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No More

A Charlotte Hayes Novel

Book 5

by

S.S. Lange

Part One


Chapter 1

“So you’re saying you’re moving out?” Amy asked before taking a bite of her salad.

“Yeah... Seems I should live with my husband. Don’t you think?” Charlotte said with a smile, and took a sip of her iced coffee. They were seated at a table outside a café near the FBI building in Boston.

“I’m proud of you for staying with him. I really thought you were going to deny yourself happiness yet again.” Amy winked at her, and Charlotte rolled her eyes.

Three months earlier, she’d been undercover with Chase McKinney pretending they were madly in love with each other. He had proposed under the guise of the case, but he had ulterior personal motives, especially since they were both in denial regarding their true feelings. The undercover assignment of acting in love really hadn’t been a stretch at all, considering.

“I thought I’d change things up from my brooding, self-destructive ways.” Charlotte glanced around before she leaned in. “That’s really no way for a mother to act anyway.”

Amy snorted a laugh. Then she froze with the fork halfway to her mouth, slowly raising her eyes.

Charlotte’s mouth twisted into a smile as she watched the realization creep through her best friend.

“Are you saying...”

“Yup.” She leaned back in her chair and waited for the freak out.

“Holy shit. How... When... What the...”

Amy was rarely left speechless and Charlotte gave her a moment to adjust. “I’m about twelve weeks, so it’s still a little early. I couldn’t wait any longer to tell you, though.”

“You know, I thought it was pretty weird that you ordered decaf.” Amy finally cracked a smile after the shock.

“Ugh, yeah. Chase has me on a strict two-coffees-a-day limit,” she said with an eye roll. “He tried to make me cut it out completely, but then he realized that was a terrible decision. I swear, it’s harder to quit caffeine than it was cocaine,” Charlotte said, laughing, and then her face dropped. “Oh my god, I’m going to be a terrible mother.”

“We won’t let secret agent baby know about that.” Amy took a sip of her iced tea. “Char, you’re going to be an amazing, kickass mother. And I’m going to be the awesome aunt that spoils the crap out of this kid. You two are going to make one hell of a gorgeous child. Is your mom totally flipping out?”

“She doesn’t actually know yet. You’re the first person we’ve told...” Charlotte trailed off. “Mom still doesn’t even know I’m married... so, ya know.”

“Oh man... I don’t know if she’s going to be psyched, or lose it on you.”

“Yeah, I know. Hence, why I haven’t told her yet. How do I even explain?” Charlotte sighed and stared at her plate.

“And let me guess, you still haven’t told Chase about Uncle Shawn?” Amy asked with a raised eyebrow.

Charlotte let her head fall back and closed her eyes. “No, I haven’t.” She had known Shawn Wells her entire life, and he had been watching out for her ever since her father died when she was two. He had also recently started dating her mother. And he happened to be both her and Chase’s boss. “Don’t worry, the irony is not lost on me.”

“Eh, with the things he’s kept from you, that’s nothing,” Amy said with a shrug.

Amy was partially right. It was more the secrets about her dad that Charlotte felt strange about. He had been an undercover agent with the FBI, known in files only as Agent Twelve. Nearly everyone who had been in the Bureau for more than a few months had heard of him, or come across one of his cases in training, yet only her, Shawn, and a handful of other high ranking agents knew his identity.

“Right,” she said, nodding. “Well, we’re headed up to his parents this weekend, so we’re stopping in Millston to tell my mom everything. And then I guess it’s his mom’s birthday. ‘Hey, Happy Birthday Mrs. McKinney, it’s so nice to meet you. I married your son in a quickie sham wedding in Vegas, and then we immediately, and accidently, made a baby. So, guess you’re all stuck with me now!’”

“That should definitely be your opening line.” Amy nodded, shoveling more of her salad in her mouth.

Charlotte smiled at her best friend, the reality of her life only now beginning to sink in. Looking past her, her smile widened as Chase approached the table. His lips were set tight accentuating his already strong jaw line, his cell phone held to his ear with a tense shoulder as he stared at a notepad. He suddenly shoved the pad in his pocket, gripping the phone tightly.

“Well maybe you’ll learn to save your report next time. This isn’t fifth grade; you don’t get credit just for trying. I actually need that information in writing, so go ahead and start over. Yeah, I kind of hate you, too,” he said as he pushed his sunglasses up on his head, his brown eyes softened at Charlotte. Running a hand through his short dark hair, he stabbed at his phone and shoved it in his pocket.

“Hey, you,” she said, smiling up at him.

“Hi, princess.” He leaned down and kissed her quickly. “Hi, Amy,” he added.

“Hey there, stud. Congrats on knocking up my BFF,” Amy said.

“So, you told her.” He took a seat next to Charlotte and grabbed a chip off her plate.

“Sorry, I couldn’t wait any longer.” Charlotte said. “Plus, I figured it would take the sting out of me moving out. She’s losing the best roommate ever, but gaining an adorable squishy baby.”

“Is that decaf?” he asked, pointing at her iced coffee.

“See, I told you,” she said, looking at Amy. “Yes, honey. Do I look awake enough for it to be caffeinated?” She flipped up her sunglasses, and smiled at him.

“Nope. You look exhausted. Just the way I like my pregnant wife.” He pulled out his phone for a moment and sighed. “This kid is going to be the death of me. All he has to do is type up the notes from a freaking interview and it’s like the end of the world.”

“New recruit. Not going well,” Charlotte explained to Amy.

“Well, they can’t all be you,” Amy said, smiling.

Charlotte laughed. “I do bring something special to the table.” She popped a chip in her mouth and turned to Chase.

“That’s one way of putting it. Shouldn’t you be working?” he asked, with one raised eyebrow.

“I am,” she said.

“Um...” He splayed his hands across the table at their lunch.

“Surveillance,” she said with a nod to a convenience store across the street. He shot his gaze over, and then narrowed his eyes at her. “I swear, ask Wells. Smuggling. And Amy didn’t have any classes today so... I figured a little company would help my cover.” She smiled at him and waited for his face to soften.

“You are a genius, princess.” He leaned in and kissed her again, lingering a moment until Amy cleared her throat.

“You two are kind of gross now. I think I liked it better when you guys were all dramatic.” Amy leaned back in her chair, pushing her plate away.

“I need to get back,” Chase said, staring down at his phone. “This kid needs so much micro-management.”

“Good thing that’s your specialty.” Charlotte winked at him.

“Cute. See you later?” he asked as he stood.

“Yeah, at home, I won’t be back in the office today.”

“Okay, love you, princess.” He kissed the top of her head and grabbed another chip.

“Love you, too.” She still couldn’t say it without her cheeks heating up for some reason, but she was getting there.

“God, Char, pregnancy makes you mushy.”

* * *

The Welcome to New Hampshire sign came into view and gave her a warm feeling in her stomach, as it always did. Which was immediately followed by a sinking feeling when she thought about what they were about to do.

As her mother’s only child, telling her she was married without her knowledge, and carrying the child of a man her mother had only met once in passing, was terrifying. Her eyelids were weighted down with the exhaustion of growing a person and she let them fall but her mind continued to race, offering her no rest.

She peeked open her eyes when the car slowed down, the exit sign for Millston already behind them. Her heart picked up pace as they drove through town.

“Oh, you need to take—never mind...” She cut herself off as he turned onto her street. “How did you know that?”

“Well, honey, I was kind of tasked with watching over you for a few years.” He looked at her over the top of his sunglasses.

“Right. You stalked me. Wait, have you been here before?” She snapped her head to him. 

“Um, just once. When Jen was visiting...” He trailed off as he pulled into her driveway.

“Well that’s fucking creepy,” she said, shuddering. She froze when she saw the BMW in her mother’s driveway.

“Isn’t that Wells’ beamer?” Chase narrowed his eyes at the Massachusetts plates.

“So, um, I need to tell you something.” She pulled at her fingers and looked down.

“This isn’t some weird intervention thing, is it? I swear I can quit... whatever it is you think I have a problem with.” He pulled off his sunglasses.

She stifled a laugh. “It’s not an intervention, Chase. I was going to tell you eventually, but I guess now is good.” She swallowed hard and shifted in the seat so she faced him. “I’ve known Shawn Wells my entire life. He’s been my pseudo-uncle since my dad died. I didn’t know he was FBI until I got out of the academy, and, uh, he’s dating my mom.” She forced a smile and waited for his reaction.

“So, that whole ‘No more secrets, Chase’ thing only applied to me, huh?” he asked, mocking her voice with finger quotes around her words.

“I’m sorry, I’m still processing it all myself, and I just never found a good time to tell you.” She looked up at the house and then back at him. “Are you mad at me?”

“Nah,” he said with a shrug. “Makes a lot more sense why you guys were so comfy-cozy all the time. And why he was so pissed about the wedding... fuck. Do you think he’s carrying? Maybe I should wait in the car.” Chase’s eyes darted back and forth and she laughed.

“It’ll be fine,” she said, trying to convince herself as much as him. He turned her chin to him and kissed her.

“I’m not mad. Just really, no more secrets.”

“You’re kind of the best, you know that?” She smiled. Just one more... She’d have to wait to explain everything about her father. His phone buzzed and he rolled his eyes.

“I’ve gotta take this. Useless recruit again. I’ll be in shortly, okay?” He kissed her quick before accepting the call.

She stepped out of the car and sighed, walking up the front steps. After getting no response when she knocked, she turned the knob and stepped inside.

“Mom?” she called, walking through the kitchen into the living room. “Mom?”

“Oh shit.” A man’s voice and rustling on the couch caught her attention as Shawn’s head and bare shoulders popped up, his face flush and a woman’s hand slipping from his dark close cut hair.

“Oh my God,” Charlotte said, her eyes wide. She covered her eyes and turned away. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

The couch squeaked and her mother laughed as Shawn swore under his breath.

“Don’t you knock, Charlotte?” he said with a huff. “You can turn around now.”

She stood frozen, her face on fire. “I did knock... I’m sorry. I didn’t think... it’s the middle of the day, and...”

“And what dear?” her mom asked and Charlotte peeked over her shoulder, to see her mother still laughing and shifting her clothing, her hair falling out of the loose bun on her head.

“And we’re old,” Shawn said.

“I didn’t say that,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “I mean, good for you guys.” Charlotte looked around, avoiding their gaze as heat burned in her cheeks.

“It’s good to see you, dear. What brings you home?” Her mom stood and hugged her quickly before walking to the kitchen.

“Well um, I had some news, actually,” she started, cut off by a knock at the door. “I uh, brought someone with me,” she said, turning quickly and running to the door. He smiled at her when she opened it, but cocked his head at her bright red cheeks and hesitant smile. “I’ll explain later.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the kitchen.

“McKinney, what are you doing here?” Shawn asked looking between the two of them.

“Chase, right? We had met at Charlotte’s academy graduation,” Charlotte’s mom stuck out her hand.

He shook it. “Good to see you again, Mrs. Hayes.” He smiled at her.

“So I didn’t know you were going to be here, Shawn. But, um, that’s good. Two birds with one... giant stone, I guess.” She swallowed hard. “Why don’t we all sit?” She walked to living room and sat down on the couch, but immediately bounced back up as the last few minutes replayed in her mind. She turned and crinkled her nose at it before settling on a bench opposite the couch, where Chase joined her.

“Is everything okay, Charlotte?” her mom asked as she sat down.

“Yeah, actually everything is great. Uh, a couple of months ago, while we were on a case...” She paused. “Chase and I got married.” She kept her eyes down as the silence rang in her ears.

“No annulment then?” Shawn asked, and then cleared his throat.

“Nope. We decided to try and make it work.” She nodded to herself, finally looking up at her mom.

“Wait, you knew about this?” Her mom turned to Shawn and smacked him in the arm.

“Well, yes, but it was supposed to be over by now. Interesting choice, you two.” He leaned back and crossed his arms.

“I don’t know what to say, Charlotte. You’ve kept a lot of things from me, but this one hurts. I’ve looked forward to your wedding day since you were born. I wish I could have been there. I didn’t even know you two were dating.” Her mom sniffled and brushed at a tear on her cheek with the back of her hand.

“We weren’t, really. And it happened fast, for the case, and like Shawn said, we didn’t intend for it to last. But things changed.” She looked to Chase and bit back the tears. Her mother being upset always stabbed at her. He grabbed her hand and squeezed.

“I’m sorry we’re springing this on you, Mrs. Hayes. Our relationship has always been unconventional, to say the least. Which, trust me, isn’t the way I would have wanted things. Your daughter deserves much more than that and I intend to spend the rest of my life making that up to her.”

“You can just call me Karen,” her mom said, clearing her throat and softening.

“Didn’t realize you were such a romantic, McKinney,” Shawn said with a laugh.

“You don’t bring that back to work,” he said, pointing at him.

Shawn held his hands up, smiling.

“Well, Charlotte, Chase. I’m disappointed I couldn’t be a part of it. But, if you two are happy together...” She looked up with a crooked smile. “Can we at least throw you a reception?”

“Yes,” Charlotte said with a smile, looking to Chase who nodded.

“I think I have some champagne, let’s celebrate.” She stood with a clap and moved to the kitchen.

“Ah, well, before you go pouring that, there’s something else.” Charlotte’s insides shook and her chest tightened. She’d dodged one bullet but chances were unlikely she could dodge two. Chase squeezed her hand tighter. She took a deep breath. “Do you want to be called Grammie, or Nonnie, or something else?”

“Well I haven’t had a reason to give that much thought, Char—” Her mom’s hand flew to her mouth with realization. “Are you pregnant?”

Charlotte nodded slowly and braced herself as her mom threw herself at her.

“This is wonderful.”

Charlotte hugged her mom, looking over her shoulder at Chase and Shawn. The excitement was unexpected and the entire scene surreal. A moment later, her mom grabbed Chase and hugged him. Charlotte stifled a laugh. Finally, her mom sat back on the couch between them.

“Sweetie, I love you. But I wasn’t sure I was ever going to see grandchildren for a while there.”

“Glad I could make that happen for you,” Charlotte said. “No comment, Shawn?” she asked, and he looked up with a smirk.

He folded his hands on his lap. “Congratulations.”

“So no champagne. Let me get some tea instead,” her mom said, hopping up and heading into the kitchen.

“I’m surprised at how this is all working out,” Shawn said, and both Charlotte and Chase snapped their heads to him.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Charlotte asked, raising her eyebrows.

Shawn leaned forward and glanced into the kitchen, before he said, “It means I might be able to use you two on a case.”

“Well I sure as hell hope so, Uncle Shawn, since that’s what you pay us for,” Charlotte said with a wink.

“Don’t be a smart ass. There’s a very specific case we haven’t been able to get a handle on due to the nature of it. I’ll send you an email with the details. Talk it over, and let me know on Monday. I’m not going to force it on you.”

Charlotte and Chase looked at each other with furrowed brows. It wasn’t Shawn’s style to make a case an option, and the fact he left it open that way had them both intrigued.

“Okay,” Chase said with a nod as Karen walked back in the room.

“So, sweetheart, when should I expect to achieve grandparent status?” she asked as she sat down.

“Early January,” Charlotte replied, taking a sip of the tea.

“Perfect.” 


Chapter 2

“Holy fuck,” Charlotte said, scrolling through the email from Shawn on her phone.

“What?” he asked, bouncing his gaze from the road to her and down to the phone.

“No wonder Shawn gave us an out on this one...” She let out a deep breath and squinted at the screen.

“What, Charlotte?”

“So this guy, Dr. David Hall, is suspected of trafficking heroin in from Canada.” She finally looked over at him.

“I know drugs are bad, princess, but that doesn’t seem all that shocking.” He glanced at her and she rolled her eyes.

“Well let me finish. He’s an OB/GYN, who tends to send patients to Canada for procedures. There have been complaints from these patients filed that they think the procedures they are sent for are unnecessary. And a young woman at the end of last year thinks she may have had something... inserted while she was there, and removed when she returned to his office.” Charlotte pushed her sunglasses on top of her head and stared at him.

“Oh. Yeah. That is deserving of a ‘holy fuck’. So, let me see if I can guess. He wants us to go undercover as patients and get some evidence.”

“Bingo,” she said, pointing at him before looking back down at her phone.

They sat in silence for a while and he considered the risks of the case. In order to get the evidence they’d need to prosecute, Charlotte would likely need to be subjected to having a bag of heroin shoved inside her, putting both her and their baby at risk.

“I don’t know about this one, Charlotte,” he said as they crossed the border into Vermont.

“Yeah...” she trailed off, staring at her phone. “There is a pretty strong connection between this guy and the fentanyl laced heroin that has been dropping people left and right lately.”

“We know that, and yet we can’t bag this guy?” he asked, and sipped the iced coffee they’d stopped to grab a while earlier.

“Well, his son is in jail for dealing, and his stash tested positive for fentanyl. But that was several weeks ago, and there’s still plenty of this stuff hitting the streets.” She hadn’t looked up from her phone and he glanced over at her, seeing news articles flying by.

“We’ve had this conversation before, about how if anything happens to you, it’s not just about you now....” He focused on the road but her sigh was audible. The silence stretched over the next few miles before she finally spoke.

“I know this girl.” She held up her phone, a smiling, curly haired girl around Charlotte’s age stared back at him, with the headline 24-year-old Teacher Found Dead from Overdose. “She was a year ahead of me in high school, moved a few towns over after college. And apparently became a heroin addict.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, shifting his eyes to her for a moment.

“I mean, I wasn’t close to her, just knew her in passing. But she was a nice girl. Taught fourth grade.”

“I’m pretty uncomfortable with the thought of you risking your life, and our baby’s life, to help save these drug addicts. They made their choice. Does it suck they’re getting killed by bad heroin? Sure. But they’re the ones who decided to start using in the first place.”

“I’m not saying I think this is a great idea. I just... I don’t think we should brush it off. People are dying. Good people are dying.” She was chewing her lip. He didn’t need to look to know, it’s just what she did when she didn’t really know what she was doing.

“Addicts are dying, Charlotte.”

“How do you know they’re addicts?” She was staring at him now, he could see from the corner of his eye.

“Well you just told me that girl from high school was an addict.” He knew this conversation was leading into some sort of trap; he just wasn’t sure how to avoid it.

“Yeah. But it could have been her first time. It could be anyone’s first time. Or third. Or hundredth.”

“I don’t want to debate addiction, princess. I want to know that this whole idea freaks you out and that you haven’t already decided to do it.”

“It does. And I haven’t. I just can’t help but think it could have been me.”

“Charlotte...”

“Just hear me out?” She pleaded and he nodded. “This is a serious epidemic right now. Even teeny little Millston has had overdoes—deadly ones, at that. It’s hard to know we could stop it, but refuse to.”

“There’s no guarantee it would even work. And frankly, princess, it’s hard to think you’d put yourself and our baby at risk for people who have made a decision to use drugs. I mean, wouldn’t you think with all this going on and knowing people are dying, they’d quit? Look how easily you stopped using coke.” He darted his eyes between her and the road.

“One, I was the exception, not the rule. Two, I was lucky to have the means to see a therapist almost constantly while I worked through that. And three, it wasn’t quite as easy as everyone seems to think it was for me.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“I still had a bag of coke in my drawer at home until this past December. I was inches from shoving that shit up my nose more times than I can count.”

“I didn’t realize that...”

“Right, no one did. All it would have taken is one hit and I could have been done if it was laced. And for the record, heroin is a totally different ball game than cocaine on the scale of addiction.”

“I just, you’re everything for me, okay? I’m having a hard time with this one. You always want to put everyone else first. And I love that about you. But if something happened to you I’d be devastated, never mind something fully avoidable. And with the circumstances, you could lose...” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.

“The baby?” she asked and he nodded, not looking at her. “I know. Boston has some of the best OBs in the world and Wells promised to get us in with one of them to monitor everything. Can we agree that we’ll go talk to them before we make a decision?”

“I can agree to that,” he said, nodding, yet his heart twisted in his chest.

* * *

She read through the articles about the local overdoses in her hometown. There had been four overdoses in the last two months, three ending in a death. In a town of less than ten thousand, it was pretty jarring. She made a mental note to ask her mom about it, and tapped Kent Lowe on her phone. He’d been like a big brother to her for years and her partner when she was a police officer on the Millston Police Department.

“You know, it’s not nice to drive through town without saying hi.” 

“I realize you’re a detective and all, but I’m fairly creeped out that you knew I was in town... I’m not even in my car.” 

“Yes, but you stopped for gas and my brother was riding his bike by.”

“Ah, John, always throwing me under the bus.” She laughed. “I wish this was a social call, Kent, but I’ve actually got some work questions for you.”

“Shit, yeah, okay. What’s up?” His tone changed, and she sighed.

“Everything is off the record at this point. We haven’t officially been put on anything, but those recent overdoses in town, you investigate those?” She had pulled out a notepad in case there was anything worth writing down.

“Yeah, a little. I mean, they were ODs, pretty cut and dry.”

“Right. Was there any heroin left when you went over the scenes, and do you still have it?” She loved her hometown and she loved Kent, but her small-town mentality had been destroyed over the last few years, and she knew things were rarely what they seemed.

“There’s still some in evidence.”

“Did you get any of it tested?” she asked, glancing at Chase.

“Char, you worked here. I think you already know the answer to that question.”

“Fair. Well, do me a favor, don’t let it go missing? I might be needing it, okay?”

“You got it, lady. Everything okay with you otherwise?” 

“Yeah, things are good,” she replied, looking out the window. The Bloomfield 1 Mile sign caught her eye and squeezed her chest, Chase’s hometown approaching too quickly.

“Next time you’re in town make sure you say hi. And I’d really like to know what you’re doing driving around with McKinney these days...” he said.

“Ah, that is a long story that I promise to enlighten you on soon. Say hi to everyone at the station for me?”

“Of course. Talk soon, Charlotte.”

She clicked end and swallowed hard as Chase pulled off the exit. She hadn’t met his parents, and had only encountered his sister one time when she basically begged her not to get the annulment. The buildings grew sparser and the fields wider. The corn stalks were just peeking up through the ground and Chase waved to a man on a tractor who passed going the opposite direction.

“How do you think your parents are going to take everything?” she asked, turning to him.

“My mom will cry and hug you. My dad will grunt and nod.” Chase clicked on the turn signal and they headed down a dirt road.

“Are those good things?” A white house in the distance grew larger as they approached.

“They’ve been waiting for grandchildren since the day I was born. So yeah, nearly thirty years of angst around that, they’ll be thrilled.” He patted her knee and gave her a quick smile.

“Did they know about...” She hated bringing up his ex-wife and the miscarriage she had, but the words had come out before she could stop them.

“About Shelia being pregnant? Yes. You need to remember no one in my family liked her. Losing the baby devastated all of us, though.”

“Do they know anything about me? What if they don’t like me either?” Her confidence had been all over the map since she got pregnant. Some days she was ready to take over the world, other days she assumed everyone was out to get her and wanted to hide under a rock. Any energy she had was zapped from the conversation she had with her mom and Shawn. She wasn’t sure she could handle even a disapproving glare.

Chase slowed the car and put it in park. He pulled his sunglasses off and turned his body to face her. The late afternoon sun beamed through the window behind him. She stared at him from behind her own sunglasses, the straw to her ice coffee between her teeth.

“They know your name. They know you’ve been through a lot, and that I’ve been working with you for a long time. I’m pretty sure they know I have feelings for you because my mom can read my mind. And my sister has a big mouth. I guarantee they will love you because I love you.”

“You loved Shelia,” Charlotte said, pushing the straw to the corner of her mouth.

“Yeah. I did, but not for the right reasons. She was an escape from my small-town life; she represented all the things I thought I wanted simply because they were different. You aren’t the only one with a past you tried to run from, princess.”

“Pretty sure my traumatic life experiences beat yours unless you’re keeping more secrets from me.” She finally pulled her sunglasses off and gave him the ghost of a grin.

“I’m not saying I was acting rationally. I was young and blinded by a city girl with fake blonde hair and green eyes who appreciated the fancy things in life, instead of straw bales and farmer tans.”

“I like farmer tans.”

“And I like small town girls. And ripped jeans and white t-shirts. And brown hair and blue eyes. And swearing. And beer.” He laughed to himself before looking back at her. “Did you know I wasn’t allowed to swear and we could only have bottles of wine over a hundred dollars in the house?”

“Fuck that, six-dollar gas station wine is the shit.”

“Damn fucking straight,” he said, leaning over, letting his fingers graze her chin before he kissed her. She sighed into him and slipped her coffee into the cup holder between them before her hands wrapped around the back of his head, pulling him closer.

Her extreme emotions extended to her sex drive as well. It was like being high on cocaine but a million times better. Her fingers curled in his hair and she wondered if there was somewhere they could sneak off to before meeting his parents. It sure would take the edge off.

The roar of an engine cut off her thoughts and she broke away from his lips, furrowing her brow at the cloud of dust behind him when his sister jerked to a stop on a four-wheeler.

“Hey Mel,” she yelled over the engine with a smile, tapping his shoulder and pointing. Mel turned the four-wheeler off and leaned down to peek in the car.

“Shit, I’m glad I caught you guys. Listen, I didn’t mean to say anything and when it slipped I didn’t think it would be a big deal but...” She looked towards the house and sighed.

“What did you do, Mel?” he asked.

“All I did was slip to mom and dad about the wedding.” She held up her hands. “Everything else was their idea.”

“What is everything else?” Charlotte asked, leaning over Chase.

“Oh, you’ll see. Let’s just say, they’re excited.” Mel cranked the key on the four-wheeler and tore off down the road.

Charlotte swallowed hard and Chase shrugged. He put the car back in drive and they drove around the corner in silence. What Mel had been talking about quickly became obvious.

Cars were scattered around the large yard and a tent peeked out behind the house. With the windows down, they could hear the bass from music blaring and Charlotte raised her eyebrows.

“So you know how you always say Amy’s parents are excessive?”

“Yeah...” Charlotte trailed off as he found a spot and put the car in park.

“Mine are worse.”

* * *

He was annoyed Mel had slipped and told their parents, but he was more irritated they decided to spring a McKinney Family Farm event on them. They were known to throw several large parties a year for whatever reason—fourth of July, the birth of a new calf, it being eighty degrees in April. Whatever his mom could come up with. Both his parents were born and raised in town and his entire family still resided there, give or take a few cousins. So they took it upon themselves to be the town event center.

“So this is what you were trying to escape then?” she asked with a laugh. He shifted his trance to her and smiled.

“I’m sorry. If you’re not up for it we can turn around right now.”

“It’s fine.” She pushed open the door and stretched her legs from the long ride. She blinked back the dizziness that threatened to invade her vision. He came around the car and took her hand.

“I’ll bring our bags in later. You ready to make your grand entrance? There’s no going back after this.” He was leading her around the side of the house and the music grew louder.

“Nothing could stop me.” She smiled at him and he knew she was the best thing that ever happened to him. He’d have to thank Wells for sticking him on her case sometime.

He pulled back the edge of the tent and the music immediately stopped and dozens of heads turned to them. Scanning the faces, he confirmed it was the usual crowd – his entire extended family and the twenty percent of town he wasn’t related to.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the guests of honor have arrived!” A voice boomed out of the speakers and he shook his head at Tom, Mel’s fiancé who was manning the music. He had a dream of being a DJ, but rural Vermont wasn’t exactly the most hopping club and event scene. “For the first time anywhere, well maybe not, I’m not actually sure... for the first time here, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Chase McKinney!”

The guests cheered and Charlotte was squeezing his hand as if her life depended on it. The girl would throw herself in front of a bullet, but having a group of strangers clap for her was apparently too much. He waved and she followed his lead as the music kicked back on and Ed Sheeran’s voice crooned Thinking Out Loud through the speakers.

“Mick, come on man, give that girl a first dance,” Tom yelled into the microphone. Chase laughed, assumed his cheeks were as red as Charlotte’s and pulled her to the center of the tent. Putting his arms around her, he looked down and had to stop himself from cracking up. Her eyes were wide and darting around the tent.

“Just look at me, you’re fine. It’s all in fun.” He kissed her nose and the crowd cheered, her cheeks getting impossibly redder.

“Mick, huh?” she asked. He never knew what was going to come out of her mouth next.

“Yeah. You have a problem with it?” He was holding her as close as he could as they swayed to the music.

“No. But I’m not calling you that. And no one better ever call me Mrs. Chase McKinney again,” she said with a shudder.

“Deal. I like the way you say my name better anyway,” he whispered in her ear and kissed her neck where he knew it would make her crazy.

“There’s like a thousand people watching us right now, don’t do that,” she snapped, her fingers tightening around the fabric of his shirt.

“A hundred and nineteen actually. Maybe one twenty, I don’t know if Becky had her baby yet.”

“How did they know I love this song?” she asked, pulling back and narrowing her eyes at him. “You didn’t know about this, did you?”

“Absolutely not. I uh, I played it a lot when Mel was down after I broke my leg.” He avoided her eyes as best he could but didn’t miss the smirk that crept across her face.

“You mean you went all depressed my-crush-broke-my-heart teenage girl when I told you it was over?”

“No,” he snapped and then sighed. “Yes.”

She laughed and rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you, Chase.”

He peeked down at her; the color in her cheeks had begun to fade. “I love you too, Charlotte,” he said, with a kiss to the top of her head.

* * *

He pulled off into a field and put the truck in park. She furrowed her brow as he got out, but followed him around to the back. He lowered the tailgate and hopped into the bed, pulling two blankets from the corner. He laid the first thick flannel blanket across the bed of the truck and left the second off to the side. He held out his hand and she laughed, pulling herself up.

They sat in silence for several minutes and she smiled up at the stars. It had been a long time since she’d been somewhere they were so prevalent. And an even longer time since she’d been relaxed enough to enjoy them.

“Sorry that all got out of hand,” he said, laying back. She turned and looked down at him before lowering herself, resting her head on his shoulder as his arm wrapped around her.

“It’s okay. It was... loud,” she laughed. “Just not used to the big family thing, you know.”

“They can definitely be overwhelming. And overbearing. And over sharing. Basically they just over do everything.” He pulled her closer.

“No, everyone was really sweet. It was strange, but nice being welcomed with such open arms.” 

“We can tell my parents and Mel about the baby in the morning. I figured it would be too much for both of us tonight.”

She nodded and nestled herself into his shoulder. “This is beautiful out here.”

“Right here is my favorite spot. No one drives up here at night, and if you’re quiet, you can hear the river.” He whispered and let the silence linger until the rush of the water could be distinguished over the chirping insects.

“You know what would make this moment perfect?” she said, turning to look at him.

“A kiss?” he offered with a smile and eyebrow wiggle.

“Uh, I was going to say a beer, but since that’s a no-go, I can settle for a kiss. As long as it’s a good one.” She smiled as he turned until he was leaning over her.

“Maybe I should consider increasing my offer then?” He looked down at her and despite the overwhelming unknown feelings that had been pulsing through her all day, she knew in that moment she was exactly where she belonged.

“I’m still accepting bids.”

“A kiss, every day, for the rest of your life,” he said, dramatically waving an arm out.

“You really are a dork sometimes.” She laughed, her hand sliding to the back of his head and pulling his mouth to hers. Their lips slid over each other for a minute before she released him and he pulled away, resting his forehead on hers. “I’ve always wanted to do it in the back of a truck,” she whispered, looking up at him. His eyes popped open and he laughed.

“You really are a naughty girl sometimes.”

“There’s that dork thing again.”

“Come on, just play along,” he said, trailing kisses down her neck. She let out a low moan and arched her back.

“Make love to me under the stars, Chase McKinney,” she said as his hand slipped under her shirt, caressing her skin.

“I thought you’d never ask.” 


Chapter 3

She woke up to the sound of a rooster, Chase’s arm wrapped tightly around her. There was the unmistakable pressure in her bladder and she tried to pull his arm off but he just pulled her to him, nestling his face in her neck.

“Five more minutes,” he mumbled against her skin.

“Sure, if you don’t mind being soaked in urine in two minutes.” She laughed when he released her and she stood, heading to the bathroom in the hall. His parent’s house was exactly what she had expected, but nicer. A large old farmhouse that his mother had been slowly redoing over the years. Everything was state of the art but authentic.

Exiting the bathroom, she walked back to Chase’s childhood room and crawled back under the covers with him. He was on his back, his eyes still closed and she propped herself up on her elbow next to him. She was sure it was still just the honeymoon phase washing over her, but she couldn’t help smiling whenever she looked at him. Raising a hand, she let her finger trace down his chest and after a moment he shuddered, his eyes popping open.

Her fingers trailed down his stomach and a grin spread across his lips. She had been insatiable the last few weeks and he seemed to enjoy every second of it. He grabbed her hand and pulled her down, leaning over and pinning her to the bed as he kissed her.

“You really can’t get enough, can you?” he whispered against her lips before moving to her neck.

“Nope,” she said, her back arching against him. “This is a way better side effect than morning sickness.”

He laughed against her shoulder as he let his hands slide down to her shorts just as a knock rattled the door.

“Breakfast is on,” Mel barked through the door. He groaned and rolled off her.

“She has her own house. I don’t know why she’s always here.” He stared up at the ceiling and she rolled over, crawling on top of him.

“Well they can wait a few minutes,” she said, pushing her hips against him, her hands splayed on his chest.

“What I have in mind will take longer than that,” he winked and she laughed.

“Save that for later. Now is about efficiency,” she said, leaning down and kissed him as her hips rocked back and forth.

“3...2...1...” He counted and she furrowed her brow.

“Stop fucking and get up brother, eggs are getting cold,” Mel yelled through the door. Charlotte froze on top of him and he broke out in laughter.

“Has this been a common occurrence in your life?” Charlotte asked, sitting back on his legs with her hands on her hips.

“I like how you go from vixen sex goddess to jealous rage in half a second flat.”

“I did, didn’t I?” She scrunched her face and climbed off him. “Sorry.”

“No, it hasn’t,” he said as she pulled on a pair of jeans. “She’s just a brat.”

She turned and gave him a smile, grabbing her phone off the nightstand. A message from her mom reiterating her excitement, one from Amy asking how all the confessions went, and one from Kent that came in at three a.m. Furrowing her brow, she tapped it and sucked in her breath.

Kent: Had another OD last night. She’s alive, but rough. This one hurts though, she’s John’s girlfriend, Char. She’s fifteen.

She sighed and before even explaining to Chase, she tapped Kent’s number.

“It’s fucked up, Char.” His voice was trembling, even hours after he had sent the text.

“Tell me what happened,” she said, sitting down on the bed, ignoring Chase’s cocked head as he pulled on a shirt.

“John called me flipping the fuck out at midnight. I couldn’t even understand him except that he was at Gillian’s house. He was supposed to be at home with my mom and I knew Gill’s parents were out of town, so I flew over there. She was in the middle of a seizure when I got there, vomit dripping out of her mouth, eyes rolling around... I just...” Kent had been her rock for most of her life, until Chase. And to hear him so shaken up broke her heart.

“And you know it was heroin?” She glanced up at Chase, the color beginning to drain from his face.

“Needle was still in her arm. I can’t fucking believe him for getting mixed up in this.”

“Has he been using?” Her heart tightened in her chest.

“He says he hasn’t but I don’t like him even being around it. He needs to get away from this girl.”

“Don’t be angry with him, at least not right now. I need you to hold onto whatever is left of that heroin, okay? I’ll come back through town tonight and we can talk about it, and about John.”

“Charlotte, this town is going to hell.”

“I’m not going to let that happen.” Her voice was quiet, as she kept her emotions pushed down. “Where are you right now?”

“At the hospital. John won’t leave Gill. I had to call her parents, do you know how fucking hard that is?” He sighed heavily into the phone and she let the silence sit. “It’d be really nice about now if my dad hadn’t run off and left me to play brother and father.”

“I know, bud.”

“I’ll be at the station at four until who knows when. I’ll meet you there tonight?”
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