why I care. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Trey speaks directly to my mother, but I keep my eyes locked firmly on Kimber who seems to shrink a bit under my gaze.

“I’m going to give you all a few minutes,” She finally says, backing slowly away from the table before quickly spinning on her heel and disappearing back inside.

“Can we please just get through one meal as a family?” My mother pulls my attention back to her. “Decklan, we never see you anymore. I just want to enjoy an afternoon with both of my children.”

“Of course, Mother,” Trey speaks again.
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