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Chapter
1

Bryn

Beads of
sweat drip down my temples as I wait for the camera guy to get his
lens into focus. My hand has been resting on the handle of this
shovel for nearly a half an hour in the stifling heat. It hit
record-breaking temperatures in North Carolina today, and my Armani
suit can attest. My brothers are off in the distance, under the
tent, like elves waiting for the other shoe to fall. We’ve waited
for this moment for so long it almost doesn’t seem real. But as
sure as the nose on my face, it’s real. It’s as real as it
comes.

Every
major news station is here today, both local and national, for the
breaking ground of the most highly anticipated skyscrapers this
state has ever seen. My brothers and I are land developers. This is
our baby. We waited years for this parcel of land to come into our
hands, and our day has finally come. Nothing and nobody is going to
take this moment away from us. The drawings and models for the
buildings await us in the meeting room back at headquarters, and
once we satisfy the mayor, whom we’re in bed with now, we can get
to work.

“Dale!” I shout to one of my brothers. “Get your ass over here,
man! And bring the other pansies with you while you’re at it!” I
say with a chuckle, as whistles of encouragement come from the
audience surrounding us.

“I didn’t sign up for this.” Dale mutters, half annoyed, half
embarrassed, which is just the effect I was hoping for. As he walks
to me, with my other brothers in tow, we can hear our closest
business associates whistling louder, likely smelling the money
oozing from this place already. It’s no secret that this company is
one of the richest in the state. It rivals the biggest cellular
phone company in North America, stationed right here, an
up-and-coming car manufacturer with roots in Mexico, but with its
flagship location here, and, most ironic, a particular airline
that’s seen as many dollars in profit as we have this
quarter.

“Ah, just shut up, and paste a smile on that puss of yours.” I
murmur to Dale as he stands next to me.

“You could have at least wiped your feet, Chas.” I comment to
my other brother, standing next to Griff and Beckett, who look like
they missed the boat on the wardrobe call for this event. I’m the
one in the suit, and one of them is in khaki pants and a concert
t-shirt, while the other one is wearing a pair of coveralls, like
he’s fresh from painting someone’s basement. Chas, at least, has
leather cowboy boots on, which are clean. “Mama would be proud.” I
add.

“Aw, shut up. She don’t know any different.” Chas
whines.

“Yeah, since when do you
wear a suit?” Beckett comments, as usual, taking
sides with Griff. “That the same one you wore to daddy’s funeral?”
he pokes, and I give him a cold-hearted stare. That was a low-ball
comment. Hitting below the belt. But I know that Beckett is pissed
at me, as are all my brothers, for not only making them come down
here for the photo-op, but also for dragging them into half the
business that we have. Dale, Beckett and I are the only three
clearly cut out for this business. We put our heart and soul in
here. For the last ten years, our blood, sweat and tears has been
shed throughout, while the other two hang off the coattails of our
success.

But I
won’t get into that right now, since there’s a time and a place for
everything, and now’s the time to bask in the glow of our success,
no matter how welcome or unwelcome it is. You’d think, after
working so hard, for so many years, that my brothers would be more
gratuitous. It’s been like this for a while, I admit. Ever since
our daddy died. Tore our family apart. Not that daddy kept it
together, mind you. Truthfully, the man was never around. Coming
from money doesn’t always mean coming from the grand scheme of
things, see. None of us boys ever really knew our daddy.

The man
was an enigma. As rich as the day is long, but it came at a price.
A price that we’ll all pay for for the rest of our lives from the
look of it. It’s funny how that happened. It’s almost like we were
all fine, with an absent father, a mother that kissed the ground we
all walked on, and an endless supply of money, but the problem was
the truth. We found out our little family secret by accident, and
when daddy got wind of it, at first, denial was his knee-jerk
response, but we saw through that. Being bred from intelligent
stock for once came back to kick daddy in the ass.

None of
us are stupid. Fact, most of us are too damn smart for our own
good. I suppose part of him hoped we’d buy the story. His alibi was
our surname. There are dozens of us in the city alone. Kinda like
having a name like Smith or Jones is as concealing as having a
secret name, since everybody mistakes you for them, when you’re
not. And at the same time, everyone suspects that you aren’t
related. The secret came out not a year before dear old daddy died.
Not saying it isn’t a loss when a man dies, but as I said before,
our daddy was little more than a visitor once every couple of
months, throughout our lives.

He was a
businessman. But that’s all we were told. Seems to me like we were
paid dearly to keep our mouths shut. Mama, too. We never met any
family other than mama’s, either. Birthdays and Christmases growing
up were loaded with gifts, but never a visit from the man himself.
He was too busy. Or so we were told, anyway. But nonetheless, it
was his orders to send us all off to the military, too. I’d be
lying if I said we didn’t resent mama a bit for going along with
that one.

The
secret came out when Dale stumbled across the man’s first name. We
were told it was disrespectful to know your daddy’s first name, let
alone to use it. But when Dale called him it once, he took notice
real quick. It’s the one thing about having a common last name that
separates you from the rest. Shit hit the fan that day. In no
uncertain terms we were told to never repeat his name, we were
ordered to sign an N.D.A. agreeing to as much, or else daddy
dearest would remove us from the family will and cut us off all
financial support, crippling us as budding businessmen
ourselves.

It never
made that big of a deal to me, so long as he forked out the cash to
get Crystal Developments going. Me and Dale named the Corporation
after mama. Only that’s her surname, not her first name. Remember,
it’s shunned in our family to know or use your folks’ first name.
Lord strike us dead for using our surname for the business. Both
daddy and mama would have our hind ends for it if we even thought
about it. But all things considered, it’s been worth it. As I stand
on the hardened soil, cracked from the heat, I can see my vision
finally coming to fruition, and to me, everything else comes
second.

“Can we get this shit over with, please?” Dale whines. “My
fucking shirt is already soaked through.”

“Dude…you ready to roll here, man?” I shout to the camera
guy.

He lifts
his head from the camera and nods, just keeping one eye open.
“We’re on in five…four…three…” he trails off, using two fingers in
the air, and then one, indicating that he’s rolling.

“You got enough B roll?” Some douche bag in a cheap suit, asks.
He’s holding a microphone with the call letters from a national
news station printed on it. He waits until the camera guy has shot
us all standing here like a bunch of melting morons, while I hold a
shovel, like I’m about to dig my own fucking grave in this
sweltering heat, and then he sticks the microphone in my face, and
asks me some fruity questions, before I finally drive the goddamn
stake in the ground.

Everyone
claps and whistles, like they were bribed to do so, but more than
likely, we’re all just picturing the money that will pour out of
this place, and responding in kind. This building is going to put
Crystal Developments on the map. And not just in North Carolina,
either. With our experience and contacts, we should be able to turn
heads nationwide.

Douche
bag nods, and then the mayor comes busting in, like he owns the
place, and I guess, in a way, he does. He says his shpeel and trots
off again, leaving me with the douche bag and the camera guy, who
are happy to pack up their shit and move on to the next greatest
thing. We’re in the middle of essentially a dirt plain, with stakes
peppered throughout, showing where our land surveyors marked spots
for the foundation and other monumental platitudes to be
placed.

“I’m outta here.” Chas scoffs, unimpressed.

I look
at Dale. “Let’s get back. We can probably make it in time to head
off the architectural department.”

“Sounds good, man. Let’s hit it.”

It’s
just me and Dale back at the office. Luckily, the camera crew had
the forethought to take some stills of us, and he sends them to me,
which I forward to our marketing department to add to our website,
so we can help boast the new development that’s going on that land.
So far, we only have parts of the architectural plans, animated,
posted on our site, but that’s not even scratching the surface.
After a six-hour meeting with the architects, Dale and I are fried
mentally. “Hey, you feel like grabbing a beer or something, man?”
he offers.

“Sure. We’ve never hit that one over on the other side of town.
That one called ‘Mingles’. You wanna hit there? I hear it’s quite a
happening place.”

“Sure, man. We can go there. You wanna take my
truck?”

He nods.
“Sounds good.”

We hop
into my truck and Dale rakes a hand through his hair. “What a
fucking day, huh.”

“It must have been. You never offer for us to go for a
beer.”

“I don’t know. I’ve had this…bad feeling all day, man. Can’t
shake it.”

I look
at him. Concern is registered on my face. “Yeah? Like…what kind of
a bad feeling?”

He
shrugs. “Dunno. Just…like something’s going to go down. I figured
it was with the ground-breaking shit that went on this morning, but
that went fine. The meeting with the architects went well,
too.”

Dale is
usually a quiet guy. When he’s got something to say, we listen, so
this, I know, isn’t him just blowing shit out of his ass. “Well,
maybe you can drown that feeling out with a brewskie,
huh.”

“Yeah, let’s hope.” He scoffs. He says nothing more as we drive
there. When we arrive, it looks all but vacant, but it’s still
early. Since I’m not much for crowds, nor is my brother, I think
we’re both silently relieved. It’s a nice place. No puke on the
floor, and they’re not even sticky, for that matter. Tables are
wiped clean and the bartender doesn’t look more sloshed than the
patrons.

“What are ya having?” The bartender asks.

“Two beers. Draught if you’ve got it.”

“Sure thing, man. Y’all can grab any table you want, or you can
hang here at the bar, whatever suits you. Liz over there’s just
finished at the best table in the house, if you want it.” He
gestures with his chin to the woman just straightening out the
chairs at a table close to the center of the bar. She sees us and
nudges her head, so we know to go to her.

“You best grab this table now before the throng hits.” She
advises.

“You expecting a crowd?” I ask her, noticing how cute her smile
is.

“Every night.” She says, matter-of-factly. “Where are you boys
from?”

“From here.” I answer. “We’ve never been here.”

There’s
that cute smile again. “I knew that. You ever heard of the band,
‘Take Risks’?”

“Can’t say that I have.” I answer, sitting down, taking the
beer that the bartender delivers to me, handing Dale one, too. We
both nod in thanks.

“That band started out here. Wade Ford used to sing here. We’re
still in touch.” He sticks his hand out for us to shake. “Name’s
Blake. And this, here, like I said, is Liz.”

We all
shake hands, and I notice that Liz lets her hand stay in my palm a
second longer than she lets it stay in Dale’s, but I shake off the
urge to throw that in his face later, like we used to do when we
were teenagers. “You boys let me know if y’all need anything.” Liz
says, letting her eyes connect with mine.

Dale
takes a long pull of his beer and draws in a deep breath. “You
think a place like this makes much money?”

“Liquor? Cover charge?” I frown. “Maybe some. Nothing like
commercial real estate. Probably make more money collecting rent on
this place.”

He
shudders.

“What’s up, partner?” I ask, but I already know what’s eating
him. I saw the reaction on his face with the mention of something a
minute ago.

He
waves. “It’s nothing. Just old ghosts, man.”

“I get it.” We don’t even have to talk about it. It’s like an
inherent understanding between us now. “Just…drink your beer and
quit thinking about it.”

“Easier said than done.”

“Not really. You can’t control what you can’t change,
man.”

“It can be changed.”

“You gonna change your name, are you? That’ll be the day. Good
luck trying to explain that one to business associates. It’ll be
worse than if everyone knows the truth, man, and you know
it.”

I don’t
know why we’re having this discussion again. It’s like beating a
goddamn dead horse. I see Liz come by again. “You boys want
anything to eat? Kitchen’s open for another hour.”

Based on
the fact that Dale’s beer is already half finished, I figure it’s
best to get some food into him now, before I’m pouring him into my
truck later. “Sure, darlin’. What have you got?”

She
flashes me that adorable grin again and gives me a rundown of
what’s on the menu. I order a combo platter with a bunch of stuff
that sounds delicious. That’s one thing about working sixteen hours
a day; you don’t often get to eat. Unless my assistant orders food
in, that is. As soon as Liz leaves us again, Dale looks at me.
“This was a bad idea, man. I’m getting a really bad vibe from this
place.”

“Buddy, I think you ought to take it easy, man. Maybe you’re
not dealing with things so well.”

“I’m fine, I’m just…there’s something about this place.
Something made me want to come here. It’s fucking with my head.
Never been here before, but, I don’t know, something made me come
here.”

“It’s just what we talked about, Dale. You’re letting it get to
you.”

He
shakes his head once for emphasis. “Na, it’s more than
that.”

I tilt
my head. “What do you think it is?”

He
stares at the half empty glass of beer in front of him and shakes
his head again. “I don’t know, man, but I feel like eyes are on
me.”

“Is it from the news coverage this morning, maybe? I know how
shit like that fucks with your head.”

“Maybe.” He nods. “It’s like whenever daddy used to come around
again and he’d threaten us that he’s always watching us and shit.
Stuff like that. It’s like…sometimes I feel like his ghost is here
with me. Freaks me out.”

“Dale, man, maybe you ought to talk to someone about this. It
doesn’t sound like you’re dealing with his death all that
well.”

“That’s bullshit, man. And you know it.” He says, irritated.
“He was never around long enough to even get to know the
guy.”

“Well, maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s why you’re all fucked up
in the head, Dale. He’s gone and you never got to know
him.”

“But he’s been gone…what…a while now, man. Why is this shit
just popping up now?”

I shrug.
“Dunno. Sometimes it takes that long for shit to come to the
surface, man. I don’t know. I’m no shrink. I’m just saying that
maybe you should talk to someone about this. Before it turns into
full blown fucking P.T.S.D. or something.”

“I already went through that shit after the military, Bryn.” He
says, leveling with me. “It ain’t that.”

“Well, it’s got to be something, man. Shit, you’re starting to
give me the willies here, now, too.”

“Cut the shit, Bryn.” He bites.

“I’m not shitting you, Dale.” I say with a serious scoff. Liz
comes around, bringing us our combination platter, and she brings
us each another beer, even though we didn’t ask for
them.

“Thanks, Liz.” I say, blurting her name, even though I don’t
really know her. I’d love to get to know her. That smile, the
smooth, soothing voice. Something about the way she carries
herself, too. But fuck it if I can ever get involved with a
waitress. My brothers would never let me live it down, despite the
fact that my last date was paid for. I hired her from an elite
escort service, since I haven’t got the time or the patience to
meet someone on my own, and I had to go with a plus-one to this
pompous gathering for some stuck-up fundraiser that mama set me up
with. The woman was all class until I only gave her a
one-hundred-dollar tip.

I’m
dying to ask if I can take her out sometime, but I know nothing
about her, and she’s not wearing any jewellery, so shit if I know
if she’s married, and I’m not asking, either. Dale isn’t paying any
mind to her, either, which is a relief. He does way better with the
ladies than I do, but I’ll never tell him that I know that. And he
doesn’t rub it in my face, either. His face is pale with worry, and
I wish like hell that I could read his fucking mind. I start to
think that coming here was a big mistake, and then I hear his phone
ring. As he glances at the display, I check my pockets, realizing
that stupidly, I’ve left my phone in the truck.

“It’s Griff.” Dale announces, picking up the call. If we
weren’t in a bar, he’d put him on speakerphone, I’m sure. He
addresses our brother. “Griff, what’s up, man.” He says as more of
a statement than a question.


Normally, Griff has some cocky comment to start, and I wait
for Dale to chuckle or smile in response, but he doesn’t. In fact,
his face pales, and I watch his Adam’s Apple bob up and down again.
“Fuck. Where.” A pause. “Okay. We’re on our way.”

He hangs
up and rakes a hand through his hair. Today was supposed to be one
of the most exciting days of our professional lives. Today was the
day that things, since our daddy died, were supposed to start
looking up. Yet it seems like all the ominous, foreshadowing
feelings that my brother’s been experiencing aren’t for naught.
Dale says two words that make me realize that things are about to
turn to shit even more so than they’ve already turned to
shit.

…”It’s mama.”


Chapter 2

Dale

Bryn
takes the wheel as we peel out of the parking lot, leaving a
fifty-dollar bill on the table, along with our untouched food and
two untouched beers. We say nothing to each other on the way to the
hospital, because there is nothing to say. I knew in the pit of my
stomach that something bad was about to happen today. My gut is
never wrong. It’s fucking uncanny. It’s like I’ve got some sixth
sense about when shit is going down. I even knew that my daddy had
died. Sad thing is we didn’t know for a couple of days, but that’s
another story.

Funny
thing is, even though I know why I was feeling so uneasy, it
doesn’t help ease the discomfort I still feel at the pit of my
stomach. My mama means everything to me. She raised all five of us
boys practically alone. And she wasn’t one of them strict mothers,
either, no. Mama always had a way of tearing at our heartstrings
instead of punishing us. Most of the time, we’d rather be punished
than suffer that unsettling feeling of hurting our mama in any way.
That’s why when our estranged father insisted that we all join the
military after high school, and get our education that way, none of
us put up a fight. We knew it was just a temporary thing, and
despite our mama going along with it, we hated our daddy for it,
not her.


Fortunately, I never got hurt, and I wasn’t in combat for
long. I was only on the battlefield for a short time, and luckily,
nothing really sinister happened while I was there. I got my degree
and got the hell out of there, otherwise unscathed. Thank God for
that. I swear that was mama’s doing. Mama’s and God’s, that is. My
mama’s a praying woman, see. And that’s why it hurts so much that
she’s fallen ill, because none of us boys are much good at it. She
always showed us the way. Griff is standing in the doorway when we
reach the entrance. He’s not walking, he’s running, as we pull into
a spot, and my heart skips a beat.

“How bad is it?” Bryn asks.

“Bad. We better hurry.” Griff says, literally running back into
the building, with me and Bryn in tow. I see Beckett and Chas
sitting on either side of mama, and the sight of her makes me want
to vomit and cry, all at the same time. Her chest heaves, like
she’s fighting for air. Her eyes flutter open as Griff calls her.
“Mama? Bryn and Dale are here.”

And it’s
like she waited until we got here, so her heart could stop. “I love
you.” She manages with her last breath, as all five of us hover
over her, clinging to her last moments. Her last gasp comes quickly
and her eyes close, like she’s just been given some lethal drug,
and she doesn’t feel a thing.

“There was nothing the doctors could do.” Griff says after a
beat. “She had a massive heart attack.”

We were
given no warning, nothing. Mama’s been healthy all her life. Never
a lick of trouble. Nothing more than a cold or a sprained ankle.
But mama’s tired. Never stopped. She raised us alone, with the help
of a nanny or two, plus she kept up with the church. We never went
without anything, despite all but not having a father. Mama made
sure we didn’t miss a beat. Bless her heart. May she rest in peace.
“We better make her proud.” I say, and the statement is for naught.
Mama was always proud. The only thing we hadn’t given her yet is
grandchildren, but we’re all just starting out, and mama knew that.
She didn’t even pressure us to get married. Couldn’t have asked for
a better mother in my eyes.

No
doctor is in sight, and I’m guessing that they knew the inevitable
was about to happen, so they gave us space respectfully. “Not sure
what all we’ve got to do now.” Griff states.

Beckett,
our oldest brother, intervenes. “Mama had all her affairs in order.
All we’ve got to do is call the funeral home. They’ll take care of
the rest.”


Beckett’s not only the head of Crystal Developments, but he’s
also the head of the family. He took care of all mama’s books,
given that he’s the CFO, it only seemed natural. Not sure what came
first there, the chicken or the egg, or whether Beckett started
looking after the books for mama and that’s what made him delve
into finances. He’s also the one that was in the military for the
longest, and earned a handsome accounting designation in thanks.
But he’s no nerd and nobody better mess with him. He’s the eldest
and the biggest of all of us boys. And anyone living in our part of
town isn’t foolish enough to stand up to him.

“So, what do we do now, man?” Chas asks, looking every bit as
uncomfortable as I am, seeing as we’re all standing around a
corpse. That it’s mama’s corpse is irrelevant. This could be a
usurper for all I care. Mama doesn’t even look like mama. She looks
like a wax replica of herself. But I guess that’s what you get when
your heart all but gives up on you. No idea what mama was doing
when the attack hit, but I’m guessing that she hadn’t prettied
herself up for the day yet. Not to mention, her skin is a sickly
shade of blue. If I didn’t know my brothers better, I’d second
guess the identity of this person in the bed, claiming to be my
dead mother.

Until I
see her watch. The pearl-faced one that she said that our daddy
bought for her. Then, sure as the nose on my face, I know that
that’s my mama. And I have to walk away, so the lump in my throat
doesn’t take over. Bryn follows me, as I figured he would. “It’s
gonna be okay, man.” He says, voice cracking. “We’ll get her looked
after and Beckett’ll make sure everything is done right, man. Don’t
sweat it.”

I turn
to see a tear fall down my brother’s cheek, and I grab him,
slapping him on the back affectionately. We both sniffle once or
twice and let go, wiping our eyes. Chas and Beckett walk out, with
Griff in tow, looking like they just did much the same thing in the
room with mama. “I’ve gotta make a few calls.” Beckett says,
followed by a sniffle.

“You need any help, man?” I offer.

“Naw, man. Nothing to it. It’s disgusting how ‘to-the-tee’ this
funeral parlor made things. I’m glad that daddy took care of her
all the way to the end, man.”

“You sure about that?” Bryn asks, contempt in his
voice.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beckett asks, pulling his phone
out of his back pocket.

“Well, he might have given her enough money, man, but he never
took care of her. Same as he never took care of us.” Bryn
answers.

“Look, man, this isn’t the time nor the place.” Beckett
warns.

Chas
looks at me, and I know that he’s thinking the same thing that I
am. “Let’s take a walk.” He says.

The five
of us walk to a room that Beckett seems to be acquainted with. It’s
a private room, and it looks like it’s reserved especially for
families in our exact predicament. He closes the door and we each
take a seat on the two tattered couches. There is a small coffee
table in the center of the room, with one box of tissues on each
end, and magazines probably old enough to be considered vintage.
“What’s on your mind, Bryn.” Beckett says as more of a
statement.

“What’s on my mind?” he barks. “What the fuck do you think is
on my mind, man? Our mother just fucking died!”

“I was there, man.” Beckett says calmly, and I can tell that it
infuriates Bryn further.

“Yeah, you were there. You were there for all of it, weren’t
you, you son of a bitch. You’ve known all along who the fuck our
father really was, haven’t you.”

“No more than any of you, Bryn.” Beckett says, voice too
calm.

“Look, man, it’s done, isn’t it?” Chas interjects. “This whole
bullshit deal is done now that mama’s gone, right?” he checks,
asking Beckett, the makeshift head of the family since daddy died,
or even before, evidently.

Beckett
chooses to keep quiet, making me raise a brow.

Bryn
picks up on the hesitation and scoffs. “I knew it. You saw the
fucking deal, didn’t you.” He states.

“Bryn, do you really want to do this now? Mama’s body isn’t
even cold yet.” Beckett reminds. My jaw muscles are working, and I
can see that Chas’s are, too. Griff’s eyes are downcast, but I can
tell that his wheels are turning.

“Why the hell not? The damn N.D.A. is null and void now that
both mama and daddy are gone, isn’t it?” Bryn barks.

“Just who in the hell makes his own goddamn kids sign one of
them things, anyway?” Chas adds. “Fucking sick if you ask
me.”

“He did what he had to do to protect us.” Beckett
insists.

“Protect us or protect himself? He knew damn well that he’d be
sunk and lose everything if he didn’t make his own damn flesh and
blood keep quiet.”

“He was a sumbitch and knew it.” I mutter.

“Alright, can we all just keep our heads on straight, please?”
Beckett argues. “Look, daddy had his reasons for doing what he did.
I’m not saying that I agree with them all, but I get it. Now, none
of us are stupid, so let’s not get crazy here. Let’s get mama laid
to rest and we can talk about it once things cool off.”

“Naw, man, by then it’ll be too late.” I state. We all know
what I’m talking about. We all know what daddy’s secret was. We
just don’t know that we all know.

Beckett
looks up at me. “So, you do know.”

I’m
snide, scoffing. “Of course I do. We all do. You don’t think that
we’d a looked into that years ago? We’re not fools, asshole. We
didn’t get to where we are by being stupid, you know. We all know
about our dear old daddy and his secret life. I think we did since
before Crystal Developments was even a twinkle in this family’s
eyes, man. It’s just that stupid fucking N.D.A., and looking at
mama’s puppy dog eyes that kept us in check.”

Beckett
rises. “I think we’ve said too much, man. This is fucking stupid.
We’ve got a funeral to plan and mama’s will to sort out. We don’t
need to be dealing with this shit now.”

“Funeral’s a done deal, man. You said so yourself.” Bryn
reminds snidely.

“And if we’re all on the same page, man, we got work to do
before we lose out on one of the biggest business deals we’ve ever
seen.”

Beckett
raises a hand. “Look, we don’t do business in a fucking hospital,
man. You’re that desperate to talk about this now, we take it to
the goddamn office, where it belongs.”

“What the fuck’s the difference? We’re all here. We all know
what needs to go down.” I say adamantly.

“Look, now, I’m not doing this here.” Beckett says, heading for
the door. “Mama wouldn’t want us fighting, for one, second, she’d
tell us to keep it down and don’t act like fools, tearing each
other up over business, let alone here, now.” His voice is adamant.
Then he looks at the floor, as if ashamed, yet his voice betrays
him, as it’s got an edge. “We all had to suck it up for mama.
That’s a given. We all know what went down, clearly. But if we all
don’t want to be fools about it, we’ll head back to the office and
talk about this rationally. Now, that’s the end of it.”

We watch
Beckett leave, standing there numbly, blankly, as if waiting for
someone to say something. “This is bullshit.” Chas says. “It’s like
there’s been a fucking pink elephant in the room since we all
figured it out.”

“Yeah.” I say. “Did you see the headlines, man? We don’t get on
this fast, we’ll lose out. Those boys won’t wait
around.”

“Unless they’re fools.” Bryn says.

I give
him a look. “No more fools than we are.”

“I say we beat them to the punch. Go knock on their door.”
Griff says.

“What if they don’t know?” Bryn ventures.

I crane
my neck back. “If we know then they know, man.”

“Not necessarily.” Griff counters. “Daddy could have easily had
them sign an N.D.A., too.”

“That doesn’t mean that they know. Wren Ford was a shrewd
businessman. He probably made everyone he knew, personal or
business-wise, sign one.” Bryn argues.

“If he was smart, he did.” Griff scoffs. “A man who liked his
women like that, he better have.”

“Yeah. Women talk. I’m surprised mama didn’t, after being left
with five boys to contend with.” I add.

“And their mama left. Left them with daddy.” Bryn
interjects.

“Which explains why we never saw the son of a bitch. Seems like
he only ever came around when it was time to spawn.” Griff
says.

“The man was a dawg.” Bryn says. “He liked money and women,
that’s for sure.”

I decide
to change the subject. “So, what do we do about Beckett,
man?”

“Nothing to do.” Bryn answers. “We go back to the office, put our heads
together on a proposal, and go with it.”

“Simple as that.” I shrug. “Ain’t nothing out of the ordinary
about this, huh.” I’m facetious.

“Well, what do you want to do, man? Have a fucking reunion? For
all we know these boys don’t know shit about us.” Bryn says,
raising his voice.

“Mama would fucking die.” Griff says, not realizing what he’s
just said until it’s too late. We look at him.

Bryn
rakes a hand through his hair. “I need some fucking air. I’ll see
you later.”

“Where are you going, man?” I call to him.

“Just…fuckoff. I need to get outta here.” He calls, not looking
back.

But I’m
not leaving yet. There’s one thing I have to do. “Yo, I’m outta
here, too. I’ll see you back at the office.” I say to Griff and
Chas.

I walk
into the room where mama’s body lays. No sheet has been put over
her face yet. Her body is untouched. I head in there and take her
pearl-faced watch off her wrist, noting the absence of a wedding
band. Mama never got to marry. She had us boys out of wedlock,
suffering from the judgement of everyone around her all her life.
But she didn’t care. Never did. She loved us more than anyone
could. Mama was the bravest, most loving, thoughtful person, and
I’m privileged to have had her as my mama.

I hate
my daddy for denying her what she deserved. But at the end of the
day, she was happy, and the more I think about it, the more I feel
like maybe having us boys was all she ever wanted. The woman never
complained about a thing. And when daddy died, she was genuinely
crushed. I remember when she told us that we couldn’t go to the
funeral, and I thought that that was crazy, but we went along with
it. Despite being mad as hell, I think we all kind of expected
that.

“Hey,” Chas says, walking into the room. I've got mama’s watch
in my hand. “I was thinking the same thing. That’s the only thing
mama ever cherished, aside from us, that is.”

“Yeah,” is all I can say. My face is wet. Hadn’t realized that
I was crying.

“You okay, man?” he murmurs, resting his arm across my
shoulders.

“Yeah,” I repeat. “I just...I can’t believe she’s gone, man.
Just like that.”

“Came as a shock to all of us, I think. But it’s better this
way, man. At least she didn’t die a long, painful death, like
some.”

“That’s true. But it doesn’t make it any easier,
either.”

“At least we’ll remember her the way she was, instead of how
she was, after a long illness, man. I've seen that before, and it
sucks hard.”

My
stomach lurches as I look at my mama’s face. “I gotta get out of
here, man.”

And
that’s when two young men pushing a gurney appear in the
doorway...and my brother has to suddenly hold me up.

 



***

Bryn

Thank
God there’s no valet parking at a place like this, or I’d a been
pegged a stalker hours ago. I've been sitting in my truck, in the
parking lot of Mingles, the bar where me and Dale went earlier,
right before we got the call from Griff about mama. Anyone asks,
I'm just clearing my head, and I have no idea why I'm here
otherwise. Truthfully, this is the first socializing I've done
since Christ was a cowboy. I don’t remember the last time I was at
a restaurant or a bar without business associates.

I'd have
gone back to the office, but I don’t want to face my brothers right
now. My office is usually my happy place, but for some reason,
right now, I just want to be here. Where nobody can see me or hear
me. Hell, I even turned my phone off. Mama’s already dead, aside
from something happening to one of my brothers, there’s nobody else
I’d be worried about. Besides, I think it’s best if we all cool
off. Us boys tend to get a little hot-headed at times, and the best
cure for that is distance.

The lot
starts to fill and I look at my watch. Shit, I've been here for
hours, just staring out my windshield, looking at nothing in
particular. I think I might have even dozed off for a while. It’s
the first time in as long as I can remember, that my nose hasn’t
been pointed at a screen. What possesses me to get out of the car
and go into the building is beyond me. I'm alone, for one, and
dressed in a suit, for two. So, I stick out like a sore thumb,
compared to all the others in jeans, leather pants, and various
club accoutrements.

This is
not one of them VIP clubs, where the elite come dressed like
they’re at a goddamn ball, no ma’am, this is a place best known for
its beer and wings. The bouncer gives me a nod at the door and I
walk in, knowing who I'm looking for. I see her, filling a tray at
the bar, handing the bartender empty glasses from said tray. The
table where Dale and I sat is filled, and I look there, as if our
beer and food should still be waiting for us. I watch Liz scurry
around the place, setting drinks down, and then she comes back to
the bar and refills her tray, time and time again, while I just
coast along the floor, like I'm scouring the place for forensic
evidence, or scouting it out as a potential investment.

That’ll
be my new alibi, seeing as I’m inside the place now, and no longer
minding my own business in my truck. Liz trots passed me and I turn
to watch her, and, somehow, it’s like she senses my presence,
because she turns abruptly. Her head cocks, and she places the tray
on the bar, and approaches. “Your food went cold, I'm afraid. That
was one hell of a tip you left. Did you come back for change?” she
asks, looking me up and down, clearly being facetious.

I can’t
help but smile at her comment. “No. I...thought I left something
here.” I lie.

“Nothing left other than the beer and food.” she says honestly.
“Did y’all check the men’s room?”

“I didn’t use it.” This is the first non-business conversation
that I've had with a woman in as long as I can remember. I sure
didn’t get the same genetic code as my dad in this
regard.

“Well, nobody’s brought anything forward. Just what are we
looking for?” She asks, crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes
search mine. I’m magnetized to her gaze.

...and
then I give in to the real reason why I’m here.


Chapter 3

Liz

In case
you’re wondering, I keep this job just to put myself through
college. My sister Julia paid my way initially, but bills piled up,
being a single mom, so I had to keep it. I wouldn’t take any more
money from her, even though she married a very rich man, and she
can probably buy my rented house, and six more, for that matter. I
still don’t have a car, but I don’t need one, anyway, seeing as one
of my friends that works here at the bar drives me places. The bus
goes right to my school, so it’s all good.

Nate, my
son, hates it that I work here. But he also hates it that his Aunt
Julia works at his high school, too. He’s tough to please,
especially since his daddy flew the coop a couple of years ago, and
hasn’t come back. Once I'm finished school, I’m buying a place,
maybe even the one I’m living in now. I’m happy for Colton and
Julia. They’re doing well with the twins. Fought hard to have them,
too, so they deserve it. Me? My teenage son was a surprise. Back in
high school, when I got pregnant by mistake, and married in the
basement of a Pizza Hut, I didn’t expect my life to turn out this
way.

Everyone
thought me and Wade would hook up, but no way. He’s with Kendra,
and he’s also a multi-platinum recording artist. I don’t even know
what my type is anymore. Working at this place, I see all kinds.
Like this guy that showed up earlier, with his brother, I think. He
was dressed to the nines and his brother looked like he was just
out for a round of golf or something. They ordered a load of food,
and then ran out, leaving me a handsome tip. Now, he’s back, and
looking for something he left behind. It takes all
kinds.

“I was actually looking for you.” he says, and it isn’t cocky
or smooth, like some of the characters that I see around
here.

“What do you need me for, doll?” I ask, resting a hand on my
hip.

He
scratches his lip unconsciously, and then shakes his head. “Never
mind. It’s okay.” He pinches his lips together. “Sorry to have
bothered you.”

If
there’s one thing I've learned from working at a bar for so long,
it’s how to tell when someone’s got something on their mind, or if
it’s just a come-on. “It’s no bother, doll. What can I do for
you?”

He
swallows, not giving eye contact, and I swear to God it looks like
he was either crying earlier, or smoking a joint. And I don’t smell
weed on him, nor does he look like the type to smoke up behind the
dumpsters, like some people around here. Not in an Armani suit, no
sir. “You look like you’ve had a bad day.” I guess.

“You could say that.” he nods. He swallows again and looks at
me with something in his eyes that I haven’t seen in a long time.
Hurt.

“Some girl break your heart, sugar?” I ask, patting his
shoulder.

He looks
at me with strong conviction. “My mama.” He draws in a deep breath
and lets it out, but it’s choppy, like he’s holding back tears.
“She died a couple of hours ago.” he explains. “That’s why my
brother and I shot out of here like a bat out of hell.”

My hand
goes to my chest. “Jesus, Lord. From the bottom of my heart, I'm so
sorry.”

He
sniffs, nodding, eyes downcast.

“Come on.” I nudge with my head and remove my apron. Then I
take his hand in mine and lead him to the back room, where we eat
and have meetings and things. Nobody’s back there, now, of course,
because we’re so busy. Blake gives me a look and I spread my
fingers out, indicating that I'll be back in five, and he nods. My
shift is over soon, anyway, since I've got a big test in the
morning that I've got to prepare for. There’s only a half an hour
left, but I figure this is fine, since I started a little early,
anyway.

The room
out back has a couch, a four-seater table, a bar fridge and a
corkboard on the wall, but the paint is worn, yellowed, and the
linoleum floor is scuffed. I close the door and gesture for him to
have a seat. “What’s your name, doll?”

“Bryn.” he answers, gathering the crotch of his trousers
slightly, so he can sit comfortably. Why, I don’t know, but my eyes
go to his ample bulge as he does this process. I look away before
he notices.

“I think Blake told you my name earlier, right? I’m
Liz.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

I sit
next to him, leaving a good foot of distance between us. “What do
you do for a living, Bryn?”

“I’m in commercial real estate.”

I lift
an unimpressed brow. With the Armani suit, he doesn’t strike me as
that. “You’re a realtor?”

He
chuckles. “No. I own a commercial real estate business.”

Ding!
Ding! Ding! That seems more up his alley to me. He looks like the
type of guy that hires elite dates for A-list events. “You married,
doll?”

“No.” he shakes his head. “What about you?” he asks, lifting
his head. Oh, wow, he’s interested in knowing that awful quick.
Either that or he’s looking for conversation and drawing at straws
here. I’ll give him a bone.

“I was once. Not anymore.” I snuffle. “What about kids? You got
any?”

Another
head shake. His eyes stay on mine. He’s shy. For a guy as loaded as
he is, you’d think he wouldn’t be. It’s kind of endearing. “Do
you?”

“Yep. My son’s about to graduate high school. I had him when I
was younger than he is, if you believe it.”

He just
gives a half-hearted smile. I feel like he needs a hug, and based
on me taking his hand earlier, I'd say he didn’t mind the contact.
“You miss her already, don’t you.” I guess. He’s got that look in
his eye. Same one Nate gets when his world is falling apart, which,
for a seventeen-year-old, that’s nearly every day.

More eye
contact. Another swallow. “Yeah.” I’ve never seen a man behave so
vulnerable after having just met. This boy is raw, wearing his
heart on his sleeve, and something about that just...turns me on.
Most men have their back up or have a fake face on, and I can tell
from a mile away that it’s an act. Not this guy. Not by a longshot.
This boy was raised well. Kudos to his dearly departed
mama.

“You wanna go somewhere?” I ask him.

He
doesn’t even ask where. “Yeah.”

 



***

 


“I know it doesn’t look like much.” I explain as we walk into
my little house. “But it’s a rental and I love it. It’s close to
Nate’s school, to my sister, and, most importantly, to the bar. My
house is your house.” I say with a wave of my hand. “Oh, and by the
way, my father’s Gregory Abbott, owner of Regal Estates Golf
Courses, so if you’re a serial killer, his bank account probably
rivals yours, and he’s not afraid to spend every penny on keeping
his daughters safe.”

He lifts
a hand and smiles, indicating that he gets it. After looking around
for a moment, while I put the kettle on for tea, he says. “So, if
your daddy’s wealthy, how come you’re living in a shoebox?” Lifting
a hand, he says. “No offence. This place is lovely.”

I frown.
“Never wanted daddy’s money. Making it on my own is much more
valuable to me, as much as the way I live may not strike you as me
making it on my own. But it is.”

He gets
a look on his face that I can’t decipher. Like I’ve just told him
the meaning of life or something. “So, where’s this Nate
fellow?”

“He’s out. He’s seventeen. Being home is the most uncool thing
seventeen year olds can do, didn’t you know.” I’m matter-of-fact as
I grab two mugs out of the cupboard.

“Is he all set for college?”

“Honey,” I scoff. “My boy’s grades couldn’t get him into
barber college.”

“What about the military?”

“You haven’t met Nate yet, Bryn. Trust me, he’s not military
material. He’d fall over if the wind gusts at the right
angle.”

“I was much like that.” he states, sitting at the kitchen
table. He seems so benign it’s like he’s a piece of the
furniture.

“You were in the military?”

He nods.
“That’s how I got my degree.”

“Oh yeah? I suppose that’s one way. If I didn’t have Nate and
an absent ex-husband, I might have considered that, to jumpstart my
career earlier than at my age.”

“What are you, twenty-five?” he asks, and now I know that he’s
flirting. With a seventeen-year-old son, that would make me
elementary school age. I grin salaciously at him. He’s about as
perfect-looking as a man can get. Brownish hair with natural
blondish highlights at the sides, just long enough to run my
fingers through it, yet just short enough to be tidy. Straight,
white teeth, one of those sexy John Travolta-style cleft chins, the
ample bulge I mentioned earlier, add his healthy-sized chest, tight
rear end and long legs, and this Bryn guy is the whole
package.

Plus,
his eyes. Not just that they’re bluer than the goddamn sky, but
they’re honest. This guy is not the lying type. He’s straight up. I
like him. A lot. Somehow, I get the feeling that he likes me, too.
It occurs to me that he did come looking for me tonight. Normally,
I'd go running if a guy sought me out, but not this one. “You
coming on to me?”

“What if I was?” he asks with an air of sincerity that I don’t
expect. It's like, in his own way, he’s asking if I'd accept a
proposal of....what? Sex? A relationship? It’s hard to read what
kind of something he’s looking for.

“Well, I'm not sure, Bryn. What is it that you’re looking for,
seeing as your mama just died and all. Pity sex? Comfort sex? Just
sex? Pick your pleasure and I'll tell you how I feel about
that.”

“What about if I wasn’t after sex at all? What if I don’t even
know what I want, except that I want to get to know you better. Is
that so bad?”

“That’s not bad at all, doll.” I say, pouring the teas, handing
him one. His eyes follow me as I sit across from him at the
table.

“Thank you.” he says, eying the tea.

“You’re welcome.” I sip my tea and he sips his. We’re staring
at each other, like some subliminal message is in our gazes, and
for a moment, I feel a connection that I haven’t felt with the
opposite sex in a long time. Nothing has to be said, and I fear
that this is all just because he’s in mourning.

“You want to talk about your mama?” I offer.

“Nothing really to talk about. You didn’t know her. If you had,
you’d probably understand what sort of loss this is.”

“It’s always a loss when one loses their mama,
sweetheart.”

“Yours still around?”

“Mine left years ago. No idea if she’s still on this earth or
not.”

“What about your daddy?”

“What about him?”

“You mentioned that he’d offered you money and you didn’t want
it.”

“I already explained that, yes. But my daddy’s a great man.
Hard working. Loves both me and my sister Julia to death, Nate,
too. He’s a true family man.”

“Well, you’re lucky there.”

“Your daddy’s not good to you?”

“Not when he was alive, no.”

My heart
sinks. He’s got no folks left anymore. That’s why him losing his
mama stings so much worse. I reach my hand out to his and give it a
squeeze. “I’m sorry you lost your daddy, too. That must be so
hard.”

“Thanks.” he says, looking at my face. After a beat, he says.
“Gosh, I don’t think you could be any more beautiful if you tried.”
he says, almost in awe. It’s not a line. I can tell the
difference.

“Beauty is only skin deep, Bryn. And you don’t know me from a
hole in the wall.”

He
swallows. “You always have such a hard time taking compliments?” he
asks, leveling with me.

“Compliments I get are usually laced with something else.
They’re more about the one who’s complimenting, and what they want
from me.”

“I told you I wasn’t asking for anything. You think I’m
lying?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then accept that I think you’re beautiful.”

He's
serious. He really thinks I'm beautiful. Not sure what kind of
women he’s surrounded by, but with his money, I can only assume
he’s around the best looking ones. “I think you need your eyes
checked.”

“Nothing wrong with my eyes, Liz.” he says directly, not taking
his eyes off mine.

“Well, you’re right there. And for the record, you are the most
gorgeous man I’ve ever laid eyes on.” I say, laying my cards down
for him.

That
left a mark. His gaze goes to my lips. I spare him the trouble and
rise, standing in front of him, and as I slowly bend down and
straddle him, his arms go around my waist.

“Hi.” I say, half playfully, half salaciously.

“Howdy.” his tone is low and sexy, as his hands cup my face.
“You really are beautiful, you know that.”

“I suppose coming from your mouth I believe you think it’s
true.”

“Any man who doesn’t tell you that is blind.” he says, like he
ignored my last statement, but I know that he didn’t.

“I never met a blind man before, Bryn.”

“I was. Until I met you.” he says, bringing me closer to him,
pulling me to him with his hand across my neck. When our lips meet,
his tongue plunges into my mouth, as he kisses me in a way that
tells me he wants to make it count. Bryn means business. With my
body pressed against his, I can feel his urgency, his need, and it
sets me on fire. Our lips glide over and over each other, as I feel
things deep inside me that I’ve never felt before. His lips find my
neck as I crane it back and a guttural groan escapes from my
throat.

His hand
is up my shirt as I smell his scent, like something divine that I
haven’t smelled in years, and is now back in my memory forever.
Palms on my flesh, Bryn explores my body from under the shirt, and
I want more. So much more. Deftly, I scrape my tight-fitting shirt
off me, and sit in his lap, as he drinks me in. No man has ever
looked at me like that before. Especially no man that I just met.
As I pull his jacket off, he leans forward to aid me, and then my
fingers undo the buttons on his dress shirt, and I can feel his
pulsing muscles from underneath.

I can’t
wait to touch him, so I glide my fingers under his shirt, as soon
as it’s loose enough, and he finishes the job, as I'm too busy
feeling him up. When nothing stands between our naked flesh except
my bra, my arms wrap around his neck, as he pulls me tight to him,
and we kiss like lovers, mingling our tongues together in a sexy
dance fit only for two: us. Bryn lifts me, as he rises, and I lock
my legs around him. We’re a mess off erotic kisses as he carries me
to the bedroom and lowers me down onto the bed.

He cups
my face with his hands, staring at me, like I'm some unicorn or
something. “God, you are the most beautiful woman in the
world.”

“You keep saying that and I might start to believe you.” I say
softly, matter-of-fact.

His
glance is divided between both my eyes for a moment, and then we’re
a mess of kissing again, as I search for the button and zipper on
his trousers, and he lifts slightly, only to be rewarded with the
removal of my pants next. Only underwear stands between us as his
ample hardness presses up against me, already bringing me so much
pleasure I could die. The groaning coming out of me is so hungry, I
blurt. “You understand I’ve never brought a man home that I didn’t
know before, right?”

“If I took you for a whore, Liz, I wouldn’t be here.” he says
simply, between kisses. My hand goes right to his hardness, as I
stuff my hand in there, unable to resist any longer. I have to
touch it. I have to touch every part of him. My teeth nibble his
shoulders, and my lips kiss his pecks, not skipping over his
nipples, which I learn, quickly, makes his cock twitch. I like
that. I like it a lot. So I grab his cock while sucking his nipple,
and at first, he lets out a sexy grunt, but then he pulls back and
stares at me, as if he can’t believe I just did that. With his eyes
on mine, he plants both his hands on either side of my thighs, and
he slowly pulls my panties down.

His gaze
leaves mine as he trails kisses down my chest, stuffing his face
into my bra, so he can suck my nipple. When my back is sufficiently
arched, in one move, he butts his nose over, sliding my bra enough
to pop my breast out. As my panties are out of the way, he slides a
finger inside my wetness, making me groan with need, as his lips
and tongue go to work on my nipples and breasts, making me nuts
with want. A thumb circles my clit and that’s all it takes. In
seconds, I’m coming like the freight train that passes through town
twice a day, thrice on Saturdays, crying aloud, feeling his dick
pulse against my hand, responding to my sexual noises.

It’s my
undoing. And he doesn’t stop. The aftershocks come and his mouth
leaves mine, making a short trek to my breasts, down my belly, to
the mark, landing there, riding on the coattails of my orgasm. His
hands reach up to my breasts, pushing the cups right off, kneading
them, deliciously pinching the nipples, as his tongue batters me in
the spot that hasn’t been battered since before Nate was born. My
back arches, feeling the intense pleasure, like I’ll die it's so
fucking good.

His
mouth makes love to me there, so practiced, it’s like we’ve been
lovers for years. My legs tighten as the muscles in my ass absorb
the ecstasy, while he sucks and licks my most sensitive area, until
I feel myself climbing over the edge again, effortlessly. Mouth
wide, fingers clenched around the sheets, I come harder than
thunder in the dead of summer, almost screaming, not caring if I
closed the windows or not.

And he
doesn’t stop. With a gentle kiss of my satiated clit, he trails
kisses back up my body, until I feel his rock-hard cock against me,
begging to enter. I buck my ass up, meeting him, and he thrusts
inside, hungry for me. His dick stretches me, as he fills me
repeatedly, while his mouth makes love to mine. He’s slow at first,
being gentle yet thorough, while his hands placate my needy
breasts. His eyes open as his lips barely touch mine, and the gaze
is intense as hell. This is a man that goes after what he wants. He
wanted me. He wanted to have me time and time again.

And he
has. I’m all his and he’s all mine as he moves in and out of me,
all the while telling me things not only with his body, but with
his eyes. Lifting, he switches angles, hitting a spot deep inside
me, as his pelvis thrusts, meeting another delicious mark, and my
body starts to lock, moving in rhythm with him, until I hear our
skin slapping together, and our breath growing ragged. He speeds,
getting me almost to the place where the magic is, and then he
slows, helping me savor it.

He
continues doing this, bringing me there, letting me feel his
pulsating cock deep inside, begging to let go, and I clench,
squeezing him tight, reaching forward to suck his nipple, proving
that two can play at this game, and he caves, rocking his pelvis in
and out of me, as I listen to animal noises that I realize are my
own and his, while we come together, testing the strength of my bed
as it squeaks under us. His grunt is so sexy I want to die as he
releases inside me, rocking every inch of his manliness, pounding
me the way I need to be pounded, until I let go, finding my third
orgasm. That’s three more than I’ve had in as many years, since
Nate’s father left…or even before.

My legs
lock around his ass as he leans all his weight on me. His chest
heaves on mine. And I think to myself that this is the best sex I
have ever had. By a landslide. Nate was conceived during an
ill-fated commercial for clothing detergent, to put it into
perspective. And I realize, once our breathing normalizes, how
foolish we both just were. No condom, no prior knowledge of each
other’s sexual pasts, and very little knowledge of each other’s
personal lives. We just committed a cardinal sin.

…and I try but fail to stop the regret the moment it
starts.


Chapter 4

Colton

“Dammit!” Garrett seethes, punching the desk.

“Cool down, man. Nora’s going to bust my chops if you go home
all pissy again tonight.”

“It’s just…it’s so fucking frustrating.” He growls.

“It is frustrating, man.” Dalton agrees. “But if it doesn’t cut it,
we don’t accept the offer.”

“Exactly.” Jack interjects. “This isn’t a housing project, man,
it’s an airport. And it has to be ten times bigger and ten times
better than this one. It’s a tall order to fill, but we knew it was
coming.”

“We should have been on this five years ago.” Dalton adds. “We
knew that this old building was going to stop cutting the mustard a
long time ago. The building is old and small.”

“Yeah, and we’ve got new aircraft coming down the pipeline,
with nowhere to house them.” I add. “We have to keep looking for
the right land and the right proposal for the building. It does us
no good to accept something less than what we need or
want.”

“But we’re running out of time on this, man.” Garrett reminds.
“So, now we need somebody who can not only build us a cutting-edge
airport that puts this one to shame, but who can do it in half the
time as the other losers claim they can accomplish it
in.”

“Seems like an impossible task, man.” Jack states. “And none of
these guys can do it.”

“The first one comes close.” Dalton shrugs. “But it’s still too
small.”

“Yeah, and I don’t like the way they designed the hangars.”
Garrett says. “Too fucking Mickey Mouse for my liking. That’s an
OSHA nightmare just waiting to happen.”

We’re
sitting in Garrett’s office, the four of us, that is. Wade, our
youngest brother, is out on tour with his band, ‘Take Risks’. He’s
the only one of us that isn’t part of the airline, the business
that our father left us, after he died. We were all raised to treat
this airline like our baby, like one of the family, and thus we
were groomed for the day when we would all take it over. Garrett’s
the pilot, Jack and Dalton run the books and management, and I
design the aircraft.

With a
building about to celebrate its fortieth birthday, and only half
the hangars and capacity that we need to run our massive operation,
the airport that we’ve grown to know and love has lost its shine.
We considered renovating, but the plan is to keep this building for
our smaller aircraft, do some necessary updates, but really to
bring our new aircraft and technology to another level with a brand
new building. Problem is location, time and resources.


Ironically, money isn’t a problem. This family, this
generation and beyond, will never suffer financially. With the
inheritance our dad left us, generations will be fed with a silver
spoon for many decades to come. I look at Jack. “How’s it coming
with the acquisition?” We’re buying out a small jet company, adding
to the need for a newer airport building. This is a great addition
to our airline, especially considering the one perk: a private jet,
which is exactly what I need so that I’m not constantly driving
back and forth between states. I live in South Carolina with my
wife, Julia, and our twin daughters, while the airport is in North
Carolina. Much of my work is done remotely, but still a good chunk
of it has to be done on site, which means bunking in with one of my
brothers or staying at a hotel. A private jet would eliminate all
that.

“It’s coming.” Jack says.

“The proposal’s in the works.” Dalton adds. He’s the guy that
does all the paperwork for acquisitions, while Jack works out all
the numbers.

“Yeah? Any trouble so far?” Garrett inquires.

“Ah, the kid is being a bit of a pissant, but it’s nothing I’m
not used to.” Dalton shrugs. We recently had some trouble with the
developer for one of our fleet tracking apps. But Dalton got us out
of that right quick, so this challenge is in good hands.

“He upset because he’s losing his father’s company?” I
ask.

“Wouldn’t you be?” Jack scoffs.

“Not if it meant saving it from bankruptcy.” I answer. “That
airline hasn’t seen a cent of investment in years. I’m surprised
they haven’t been shut down.”

“Yeah, you want to talk about an OSHA nightmare.” Garrett
snorts. “Those jets are going to need a serious overhaul. Some may
need to be written off.”

“We’ll look after all that, man. One thing at a time.” I state.
“Okay, so, what’s the plan?”

“Have we got any other deals coming down the pipeline?” Jack
asks.

“Not yet, but with the article that’s coming out, we should see
a flood soon enough.” We were recently interviewed by a bunch of
media, including Forbes magazine, so once the airline hits the
headlines, we expect an onslaught of hungry developers.

“And we know exactly what we want? Min and max, right?” I
check.

“We’ve got everything right here.” Jack states. “No pissing
around this time.”

“And when does the deal with the pissant’s airline come
through?” Garrett asks.

“Should be this afternoon.” Jack answers, and then Garrett’s
desk phone buzzes, signaling that his secretary is
calling.

“Yeah,” he answers, ever the suave telephone guy. He doesn’t
even bother picking it up. He just hits the speakerphone
button.

“Garrett, Mister Stevens is here.”

“What the fuck? Why is he
here? Did he have an appointment?” Garrett shrieks
at Heddie, his assistant.

“No. Do you want me to get rid of him?” I love Heddie. Way
better than Garrett’s last assistant. Heddie’s this German chick
nobody fucks with. Likely the guy is standing right there and can
hear everything. No tact when tact isn’t deserved. That’s our
Heddie.

“No, it’s fine. Bring him in.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,”

Garrett
hangs up. “Twenty bucks says Gary Stevens wants to pull out. He
thinks he can snow one over on us, he’s got another thing
coming.”

“Why don’t we just offer him what he wants and lose all the
bullshit?” Jack says with a resigned sigh.

“Because those jets are near end of life, man! We’re almost
better off just building new ones.”

“We probably should, anyway.” I suggest. “We’re buying the
company name and the customers, not the planes, man.”

“I don’t see why we even have to go that far.” Dalton whines.
“We can start our own jet line.”

“We could. But this one’s been around longer than we have. It’s
already established, and aside from Gary Stevens, Sr.’s little coke
habit, that business could have done so much better.”

“I say get that airline before the cops do.” Jack states. “And
I’m pretty sure that Junior’s got a snowy habit, too, along with
the whores.” The Stevens family has been the talk of the tabloids
for years. While some of it is fabricated, there is no denying that
the family has been meddling in cocaine as a side business. The
knock at the door silences us. Garrett rises and opens the
door.

“Morning, Gary.” Garrett says. We rise and each give him a
handshake. “Where’s pop this morning?”

“He’s on a call downstairs. Should be up in a minute.” Gary
says.

Garrett
sits down at his desk and folds his hands over his belly, leaning
back. “What can we do for you, Gary?”

“I think we deserve a better price.” he says coldly. “Our
company has been in business longer than yours. And if it weren’t
for pop wanting to retire, I wouldn’t be selling it.”

“Then why don’t you
run it?” I ask, knowing full well what the answer
is. Gary isn’t smart enough to run an airline. He’s got little
education and even less experience. He’s been spoiled by daddy’s
company and did little to acquaint himself with it, other than the
monthly dividend statements. No other airline is biting to add
their fleet to theirs, either, so we’re all they’ve got.

Gary
chooses, smartly, to change the subject. “I know you boys have the
money.”

“That’s not the point.” Jack states. “I wouldn’t pay two
dollars a pound for something that’s only worth one,
man.”

“My airline’s worth more than what you’re offering.” Gary says,
nose practically in the air.

“Says who?” Dalton probes.

There is
a knock at the door. Garrett rises to answer it, and sure enough,
it’s Gary, senior. “Gentlemen.” he says. He’s a fatter, older
version of his son. I once saw a picture of him with clearly a paid
date, at some lame-ass event claiming to be a fundraiser, and I
swear his son was on a bender. That’s how similar they look. Gary
Sr. takes a seat where Jack stands, being respectful of his elders,
and the fact that there aren’t any spare chairs. I don’t mention
the fact that his own son didn’t bother surrendering his chair for
his daddy, either.

“What can we do for you boys?” Jack says, voice a little louder
than expected.


Garrett’s phone rings again. This time he picks it up. I wish
I were a fly in between the lines, as he just says, ‘okay’, and
hangs up. I look at him expectantly. “What’s up?”

“Media’s out.” he answers, indicating that our article is out
in the open.

“We won’t take up too much of your time, boys.” Gary senior
says.

We each
exchange a look, me and my brothers, and remain silent.

“I think we’re worth more than you’re offering.” says the
senior Gary.

“Your son mentioned that.” Dalton says. “But that's our offer.
Take it or leave it.”

“This is bullshit.” Junior murmurs.

“Anyone else made an offer?” Garrett interjects, the tone
saying that he knows the answer to that.

“I’m not at liberty to say.” Junior says, stupidly.

“Look, your fleet is old, man.” Jack reasons. “Your reputation
is tarnished, too. The only reason why we’re giving you what we are
is because we think that the airline name has great
potential.”

I
interject. “We update some of your aircraft, get some in the air,
ground the others, and design new, saving your clientele and
breathing new life into the company name.”

“Look, I asked for way more for it, and I don’t want to give it
up for less.” Senior says.

“So wait for another offer.” I say, knowing that there isn’t
another offer. Some would say that we’re foolish to even touch the
company with a ten-foot pole. But given our unscathed reputation,
it should bode well under new management. It’s sad that they let it
go the way that they did. With new technology available for jets
these days, they could have taken the business so much further. Had
Junior there been smarter, he’d have gone to bed with dear old
daddy and had more of a stake in the business, too. But clearly, he
was too busy riding that pony. I'm not even sure what junior does
for entertainment through the days. He’s certainly not contributing
to society, other than with the odd snowy purchase.

Not sure
why Gary senior didn’t push his son more. It’s his only son, too.
Our dad was shrewd. He gave us many reasons to be involved with the
airline. He not only made it his life’s work teaching us the ins
and outs of the business, but he also made airplanes fun. That’s
why we not only wanted to be involved, but we had a vested interest
in it, too. Aside from Wade, all of us carry an equal amount of
pride in this airline, and I wouldn’t settle for less. Too bad Gary
and Gary never shared such things together. But what do I
know.

“You sure you don’t want to rethink that?” Gary junior
asks.

“Nope. That’s our final offer.” I state.

“Fine.” Senior seethes. “I can see that we’ve wasted our time
here, son. Let’s go.”

I rise,
and walk them both to the door. They don’t turn to us for a
good-natured handshake, so I open the door and bid them adieu. I
can hear junior murmur to his dad. “What now?”

Gary
senior whispers. “Light a match.”

 



***

 


I'm
sitting at my drafting table when my cell phone rings about two
hours later. It’s Garrett. “Hey,” I answer.

“We got another offer. You good to meet in an hour?”

“I...think so. Why didn’t you check with Yoli?” I say. Jack and
I share Yolanda, our assistant. She’s our sister-in-law, Kristina’s
sister. Yeah, we hire family here, too. It’s a thing. We also got
married fast, every one of us. It’s another thing. We’re a weird
bunch, sure, but we stick together.

“She was busy.”

I
chuckle. “Sure she was.” Did I mention that Yolanda used to be a
stripper?

“Look, give me a break, would ya?”

I snort.
“I will once you get over it.”

Garrett
can’t even look Yoli in the eye. It’s too funny. For a big, smart,
uniformed pilot, married, with a military background, and a
screaming toddler, he can’t sit in the same room with a stripper
without blushing. “Fuckoff.” he mutters. “Are you in or
not?”

“Of course I'm in, stupid. What do you think?”

“Fine. My office in an hour, okay?”

“That’s what I said.”

He
clicks off and I decide to go get the details of said offer. I know
that Jack and Dalton will have the info, so I head to the area
where they’re at, down the hall. Yolanda is sitting in the bullpen,
scrolling through some Excel spreadsheet. “Hey,” I salute. “Jack
and Dalton in there?”

She
nods. “And a bit pissy. You should see the latest.”

“Oh yeah?” I walk to her, interested. Sometimes she knows more
than we do, and it’s great. Some would say that’s a little bit
scary, but not from Yolanda. She and Heddie are like the same mind
sometimes. We’re well looked after with our people here. No two
ways about it. “Show me.”

“It’s really lame.” She scoffs, turning her screen, so I can
see it. For a former stripper, she’s sure cleaned up really well.
Yolanda dresses smartly, and fits the part, too. The woman has a
determined head on her shoulders, and it’s clear that her doing
what she did in her former life, was just a turning point. It’s in
the past. We forget about it most of the time, until Garrett’s face
turns tomato red when he has no choice but to speak to her. I look
at the cover page and decide that she’s right. How the hell a
company can single-handedly low-ball us like this is
crazy.

“You’re right.” I chuckle. “What a waste of time.” They’re
offering us another shitty contract with land way out in butt-fuck
nowhere, no highways nearby, nothing, and they’re asking for more
than what the last deadbeats tried to swindle us for. I haven’t
even seen the mock-up drawings for the place yet.

“They still want to meet with them.” Yoli shrugs. “I don’t know
why.”

“I’ll be the tie-breaker if they voted on it.” I say, wiggling
my brows. “You let me know if any more come in. There’s got to be
some decent company out there just dying to take our money without
making us laugh.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

“Thanks.” I call, walking towards Garrett’s office. We’re not
supposed to meet for an hour, but lo and behold, Garrett, Dalton
and Jack are all inside Garrett’s office, hovering over Garrett’s
laptop, as I walk in without knocking.

“What have we got?” I ask, plopping myself down on the seat in
front of Garrett’s desk with a thud.

“Great if I want to land my planes in a fucking bog.” Garrett
sneers.

“Did you see the drawings?” I ask.

“Well, that’s the hilarious part. They didn’t send any. I
suppose that’s the piece-de-resistance when they come for this
meeting.” Dalton answers.

“Do we waste our breath, boys?” I ask, pulling at a loose
thread on the sleeve of my dress shirt.

“What choice have we got? We don’t have any other offers.” Jack
states.

“Let’s see if they have kickass drawings.” Dalton suggests.
“Maybe they’re putting a highway in somewhere down the line.
There’s enough land there, that’s for sure.”

“But if it’s a bog, man…” Jack points out.

“Fuck…Goddamn Walt DisneyWorld was built on a fucking bog.”
Dalton barks. “It’s doable.”

“Come on, men.” I say. “We were born to seek out the promise in
challenges.”

Jack
lifts a brow. “You been talking to Wade again?”

I
chuckle. “No. Why?” I mean, I have spoken to my little brother.
Just yesterday, in fact. But not in the capacity that Jack is
alluding to.

“When he gets all artist-y and sings on the phone, man, you get
all…poetic and shit. Like a girl.” Jack adds.

I point
at him, but my eyes are dancing. “I’m telling Kristina you said
that.”

“Go ahead.” He shrugs.

“Can we focus, for fuck sakes?” Garrett snarls.

“Fine, man.” I say. “We give them five minutes. If they don’t
wow us, they’re out.”

“Hell, anything is better than the Cokemaster and his sidekick
son.” Garrett says.

Only the
deal sucks and we have to consider folding…until an unexpected turn
of events happens…days later.


Chapter 5

Liz

I'm sure
the feeling is mutual. We made a mistake. It’s pretty obvious.
Hell, it’s like a goddamn country music song, where we meet in some
ominous place, and moments later, we’re tearing each other’s
clothes off, only to forget the other existed when the afterglow
fades. I’ve never done anything like that before. And I know that
he hasn’t, either. It’s also evident that he wants to forget about
it as much as I do, since he never left his number, and he didn’t
ask for mine. He left, without a trace, in the middle of the night.
I’ve been so busy with school and work that I haven’t even cleaned
the goddamn bed sheets yet.

My bed
isn’t even made. I also haven’t told a soul about him. And Nate has
no idea that a man was here. Nobody is the wiser. Not even Blake
said a word. It’s like it never happened. But I know that it did.
So does my body, as much as I keep reminding it that it’s over.
Those sixty minutes of passion are all I’ve thought about, and I
hate myself for it. Bryn clearly doesn’t want to see me again. He’s
a rich guy and I'm just a regular girl. Sure, I come from rich
stock, but that doesn’t mean I’m it, too. Not that I have anything
against it.

As I’m
tidying up the kitchen after a light dinner, I hear a knock at the
door. Looking through the peephole I see that it’s my sister,
Julia. I open the door. “Where are the rugrats?” I ask.

“With daddy. They were driving me nuts.”

“Well...they are your kids.” I tease.

She
gives me a look. “Funny.” she exhales. “Where’s Nate?”

“Not here.”

“I know that.” she’s snide.

“What’s your problem?” I scoff. “Why so crusty?”

“Why haven’t you called me in...like...three days?”

I shrug.
“Been busy.”

Another
look. “Yeah, right. I know you too well. You call me every morning
to make those squeaky voices at the kids, and then you call me
after lunch to whine about school, and then again after dinner, to
whine about your boring night, otherwise, you’re at my place,
whining there.”

“I don’t whine.” I whine.

She
snorts a laugh.

“Shut up.” I bark.

She sits
down and pops a grape from the fruit bowl on the table into her
mouth. “So, who is he?”

“Who is who?”

“The guy.”

“What guy?”

“The distraction that has taken you out of your
rut.”

“Please.” I guffaw.

“Are you going to sit here and tell me that you just simply
forgot to call me for the last three days? Because that dog won’t
hunt.”

“Can’t a person be busy?”

“This coming from the person that calls me on speakerphone from
the shower, because you’re late for class or work. Not buying
it.”

My jaw
muscles are working. Julia is too goddamn smart for her own
good.

“I’m waiting.”

Did I
mention she’s also too big for her own britches?

“Fine. I met someone, but it was a one-night stand and it’s
over. I don’t even have his number, so it’s never happening again.”
I blurt, rambling.

She
looks at me, considering my answer. “How’d you meet
him?”

“How else, genius? I work at a bar???”

“He could be some sexy teacher. Or an adult student like
you.”

“Well, he’s neither, and I’m never seeing him again, so you can
go take back the wedding invitations.”

Her gaze
is disarming. My sister can see right through me. “You’re thinking
about him right now, aren’t you.”

“Well, we’re talking about him, aren’t we?”

“You were thinking about him before I got here, and you were
hoping that it was him, weren’t you.”

“God, Julia, really. You should have been a romance novelist
with that imagination.”

“Quit trying to change the subject. He got under your skin,
didn’t he.”

“No.” I lie.

“Look, this isn’t about your ex, is it?” I notice that she’s
careful not to say his first name, as I used to correct her all the
time, by saying, ‘you mean that scum-sucking, good-for-nothing,
loser, asshole that knocked me up and left me with his
spawn?’.

“Oh, sure. Because he’s on his way back to me right now. Slow
boat from China.”

“Seriously.”

“No, you be serious, Julia!” I shout. “It’s all fine and dandy
that you got your happy ending, and met mister right and had his
kids, and all that shit...but that doesn’t mean that everyone gets
that, you know!”

“Well, why not?”

“Oh, get out of La-La Land, Julia! Not everyone gets the man of
their dreams, you know! Some of us get to work hard all our lives,
and die alone, you know!”

“Is that what you think you deserve?”

“No! Of course not! What do you think!”

“You do, don’t you.” she says, as if ignoring my
statement.

I take
it down a notch. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You do. That’s why you haven’t called this guy.”

“No, Julia. I haven’t called him because he didn’t leave me his
number.”

“And you didn’t leave him yours.” she points out
righteously.

I sigh.
“Yes, that’s right. He left here in the middle of the night. I'm
sorry if I didn’t wake up out of a dead sleep and give him my
number.”

“And he hasn’t shown up at the bar again?”

“Don’t you think I would have said so?”

“And it’s driving you nuts that he hasn’t, isn’t
it.”

“You’re enjoying my misery way too much, by the
way.”

She
ignores me. “Well, the good news is that you finally let someone
in.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I bark.

“Just that. Ever since...you know who left...you’ve been so
goddamn afraid to let anyone else in.”

“Well, do you blame me?” I shriek.

“My ex was a nightmare compared to yours, and I
survived.”

“Well, la-dee-fucking-da, good for you!”

“You have no idea who he is?”

“No.” I whine, mocking her.

“Not even his first name?”

“Of course, his first name, Julia! Don’t be stupid!”

She
smiles. “What is it?”

“Never mind.” I squeak righteously.

“Come on...tell me.”

“I’m not telling you. Then you’ll have something else to tease
me for.”

“Why, is it a stupid name?”

I snort
a laugh. “No, I just mean that you’ll keep referring to it, teasing
me. Like, ooooo, such and such wouldn’t do it that way, or
something like that.”

She
frowns, staring down her nose at me. “Give me some
credit.”

“Come on, Julia. You gotta admit that your maturity and I.Q.
level has decreased a notch since you’re in the company of mostly
toddlers now.”

“Are you trying to say that I’m beneath my
children?”

“No, I just mean that it isn’t beneath you to pull adolescent
stunts, even if the situation doesn’t call for it. Case and point,
my one-night stand that I'd like to forget.” I get up and go out
into the living room, which is a total mess. Sometimes I think I'm
messier than my teenage son. I’m also ashamed that I even brought
Bryn here with it looking like this.

Julia is
facetious. “That’s fair.”

“Isn’t it?”

She
sighs, resigned. “God, you look like hell, sis.”

I smirk,
as I'm reminded of what Bryn said to me. That I'm beautiful. Sure,
it was a line, at least, I didn’t think so at the time, but having
multiple orgasms tends to put life into perspective. And I blurt
before I can stop myself. “That’s not what Bryn said.”

“Who’s....oh.” she smiles like the Cheshire Cat. “Bryn, is it?
And what did this Bryn have to say about you?”

I bite
my lip to stop myself from smiling. “Nothing.”

“Sure. Did he say something cute?”

“He said something nice. Which is more than I can say for most
men I'm around.”

“What are you talking about? Colton and his brothers are
charming enough.”

“That’s because they’re family.”

“Oh, stop it.” she waves, as I pick an afghan up off the floor
and fold it in half, laying it on the back of the couch, where it
belongs.


Something falls to the floor, twirling in the breeze coming
in from the living room window. “What’s that?” Julia
asks.

As I
bend down, I see that it’s a business card. Julia, as nosey as she
is, is right behind me, snooping. I turn it over and read it. It
says ‘Bryn Ford, Chief Executive Officer of Crystal Land
Developments, Incorporated’, and it lists his contact
information.

Julia
lifts a brow. “Isn’t that strange.”

I think
about it for a second. “Do you know how common the name ‘Ford’
is?”

A frown.
“That’s true. I wonder if Colton’s ever heard of him.”

“Sure, doesn’t Colton know every Ford?” I'm
facetious.

“Stop. And he’s the C.E.O.? Impressive.”

“And so unfit for me.”

Her brows knit together. “Colton wasn’t unfit for
me.”

“So? Are you and I the same people?”

“No, but still. Why don’t you call him?”

I’m matter-of-fact and snarky. “Oh, because, he just
so left this on the floor
for me to find.”

“Maybe he did.”

I snort.
“I really don’t think so, Julia. It must have fallen out of his
suit pocket or something. Don’t you think that if he wanted me to
call him, that he would have left this under my pillow or somewhere
else a little more conspicuous?”

“Maybe he left it on the coffee table and it flew
off.”

“You’re really grasping at straws here, Julia.”

“Aren’t you even going to try
to call him?”

“Why?”

Her face
falls. “Oh...did he...suck in bed?”

I blush,
thinking about just how many things he sucked...and licked, and
kissed, and did all sorts of wonderful things to.

“I’ll take that as a no.” she chuckles. “He was really that
good, huh. And you’re sure you’re not going to call
him?”

I sober.
“No, I'm not. You said so yourself, if he wanted to see me again,
he knows where to find me.”

Julia
takes his card and studies it. “Another Ford, huh. Well, what sort
of business is this ‘Crystal Developments’, anyway? Did he
say?”

“He said he’s in commercial land development.”

“Oh yeah? I wonder if Colton’s heard of him. I know that
they’re looking for someone to take on the new airport.”

I always
stop listening when she starts talking about that. Airports and
military crap...all boring to me. “Oh, goody.”

“Well, snarky, if you’re not going to use this card, can I give
it to Colton?”

“I’m sure he’s heard of him, but fine.”

She
pauses, placing a hand on her hip. “So you’re really not going to
call him.” her voice is flat, not impressed at all.

“No. I thought we’ve been through this.”

“Well, I figured you might come to your senses. At least give
it a shot.”

“I gave it a shot when I invited him to come to my
place.”

“And from what I can tell, things went well, so why not give it
another try?”

I'm
exhausted discussing this still. “Julia, it was a one-night stand.
I know that you’re not familiar with the concept, and up until Bryn
came into my life, I wasn’t familiar with it, either, but that’s
what it was, clearly.”

“Maybe he’s busy, too.”

“Of course he is. Which is probably why he doesn’t need another
complication in his life.”

“So, that’s what you think you are...a
complication.”

“Julia, stop.” I'm getting angry now. “It’s...done. I'm not
calling him and he’s not calling me, and I don’t want to talk about
it anymore.”

She
swallows, and I can tell that her wheels are turning. “Were you
careful?”

“Careful how?” I ask, growing frustrated.

“Did he use a condom?” she asks indignantly.

I look
at the floor, avoiding eye contact.

She puts
her hand on her mouth. “Oh, shit.”

“Don’t.” I blurt loudly. “Don’t even say it.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Yes, you did, you said, ‘oh, shit’, I heard you with my own
two ears.”

“Well, what do you want me to say?” she shrieks. “It’s like the
past is repeating itself. And here you say that you’ve moved on
from dickhead, and now you’ve gone and done the same damn
thing…only eighteen years later!”

“Please. Like you always used a condom, Julia.”

“I have two children!”

Bad
example. “Fine. Just…drop it. I highly doubt I can get pregnant,
anyway. Shit, there’s got to be some expiry date on my eggs, and
the fact that my uterus hasn’t seen a drop of sperm in so many
years I’ve lost count.”

“Don’t be dramatic. You were having sex, with the shithead,
right?”

“Barely. Compared to Bryn, I wouldn’t even call it
sex.”

“You’ve obviously never slept with a Ford before.”

“Funny…haha, Julia. Way to rub it in my face.”

She
finally decides to change the subject. “So, what’s the deal today?
Are you doing homework, studying, and then going to work
tonight?”

“That’s the story of my life, yes.”

“Are you excited that you’re almost done?”

“Is the sky blue?”

“Do you have any leads on a job?”

“Yes, but it’s not for sure, and I don’t want to jinx
it.”

“How are you going to jinx it?”

“By talking about it.”

Julia’s
phone beeps. She looks at the screen. “Shit, it’s daddy. I gotta
go.”

“I miss you already.”

Despite
my snarky comment, she still gives me a hug. “Call me if you start
to feel nauseous in about four weeks time.”

“You suck.”

She
wiggles her brows. “He obviously didn’t.”

“Gross.”

A
chuckle. “Please don’t forget to call me.”

“I’ll try not to.”

I hand
her the business card. Instead of taking it, she simply snaps a
shot of it with her phone, and hands it back. “Here. You might need
this.”

“For what?”

She
lifts her brows. “No condom?”

“You know you really do suck.”

“But you still love me.”

“Goodbye, Julia.”

“Goodbye, Bryn lover.”


Chapter 6

Bryn

As I sit
in my home office, looking at the papers that were drawn up today
for the next huge project, I can’t help but think about her. It’s
been days since our rendezvous and I'm scum for not leaving her my
number or for asking for hers. Me leaving was a knee-jerk reaction
and I can’t explain it. I didn’t want to be that guy, you know?
That guy that gets up and leaves in the middle of the night, after
a hot escapade like that. But I also didn’t want to be the guy to
have the door shown to me when she realizes that I'm not capable of
being a decent guy. My mama just died, and a whole can of worms
just opened in my life, as a result.

I'm no
good for her. I'd never be able to be the guy she’d want me to be.
Not by a longshot. My life is my career, or my career is my life,
whatever way you want to put it. I’ve got no room for a woman in my
life, as bad as I want it. As bad as I want her. As bad as we
wanted it together. I’ve never been like that with a woman before.
She made me feel like a goddamn Casanova. Or maybe I was like that
because of her. I'm not Einstein when it comes to relationships,
and I won’t even try to explain the chemistry, but it was there,
plain as day. Whether I just needed sympathy or comfort sex, I
don’t know, but it was fantastic. Best I ever had. But it can’t
ever go further than that.

The
papers are pretty good, I must say. We’ve got the best damn
architecture team in the state. And they did their research. It
helps that one of them already designed an airport in Japan. Sure,
it was ten years ago, but it’s damn impressive. The drawings are
rudimentary at best, but they get the point across. Specifics will
be discussed if the deal goes through, but preliminary plans and
offerings need to be included so that they can see our chops. The
real stuff, including the models, specs, etc., come later. Word is
that there’s only been one or two offers for this airport, and if
we get in there while the stakes are high, we’ve got a fighting
chance.

...so
long as they’re okay with one thing.

That
thing is what my brothers and I fought over again this afternoon. I
left in a huff, and I'm worried about Dale, and the fact that he’s
never asked to go drinking before, yet twice in the last week, he
has. His sudden interest in ale is disconcerting, and I'm thinking
that I'm glad he’s got a driver, because I don’t need to be at
another funeral this week. The media has taken sudden notice
because of Gary Stevens Senior, and his sidekick son, that seem to
be capitalizing on the fact that the media loves it when the
Stevens family makes a stink about anything. And it’s only a matter
of time before word gets out that we’ve made them a shitty
offer.

As I
open up my laptop and see a clip from some I’ll-fated rag, I
realize that the time is now. “Shit.” I mutter, looking at the face
in the video. “God…dammit, Dale!” I shout at the screen. My phone
rings and I look at the screen. It’s Beckett.

“Did you see it?” I open with.

“Yeah. We better get the fuck down there, now.” He says pointedly. I can
picture his nostrils flaring.

“You think that might make it worse?”

“Nothing can be worse, man. Any Ford in the state of North
Carolina will have seen this by now. Fucking thing’s gone viral
already.”

“Shit.”

Ten
minutes later, I see Beckett storming towards the bar entrance, not
bothering to wait for me, as I run to him. And he’s right inside,
drunk as a skunk. Dale, that is. He’s had way over the legal limit
and he’s yammering on about mama dying, about our gigolo daddy, and
about the fact that we’re about to make an offer to five brothers
who have no idea who we are, and they’re going to shit their pants
when they find out. “Dale!” I bellow, as Beckett reaches him, and
physically shuts him up, placing a hand over his mouth, before he
says anything more.

Beckett
takes one look at the blonde with the phone in her hand, pointing
the camera at our drunken brother, and she gives up the goat. The
fact that she doesn’t have a crew with her just proves how slick
she really is. Camera phones, especially the ones sold for a
thousand dollars or better, have enough power these days to take
the incriminating video and images needed to destroy a man on
national television, or on the internet. It makes no difference.
The damage is done. This young woman has exploited my brother’s
vulnerability, and possibly ruined a major deal, plus in a matter
of seconds, she’s revealed to the world, or at least to the
internet world, who we are.

“Do you know this woman?” Beckett demands of a drunken Dale.
He’s so sloshed his eyes can’t focus. His head lulls as he tries to
speak. Beckett doesn’t wait for an answer. He looks at the woman.
“Give me that fucking camera or I’ll sue you for everything you’re
worth, and the goddamn rag you’re working for, too.”


Unimpressed, she stuffs her phone in her pocket. “Go ahead
and try. It’s a free world. I didn’t make him speak against his
will.”

“Yeah, but you probably didn’t have his permission to post it
on the internet, either, blondie.” I sneer. “And any permission he
did give you, I’ll be willing to bet that any judge would deem him
unfit to answer for himself in this state.” I say, gesturing with
my chin to my brother.

“I suggest you give that phone to me now, and remove that post,
or you’re going to be out of a job, and out about a million
dollars.”

“A million dollars?” she scoffs. “Like hell you’d get that
much.”

“We will if we show the judge what fiduciary damage you’ve
caused by posting that video. You just cost us a huge deal, lady.
And you’re going to pay. Now give me the phone and take down that
post.” Beckett argues, as patrons stare and the bartender dries
glasses, seemingly unscathed.

“Go to hell.” She mutters, walking away.

“Hey! Where are you going!” Beckett demands.

“Let her go, man. I know who she is.” The bartender
says.

“The post should tell you anyway, man.” I add. “We’ll take her
for all she’s worth.”

“If I’d known she was feeding him as much as she did, I’d a
stopped it.” The bartender states. “But we’re swamped tonight and
I’m down two waitresses. I wasn’t keeping an eye out like I usually
do.”

“It’s okay, man. I appreciate it.” Beckett says.

“He’s not driving, either. I think he said he’s got a
ride?”

“Yeah. Me.” I say, as Beckett helps me lift our brother up off
the bar stool.

“He got a tab?” Beckett asks the bartender.

He
scoffs. “Na, she paid.”

“I’ll bet.” I say. “What’s her name?”

He tells
us. “She’s a snake. I’ve seen her slimy posts before. I’d a warned
him if I knew she was here tonight, but like I said, I’m
understaffed.”

“We get it, man. And thanks.” I say.

“No problem.”

Beckett
and I take Dale outside, where he proceeds to upchuck his cookies
the second we hit fresh air. Beckett sees his driver cruise over
and he tells him that we’re taking him home, so he can head out.
Beckett leaves me with my brother, slumped over in the grass next
to the pathway leading to the bar, while he gets his truck. “Just
what were you thinking, man?” I ask Dale, but it’s for naught. He
slurs something unintelligible and proceeds to puke again. The boy
can’t hold his liquor. Lord knows what he drank. It certainly
didn’t take him long to get this ploughed.

Tires
peel towards us, and I look up to see Beckett’s truck, just as Dale
passes out. I help Beckett get Dale into the truck and follow him
back to his place, where we carry our brother into the house, lay
him on the couch on his side, and put a garbage can next to his
face. “You got some plastic bags? Maybe line the floor with
them?”

“Na, I’ve got hardwood, it’ll come out easily enough. Besides,
I think he got it all up, anyway.”

“Yeah, true.”

Dale
smells like he looks. He’s completely out of it, laying sideways on
the couch, so he doesn’t pull a Bon Scott on us. “You think we’re
fucked?”

“Royally.”

“You think it’s worth it to even show up?”

“Yeah. No matter which way you slice it, man, we gotta share a
piece of the pie with these guys. Might as well face it
now.”

“Do we have a plan?”

“Not much different than the one we had before, only this time,
we’re coming clean at the start.”

“You want to call the lawyer?”

“Yeah. The retainer that we keep him on, he’ll take the call at
this time of night.”

“Think we’ll soak her and the rag for everything?”

“We lose this deal we’ll never see it back, but if these boys
are decent human beings, and see that we are, too, we might have a
fighting chance.”

“But in the meantime, we need to set boundaries.”

“Exactly.”

Beckett
calls the lawyer, while I scan my phone for her name, and sure
enough, the post is still showing up in my feed. “Gotcha.” I show
him the name just as he gets in touch with our corporate lawyer.
The call takes a few minutes, and he hangs up. “So?”

“So, he’ll draw up the papers and send them off.”

“What does he think we can do?”

“Let’s let him worry about that. For now, we’ve got bigger fish
to fry.”

“Fair enough. What do we do?”

He
shrugs. “Conference call with the entourage.”

 



***

Wade

My
manager, Kent, shouts to me over the din. We’re going on stage in
forty-five minutes, right after our opening act finishes their set.
Warm-ups are in ten minutes, so I’m just coming down the hall, to
the green room, when I hear him calling me from the back
office.

“Yeah!” I call, sticking my head in the office.

“Shut the door, man.” he says, gesturing at me with his
chin.

I do so
and have a seat. “What’s up?”

His
brows are knit together, but his lips are upturned, like he’s
stifling a smile. He’s got his eyes on his cell phone, which is in
his hand, and he turns the screen to me. “You know this
guy?”

He shows
me a video of some inebriated dude, sitting in a bar, going off
about his brothers. “Never seen him before in my life. Who is
he?”

“He says he’s a Ford, but then again, there are hundreds of
them.”

“I’ll say.” I scoff.

“He’s barking up the wrong tree. Look.” Kent points at the
headline. It says that he’s some billionaire mogul from some
company in North Carolina.

“Shit.” I chuckle. “What company?” I ask, and Kent replays the
video, turning the volume up, so we can actually hear it. I have a
listen, and this ‘Dale Ford’ slurs, going on about how his mama
just died, and now he and his brothers are in a bad way, but not in
the way that one would think. He and his brothers own some
development company, which makes me raise a brow, but that’s not
the most interesting thing. He starts off about how his deceased
father made him and his five brothers sign a non-disclosure
agreement. “What the fuck?” I chuckle, as Kent and I continue
listening and watching the video.

“My dad was a fucking dawg, man.” he slurs. “He had another
family with another woman, and didn’t want anyone else to
know.”

Kent and
I look at each other. This guy is a loon.

“He never married my mama. She deserved better.”

You can
hear the female interviewer ask him in the background, what his
dad’s name was.

“Wren Ford.”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows. “Yeah, right.” I scoff.

Kent
looks at me. “What was your dad’s name?”

“Wren Ford. But this is bullshit. I’m sure there are two of
them. Has to be.”

Dale,
the drunk guy, keeps going. “He owned that airport...” he gestures
drunkenly with his fingers, like he’s trying to remember the name,
but likely, in a sober state, he’d probably be able to name it
right away. “His other sons own it now.”

I feel
like I want to puke. “What the...fuck!” I shout. Why, I don’t know,
but I keep watching for another minute, and then I start pacing,
raking my fingers through my hair.
“That’s...impossible!”

“You want to get your brothers on the phone?” Kent
suggests.

I pull
out my phone. “Yeah. This is...fucked up!”

I dial
Colton’s cell phone number. He answers on the first ring. “Hey,
little brother.”

“Holy shit, Colton. You gotta see this.” I watch Kent text the
video link to Colton. “Kent’s sending you something, man. It’s some
fucked up shit, Colton.” I say, my voice warning.

“What’s going on?” he asks, concern registers in his voice.
“Dalton and Garrett are with me, too.”

“Good. Where’ Jack?”

“Garrett’s calling him now.” he says, and I can tell that he’s
got me on speakerphone.

“What am I looking at?” Colton asks.

“Just...watch....and listen. This guy is Dale Ford. You’ll see
the significance in a second.”

“Yo, aren’t you supposed to be on stage, man?” Dalton
asks.

“In a bit, yeah. But this...this couldn’t wait. You’ll see
why.” I wait until I can hear the part where he says who his dad
was. Then I hear shuffling. “What do you make of it?” I ask
Colton.

Dalton
chuckles mirthlessly.

Colton
scoffs.

“Holy fuck.” Jack says. “You think there’s even a remote
possibility that this guy isn’t off his rocker?”

“It’s impossible.” Garrett says adamantly. “There’s no way dad
could have fathered more kids. He ate, slept and breathed work. You
all saw so yourselves.”

“But why would this dipshit make this up?” I ask. “He’s a rich
dude, man. It’s not like he’s coming after us for our money, like
most people who would pull this kind of shit would be.”

“Is he for real? Is this dude really the guy running this land
development company?” Jack asks. “I’ll look him up.”

Garrett
laughs. “There’s no way in hell this is true.”

To
Garrett, dad could do no wrong, as he was the closest to him. To
me, well, long story short, dad was an asshole. While I paved my
own way without his damn money, he sure made me suffer for it. I
did the military thing, just like my brothers, at his request, but
when dad kicked the bucket, I was the only Ford kid that didn’t get
an inheritance until certain conditions were met. Some say that I
was once a punk kid and dad was just protecting me from screwing up
my life, but I know the truth. Dad hated me. Always did. So this
little tidbit of intel about dear old daddy serves him right in my
opinion.

Of
course, it’s a bitter pill to swallow for Garrett, seeing as daddy
dearest taught him everything he knew, so much so, that Garrett
felt inspired to do the ultimate daddy pleasing, and became a
pilot. While my other brothers found their own way to suck his ass,
I didn’t. Going to the military was the minimum. I wanted nothing
to do with the airport. Not one thing. There was a song in me,
still is. Fact, way more than a song. I’m a multi-platinum
recording artist, and damn proud of it. I could care less if dad
ever would have taken notice. But all the same, I feel for Garrett.
He's a good guy, and I know that this is hurting him, regardless of
whether or not it’s true.

“Well, he’s legit.” Jack grunts on exhale. “He and his four
brothers run Crystal Land Developments Corporation. Looks like they
built it from scratch, too.”

“I suppose they would’ve needed a shit ton of money for
start-up on that.” Colton adds.

“Looks like dad’s work to me.” Dalton scoffs.

“Don’t even fucking joke about it, man.” Garrett
spits.

“Does it say anything else about him?” I ask. “Is this
bogus?”

“I don’t know, but I guess there’s only one way to find out.”
Colton states.

“Are you suggesting that we call this drunk and ask him
straight out?” Garrett barks, as though it’s the most ridiculous
thing he’s ever heard.

“We could reach out to the interviewer.” I suggest.

“Are you nuts?” Garrett shrieks. “She’s probably loonier than
he is!”

“Yeah, man. Besides, this is just internet shit. Who knows if
she’s legit.” Dalton adds.

“So, what do we do?” I ask blankly.

“We wait.” Dalton says.

I hear a
ping in the background. “Shit.” Garrett says.

“What’s up, man?”

There
are three other notification noises. Garrett sighs. “Looks like we
won’t have to.”

“Why? What’s up?” I ask.

Colton
interjects. “We’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning with Crystal
Developments Corporation.”


Chapter 7

Bryn

I'm
sitting in the chair next to Dale when he finally wakes up. I’ve
been awake all night, thinking, stewing, ruminating, call it what
you want, mine is the first face I want him to see when he sobers
up. Beckett was awake for a while, too, but he knows that he’s got
to have his head on straight, and he can’t do it without sleep,
like I can. I hear Beckett upstairs taking a shower when Dale
stirs.

“Morning, partner.” I say to him.

He looks
at me for a moment, and immediately closes his eyes, retinas
burning he’s so hung over. With a grunt, he rakes a hand through
his hair, and draws in a deep breath. “Jesus Christ. What the hell
happened?”

“That was going to be my question.”

He
scrapes a hand down his face and looks around. “What the hell am I
doing at Beckett’s house? And why are you watching me sleep, you
freak.”

“I wanted to lay into you, but I see that you’re in no
condition.”

“Give me some Advil and a coffee and we’ll talk.”

“Do you remember anything from last night at all?”

He puts
an index finger on his lips, shushing me, or telling me to talk
lower, whatever. So, I speak louder, to get under his skin. “Do you
remember anything?”

“Unless you want me to kick your ass, I suggest you lower your
voice.”

“I doubt any physical movement is going to be anything less
than excruciating.”

“What do you want, man? So, I went on a bender. Sue
me.”

“We won’t be suing you, but we will be suing the chick you were
chatting with last night...on camera.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” I scoff righteously, folding my arms over my chest.
“You went off at the mouth and told this chick about our dearly
departed father, and the fact that we’re his illegitimate
children.”

He rolls
his eyes, sighing, resigned. “Shit. I was out of my mind, man. I
didn’t know what I was saying.”

“No shit.” I guffaw. “But you probably just cost us the airport
deal.”

“Why, exactly?” he asks on exhale. “You don’t think that
they’re going to do their research when we offer them the proposal?
You think they’re that stupid?”

I pause for a moment, thinking that maybe he has a point.
“Especially after your behavior. Well, your public behavior, that is.”

“Look, I've never been more drunk. I’m sure that anyone that
saw the evidence knows that. They’d be stupid to take it with any
shred of legitimacy. Besides, we sue the chick, whoever she is, and
be done with it.”

“What possessed you to get so wasted, man?”

“What do you think, stupid? Mama just died, and all the shit’s
hitting the fan.”

“What shit is hitting the fan? Well, aside from the shit that
you caused last night, that is.” I don’t mean to sound as harsh as
I do, but it just comes out that way. We’re all going through shit
since mama died. Why Dale thinks that he’s any different is beyond
me.

“It’s not messing with your head that there’s five other
brothers out there, man?” he says, levelling with me.

“No. It is what it is, man. I guess I haven’t processed it yet.
Maybe in my mind it isn’t really true.”

“But it is, man. We know it. And probably by now they know it,
too.”

“And that’s what drove you to go on a bender?”

He looks
at me and nods. “Yeah. I just...I lost it. I’m so sorry, man. I
guess I'm just not dealing with it so well.”

“Do me a favor and call me first, the next time you need to
blow off steam. If me or Beckett hadn’t come to get you, there’s no
telling what could have happened. You could have been rolled or
worse. Human trafficking and shit like that happens when this kind
of thing goes down, man. I worry about your safety, you
know.”

“Well, thanks for coming to get me, for what it’s worth. As
much as I feel like a sack of shit, I think I got it off my chest
now.”

“Good.” I nod. “Beckett spoke to the lawyer last night. Says we
have a good case at least of defamation here, maybe even invasion
of privacy, too. That chick barked up the wrong tree.”

“Well, I had it coming, too.” He admits. “Last thing I remember
I was just going one after the other with shooters. She was buying.
Here I was thinking I was going to get laid and all I got was my
ass handed to me.”

We're
silent for a beat. Then Dale speaks again. “So, you think these
other Ford brothers know about us now?”

“I’d bet my life on it.” I state. “But they accepted a meeting
with us this morning, so pull yourself together, go get a shower,
and borrow a suit from Beckett, man, because this shit is going
down.”

“You’re kidding me.” he says flatly.

“No, I'm not.”

“And we’re actually going to go through with this?”

I
chuckle mirthlessly. “It’s a six-million-dollar deal, Dale. You bet
your ass we’re going through with it.”

“I think it’s sick.”

“Why is it sick? It’s business. If they don’t want our
business, that’s a different story, but we’re not going to turn our
backs on this. Also, we have to face them some day.”

“Why?” he barks, like it’s utterly ridiculous.

“Why not? We’re half-brothers. We’re all businessmen. It is
what it is, man. But don’t let it freak you out.”

“So, then, what’s with the guilt trip?” he gets
snarky.

“Well, genius, don’t you think it would have been nicer for
them to find out the honest way, instead of the sleazy way? How do
you like it when you find out your best friend is getting married
through Facebook, huh? Isn’t that classy?”

He
purses his lips together, looking down. “Fine. But I still think
it’s sick.”

“Sick or not. Get your ass up and showered. We’ve got to be at
the office in an hour and Beckett’s going to tear a strip out of
you the second he comes downstairs, so if I were you, I'd hightail
it to the other shower before he gets to you first.”

 



***

 


We take
my truck, piling into it, not caring if our suits get wrinkled or
not. Dale looks slightly less green than before, especially since I
told Beckett to take it easy on him, whether or not he deserves it.
There isn’t much to say on the way there, and I think that we’re
all basically treating this like business. And it is. If these
other Ford brothers don’t want anything to do with us beyond the
airport, then so be it. We won’t force the issue. But the fact
can’t be denied that we’re related by blood.

Our
architectural team will meet us later, once the dust settles.
Normally, under any other circumstance, we would have them join us,
but this is a little more delicate, so we’re treating it with kid
gloves to start. The airport is impressive but dated, and it is
much smaller than the one that we’ve envisioned, too. Hopefully the
other Ford boys will agree on the terms, and we can set aside our
familial differences, but that remains to be seen. We’re taken to
the corporate office area on the second floor, and seen right into
a large boardroom, before five boys, mildly resembling us, walk
in.

A
younger-looking guy is the first to shake my hand. He’s also the
only one not dressed in a suit. “I’m Wade. Sorry for the attire,
man. I just flew in from Connecticut this morning. I had a
performance there last night.”

“Bryn. Nice to meet you.” Is all I can think of to say. I mean,
what is an
appropriate thing to say?

By the
time we’ve all shaken hands, we’re also seated around the oak,
oblong table. The silence is a little awkward, but, leave it to
Beckett to break it. “So, who here wants to skip the political shit
and just move on to business?”

“Here, here.” Garrett says.

“Well, wait a second, man.” Colton says. “Hey, we’re real sorry
about your mama.”

“Thanks.” I say. “She was the best mama we could have asked
for.”

“Well, y’all got us beat there.” Wade says. “Our mama left when
I was a baby.”

“I suppose now we know why she left.” Dalton states. “I’m
guessing the cat was out of the bag about you guys.”

“Yeah, probably.” Colton agrees.

“You guys serve, too?” Wade asks.

“Yeah, you guys all served?” Beckett asks, giving brief eye
contact to them all. I notice that they’re all lining one side of
the table, while we’re on the other side.

“Yeah.” Garrett nods. “Colton for the longest.”

“So, what do you guys all do here?” I ask.

Garrett
speaks again. “I’m a pilot,” he points to himself. “Colton designs
the aircraft, Jack and Dalton run management and the books, and I'm
sure you all know who Wade is.”

“Yeah, I thought you looked familiar, man.” Chas scoffs.
“You’re from that band ‘Take Risks’, aren’t you?”

Wade
nods with a smile. “Yeah.”

He names
off some of the songs that he likes. “You’ve got a kickass band,
man.”

“Hey, thanks.” Wade grins.

“So, what do you guys do?” Garrett asks.

I point
to myself. “I’m the CFO, Beckett’s CEO, Dale is in acquisitions and
negotiations, Griff is the architectural guru, and Chas heads up
management and wears so many hats I can’t even start to tell you
what he does half the time.”

“Was that you on the tube last night, man?” Wade asks
Dale.

Dale
scrubs a hand down his face, but I let him off the hook, since this
isn’t going nearly as bad as I anticipated it would. “Yeah, that
was my brother.” I pat him on the back.

Dalton
sits up. “Dude, I feel your pain. Death is a shitty thing and not
everyone deals well.”

“Thanks, man.” Dale says.

“You’re suing that chick, right?” Wade says. “My wife’s a
lawyer. But I'm guessing that you already have one.”

“Yeah, thanks, we’ve got it under control.” Beckett says.
“You’re married?”

“Yeah,” Wade answers. “We all are.”

“No shit?” Chas says.

Garrett
nods. “Yeah. We have kids, too. Jack here, his wife is due in a
couple of months with number two. I’ve got one, Colton’s got twin
girls, Wade’s got one, Dalton and his wife have one. What about you
guys?”

“None of us are married or with kids.” Chas answers.

“Well, then, you definitely don’t have the Ford bug.” Colton
scoffs. “We all got married like popping corn, one after the other.
Kids came right after except for me.”

“But then he held out and got twins.” Dalton
comments.

“Oh yeah?” I scoff a chuckle. “Twins, huh.”

Colton
smiles. “Yeah. Julia’s a teacher. You’d think she has enough kids
in her life.”

“He also has a ranch.” Garrett says, thumbing at Colton. “Has
horses and we throw a fundraiser every year there.”

“No kidding.” I'm impressed.

“Yeah, we’ve got a foundation, too. For mental health.” Jack
volunteers. “It’s all for mental health, actually.”

Chas,
out of left field, says. “So, how do you figure our dad pulled all
this shit off? I mean, aside from the fact that he was barely with
us. I'm guessing that’s because he was with you.”

“Yeah, that’s probably it. I suppose if your mama had walked
out, our daddy would have been sunk.” Wade guffaws.

“You ever talk to your mama?” Griff asks.

They all
seem to shake their heads no. “Not since she left, no. She never
had any contact with us.” Garrett answers.

“Given that our daddy was quite the ladies’ man, I wonder if
there are any more of us.” Wade snorts.

“Or maybe your mama’s got other kids somewhere out there.” I
add.

“Well, now we know that just about anything is possible.”
Garrett says.

“True.” I nod. “Hey, you suppose we ought to get down to some
business? We’ve got some stuff we’d like to show you if you want.
Our architecture team didn’t join us today, on account
of...well...this, but we can do whatever you like, essentially.” I
state. “We’ve got the best team in the state, in my opinion. We
just broke ground on a major skyscraper project just a couple of
weeks ago.”

“Yeah, we saw that.” Dalton says. “Pretty
impressive.”

“And you say that our daddy was never around huh.” Garret
clucks his teeth. “That’s really impressive, considering he left us
with this airport.”

“He left it, huh.” Chas smiles. “Well, I suppose we’re even. He
gave us loads of money to start ours up, too.”

“That’s daddy.” Jack says. “But when it all comes down to brass
tacks, the man was a genius, and a hard-working sumbitch that
didn’t fuck around with anything if it had a dollar sign attached
to it. At least that’s the legacy he left to all of us, clearly,
since we’re all so fucking rich we shit gold half the
time.”

We all
snort a laugh at Jack’s raw, albeit crass, interpretation of us.
“That’s one way of putting it.” I chuckle.

“Hey, how about we talk business over breakfast or something?”
I suggest. “Clear the air? Get to know each other a bit better, and
then we’ll get our architecture team over here and show you our
chops. What do you say?”

“Sounds good to me. I'm starving.” Colton says.

I’m
impressed. This whole situation could have turned to shit in one
minute or less, but instead, we’re having a down to earth
conversation, and making progress. Hate to say it, but both daddy
and mama would be proud.

“Just let me tell my wife. She and her sister are stopping by.
See if I can head them off.”

“What’s Julia doing coming here?” Dalton asks.

“PD Day.” He shrugs, swiping his phone. “We can head out.
There’s a great place just up the street from here.”

As we
rise, it’s weird, but not so weird. It’s kind of like a
bullshit-free business meeting that ends with drinks, only this
one’s going to end with pancakes and sausages. It seems to me like
these boys are decent people, bred from the same cloth that we were
bred from, and we’re also decent people. What also occurs to me is
that we’re all suffering from the same affliction. Our dad was a
son-of-a-bitch, but also a genius, a hard worker, and as motivated
as the day is long. He also made ten kids of the same nature. We’re
not here to screw each other over, no, we’re here to do business
together and to get to know each other. I kind of wish that we’d
done this years ago, but it is what it is, and we couldn’t take
notice, on account of the N.D.A.

It's
clear that none of these boys had to do the same. Daddy was better
at keeping secrets in the house where he lived, I suppose. Either
that or because of the closer relationship they had with him, they
never had a reason to suspect that daddy could or would pull
something like that off. They also never had a mama around to shape
the belief that perhaps there was something else missing from the
picture. All in all, as I walk out of the boardroom, I’m feeling
good.

...and
then all hell breaks loose.

Colton
opens the door…and she’s standing right there.

“Oh, hey, babe.” Colton says to whom I’m assuming is Julia, his
wife. So, Liz must be Julia’s sister, and now the undeniable
connection has been made. The girl that I had mind-numbingly,
unforgettable good sex with, is related by marriage to whom I’ve
now come to know is my half-brother. I’m not sure if this is good
or bad, until my heart flutters when I see her, and the smile on my
face is unavoidable. She looks at me and her smile mirrors
mine.

“Hi, there.” I say to her, unable to find any other
words.

“Y…you know…” Julia says. “Oh…this must be Bryn.” She says
sheepishly.

“Yes, I’m Bryn. You must be Julia.” I say by way of
introduction. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Wait, how do you two know each other?” Colton asks.

But I’m
caught in her spell. I can’t take my eyes off her. Julia
interjects. “They just…met…a few days ago.”

“At Mingles.” Liz supplies, not taking her eyes off
me.

“Ah.” Colton nods. “We’re just going out for breakfast. Do
you…care to join us?”

Julia
and Liz exchange a look. I notice that Julia’s eyes bulge at her
sister. “No, that’s okay, Colton.” Liz says, tilting her head,
bulging her eyes at her sister, as if to intimidate. Not sure what
this exchange is about, but I’m guessing that Liz is talking her
way out of an awkward meal with me. I get it. It’s probably best
not to mix business with pleasure, anyhow. “We’ll catch up with you
later.” I’m not sure who she’s saying that to, because she’s still
looking at her sister.

“Sure?” Colton checks, dividing his glance between his wife and
his sister-in-law, as though watching a ping-pong match between the
two of them.

“Yes, it’s fine.” Julia relents, waving.

Colton
gives his wife a kiss and Liz’s eyes are on me. The look that she
gives me in indecipherable. I’m not sure what it means. “It
was…nice to see you again.” I say to her.

“Nice to see you, too.” Liz says, but I get the feeling that
it’s perfunctory.

“So, I’ll…see you around.” I add.

“See you.”

“She’s got your number, Bryn.” Julia adds,
teasingly.

“Would you shut up.” Liz says through gritted teeth.

“I can…give you her number, too.” Colton adds, picking up on
the awkwardness, and playing with it. It seems like we’re the butt
of the joke, as I hear my brothers snorting laughs behind
us.

I turn
around. “Having a good laugh, boys?”

“Yeah, actually.” Chas says, matter-of-factly. More
snorts.

“Hey, can we go now?” Jack asks. “My stomach is gnawing at my
spine here.”

“That’s your problem, jerkwad.” Dalton scoffs. “You had plenty of
opportunity to eat.”

“Shut up. Who asked you.” Jack sneers.

Could
this day get any worse?

…oh, it could…


Chapter 8

Liz

“Oh, come on.” Julia begs. “Daddy’s got the kids, and I’ve got
to go drop this thing off to Colton, and then we can go shopping.
It’s my day off. I don’t get another PD Day for a couple of
months.”

“Fine. But how long do you think that dad is going to hold out
with those kids of yours.” I throw in her face. Dad’s been taking
the kids a lot lately. Bringing them to the golf courses and
showing them off. He’s just loving it. He’s barely been in Florida
in the past two years.

“Would you rather stay home and do homework?” she says, like
it’s a threat. I could easily just do homework all day, but I
haven’t got much to do, and what I have can be done during my break
tonight at work.

I sigh.
“Alright, let’s go. Quickly. I hate going to the goddamn airport.
Makes me want to go away to some exotic place and all I get to do
is look at my brother-in-law’s face. And none of the Fords are even
single.”

“Are you looking? You can always call the other Ford…” she trails off,
teasing.

“Shut up before I change my mind.”

Twenty
minutes later we’re at the airport. We get to the corporate office
area and announce our arrival, only to sit and wait for ten more
minutes, as I grow more and more impatient. Heddie tells us that
Colton et al are getting ready for an important meeting, but that
they’ll be with us shortly, and I get the feeling that she hasn’t
even told him that we’re here yet. “Did you let him know that you
were coming?”

“Just now, yes.”

I roll
my eyes.

Two
minutes later, as I sit there, bored out of my mind, Julia gets
another text, and then the boardroom door opens.

…and he appears.

He,
meaning, Bryn, the god himself. The man that made me feel more like
a woman than anyone ever has. The man that I haven’t been able to
get off my mind since he made me feel like said woman. The man that
I know would rather forget about that fated night. The man that I
thought I’d never see again, and probably won’t again after this
moment. So, I let myself drink him in, as he says hello to me.
Pretending for a second, that I actually have a chance with him,
which I know I don’t.

The
chemistry was great, but I know that we’re not meant to be
together. He’s ying and I’m yang. He’s too rich for my blood. The
last thing I need is some rich guy trying to tell me how to run my
life. He’ll be the first to tell me to quit school and forget about
my career, so I can be some lame trophy wife, and wait on him hand
and foot, like a fucking Kardashian or something. Sure, going to
school and working part-time, plus raising a teenage son isn’t
easy, and sure, I’ve thought about opening my mouth, asking daddy
for money to get me out of this difficult life, but then I brush
myself off, and give myself a shake, realizing that I’m so close it
would be stupid to give up now.

Julia
rode the daddy pony for a while, and, not that I’m taking anything
away from her, because she did go through school on her own, and
she does still work, despite the fact that she has twin girls and a
husband who is richer than the day is long, but still. Did she have
to work through high school and college to pave her own way? No.
Did she have to work at all until after college? Not even a little
bit. Not saying that she isn’t hard-working, and not saying that
she doesn’t deserve what she has, but I get more satisfaction in my
own life by doing it myself. Especially since my son’s shithead dad
hit the bricks. Something about that makes me want to do it on my
own even more, just for the satisfaction of knowing that I did it
without anyone’s help, especially his.

And
that’s why I know that Bryn and I were just a one-night-stand. I
could never live in his shadow. And as sure as the nose on my face,
that’s what he would want. It would also be beneath him to date
someone like me, without money or status. No, he’d want someone
with class, with a name, with money, just like him. He wouldn’t
settle for a single mother, on her way to becoming a chef. Even if
I was one of them famous chefs, which I’m not, and I’m not trying
to be, either. I’m not even sure what we say to each other, but I
know that it’s awkward, and I know that everyone has figured it
out, why it’s so awkward.

I can’t
get out of there fast enough, and Julia follows me. “One word and I
go home.” I warn, not in the mood for the tirade.

“God, Liz! He’s adorable!”

“What did I just say!” I shout, as onlookers watch, while we practically run
out of the airport.

“He is so into
you.”

“Julia…” I warn.

“What was he doing there, anyway?”

“How the hell should I know?” I bark, flabbergasted.

“Alright, alright. Don’t get your panties into a
wad.”

I give
her a look. Surprisingly, she lets me off the hook while we do our
thing, and then once I get to work, I’ve completely forgotten about
my little escapade, and about the run-in with mister Ford
completely. School is almost over, and I do my homework during
break, taking a little longer than usual, since it’s not busy yet.
And an hour later, it’s like the floodgates open, because we’re so
swamped it seems like the night flies by.

A
cavalcade of dipshits shows up at around eleven o’clock. At first,
I thought it was a bachelor party, but then I realize that it’s
just some dude that’s celebrating his twenty-fifth birthday. He’s
hitting on me like I’m a grade A slice of beef and it pisses me
off. I try to avert him by giving my table to Megan, one of the
other waitresses, but this guy just won’t let up. He’s got long,
black hair and a five o’clock shadow on his face, but it’s his
self-righteous attitude that’s the kicker.

“Look, buddy, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not interested.”
I say to him, as he follows me to the bar, so I can pick up my
drink order for the other table.

“Why not, sugarplum?” he’s got a thick accent, but I can’t
place where it’s from. Based on his darker, Mediterranean skin
coloring, I’d say he’s from somewhere exotic, and he knows it. I
hate it when guys call me sugarplum, by the way. It makes my skin
crawl. Especially when it’s coming out of this guy.

“Because I’m not. I’m not looking. I’ve got a lot going on
right now and I don’t have time for anyone except
myself.”

“Aw, come on, sugarplum.” He begs. I almost want to tell him my
name, so he’ll stop using that nauseating nickname, but I think
better of it. Blake catches on that this guy is pissing me off, and
he’s about to say something, when his gaze goes to someone
approaching.

“Hey,” The voice behind me says. I turn around and see Bryn
standing there. He’s wearing a pair of black jeans and a white
linen shirt, looking good enough to eat right here on the
floor.

“Hey.” I say back. “What are you doing here?”

“You know this guy?” Sugarplum asks, thumbing towards Bryn like
he’s a vagrant.

“Yes. Would you mind leaving us alone, please?”


Sugarplum folds his arms across his chest. “I thought you
said you weren’t looking?”

“It’s none of your business, partner.” Bryn says.


Sugarplum’s eyes slit at Bryn. “Who asked you.” He sneers.
Bryn is a full head taller than him, and, for a land developer,
he’s got a bod that would put any one of these beer-drinking dudes
to shame.

Bryn
takes a step closer to him, looking down at him from his nose, and
the playful little one-sided grin says all that it needs to say:
you’re no match for me.


Sugarplum’s gaze moves to the side as he scoffs. “Fuck this
shit. I’m outta here.”

Bryn
watches Sugarplum walk away, still grinning, and then he scoffs,
shaking his head.

“He didn’t stand a chance and he knew it.” I
comment.

He just
smiles at me warmly.

“What are you doing here?”

“If I told you I was in the neighborhood, would you believe
me?”

I scoff.
“Certainly not. Where’s your brother?”

Now it’s
his turn to scoff. “Which one?”

I give
him a look. “How many do you have?”

He
shakes his head. “If I told you I had four yesterday, and today
I’ve got nine, would you believe me?”

I laugh
out loud. “This some kind of joke?”

He looks at me, leaning his elbows on the bar. “That’s
what I said.”

I lean
in, placing the drink tray on the bar. “What’s going
on?”

He
sighs, resigned. “It is the longest goddamn story I’ve ever heard,
and you would probably never believe it, and I’d leave here with
you thinking I was off my rocker.”

A combination of concern and confusion is on my face.
“How’s that?” I
bark, good-naturedly.

Bryn
looks at Blake, who is assembling drinks to place on my tray. “You
need a beer, partner?” Blake offers.

“No, I’m fine, thanks. Just a soda is fine.”

“You got it.” Blake says. He finishes placing the drinks on the
tray, and I go give them to the table, and then return, with
another drink order, as Bryn has already taken a sip of his
soda.

“So, what’s going on?” I ask, handing Blake the
order.

“That your sister you were with earlier?”

I nod.
“Yeah. Julia.”

“And she’s married to Colton, right?”

Another
nod. “Yeah.” Then I snap my fingers, realizing something. “Hey, are
you related to those Ford brothers in any way? Because Julia was
teasing the shit out of me when she found your card at my
place.”
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