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Valerie

I sat outside on the veranda, the ardent rays of the sun casting a warm glow on my milky skin. It was a perfect day to be out in Willow’s End. The gentle breeze carried the sweet aroma of roses, filling my nostrils and transporting me back to childhood.

I remember the days when Mom tended her beautiful rose garden in our expansive backyard. I would sit by the pond, watching her meticulously care for each plant—her love for gardening evident in every delicate touch.

The decision to plant hybrid roses last spring had been a wise one. Their vibrant colors and intoxicating scents now made the massive backyard feel cozy and inviting. I had spent countless hours here, sipping chamomile tea and admiring the colorful, fragrant blooms that stood proudly before me. Each rose seemed to tell a story—a testament to the care and attention they had received.

The garden was not just a place of beauty; it was a sanctuary, a reminder of the love and memories that had shaped my life. The roses, with their delicate petals and rich fragrance, were a symbol of hope and new beginnings.

The neighbors’ lawnmowers roared to life all at once, creating a symphony of mechanical growls. I imagined an announcer’s voice booming through a bullhorn, “Gentlemen, start your engines!”—as if we were at a grand race with spectators eagerly awaiting the start.

The Peters’ children, their coltish laughter echoing through the air, played an energetic game of basketball in their backyard. Their cheerful ruckus was infectious, and I found myself longing to join in their carefree fun.

Steve and I had been married for six years, and for the past two, we’d been on a challenging journey to start our own family. Each doctor’s visit brought a new wave of disappointment, our hopes of becoming parents slowly eroding with every piece of unwelcome news.

The road was harsh and unforgiving, testing our resilience and patience. Yet, despite the setbacks, we managed to keep our spirits up, clinging to the hope that one day we would have a family of our own.

The sound of the lawnmowers and the children’s laughter blended into a bittersweet symphony—a reminder of the life we yearned for. Steve and I often found solace in each other’s company, drawing strength from our shared dreams and unwavering support. We knew the journey was far from over, but we faced it together, hopeful that our perseverance would one day be rewarded.

The buzzer on my phone tickled in my hand, snapping me away from my thoughts. My sisters had included me in their ongoing debate about the best vacation spots. Jackie was passionately advocating for her favorite, Wolf Creek Ski Area in Colorado, while Lucy insisted that the beaches in Biloxi were the superior choice. Their conversation had grown tedious, and I desperately needed an excuse to escape.


Me: Okay you two, Steve is on his way home. Talk to you both later. Xoxo.


I turned off my phone before either of them could object to my departure from the group chat. Suddenly, a loud shriek from a child sent a sharp chill up my spine. My whole body froze, and I held my breath, waiting for any sign of trouble.

The silence was deafening until a ball bounced off the house, followed by the children’s playful laughter resuming their game. I clutched my chest and laughed out loud at how silly I had been.

“Jesus,” I muttered to myself. The short walk had been hell on me. I paused, trying to catch my breath, and rubbed my sides as a sharp twinge struck my stomach.

I had been contemplating losing weight for the longest time, and now it seemed more urgent than ever. It was a shame that a short walk could kick my butt the way it did.

I made it into the house and rested by the sink, letting the cold water from the faucet run over my hands before taking a refreshing drink. As I glanced out the window, a large moving van parked two houses down caught my attention. A couple of movers were carrying a large beige sofa into old lady Myrtle’s home.

She had passed away a year ago, leaving her house in disarray with stacks of newspapers on the porch and about twenty cats roaming about. The news of Myrtle’s passing had broken my heart, especially when I learned she had died alone—her only companions being those cats.

The sound of Steve’s robust truck roaring into the garage made my heart flutter with excitement. I sprinted toward the front door, a grin spreading across my face. In my haste, my hip bumped the corner of the sofa table, causing it to shift and a silver frame with our wedding photo to topple over. I stood by the door, eagerly waiting for him to come through.

The heavy mahogany door flew open, and a gust of wind blew me back as Steve approached with his arms spread wide.

I raced to him, leaping into his arms and burying my face in his neck. The odor of sweat and dirt made me slightly nauseous, but I held on, stroking the back of his neck.

“Welcome home,” I whispered.

As I released my grip, my excitement faded when I noticed his disheveled hair and the torn shirt with a splatter of blood on his pocket. My blood ran cold, and a sense of dread washed over me.

“Oh my God!” I shrieked. “Steve!” I searched for cuts and bruises along his chest and arms. “What happened?”

My heart skipped a beat as I noticed even more blood staining his clothes.

His nostrils flared while he removed the shirt. “A fight broke out at the Magnolia site today.”

“What?” I blinked. “Did you say a fight broke out?” I had to make sure I heard him right.

He sped over to the bathroom with me on his heels. “Yup.” He grabbed a washcloth from the closet, wet it in the sink, and began wiping his face and chest. “You remember Kyle Mills?”

I rolled my eyes. Who could forget that horrible man? That was all he needed to say, the name of the individual who caused nothing but trouble in our town.

“Well, the turd caused another ruckus on the job. This time, it was with the newbie, Jake. Laz and I happened to be out there when we saw him beating the snot out of this poor dude. It was a freaking mess.”

“Where were the other workers while all this was going on?”

“Those damn fools were just standing around. Not doing a goddamn thing. You know folks around here are afraid of that little shit.” He glanced from the sink. “It took three guys to tear him off Jake. The poor guy had to be taken to the hospital. I’m going by later to check on him.”

Steve turned around, scanning the bathroom. “I need a clean shirt.”

I passed him one that had been hanging in the bathroom for days.

He continued, “Oh, and then the fucker tried to take a swing at me, but he never got the opportunity—thanks to Laz and Miles.”

An unsettling rumble tore through my stomach, and I instinctively clutched the middle of my belly. Talking about Kyle always made me feel this way—crazy and anxious. I needed a distraction, something to take my mind off the turmoil.

This would be a great time to prepare lunch.

“Hey Bear, I’m going to make you a sandwich,” I said, blowing him a kiss.

“Okay, boss.” Steve winked at me, and I couldn’t help but smile.

The rumbling in my stomach ceased, replaced by a fluttering sensation around my heart. I made my way back to the kitchen and took a deep breath, my mind drifting back to a terrifying encounter I’d had with Kyle.

It happened two months ago. Steve and I had faced yet another failed attempt at becoming pregnant. To clear my mind, I decided to take a stroll through the local market while Steve returned to his office.

Despite the heartbreak from the negative results, the smiles of familiar, friendly faces at the market helped me momentarily forget the ordeal.

After finishing my shopping, I walked out of the grocery store with my packages and headed toward my Range Rover. Suddenly, I heard snorting sounds followed by what resembled pig squeals, causing me to stop dead in my tracks.

I turned around and saw Kyle trailing behind me, a lit cigarette dangling from his lips. His presence sent a shiver down my spine, and I felt a wave of dread washed over me.

“Hey piggy, piggy, piggy,” he chanted, his footsteps—heavy and rushed—drawing closer. “Where are you going, pig?”

I hurried with the cart in front of me, my heart pounding in my chest as a rush of heat shot through my abdomen. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. Sweat formed under my bangs, salty beads falling into my eyes, blinding me. I panted as I groped for the keys buried deep in the mess of my purse.

“Hey, moo cow!” he yelled. “You hear me talking to you?” His large boots pounded the pavement as he advanced.

I stumbled over a crack in the lot, my keys slipping from my hands and skittering across the asphalt. Panic surged through me as I dropped to my knees, crawling frantically to retrieve them. My fingers fumbled, but I managed to press the panic button. The car alarm blared—a piercing sound slicing through the air, drawing startled glances from nearby shoppers.

Using the shopping cart for support, I struggled to get back on my feet, breath coming in ragged gasps. My heart thundered as I stared at Kyle, now standing ominously close.

His eyes bore into mine, a sinister smile playing on his lips. The world seemed to narrow around me, the alarm’s shriek mixing with the blood roaring in my ears. I felt trapped, every muscle locked in fear.

Kyle stopped short, his eyes narrowing as he scanned me and the gathering onlookers. He spat on the ground, sneering with open contempt. Then, with a flick of his cigarette—its smoldering tip narrowly missing a bystander—he turned and snarled, “What the fuck are you looking at?”

I stood by my Range Rover, sobbing and choking on my tears. Mr. and Mrs. Justice, our neighbors from down the street, approached. Carole Justice patted my back gently as I wept into her shoulder.

“It’s okay, dear. Kyle’s gone,” she said, stroking my back. “Damn him. One day soon he’ll get his.”

Her smooth voice and gentle caresses melted away my anxiety, calming me. Mr. Justice and others helped place my groceries into the vehicle.

Lifting my head from Carole’s shoulder, I gave her arm a grateful pat. “Thank you. I’ll be all right from here,” I said, a forced smile accompanying my words.

She returned the gesture with a kiss on my cheek, the kind my mother used to give when I was hurting. I placed my palm over the spot, trying to hold onto the warmth of her comfort.

“Good,” Carole said. “Now you go straight home and put your feet up. Don’t let that idiot ruin the rest of your day.”

I never told Steve what happened. If I had, Kyle wouldn’t be breathing today. I shook my head to banish the memory and returned to making lunch.

Steve called out, “Today I canned his ass!”


Oh, good riddance. “I’ll pray he leaves town,” I muttered, grabbing a tomato.


I brought the knife down, the juices spraying across the cream-tiled countertop in a splash of red. The rhythmic chopping was almost therapeutic, a small distraction from the day’s worries.

As I worked, Steve came into view—bare-chested, wearing his favorite worn-out jeans. His muffin-top belly was endearing, a soft contrast to his otherwise rugged frame. His strawberry blond hair, no longer messy, had been slicked back, likely from a quick rinse under the sink.

With a playful growl, he scooped me off my feet, lifting me effortlessly. I let out a surprised laugh, my heart fluttering as I looked into his deep blue eyes. There was warmth in his gaze—comforting and familiar. He held me close and kissed me softly, his scruffy beard scratching my skin in a way I secretly adored.

As he set me back down, a wave of gratitude washed over me for these simple, yet profound moments of connection. The kitchen, filled with the scent of tomatoes and the sound of our shared laughter, felt like the heart of our home.

My body relaxed in his arms. “What was that for?” I asked.

“No reason. I just love you, Val,” he said, his deep velvet voice sending shivers down my spine.

I buried my head in his chest. “I love you, too.”

The scent of patchouli and cedar wafted through the air, replacing the unpleasant smells from earlier. But this time, instead of nausea, the earthy fragrance made my knees buckle. The weakness caught me off guard, and I felt myself start to fall.

Steve’s strong grip tightened around me, keeping me upright. His steady presence grounded me as I drew in a calming breath.

I patted his chest and smiled. “Lunch is almost ready.”

He released his arms from my waist and turned toward the bathroom. “All right, baby. Give me five more minutes.”

I returned to the counter and tried to steady my nerves. But suddenly, Kyle’s face flashed in my mind—so vivid it felt like he was in the room with me.

The jar of cranberry mayonnaise slipped from my right hand, and I barely managed to catch it with my left before it shattered on the floor. My heart pounded as I set it down, my hands trembling.

Even in my thoughts, Kyle had a way of terrorizing me. His presence—real or imagined—sent waves of fear through my body. The memory of his glare, that sinister smile, haunted me still. I felt trapped again, the walls of the kitchen pressing in as the anxiety tightened its grip.
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Steve

I patted my huge gut and sucked in my belly as much as I could. How did I allow myself to become this damn big?


I let out a long exhale and coughed. A trip to the gym will bring that sucker back down, I thought. I used to be in tip-top shape while enlisted in the Navy. It was necessary to maintain a certain weight, or else they’d send you home.


After my dad died—and with no one left, being the only child—I came back to Willow’s End to take over the family business. I worked from morning to sundown six straight days a week. By the time it came to hit the gym, I was too damn tired to do much of anything. The inexorable schedule took its toll, and my once-fit body began to soften and expand.

I missed the discipline and structure of my Navy days, where fitness was a non-negotiable part of life. Now, standing in the bathroom, I felt a pang of regret and a surge of determination. It was time to reclaim my health—not just for myself—for the memory of my father and the future I wanted to build.


I grabbed the T-shirt Valerie had placed on top of the hamper and gave it a quick sniff to check for any foul odor. Yup, still good.


My stomach growled as I thought about the sandwich Valerie had mentioned. The only thing I’d eaten all day was a large bag of chips before heading out to the site, just enough to tide me over until lunch.

I walked out of the hallway bathroom, still fuming from the altercation that took place earlier. The image of what had happened to Jake—and what that son of a bitch Kyle had done to him—flashed through my mind.

The sight of Kyle’s fists coming down hard onto Jake’s face, leaving him helpless on the ground, only fueled my anger further.

It was disheartening to see a group of bystanders watching the incident unfold, doing nothing to intervene. Thankfully, Laz had been around to help break up the fight and prevent me from facing potential legal consequences.

As I moved through the hallway, my anger reached new heights. I was so ready to jump in and strangle the hell out of Kyle.

How dare he treat another human being with such violence? The sight of Jake being beaten down, left unprotected, enraged me even more.

I wanted to stand up for justice and settle the score. I wanted to protect those who were vulnerable and unable to defend themselves. The anger boiling within me was overwhelming, and all I could think about was finding Kyle and making him pay for his reprehensible actions.

But as I calmed myself and regained my composure, I knew I couldn’t act on impulse. I had to think carefully and consider the consequences. Violence only leads to more violence, and I couldn’t let my emotions cloud my judgment.

Instead, I decided to channel my anger in constructive ways. I’d report the incident to the proper authorities and seek justice for Jake. I’d also make sure to provide support and assistance to him—to help him recover from the physical and emotional distress Kyle had caused.

I paused to glance at a photograph on the wall of Valerie. My shoulders relaxed as I stood there, admiring how pretty she looked. Her bobbed haircut framed her beautiful round face—the same hairstyle she’d worn when I first laid eyes on her back in high school. Those gorgeous green eyes sparkled whenever she smiled.

I fell hard for this woman. I was one lucky guy to have her in my life.

The fight with Kyle and the horrible day faded from my mind.

I continued toward the kitchen where Valerie was. My shoulder brushed against the lemon-colored wall as I turned the corner. Standing in the doorway, I gazed at the woman who could still take my breath away. She sat at our large table, her hands folded under her chin.

Damn, she was so cute.

I stepped farther into the kitchen and cleared my throat. “It looks delicious.”

Valerie turned her head in my direction and smiled. I moved closer, gazing into her beautiful eyes, which were glowing with enjoyment.

I took a seat next to her as I searched the table. “I hope you used the cranberry mayo I like.”

Her smile widened into a grin. “I did, silly.” She plucked a jar from behind the glass pitcher of lemonade. “You know I don’t make your sandwiches without it.”

The image of the fight—and how badly Jake looked earlier—flashed back into my mind. His face was bruised and swollen, a stark reminder of the chaos that had unfolded. I shook my head quickly, trying to dispel the disturbing memory. It was time to shift the conversation to something lighter, like the weather or the latest gossip I’d heard that afternoon.

“You won’t believe what Laz laid on me today. He’s looking to settle down—with Tiffani Sparrows.”

Valerie’s eyes widened. “No way. Oh, my goodness. This is big news.” She took a bite out of a celery stick. “He’s making the right choice with her. Since his relationship with Nina destroyed him a long time ago, I didn’t think he’d find love again.”

“No kidding. Nina did a number on his heart. But I tell you, when Tiffani walked in the room two years ago, I believe Laz forgot all about Nina.”

“Oh wow, this is exciting to hear.” Valerie clapped her hands and gave a little hop in her seat like a hyper preschooler—then became annoyed when she saw the look I gave her. The look that spelled trouble.

Pointing my sandwich in her direction, I said, “Now look here, woman. He hasn’t told Tiffani yet.” I leaned closer and stared. “Don’t go doing something crazy.”

She giggled a little. “Oh, Bear, I won’t.” Valerie held her smile. “I had a feeling Laz would propose.”

I swallowed the food in my mouth while giving her an intense glare. I knew I should’ve kept my mouth shut on this one.

Valerie glanced over and noticed the glare I was giving her. “But you’re right. It has to come from Laz.” She turned her head away with a cunning smile.

Wiping my mouth with a napkin, I stared at Valerie once more. I was dead serious about this.

“I mean it. Stay out of it.”

I glanced from my plate to hers—it didn’t seem right. There was a large sub sandwich cut in half on mine, while hers had nothing but a load of carrots and celery sticks.

“Val, what in the world is going on with your plate?”

She had a half-hearted smile plastered on her face. “I’m cutting back on my food intake. It’s time for me to go on a diet.” Giving her ample hips a pat, she continued, “I’ve put on quite a bit of weight over the years.”

I reached over and held her hand in mine. “Baby, that doesn’t mean you should starve yourself. We should do this together. I was thinking earlier about hitting the gym myself.” I gave her hand a light squeeze. “How about we start a routine? Hit the gym and work on a healthier diet?”

Her face beamed with the most beautiful smile—one I loved seeing whenever she was happy.

“I absolutely love that idea.”

I took one of the sandwiches off my plate and placed it on hers. “Now eat up. No wife of mine is going to go hungry.”

What was going on in Valerie’s head? I’d guess being at home all day, going through all those fashion magazines filled with skinny women, had riled her up. She needed to stop reading those things. I preferred a woman with meat on her bones.


Better cushion for the pushin’, as my old man used to say. Jesus, this woman had lost her mind.
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Eliza

My head throbbed from the endless pounding against the polished mahogany headboard, sending sharp waves of pain through my body. I winced, feeling the excruciating ache shoot down to my lower torso.

Bob had been going at it for the past half hour, mistaking it for lovemaking. He paused, his hot breath lingering uncomfortably close to my face.

“Hold on... just give me a moment. I need to get my erection back,” he muttered.

A few droplets of sweat trickled down his forehead, landing directly in my mouth. Ugh. It was utterly repulsive. I wanted this to end. It was quite clear he was struggling to keep his erection, while I was nowhere near reaching an orgasm.

The background music—Led Zeppelin’s “Kashmir”—only added to my annoyance.

Why on earth were we doing this to such an aggravating tune? I turned my head and stole a glance at the clock on the nightstand. It was nearly noon, and I still had to prepare for work.

Time is running out, Bob.


His warm breath continued to invade my face, and I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to bear the sight of his ridiculous expression. I wanted to scream, Hurry the fuck up, Bob!


His breath quickened as he pumped faster. “Oh fuck… I’m close.”

His big, sweaty belly rubbed against mine, smearing the puddle of sweat onto my stomach.

Oh my god, I’m going to be sick.


I drew my lower lip between my teeth and counted down from ten. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six...


Bob cried out, “Oh shit!”


Oh my, there is a god.


Bob’s full weight fell on top of me. I had a headache, a sore pussy, and I couldn’t fucking breathe with this asshole smothering me. I bucked my hips to move him off.

Rolling to his side, he propped his head on his hand. “Did you come, Liz?”

I took a deep breath and forced a grin. “I sure did.” I turned to my side so he didn’t see me roll my eyes.

“Are you sure? Because it didn’t seem like you were enjoying it.”

Then why are you fucking asking?

He had been right all along. I didn’t enjoy it. Truthfully, it had been a long time since we’d experienced anything close to passionate lovemaking. Before we got married, we used to spend hours exploring and experimenting. And if it was good, we’d fall asleep in each other’s arms, forgetting the world outside.

But now? Everything felt different. The excitement and intensity had faded, replaced by routine. Obligation. The passion and desire that once held us together had eroded, replaced by something dull and forced.

I knew relationships had ups and downs, and I understood desire could ebb and flow, but still—I couldn’t help feeling frustrated. I longed for the exhilarating, all-consuming sex we used to have.

Bob no longer stirred anything in me. His appearance, once so captivating, had become a disappointment. The thick black hair I loved to run my fingers through had receded and grayed at the temples. His once-smooth, lean torso had ballooned into layers of fat and flabby love handles. The sight of his naked body—once a turn-on—now filled me with revulsion.

As I reached for my glasses, I suddenly felt a strong tug on my arm. Bob leaned in, his hot breath by my ear, giving off the creepy vibe of a perverted stranger.

His breathing quickened. “How about I make us a couple of paninis?”

I turned my face to avoid his lips. “Yeah... sure... why not.”

I rolled out of bed, my feet landing on something soft and lumpy.

“Dammit, Bob!” I muttered, recognizing the pile of his dirty laundry. I kicked it aside, irritation rising. The bathroom was just steps away, and the promise of a hot shower was the only thing keeping me from screaming.

I turned on the water. The sound of it hitting the tiles was a soothing contrast to the chaos of my thoughts. I yanked my glasses off and tossed them onto the counter. The nightshirt I wore, damp with Bob’s sweat, clung uncomfortably to my skin. I peeled it off and let it drop to the floor.

Standing in front of the mirror, I studied myself. Tired eyes. Tousled hair. My reflection was a woman worn down. The mirror began to fog, softening the edges of my figure—thank God. For a few minutes, I could disappear.

I frowned. My short brown hair looked dull and lifeless. My face—plain, forgettable. Nothing about me screamed sexy or exciting. Not like my friends: Tiffani, with her big doe eyes and perfect lashes, or Luisa, with those exotic almond-shaped green eyes that made men melt. No wonder Bob gave me uninspired sex.


Fuck, who was I kidding? That wasn’t the reason. This marriage had been dying for a long time—and it was his fault. All he had to do was keep his dick in his pants.


It happened six months ago. I’d just finished a shift at the restaurant. A new server spilled spaghetti sauce on me, so I went home to change. When I got to the house, I noticed Bob was home—odd for the middle of the day.

A playful idea struck me: surprise quickie.

I tiptoed upstairs. “Wicked Games” by The Weeknd blasted from our bedroom—a red flag, since Bob only ever listened to classic rock.

I touched the doorknob. Even over the music, I could hear panting. Moans.

I opened the door a crack.

There she was—Nina Lopez—straddling my husband in our room, riding him like a rodeo queen. Her cries rang out. Bob’s face was contorted with bliss, mouth open, eyes closed. The chair creaked beneath them as he moaned.

I stumbled back, my spine hitting the wall. I fled down the stairs, tripped at the bottom, and crawled out the front door. That image was burned into my mind: Bob and Nina, in our bedroom, in our house.

Hot tears welled in my eyes. I shook my head.

Not today, Liz.

The bathroom filled with steam as I stepped into the shower and drew the curtain closed. Warm water cascaded over me. For a few moments, I let it all melt away.

The pressure of the water on my nipples sent a zing through my body. It was like a thousand fingers teasing me. The sensation intensified, pounding on my chest, sparking a strange kind of pleasure.

I leaned into the wall, cool tile against bare skin. The water danced over my breasts, igniting something I hadn’t felt in a long time. Erotic energy hummed through me. I bit my lower lip, suppressing a moan as heat surged.

I shifted side to side, letting the water stimulate both nipples. Each pulse matched my breath. I closed my eyes, lost in the rhythm. My thighs clenched as the apex between them twitched in response.

A moan escaped my lips.

Then—BAM! The curtain flung open, yanking me out of my trance. My hand shot up and knocked the handheld showerhead off the hook. I turned my face away from the spray, fumbling with the hose.

Bob stood at the base of the shower, arms crossed, giving me a dirty glare.

I spat out water. “What the fuck?”

A muscle in his jaw ticked. “What the fuck is going on, Liz?” he asked coldly. “You’ve been treating me like shit lately.”


Oh fuck, I don’t have time for this.


Through clenched teeth, I snapped, “Can I please have some time to myself?”

I yanked the curtain, shielding my chest with a washcloth.

“No, I can’t,” he said, voice clipped. “You’re never around long enough for me to talk to you. You’ve been spending more time with others than with me.”

“Give me a fucking break. Please!” I shouted. The curtain trembled from the force of my pull.

A loud boom echoed through the house as Bob slammed the bedroom door so hard the walls vibrated.

Whatever. He had no right to be angry. Not after everything.


And of course, he was the one who’d kept me from sustaining an orgasm—as usual.



Fucking... Bob.
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Bob

I had no idea what was going on with Liz. I thought our lovemaking would at least put her in a better mood than she’d been in lately. I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out these strange mood swings of hers. I’d been afraid to greet her in the mornings without her barking at me over some stupid crap. It was like walking on eggshells, never knowing what might set her off.

My stomach rumbled as the seasoned beef from the machine filled my nostrils—a small comfort in the chaos. I grabbed the dishcloth from my shoulder to open the lid, hoping to distract myself with the mundane task of cooking. The rich aroma promised a brief escape from the tension that had settled in the house like an unwelcome guest.

Just as I was about to lift the lid, the shrill ring of my phone startled me. My hand jerked, hitting the hot surface of the machine.

“Fuck, that hurts!”

I rushed over to the sink and placed my hand under the cool running water to stop the searing pain—a sharp reminder of my clumsiness. I hissed in frustration, dropping the dishcloth and reaching for my phone with my uninjured hand.

The screen displayed an unknown number. I hesitated, torn between the urge to answer and the desire to ignore it. The burn on my thumb throbbed as I glanced back at the machine, the beef still sizzling.

The phone continued to ring. With a sigh, I wrapped my hand in the towel and swiped to answer, bracing myself for whatever news awaited on the other end.

“Hi, Bob.”

The sound of her voice made my dick dance in my pants.

Clearing my throat, I answered, “Hi, Nina.”

“What are you doing right now?”

“I’m making a panini.” I slapped the side of my head as the words came out. “Wha...what are you doing?”

She moaned. “I’m lying here in bed, with nothing on. I want you to come over here and fuck me hard.”


Oh god. My dick became rock hard inside my boxers. I could picture her naked—those large tits heaving with every breath she took. Those babies were amazing.


“I want you to come over and slip your hard dick inside me,” she said in a silky voice.

I scanned the room, making sure Liz was nowhere in sight. “I... I can’t right now.” I rubbed my stiff length through my pants.

“Come on, baby,” Nina whined. “I’m hot and wet for you. I don’t want to do it alone. That’s what I need you for.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. Slipping my hand down my pants, I stroked my hard shaft. I’d love nothing more than to go and smash her pussy, but my hand would have to do. My breath quickened as I kept an eye on the doorway.

“Do you remember when I came to your office in my short red skirt? I wasn’t wearing any panties. I sat on your lap…”

I closed my eyes. It was as if she were in the room. Stroking faster, I thought back to that day like it was yesterday. Fuck, I wish I was there with her.

She continued, “The juices from my wet pussy dripped out. I unbuckled your pants, took out your dick, and slid you inside me.”

“Oh, shit… I want to fuck you right now.”

“Mmm, I want to fuck you, too. Like I did that day. My tight pussy swallowed your fat dick…”

She had no idea how sensuous her voice sounded.

“Oh shit! Don’t stop—please, keep going.”

I yanked on my dick, stroking faster.

“I rode you and took out my big tits. You sucked on them while my pussy devoured your cock. I liked it so much I came hard and long. I couldn’t stop coming until you did.”

“Oh, goddamn it!”

I came harder on the phone with her than I ever had with Liz. Hot juices erupted all over my hand. I kept stroking until it was over, then wiped my hand along the inside of my pants, panting. I wobbled over to a chair.

A door upstairs slammed shut.

“Oh shit!” I quickly ended the call and tossed my phone across the table.

Liz appeared in the kitchen, glaring. I hadn’t noticed the smoke coming from the panini maker or the scent of burnt bread filling the air.

“What the hell, Bob?” she snapped, rushing to unplug the machine. “Are you trying to burn the fucking house down?”

Avoiding eye contact, I shook my head. My foot jiggled under the table—I just hoped Liz didn’t notice the stain on my pants. My eyes were glued to the phone. All I needed now was for Nina to call back or send a text, and it’d all be over.

Liz jumped in my face, snapping her fingers. “Earth to fucking Bob!”

I blinked up at her, barely recognizing the woman standing before me. Her eyes were stony with anger, sending a sharp chill up and down my spine. This wasn’t the same woman I married five years ago. I forced my lips to move.

But before I could speak, she turned and stormed away, grabbing her Michael Kors bag and keys on the way out.

I stood and hurried after her. “Don’t you want your sandwich?”

She turned, eyes blazing. “You fucking eat it!” Then her gaze dropped to the spot on my pants.

I shielded the area with my hand and exhaled harshly, scrambling for a good lie. “Water splashed on me after I went to nurse my burnt thumb.” I held up my hand to show the injury.

Her eyes narrowed. “How fucking stupid do you think I am?”

My jaw dropped. My cheeks burned as I stood frozen, watching Liz storm out of the house. The door slammed behind her with a deafening bang, causing the mirror on the wall to crash to the floor. Shards of glass scattered across the hardwood, echoing the chaos that had just unfolded.

Hot under the collar, I didn’t know where to place my anger. I slammed my body against the nearest wall.

“Fuck my life! Why did I even answer the fucking phone?”

5

Luisa

An eerie feeling settled in my gut as the dark, gloomy sky loomed overhead. Rain had never been a favorite of mine—especially after that dreadful night. It was more than two and a half years ago when a careless drunk driver took our parents’ lives. The memory of that night was etched into my mind, the storm raging outside mirroring the chaos within.

Each flash of lightning seemed to strike closer, illuminating the room in harsh, fleeting bursts. Thunder followed—a deep, resonant boom that echoed the pain in my heart. The storm outside set me in a dark place, the relentless rain tapping against the windows like a constant reminder of our loss.

Coping had been unbearable. I wished my folks were here with us, their comforting presence a balm for wounds time had yet to heal. My sisters and I had struggled to find our footing since they’d been gone—our lives forever altered by that tragic night. The storm outside felt like a cruel reflection of the storm: both ruthless and unforgiving.

I glanced out the window and saw the neighbors scattered about, a sense of urgency in their movements. They raced to shut windows and move their precious vehicles in from the rain. Children hurried home, trying to avoid getting drenched in the downpour. Some were on bicycles or scooters; others sped along on skateboards or on foot.

A loud blast of thunder roared, and my blood ran ice cold. Split seconds of lightning illuminated the darkness, casting eerie shadows and lighting up the sky as if it were the Fourth of July.

Despite the storm outside, nothing distracted my ears from what was happening upstairs in Nina’s room. The Weeknd blared through the house, the bass so powerful that the pictures on the walls thumped in rhythm.

Normally, I wouldn’t mind music during the rain; it often brought a sense of comfort. But today was different. The storm outside and the storm within me made the music feel intrusive—a jarring contrast to the melancholy that had settled over me.

Each beat seemed to amplify my unease, the lyrics a distant echo against the backdrop of thunder and rain. I longed for silence—for a moment of peace to gather my thoughts and emotions. But Nina’s music was persistent, much like the storm, refusing to be ignored.

Day in and day out, it was the same thing—only with a different partner Nina brought home to have sex with. My older sister Katrina refused to acknowledge that Nina was out of control. No matter how hard I tried to persuade her to talk to Nina about her behavior, she continued to look the other way.

Frustration boiled over as I shoved the baking dish with the sausage, potato, and cabbage casserole into the oven, slamming the door shut with a loud clang. The kitchen filled with the savory aroma of the dish, but it did little to soothe my agitation. I needed to get out of town, to escape the disgrace Nina had brought upon our once close-knit family.

Katrina appeared in the kitchen and gave a lopsided smile. “Hey there, sis.” She peered into the oven. “Oh, yummy. You’re making the same casserole Mom used to make us when we were kids.”

I was seething. My hand found its way to my hip as I glared, eyes burning with intensity. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

Katrina turned to face me. “What?” With a glass in hand, she strolled to the fridge and poured some iced tea I’d prepared earlier.


“I mean, are you just going to sit there and ignore what’s going on in Nina’s room? She’s up there, right now, fucking a random stranger.”


Katrina jerked her head in my direction, the shifting emerald lights in her eyes glistening. “Luisa…” she muttered, fingers fidgeting with a magazine left on the table. “How do you even know she’s having sex?”

“You can’t be this damn dense, Kat.” I hurled the dishtowel onto the counter. “You mean to tell me, while you’re here, you don’t see the parade of men going in and out of her room?” I loomed closer, gauging her expression. “The loud music she plays while she entertains?”

Her gaze dropped to her glass of tea.

“The repetitive sounds of her headboard banging the shit out of the wall?” I kept my hard stare on her, willing her to meet my eyes.

Katrina cringed, placing the glass aside and covered her ears. “Stop it. I don’t want to hear any more.”

I snatched her hands down and gave her a small jolt as her head remained lowered. “This has gone on far too long, Kat. Since she came home from college—no, since she dropped out.”

She broke her grip from me and slumped over the sink.

I sighed heavily and continued, “It’s a complete disgrace to our family. I’m getting strange looks from men. I’ve even been asked by a few if I do the same things Nina does. It’s fucking disgusting and embarrassing.”

Katrina shook her head. “This isn’t fair. I don’t know what you want me to do.”


Truth was, I didn’t know what any of us could do. Nina was, after all, a grown woman. Did she have to do it in the house we grew up in?


I huffed indignantly. “I’m sorry for putting all this on you. I’m just so frustrated with how she’s been behaving. Ever since Mom and Dad… it’s like she’s acting out because of their death.”

I came up behind Katrina and wrapped my arms around her, resting my head on her shoulder. Her lilac-scented shampoo filled my nostrils. She was so much like our mother—her calm demeanor, the way she came between me and Nina whenever we were at each other’s throats, not to mention how gracious she was to those who had nothing. She even insisted her college friend Don Hernandez stay with us while his gym got off the ground. He’d been here for a while and hadn’t shown any signs of finding a place of his own.

Katrina’s sobs continued to grow. “I lost Mommy and Daddy too,” she whispered. “But I’ve found ways to cope—with my music. You buried yourself in your work at the gallery.”

Her gaze fell to the floor.

“This is her way of coping.”

To fuck random strangers?


Throwing my hands in the air, I huffed. “I’m not buying that bullshit. She’s disrespecting her body and hurting others. Namely, us.”



I lifted her chin to meet my eyes—tears welled in the corners of hers. “Married men, even.” I smoothed a strand of hair from her forehead. “She doesn’t care at all. It’s sickening.”


A lone tear fell from her left eye. She replied softly, “I still don’t know what you want me to do. I’m not her mother. She’s an adult who makes her own decisions.”

I released my grip and sighed. “You’re right, you’re not her mother. But Mommy didn’t raise us to behave this way. Nina’s being irresponsible, that’s all I’m saying.”

Katrina brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, her movements calm and deliberate. Suddenly, a loud clap of thunder shook the house, making us both jump. My heart pounded in my chest as I clutched it, eyes squeezing shut from the sudden shock.

I forced my eyes open and let out a long, shaky exhale, trying to steady my racing heart. The air was thick with the scent of rain, the distant thunder a constant backdrop to the tension in the room.

Katrina faced me, eyes swimming in tears. “What makes you think she’s going to listen to me?” She rolled her shoulders back. “Nina’s going to do what she wants. You know that more than anyone.”

I shook my head and turned back to the stove. The structure of our household had crumbled after our parents’ deaths. The wholesome atmosphere I once knew perished with them.


The next song came on by The Weeknd, “I Feel It Coming.” I snorted. “Well, at least we know that’s coming to an end.”


I glanced over my shoulder—Katrina was shooting me a hard glare. I turned back, removing the casserole from the oven and placed it on the stove.

Raindrops bouncing off the windowsill caught my attention, their rhythmic tapping a stark contrast to the chaos inside. Our backyard was drenched, muddy puddles formed in several areas, reflecting the stormy sky above.

My eyes locked on a pair of sneakers falling from an upstairs window. Squinting through the rain, I spotted large, muscular legs climbing down the rose trellis. Recognition dawned on me, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Well, would you look at this?”

Katrina came up behind me, her presence a comforting shadow as we both watched the man descend from our sister’s window.

The rain poured steadily, creating a symphony of droplets against the house. He landed with a splash, skidding in a puddle of mud, his sneakers now caked.

The sight was too much to bear, Katrina and I burst into hysterical laughter. It was a rare moment of levity, the absurdity breaking through the gloom. The rain-soaked scene, the mud-splattered man, and our shared laughter gave us a fleeting sense of camaraderie—a brief respite from the storm both outside and within.

“Oh my God.” Katrina held her abdomen. “I recognize that ass anywhere.”

Don—our houseguest—jumped to his feet and fumbled with his shoes but slipped and fell back into the mud.

How is he a trainer and owner of a gym?

Katrina’s smile faded as she strolled to the table with her cup.

I followed. “I don’t know why you’re surprised. It was bound to happen sooner or later.” I raised my iced tea glass. “Salud.”


Nina strutted into the kitchen in gym clothes that clung to her body. Her auburn hair, streaked with blonde highlights, was pulled into a slick ponytail. Heavy makeup outlined her large green eyes. This tramp I saw before me wasn’t my sister. My sister wouldn’t dress trashy like this, nor would she spread her legs for strangers.


She skipped to the fridge and grabbed a water bottle. “Whew! I got a good workout this evening,” she said with a smirk after taking a swig. “Don’t think I’ve ever hit it that hard before.”

I pursed my lips, holding back the insult that threatened to fly.

The front door slammed. We all turned toward the kitchen entryway as Don strolled in, breathing hard and soaked from head to toe.

“There’s nothing like a brisk jog in the rain,” he said, shaking water from his hands. A smile curved his lips. “I hit the pavement hard and fast. Could’ve lasted all damn day.”

Nina giggled. “Yeah, you could’ve.”

Rolling my eyes in disgust, I dumped the rest of my tea into the sink. I’d had enough of this circus.

“I’m going back to the gallery.” I knelt and kissed Katrina on the cheek. “I’ll see you later?”

A line formed between her brows. “I’m not sure.” She set her glass on the table. “I’m going out myself. Seeing a friend for dinner. Might catch a movie.”

“Okay, no big deal. I’ll see you when I see you.” I patted her shoulder and smiled. “Oh, and don’t forget to take the casserole out of the oven.”

She nodded. As I headed out, I bumped into Nina. Water from her bottle splashed onto her chest.

“Bitch,” she blurted.

Flipping her the middle finger, I replied, “Whore.”

I grabbed my keys from my purse when a small pamphlet fluttered to the floor. I scooped it up fast before anyone saw the word MIAMI scrawled across it.

I’d kept this secret from my sisters for a while. I wanted out of Willow’s End—to escape the happy memories we once shared as a family. I couldn’t take being here with the constant reminders of our parents, and the way my youngest sister was spiraling.

The sooner I left, the better.

Because if I didn’t... I might just murder a sister.

6

Katrina

I gave Nina a glare. In return, she frowned. “What? She was the one who bumped me.”


I stood from my seat. Air. I needed some air; I was suffocating in this house from all this drama.


“I’m about to head out.” I glanced over at Don, watching as he shoveled a lump of banana into his mouth.

The sight tugged at my heartstrings. Poor guy, he had no idea what he was getting himself into with Nina, given her reputation. He was a good man, kind and genuine, who deserved so much better than the anarchy she brought into her relationships.

The room was filled with the aroma of the casserole I had just removed from the oven. A comforting scent that sharply contrasted with what was going on in this room. The rain continued to beat against the windows.

I wiped my hands on the nearest dishtowel and stepped close to Nina. “Did you check on those jobs I gave you?”

Her brows snapped together. “I’m not about to work retail.” She narrowed her eyes. “That’s for losers.”

“Well, what about the job with Mr. Landers?”

She huffed loudly. “By the time I went over there to inquire, the position was already filled. Besides, I wouldn’t want to work for that man. He seems like a creeper.”

“It’s a job, Nina. No one’s saying you have to marry him.”

I rubbed the side of my temple as a piercing pain shot through my head. The intensity made me wince. I closed my eyes tight, hoping to soothe the soreness. The pressure of my fingers against my temple provided a small measure of relief, but the throbbing persisted.

Nina’s slender hand landed on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about me, sis. I’ll find something soon. It’s not like I haven’t been looking.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’m going to head out in a few. Call if you need me.” I kissed her on the side of her face before leaving the room and glanced back over at Don. “I’ll see you later.”

He smiled and nodded.

As if my life wasn’t filled with enough complications, I was expected to handle my sister’s unemployment and promiscuity. If Nina wanted to destroy her reputation, her body, and her life, who was I to intervene?

I shut the door to my room to do my hair and change clothes. Tears burned my eyes as I sat in front of my vanity. Why did my parents have to die? I needed them both.

The night of my parents’ accident is etched in my memory as if it happened yesterday. Blue and red lights flashed through our frosted door window, casting eerie shadows in the dimly lit hallway.

My heart crashed against my rib cage with each stern knock at the door. It felt like the air had been sucked out of the room, making it difficult to breathe as I reached for the doorknob.

The house was eerily silent, save for the heavy breathing of Luisa and Nina in the background. I swallowed hard, my throat dry and tight, as I finally opened the door. Standing there were two uniformed officers, their faces solemn.

Heavy rain poured down behind them, the sound of an unyielding backdrop to the moment. One officer spoke in a distant murmur, while the other fixed his brown eyes on me with a look of pity that made my stomach churn.

A blood-chilling shriek erupted from Luisa, followed by Nina’s wailing and sobbing. The sound tore through the silence, amplifying the hopelessness that enveloped me.

I stood there in shock, my gaze drifting to the summit of the cop car with its lights twirling about, casting a haunting glow on the rain-soaked street.

The weight of the news crushed me, leaving me feeling utterly lost and alone.

Taking hold of a floral comb, I carefully pinned one side of my long brown hair up, the delicate flowers adding a touch of elegance. I dabbed tears from my eyes with a soft facial tissue, feeling the dampness against my skin.

I drew in a sharp breath and tried to steady myself.

I retrieved the concealer, methodically covered freckles and small blemishes that had appeared over the summer. The cool, creamy texture of the makeup was soothing—a small comfort amidst the turmoil.

Just then, my cell phone beeped. I glanced at the screen and couldn’t help but smile when I saw the familiar name. The sound of their voice on the other end was like a balm to my soul, bringing a sense of warmth and reassurance I desperately needed.

“I’m so glad you called.” I squirted Vince Camuto Fiori perfume behind my ear. “I could use a friend right now. Will it be all right if I come by?”

Being around someone other than my sisters was what I needed most at that moment. It would do me a world of good.

7

Nina

The kiss Katrina laid on me radiated warmth throughout my face. I cupped my hand over my cheek, trying to hold onto the fleeting tenderness. Why couldn’t Luisa be this kind to me?

Luisa, with her fiery temper and demanding nature, reminded me so much of our father. There were days when her behavior made me want to scream. The way she treated me often made me feel like she deserved a good kick in the behind.

I couldn’t help but wish that driver hadn’t been on the road the night my parents went out for their date. What I wouldn’t give to hear one of Dad’s lectures right now. I realized too late how much I had taken him and Mom for granted. Their absence left a void that no amount of regret could fill.

I rubbed my face, feeling the roughness of my skin under my fingertips, and glanced over at Don. His cheeks were comically puffed out, stuffed to the brim with food. His short black hair, slicked back from the rain, glistened under the dim café lights. He wore a muscle shirt that clung tightly to his broad, muscular frame, barely containing his powerful build.


As he eagerly shoveled more food into his mouth, a bit of egg tumbled out, landing with a soft plop on the table. What a fucking pig. I couldn’t believe I let this asshole touch me. The scent of rain mixed with the aroma of breakfast created a strangely comforting atmosphere.


“So, what do you want to do today?” Don asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, man. Do what you want. I’m going out.”

“Wait, hold up, I’ll go with you.”

He stumbled to his feet and fell back into the chair he was sitting in.

“Bye, Donnie.”

Heart pounding, I bolted for the door, the sound of my footsteps echoing through the hallway. The cool metal of the doorknob felt like a lifeline as I yanked it open and sprinted toward my Camry. The crisp night air hit my face, sharp and invigorating, as I fumbled with my keys.

The engine roared to life, a bolstering growl that drowned out the chaos behind me. I threw the car into gear, the tires squealing as I sped down the street. The streetlights blurred into streaks of yellow, and the scent of rain-soaked asphalt filled the car.

A quick glance in the rearview mirror revealed Don—a solitary figure standing in the middle of the road, his silhouette stark against the dim glow of the streetlights. His expression was a mix of confusion and anger, but I couldn’t afford to dwell on it.

What a loser.

I pressed the accelerator harder, the car surging forward, carrying me away.

I turned on my radio, letting the music wash over me, drowning out Katrina’s last words. The pressure she and Luisa were putting on me to find a job was suffocating.

Why couldn’t they understand that I’d find a job when I was ready? Not everyone could be a gallery curator like Luisa, or a piano prodigy turned music teacher like Katrina. They needed to chill out and let me figure things out in my own time.

Those two needed to go out and get laid. They wouldn’t be up my ass so much if they had a dick in theirs once in a while.

Laz was a sight to behold—a magnetic presence that drew attention wherever he went. His six-foot frame was a testament to strength and discipline, each muscle defined and rippled beneath his tanned skin.

The colorful tattoos that adorned his chest, back, and arms told stories of adventure and mystery, each piece a glimpse into his soul.

His hazel eyes, deep and inviting, had a way of making those around him feel seen—truly seen—with just one look. They were eyes that could undress and leave one feeling vulnerable yet captivated.

His long, jet-black hair flowed past his shoulder blades, a silky cascade that framed his chiseled features perfectly. The same hair I would grab a handful of while we fucked. When the wind caught it just right, it danced around his face, adding to his allure.

Laz moved with a grace that belied his size, each step purposeful and confident. The scent of his cologne—a mix of sandalwood and citrus—lingered in the air long after he had passed, a tantalizing reminder of his presence.
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