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It’s not the speed you go, rather the fact you went.
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Leelee

“Ma'am, I’m going to have to ask you again to put your phone away. We’re about to take off.” Flight attendant Barbie glared at me as she motioned for me to turn it off. I could tell her patience was all but non-existent, but I didn’t give a fuck right now.

“I just need to try one more time to—” I gasped as the ballsy flight attendant grabbed my phone from me and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I know you might not care about the safety of everyone on this plane, but I do. If you continue to use your phone, I’m going to have to notify the air marshal.”

“Well, seeing as you just snatched my phone from me, it appears that won’t be a problem anymore,” I snapped. I was at my wit's end trying to figure out what the hell was going on. I couldn’t get a hold of Luke or Mitch and Violet and Scarlett both had their phones turned off. “Can I please have my phone back? I promise not to crash the plane by sending a text message.”

She thrust my phone back at me and flounced down the aisle back to the area where they served their little drinks from. I quickly hit send on my last message to Luke then powered down my phone.

It was six A.M., and I was on a plane about to take off for California to help the man who had saved my life not so many months ago, but who now hated me. To say my life was complicated was a bit of an understatement.

“First time to California?” the guy seated next to me asked. His dark blue pinstripe suit was rumpled, and he looked like he had been awake for six hours.

“Um, yeah. That obvious?” It was my first time flying, but I didn’t want to admit that. There weren’t too many people who had reached the age of twenty-six and hadn’t flown before.

“Nah, I just like to make conversation. Helps the flight go by faster.” He pulled his laptop out of his slim briefcase and set it on his lap. “Visiting family?”

Jesus Christ, wouldn’t you know the last ticket to California was seated next to Motormouth Marty. “Um, yeah.” I could technically say Kurt was family, although I’m sure he would argue ‘til he was blue in the face that just because we were married didn’t make us family. But that didn’t apply to the state of Illinois, though. 

“Man, I wish I could remember what it’s like to travel for fun. Nowadays, I’m on a plane as much as I’m on the ground.”

“Yeah, that must be rough.” I wished like hell I could bury my nose in my phone and not have to talk to this guy. I had a three-hour flight ahead of me that I was already dreading. Add in this tool, and I would be amazed if I were sane by the time I landed.

“I can still remember the first time I went to California. I was amazed how green everything was, but when I got in the big city, I couldn’t believe how much concrete there was everywhere. Although, you’ll have that no matter what big city you go to.” 

Suit kept droning on and on, not waiting for me to answer or reply. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the headrest, willing myself to fall into a coma for at least three hours.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking. I’d like to welcome you aboard flight 5462. Non-stop to Burbank California. At this time, we will be putting on the seat belt light, and we ask you not to move about the cabin until we are at cruising altitude. Sit back and relax. We should be in sunny California in three hours.”

I leaned over, rummaged through my purse, and pulled out my headphones I had thankfully remembered to grab.

As I popped them onto my ears, a flight attendant stood at the front of the plane demonstrating the seat belts and what to do if we crashed. My stomach was in knots, worried about Kurt but also because this was my first time flying and I had no idea what to expect. I was anxious on top of concerned. A winning combination for a first-time flyer. 

I snapped my belt into place, making sure it was extra tight and took a deep breath. I was headed to California to help a man who hated me. This was exactly how I had seen my day going. Not.

The flight attendant scurried off to what I assumed was her seat up by the captain, and the plane started to move. I gripped the armrest and glanced out the window. I had been lucky enough to get a window seat, although I was rethinking my luck as the plane made a wide U-turn and then started down the runway. The plane picked up speed fast, and before I knew it, the nose of the plane lifted, and my stomach went to my knees as we climbed into the sky. It took everything I had not to start hyperventilating and clutch onto Suit’s hand.

The seat belt light went off, and the pilot’s voice came over the speaker again telling us it was safe to move about the cabin.

Move? Hell no. I stabbed at my phone, trying to find a song that would distract me. I scrolled through my huge playlist and settled on Stone Sour to keep me company during the long flight. I glanced over at Suit, saw he was typing away on his laptop and was thankful he had gotten the hint I wasn’t up to talking. He seemed like a nice guy, but I just didn’t have time for small talk. At least, not today.

The last time I had seen Kurt played through my head and I couldn’t help but wince remembering his face when his eyes had fallen on the date I had brought. Why the hell I had thought bringing Greg to the barbecue was a good idea? Kurt and I were already at each other’s throats; me bringing Greg was the final straw that had driven Kurt away.

I closed my eyes and rested my head on the window. I didn’t know what the hell to do anymore. What I had told Violet and Scarlett that night was the most truthful I had ever been about Kurt. I had messed up things between the two of us before we ever actually began. Things had happened so fast between us, and they were over even faster.

Kurt had become my knight in shining armor eleven months ago, and now, he couldn’t even stand to look at me without a sneer on his face and making me feel like everything between us was a mistake.

I just wished I could go back to that night and change everything. If I could, Kurt would still be working in the garage with his brothers where he belonged. 

Instead, Kurt had stormed off two weeks ago, leaving behind his family all because the only thing I could think about was myself. A tear leaked from my tightly clenched eyes, and I quickly wiped it away. I was an idiot thinking Kurt and I could work together, and everything would be fine.

I was a fool back then, and I still was. But now, I had a chance to fix everything. Kurt for once needed me, and I had every intention of being there for him even though I knew he was going to fight me tooth and nail the whole way.

I was ready for every punch that Kurt was going to throw my way. After all, I owed it to him to fix everything. He had saved me not too long ago, and it was only right to repay the favor. 

Kurt Jensen didn’t know what he was in for. He had wanted a wife all those months ago, and now, I was going to give him what he desired. 

I only hoped I wasn’t too late. 

********
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Kurt

Well, that fucking hurt. Note to self: Do not flip your car going seventy miles an hour. It does not end well.

I had yet to open my eyes, partly because my right eye was swollen shut, but I knew by the constant beeping and hum of machines around me, I was in the hospital. What a fucking way to end my night.

Everything had been going fine until I had hit that final ninety-degree turn and my two right tires left the pavement, and I knew I was fucked.

My arm was hurting like hell. I tried to move it, but it felt like a fucking Mac truck was sitting on it. Hell, my whole body felt like it had been run over by a Mac truck. I cracked my left eye open and looked at my arm, surprised as hell to see it wrapped up at a ninety-degree angle and resting at my side. “Fuck.” My right arm busted up meant there wouldn’t be any shifting for me for a while. Shit, who the hell was I kidding? It wasn’t like I had a car left to drive anyway. My Camaro was probably crushed like a tin can.

I closed my eye and leaned my head back against the pillow. Just opening my eye and turning my head a bit had drained all my energy. I had no idea what the hell time it was. All I knew was I needed to sleep. 

The sound of the door opening didn’t even make me open my eyes. I didn’t know anyone in California, so it had to be a nurse or doctor coming into the room. I listened to them move into the room, figuring there were two sets of footsteps, but no one spoke. I tried to speak, but all that came out was a weak grunt. Fatigue hit me and I sunk into the darkness calling to me.

I didn’t care who the hell was in the room. Fuck, I didn’t care if I ever woke up again.

I was fucking done.

********
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Leelee

“You can sit in the chair, sweetie. He hasn’t woken up yet. I know he looks rough, but he’ll be fine.” The nurse pointed to the chair next to the bed, but I couldn’t get my feet to move. Kurt was lying in the hospital bed, machines surrounding him.

“Um, are you sure he’s okay?” Kurt looked anything but good. His right arm was in a sling and wrapped in layers of white gauze while his right leg was elevated off the bed, also wrapped and in a sling. His swollen face had tiny, little cuts all over, and it looked like his right eye was so swollen that it would be a miracle if he could open it.

“Yeah. You thankfully missed all the waiting for tests to come back. His spine looks good and no internal bleeding. Just a broken arm and leg.” The nurse grabbed the chart from the end of the bed and began scribbling in it at as she looked at all the machines. “If you plan on standing ‘til he wakes up, you'll be standing for a while. He’s heavily medicated right now.”

“His leg and arm?” I gasped. I knew as soon as Kurt woke up and saw that, he was going to be pissed. No driving. Although, that probably wouldn’t stop Kurt. He would probably figure out a way. Hell, he’d probably get a foreign car where the driver sat on the right side so he could still drive.

“Yeah. Two breaks in the leg, and one break in the arm. He was lucky nothing else broke.” She flipped the clipboard shut and looked me up and down. “How long have you two been married?”

Huh, a question I thought I would never get asked because no one was supposed to know we were married. “Thirteen months,” I replied numbly.

“Oh, newlyweds. Still in the honeymoon stage, although I think this might be slowing you two down for a bit.” The nurse winked at me and slipped out of the room. 

Honeymoon stage? Ha, she couldn’t have been any further from the truth.

Kurt hated me, and I, well, I wasn’t sure what I felt for Kurt. I knew I hated seeing him lying there, not moving and beat to hell. Fuck, I was confused as hell how I felt about him when he wasn’t in the hospital. This just threw a massive wrench into everything.

He had grunted when we walked into the room but hadn’t woken up. Now, I was left all alone with him, and I had no idea what the hell to do.

I dropped my bag in the corner of the room and ran my fingers through my hair. I was still in my pajamas and had barely stuffed my feet into my sneakers on the way to the airport. Everything had been a whirlwind these past six hours, and now, here I was. Now, what?

I had tried calling Luke again when I was in the cab headed to the hospital, but he had yet to answer the phone. I had left enough messages and figured it was up to him to call me now. I was beyond exhausted and didn’t feel like picking up my phone and trying once more.

“What the hell do we do now, Lee?” I asked myself out loud. “How about we stop talking to yourself,” I answered. Hell, I was losing my mind. My mom had always told me growing up that it was normal to talk to yourself, it was when you started answering yourself that you were bordering on crazy. Well, call me crazy.

I eyed up the chair next to the bed and wondered if that would be the best spot to be when Kurt woke up. I didn’t think I would be the first person he would like to see after a near-death experience. The ugly salmon color chair looked semi-comfortable and had a handle on the side which I assumed popped open the footrest.

My feet and back ached as I stood there, deciding if sleeping that close to Kurt was a good idea, but my fatigue won out, and I collapsed into the chair. “Welcome to California, Lee,” I mumbled. I had to admit; I had imagined the first time leaving the state of Illinois would be better than sitting in a hospital with a man who hated me.

My eyes wandered over Kurt, wondering how in the hell we got here. 

Eighteen months ago, if you had seen Kurt and me together, you never would have thought we would end up hating each other and Kurt moving across the country to get away from me.

Eighteen months ago, things were so different.

Eighteen months ago, I fell in love with Kurt Jensen because he was my knight in shining armor who saved me.

Eighteen Months Ago...

“Two shots of whiskey and keep ‘em coming,” I mumbled to the bartender as I plopped down on the stool and opened my wallet. “Or at least, keep ‘em coming until this is gone.” I set a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, and I knew my plan of getting rip-roaring drunk was not going to go exactly how I had imagined.

I planted my elbows on the bar and rested my head in my hands. What in the hell was I going to do? Things were going so well. Well, as good as they can be when your parents are both drug addicts, and you’re left to take care of your fourteen-year-old brother while they take off and chase after their next high.

Jay knew not to tell anyone about Mom and Dad. I had repeatedly said that if the school found out Mom and Dad had left, they would try to take him away and put him in foster care. And I should have known it wouldn’t have been Jay who spilled the beans, but one of his fucking friends who couldn’t keep their mouth shut.

I had just come from the school after getting a scathing message on my answering machine from the school telling me to get there now.

When I had walked into the school office, I was greeted by the principal and child protective services. But the thing that surprised the hell out of me was when they told me my aunt who lived three states away had said she would take Jay if there weren't a place for him to stay here.

“No!” I had screamed. Jay was all I had left of my family, and there was no way in hell he was going to move away to live with Aunt Jill. Hell, I had only met the woman once in my life, and Jay had never met her, but for some reason, CPS thought Jay living with a woman he didn’t even know better than living with me, his sister. 

“What’s shaking, Lee?” 

I didn’t raise my head but knew exactly who had just sat next to me. 

Kurt Jensen.

The bartender set my shots in front of me then grabbed a beer for Kurt. I tossed back both glasses of whiskey and motioned for the bartender to refill them.

“Whoa. Double-fisting it tonight, I see. Your parents finally roll back into town? I’ve only seen you drink like that when they’re causing fucking problems.”

I pivoted on my chair and turned to look at Kurt. And as always, my first thought was how hot he was. It was truly a miracle my panties didn’t instantly combust when he turned his head and smirked at me. “I wish that was my problem. At least then, the state didn’t try to take Jay away.”

“What?” Kurt asked.

“It’s nothing, Kurt. At least, nothing you can help me with. Although, this might be the last time you see me before I have to move to Tennessee.” Ugh, just thinking of moving put me in an even shitter mood. I liked where we lived. Well, I mean, I liked the state we lived in. My neighborhood was less than desirable, but at least in Illinois, we had all four seasons. The further south you went, you had two or three seasons. Winter was non-existent, at least a snowy winter.

“You’re talking crazy, woman. Why don’t you start from the beginning and then maybe, I can follow.” Kurt picked up his bottle and pressed it to his lips. I couldn’t help but become mesmerized by watching the muscles in his arms twist and bulge. “Yo, Earth to Lee,” he called.

I turned forward and shook my head. Jesus, my life was falling around me, but here I was, daydreaming about Kurt Jensen. Focus, Lee. Kurt Jensen wasn’t interested in me before, and he certainly wouldn’t be interested in me when I moved away. “You know my parents took off, right?”

“Not hard to miss, Lee.”

“Well, the school finally figured it out, and now CPS is going to take Jay away from me because I don’t have a stable environment to raise him in.”

“I highly doubt that. Hell, he’s been living with you for the past two years.”

“I know that, but CPS just sees the fact he’s fourteen with no parents.”

“Lee, you’re what, twenty-three? There are fifteen-year-olds having kids, and no one is taking them away. Why in the hell won’t they let you take care of Jay?”

“I’m twenty-five,” I mumbled. “And, I’m not his legal guardian, I live in a hell hole, and according to them, I’m not the stable environment that a fourteen-year-old needs.”

“Utter bullshit. What the hell do they want?”

“Apparently, a picket fence, me to be married, and probably age ten years and then maybe, they might let Jay stay with me.” I grabbed the refilled shot the bartender set in front of me and downed it. “So, if you could point me in the direction of the perfect life, that’d be great.” I winced at the burn of the whiskey and grabbed the other shot.

“They let Luke take care of Frankie.”

“They let Luke take care of Frankie because Luke is stable and makes a ton of money. Well, I am not Luke. I work at Tire & Lube making eight bucks an hour and last night, I’m sure I watched a family of mice make a home in my front hall closet. If that doesn’t scream stable, then I don’t know what does.” I said, laughing. Jesus, when I said that out loud, I realized how shitty my life was. I thought when I had left my parents’ house at the age of eighteen that I was going to take on the world and have it at my feet by dinnertime, begging for mercy. I was wrong. So wrong.

“I could talk to Luke about maybe getting you some hours at the shop.”

I shook my head and tossed back the shot. “That only solves half of the job problem. I doubt Luke would give me a six-month advance to show CPS I have money now.”

Kurt grunted and shook his head. “I can barely get him to give me my paycheck a day early. I think a six-month advance might be asking a bit much.” Kurt set his beer on the bar and turned his stool toward me. “I can give you the money, Lee.”

I shook my head and couldn’t help but let out a manic laugh. “I think this is the one time money is not going to solve my problem. Unless, you think I can bribe the social worker and principal.” At this point, I was not above greasing the hands of whoever might let Jay stay with me.

“Um, I think you might want to rethink that idea. Might get you into more trouble than you are in right now,” Kurt replied with a laugh.

“Good idea.” I grabbed the next refilled shot and held it in my hand. “I have to talk to the social worker again. Maybe if she sees that I’m the best thing for Jay, she’ll back off or help me legally become Jay’s guardian.” I needed to be positive, no matter how much I wanted to throw in the towel and bury my head in the sand.

I set my glass on the bar, wishing I had more money, but I knew I was about to be cut off after only five shots. I barely felt buzzed, and I knew by the time I got home, I would be stone-cold sober. “Well, I’m going to head home and pray that my apartment magically turned into a two-bedroom house.” I grabbed my wallet off the bar and tucked it under my arm. “You racing this week?”

“Every Friday.”

“Maybe I’ll see you there. I have to work the late shift for the suits who get off work late but still think they can get their oil changed at seven o’clock on a Friday.”

Kurt opened his mouth but instantly closed it, changing his mind about what he was going to say. He nodded and took a swig of his beer. 

“Nothing more to say?” I smirked.

“We’ll talk Friday. I might have a solution to your problem.”

I shook my head and knew Kurt was just trying to be nice. There was no way anyone was going to be able to help me.  “Whatever, Kurt.”

“Just come find me, Lee. Promise.”

I waved my hand at him and headed out the door. The only way Kurt was going to help me with my problem would be to give me a shit ton of money and marry me. 

A laugh bubbled out at the ridiculous thought, and I pulled my coat tight around me.

I was going to be the only one to save me. Now, I just had to figure out how the hell to do that.

I leaned my head back against the hard hospital chair and closed my eyes. That was where this all started eighteen months ago, and little did I know back then, Kurt was going to be the one who saved me.

Now, it was my turn to save him.

********
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Kurt

I jerked awake with a start, regretting it immediately. My leg and arm felt like they weighed 500 pounds and everything ached. I tried to pry my eyelids open but only managed to let a sliver of light in before I closed them. I could add my eyes to the list of things that hurt.

“Shh...” Someone hushed me, but I couldn’t place whose voice it was. “The nurse is coming with more pain medicine. They didn’t come when I told them before that you were getting restless.”

Huh? I assumed the person talking was the nurse. “What?” I croaked out. I barely recognized my voice, and each time I swallowed, it felt like sandpaper.

“Here we go. Let’s just pop this into his IV, and he’ll be good to go for a little while.” Someone had walked into the room, and I could hear them messing with something by my head. “Good to go. Holler if you need anything else.”

“Thank you,” the first voice mumbled. The door clicked shut, and then, I felt a hand brush the hair from my forehead. “Stupid woman. She acts like I’m some stupid girl that can’t tell when someone is in pain.” Her voice was heated, but she still spoke quietly. “Thankfully, there should be a shift change soon, and Judy will be back.”

Judy? I had no idea what this person was talking about. I wanted desperately to open my eyes and see who was standing next to me, but I couldn’t get my damn eyes to cooperate.

“The medicine should start kicking in. Sleeping and resting is the best thing for you right now.” She continued to run her fingers through my hair, and the soothing touch lulled me back to the darkness where I had spent so much time. “Sleep, Kurt,” she whispered softly.

I tried one last time to open my eyes, but I knew it was pointless. I drifted back to sleep, wondering who the angel beside was when my family wasn’t even here.

********

[image: image]


Leelee

It had been six days since I landed in California and Kurt had yet to open his eyes or mumble more than the one word he just had.

The doctor reassured me daily that with every day that passed, Kurt was healing and getting better. I wanted to scream at him each time he said that. Then, why in the hell wasn’t he awake for more than a minute at a time.

Luke called me daily, asking for an update on Kurt and spoke to the doctor personally. Both Mitch and Luke insisted on flying out, but I told them that until Kurt woke up, all they were going to do was sit by his bed and stare at the walls. Lord knew that was what I had been doing.

Even though the doctor said this was just the way Kurt’s body was dealing with the trauma, I was still worried something more was wrong with him. He wasn’t exactly in a coma, but it was damn close. When he would wake up, he would grunt and groan while he tried to lift and move his arms and legs. Each time, I would try to calm him down and talk to him. 

I was told the more I spoke to him, the more likely he would wake up fully. I didn’t have the heart to tell the nurses and doctor that my voice was probably not the best motivation for waking him up. Kurt and I were husband and wife on paper only. Although there had been about a week where it felt like there was more than a piece of paper between us.

“Just, please wake up, Kurt,” I whispered. I would give anything to have him wake up, sneer at me like he always did, and ask me what the hell I was doing here. But what I really wanted, was for him to open his eyes and not hate me anymore. I scoffed at the thought and knew my lack of sleep was starting to catch up with me. It would be a cold day in Hell before Kurt Jensen would look at like I wasn’t gum on the bottom of his shoe.

“Knock, knock. Shift change.” Judy, the nurse I loved, peeked her head in and I couldn’t help but smile. “How’s he doing?”

“No change. At least, that’s what they tell me.” I leaned back in my chair and stretched my legs out. My butt had molded to the shape of the chair, and I wouldn’t be surprised if after Kurt got out of here, I wouldn’t sit for a week. 

“No change is good. Flipping a car nine times going over eighty miles an hour tends to shock the system,” Judy commented, laughing. “I just need to check in with the night nurse, and then I’ll be back around.” She slipped out of the door, and I wished she would have been able to stay. Judy had been my only form of human contact these past six days, and I was becoming dependent on her to help break up staring at the wall all day. And it also kept me from beating myself up for making all the mistakes I did with Kurt in the past.

God knew there was a list of them.

Seventeen months and two weeks ago

“Lee. Just listen.”

“No, Kurt. I’m not going to listen to this. I can’t even believe that you think that this is going to solve all of my problems.” I paced the short length of my living room, my hands propped on my hips and wondered if Kurt Jensen was a crack addict and he was on an ultimate high right now.

“Lee, it’s a good fucking idea that is going to solve all of the problems you have right now.”
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