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Warning:

This book contains sexual content, a m/m scene and language suitable only for those 18+ 
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“Hardships often prepare ordinary people for an extraordinary destiny.” 
 

C.S. Lewis

 

 


Chapter One

STEVE

Mom’s hugs and tears bring tears to my own fucking eyes. She’s squeezing the damn life out of me. Dad is standing by with my youngest sister, Erin, and I watch him roll his eyes. Mom has always been emotional where us kids are concerned.

When she finally lets me go and I can breathe again, I attempt to reassure her. “Mom, I’m only going to be ten minutes away. I promise I’ll come home often.”

“I know, but you won’t be around all the time. I’ll miss you.”

I wipe away her tears. Her eyes are red and puffy. Normally, if we upset Mom like this, Dad goes fucking ballistic. It’s different this time, because I haven’t done anything bad to cause it.

Dad pulls Mom into his arms. She buries her head in his chest and starts sobbing. 

 “Why does Steve have to go, Daddy?” Erin is ten years old and doesn’t fully understand that I’m a man now and need my own space. The time has come for me to fly the nest and I have bought my own two-bedroom apartment. Thank goodness it was possible with Mom and Dad’s help, of course.

Liam, my sixteen-year-old brother, attempts to enlighten our kid sister. “Steve is going to live by himself so he can bring ladies home. He wants to play with them without you being around, because you’re a nuisance.” 

“Daddy, I’m not a nuisance am I? Erin asks Dad.

Dad gives Liam the familiar I’ll deal with you later glare that he uses on us kids when he’s mad at us. “No sweetheart, you’re not a nuisance. Unlike your brother, who is a pain in the butt, you’re a good girl.”

“Kellie is too, Daddy.”

Kellie is our fourteen-year-old sister. She’s standing off to one side and I can see she is trying hard not to cry. 

“Yes, Kellie is too.”

“And, Steve.”

“Yes sweetheart, and Steve.”

I’m gonna miss my family, but I can’t stay living at home forever. And, what Liam says is partially true. I want to start bringing my date’s home. I’m tired of the look on their faces when I tell them I still live with my parents. I’m twenty-four years old for fuck’s sake, not a four-year-old kid. 

I love the girls so much. Dad says when they grow up he’s gonna lock them in the basement so boys can’t come near them. Poor Erin thinks he’s serious and it makes her cry. She says she doesn’t want to live down in the dark under the house.

Liam’s pretty good too, but he’s a bit of a hothead. Dad reckons he’s got a temperament similar to what he had when he lived in the ’hood. 

Yep, Dad grew up on the seedy side of town, the “hood as we called it.” He’s been a famous Chef at Leon’s for years. That’s how he met Mom. She bought the restaurant. Dad said he didn’t like Mom when he first met her because she was trying to headhunt him. Mom said she thought Dad was an arrogant pig. They fell in love though, and have been really happy.

I was seven before Dad took me away from the ’hood, nearly eighteen years ago. It was after my birth mother died from a drug overdose. She was an alcoholic and druggy, leaving me to take care of myself. I was what the authorities would call a neglected child. Dad used to feed me every day. When my mother died, he took me to live in a rich part of town. Then we married Mom. Dad said we were a package deal and Mom accepted us both. I love them dearly, so I want nothing more than to make them proud.

While I was at college, living at home was great. I was able to concentrate on my studies and work part time. Most of the other students weren’t so fortunate, and had to hold down almost full time positions to help pay their rent. Thanks to my parents, I graduated with Honors. I’ve finished my two years of Post Graduate training, and am now a fully qualified Social Worker and Psychologist.

I had intended to be a Chef like Dad, but he said he wanted something better for me. Social work and Psychology was really my first love, because of the way Dad grew up and how I struggled for the first seven years of my life. I want to be able to help improve lives. I care so much, and I want to show kids like those in the ’hood that there is a better way of life, if they choose it. 

I open my arms. “Kellie, give me a hug, honey.” She comes running to me, throwing herself at my chest. “I don’t want you to leave. Who will help me with my homework, talk with me about the boys at school?”

“Boys? What boys? You’re too fu…”

“Hamish!” Mom cuts Dad off mid-sentence.

“She’s too young for boys. Why am I only now hearing about this? You and I are going to have a long discussion young lady.”

I hold Kellie tight. “Dad, it’s normal for girls her age to notice boys. It doesn’t mean anything is going to happen.”

“Damn right, nothing is going to happen.”

“Hamish, calm down. Kellie is just a normal teenage girl who is discovering boys. As Steve said, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“She can un-discover them. She can discover them again… when she’s thirty.”

“See, Steve. Dad doesn’t understand like you do.” A tear slips down Kellie’s cheek.

“You’ll be fine, honey. You can tell me about them when I visit.” I hug her again and plant a kiss on her forehead. She steps back into Mom’s waiting arms.

“There’ll be nothing to fucking tell.” Dad mumbles just loud enough for Mom to hear. He’s in deep shit now. Mom hates him swearing in front of the younger kids.

“I’ve gotta go. Give me a hug, Erin.”

Erin squeezes me tight, and I plant-smacking kisses on her cheeks, which causes her to burst into laughter. “See you next week after I get settled.”

Erin goes back to Dad and Liam approaches me. He actually hugs me too. He hasn’t done that for a couple of years. Usually he wants to shake hands.

“See ya, bro. I’ll miss not havin’ ya around.”

I ruffle his hair as he turns away. “It’ll give you a chance to shoot some hoops. Maybe when I come home you can give me a real challenge.” 

Dad is the last to say goodbye. “We’ve been through a lot, son, and I can’t begin to tell you how proud I am of you. If you need anything at all, you know where we are.”

I hug him close. “I love you, Dad. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 

“Are you sure you don’t want Mom and I to meet you at your apartment tonight, get you settled?”

“Thanks, Dad, but you and Mom have already done more than enough. I’ll be fine.” I grab the last of my luggage and head for my car. It’s a Subaru WRX, a present from Mom and Dad for my 18th birthday, toss my bag onto the passenger seat and slide behind the wheel. 

The engine rumbles to life and I wave as I pull into the street. When I glance up into the rear vision mirror, I see them all waving. 

A lump lodges in my throat. I’m going to miss them all but, most of all I’ll miss Dad.

***

I slam on the brakes and skid to a stop. There is a fucking girl sitting in the middle of the road. I blast the horn and she gives me her middle finger. I’m pissed now, and people in cars behind me are honking their horns. I shut off the motor and get out of my car. I resist the urge to slam the door in frustration. I’m not going to wreck my car over some idiot girl. I storm over to where she is still sitting.

“What the fuck are you doing sitting in the middle of the road? Don’t you realize this is a busy road?”

“Eat shit and die.”

Okay, that went well. “How about you proceed with your sit in on the side of the road, so everyone else can go about their business?”

“I said, eat shit and die!”

I’m really getting pissed off with this girl. “I’m going to give you two seconds to move your ass, and then I’ll do it for you.” She gazes up at me, and for the first time I notice her eyes. The pain is deep. I wonder what the hell is going on. I’ve heard if you crouch down, you become less threatening. I’m six feet seven inches tall; I would present myself as very imposing.

I crouch beside her. “Look, I have no idea what’s wrong, but if you move off the road and let me park my car, I’ll try and help.”

“Why the fuck would you want to help a stranger?”

I take a closer look at her. She is dressed reasonably well in jeans and a colorful shirt. She has Nike’s on her feet. They’re not cheap, so I figure she isn’t homeless or destitute. So, what is she doing here in the ’hood?  “I’m a social worker and psychologist. I can help you if you let me.”

Her expression is suspicious as she checks me over. Her reddish brown hair hangs in waves to the middle of her back. It’s clean and shines in the sun. Her face appears tired, but I suspect if she smiled, she would be very pretty. Her shoulders are slumped, as though she has the weight of the world on them. I place my hand on her arm, and her reaction is not what I expect.

She screams slapping my face with such force I am knocked on my ass, and takes off running through the ’hood.

Bouncing onto my feet, I brush down my pants and watch her disappear between buildings. My curiosity is peaked. Who the fuck is she and what was she doing?

Car horns draw me back to the situation at hand. Drivers are becoming tired of having to skirt around my vehicle. I sprint to my car, slide behind the wheel, and continue to the office I share with a man I met at college. Jeremy was one of my advisors who came in and lectured once a week. He was impressed with my “passion for those less fortunate.” I explained I had been a street kid until I was seven so I knew how some of these kids suffered. He asked me to join him and when I found out he worked with kids in the ’hood, I didn’t hesitate to accept. 

He’s about the same age as my Dad, and has been a Social Worker for over twenty years. He has taken me under his wing and in the three weeks I’ve been here, I’ve learned so much. On one or two occasions, it’s been even tougher than I imagined. 

Jeremy glances up from his computer screen when I step into the office. “Steve, you finally got here.” 

“I got held up.”

“By what?” 

“There was a girl sitting in the middle of the road as I turned in to the ’hood. She refused to move. Cars were veering around her.”

“What was she doing there?”

“I have no fucking idea. She wouldn’t talk to me except to tell me to get stuffed. When I tried talking to her, she slapped me across the face and ran off.”

“What, for just talking to her?”

“I crouched down like you taught me and laid my hand on her arm. It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. I was only trying to reassure her.”

“Weirdo? Lights on but no-one’s home?”

“Hmmm, she didn’t appear to be stupid. She was wearing decent clothes and shoes, but she looked sad. There was a lot of pain in her eyes. I wonder who’s hurt her.”

“What the fuck was she doing in the middle of the road?”

“I have no idea and until I touched her, she had no intention of moving. I wonder if she’ll come back.”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“I mean, no. She’s not one of your lost causes. I know you had it tough for the first few years, but you can’t go around saving every lost soul you come across. We have enough on the books without you picking up extras that haven’t been referred to us.”

“I don’t.”

Jeremy lowers his head and peers up through his eyelashes. “Really? You are going to try and tell me, your co-worker, that you’re not drawn to those needing help? How many nights have we spent at the homeless shelter? How many kids have you taken to the store and bought clothes for?”

“It’s how I am.”

“I know, and I think you’re great for caring, but do you realize how much red tape is involved in taking on a case that is not officially referred?”

“They need saving when they need it, Jeremy. I can’t say sorry, I can’t help because you haven’t been officially referred.”

He claps me on the back. “You’re hopeless. You’ll probably never see her again, so I don’t know why we’re discussing it. What was she like? Pretty?”

“Sweep away the sadness and I reckon she’d be gorgeous. She had the most beautiful brown eyes. The color of melted chocolate.”

Jeremy laughs at me. “You really are a sucker for a pretty girl. What happened to the man who said he was never going to talk to a chick again, after Martha Kingston broke your heart? That was what, six weeks ago?”

“Yeah, well this is different. This girl needs someone. Martha turned out to be a spoiled bitch. I was tired of letting her have her own way all the time.”

“I tried to warn you about Martha but you wouldn’t listen.”

“I know. Some things you’ve just gotta find out for yourself.”

“Do you want to come with me while I check on Breccan Noble?”

“Yes. I wonder how the little fella is doing now. I know it’s hard for his mother since his father pissed off, but I really believe they are better off away from him and his alcoholic rages.”

“I agree. Marissa was telling me she has a full time job as a secretary at Beaumont’s. Her sister takes care of Breccan. Hopefully she will be able to get a decent place in the next six months.”

“Sounds like a success story.”

“I think so. I really believe she is on the right track and with support, she will stay there.”

We leave the office; lock the door and head down the street. The mysterious girl weighs heavily on my mind.

 


Chapter Two

KEEGAN

My lungs are burning, screaming for oxygen. Tears are blown from my eyes as I run to the shelter of the buildings as fast as I can. It was supposed to be him that stopped. Instead, some very tall, very handsome, God’s gift to women type of man, stopped to find out what was wrong.

I’m so angry. The purpose of my sitting in the middle of the road was for Josh to think I was trying to kill myself. He should have stopped his car, jumped out, swept me into his arms and said he was sorry about everything. That was the fairy tale. Where the fuck is he? He should have driven by more than an hour ago.

I scurry behind a derelict building and hide. Bending over, hands on my knees, I suck much needed air into my lungs. My heart rate slows; I slide down the wall and slump on the hard ground.

“What the fuck am I going to do?”

I pull a tissue from my pocket to wipe the tears from my face. I need to assess the mess I have made of my life. I speak out and count on my fingers, as I recite my various fuck ups.

“One, I’m twenty years old and have no home anymore. Mom and Dad are long gone so unless I want to join them in heaven, I need to find somewhere to live. And, fast.”

I suck in a deep breath. I can’t go back to my aunt’s. She told me when I moved out that she would never take me back. I went to live with her and my uncle after my parents and brother died in a fiery crash on the Interstate. I was twelve and had been with a girlfriend for the day. 

I fled from the place I had called Hell on Earth when I was eighteen. I should have moved out years before. My uncle loved nothing more than to beat me around. It took me a long time to accept Josh touching me without reacting. I didn’t mean to react the way I did with the stranger who stopped. I’m just not used to being touched in a loving way.

Nope, moving back to my aunt’s is not an option. I wouldn’t give the old biddy the pleasure of knowing how I’d fucked up. I would rather live on the streets. 

“Two, I need to forget about Josh. It’s obvious he couldn’t give a fuck about the baby or me, if there is one. Maybe I should have waited until I knew for sure before I told him.”

It’s obvious Josh is my boyfriend. Ex, I guess. He’s twenty-five and works night shift. We had been living together for almost two years. I thought things were going okay. We argued and fought, sometimes he even hit me, but that’s normal. Right? All men do it when their partners annoy them. 

I was so happy when I broke the news I could be pregnant. I thought we loved each other, so much so that our relationship would last a lifetime. 

Our conversation did not go as I expected. Josh had just woken up. He works at a bakery. Normally he gets home around eight in the morning. He sleeps until about five in the evening. I work as a part-time cosmetologist and get home around four. I could hardly wait for him to wake up so I could tell him my exciting news. I recall what had happened the previous evening…

***

Josh stumbled from our bedroom, his hair was all mussed and he was butt naked. It was all I could do to keep my hands off him.

“Coffee?” I asked. 

“Let me take a piss and a shower and then I want something to eat.”

I watched as Josh stumbled to our poor excuse for a bathroom, turned on the water and stepped under the spray. While he showered, I made him coffee and toasted ham and cheese sandwiches.

I felt nervous. Not only did I want to break the news I might be pregnant, I wanted to talk about getting out of the ’hood. We both earn good money and can afford to rent somewhere decent out of the city. Somewhere safe.

Josh returns to the kitchen fully dressed.

“Where are you going?” I’m curious. He has been going out before work more and more often lately. He says he likes to hang out with the guys and have a beer before work because it relaxes him.

“Out.” He sounds sullen, but I press on.

“I need to talk to you babe. I’ve made you a coffee and sandwich. Can we talk while you eat?”

“Sure.” He drags out a chair from the table and sits.

I place the plate of sandwiches and mug of coffee in front of him before taking a seat. As he takes his first bite, I speak. “Josh, I might be pregnant.”

His reaction was not what I expected. He leapt up from the table, angrily pacing back and forth before stopping and bent over me.

“Who’s the father?”

“What do you mean? You’re the father.”

“No fucking way. I always use protection with you and everyone else.”

His statement floors me. “What do you mean with me and everyone else?”

He moves close and laughs in my face. “You don’t really believe you’re the only bitch I’ve been fucking do you? You’re nowhere near enough for me, babe. I always use a cock cover so there’s no way that fucking kid is mine.”

I catapult to my feet. Anger possesses me and I poke Josh’s chest hard. “Listen to me you fucking moron, this baby is yours and mine. Do you hear me? Yours and mine. I have never slept with anyone else while we’ve been together. You need to tell your whores you’re to be a father and are no longer available.”

He laughs at me again. “Babe, that ain’t happening. Pack up your stuff and get out. I want you gone when I get home in the morning.”

I refuse to reel back in shock at his demand. “I’ll go, but not until you give me half of the money we have saved.”

Again the mocking laugh came. “We haven’t got any money saved. How do you think I pay for the car?”

Now I’m scared. “I can’t leave without money, Josh. I have no way of getting somewhere else unless I can pay a deposit.”

“Not my problem. You should have thought of that before you tried to saddle me with some other fucker’s bastard.”

Josh pushes past me so hard I fall to my butt. I hear the front door slam and burst into tears. What am I going to do?”

***

I sit for a few more minutes, crying. It seems like all I have done for the past twelve hours is cry. Josh is due home and I haven’t cleared out my stuff, not that there’s much. I can’t clear it until I have somewhere to go. I push up from the ground and trudge the short distance to my apartment. 

I can hear voices when I step inside. They are coming from the bedroom so I head there. I push open the door and my temper peaks faster than the speed of light. “What the fuck are you doing in our bed with that whore?”

Josh springs from the bed and I watch as some blonde bimbo sits up. She is trying to cover herself with the sheet. He grabs me by the elbow and leads me away. I half run, half walk as he drags me into the kitchen. I’m flung onto a chair.

“What the fuck are you doing here, bitch? I told you last night to pack your stuff and get out.”

I scream back at him trying hard not to let the tears, which have welled in my eyes, fall. “I have no place to go unless you give me the money you owe me. I’ll gladly leave you and your whore alone as soon as you give me some cash. It was never our deal that the money I gave you would be wasted on a hunk of crap metal.”

His hand connects with my cheek and I’m sure my head will be knocked from my neck. Tears pour from my eyes.

“Get out of my home. Get out of my fucking life and never come back. I don’t care where you go or what you do.” He pauses for a moment. “Tell you what, why don’t you go and tell the real father you’re knocked up and move in with him?”

“I hate you, Josh. You’re a pig and I don’t know what I ever saw in you. I hope you and your whore rot in hell. I’ll be back tonight to get my things.”

I stand and storm from the apartment before he can say anything else. Tears blind me as I stumble down the steps, open the door and head for fresh air. I never make it. I collide with a brick wall. God knows who put it in front of the door. I know it wasn’t there earlier. I laugh hysterically at the hilarity of the situation. Who would build a brick wall in front of the entry door to our apartment block? Better yet, how would they build it in the thirty minutes I’ve been upstairs?

“Whoa.”

Arms are holding me upright and the brick wall is Mr. tall, dark and good-looking from earlier. My head tilts back and I gaze up into a pair of brilliant blue eyes. They are shadowed with concern as he peers back at me. 

“Who the fuck hit you?” His hand brushes my cheek. I wince. It hurts and is probably bruising already. Tears course down my face. He pulls me close and I nestle into his chest and let him comfort me. I cry softly for everything that is wrong with my life. “Tell me what happened.”

“You’re really a social worker?”

“I am. I’m also a psychologist. I was heading to see old Mrs. Collins. She has been giving her care givers a hard time and I was asked to speak with her.”

“She is a crotchety old woman.”

He laughs and I can feel the rumble deep in his chest, as it vibrates against my boobs.

“I guess you could say that. The people who take care of her aren’t quite as kind in their descriptions of her.”

“I guess you have to know her. She’s usually pretty nice to me.”

“So, who hasn’t been nice to you?”

“My boyfriend. Ex, boyfriend.”

“Can I help?”

I shrug my shoulders. I need help. I need somewhere to stay until I can get a full time job and save enough for a deposit on my own place.

“Is that a yes?”

I burst into tears again. What the fuck is wrong with me? 

“Come on. I’ll take you back to my office and you can tell me about it.”

He pulls me to his side and walks me to an apartment building a couple of blocks away. When he starts up the steps, I pull away. “I thought you said you were taking me to your office?”

He comes back to my side. “I am. Jeremy, my partner, and I share an office in here on the ground floor. I promise I won’t hurt you.”

Something about this man tells me he can be trusted, so I allow him to take my hand and lead me inside.

A fair-haired man glances up as we enter the small but spotlessly clean office.

“This is Jeremy Landers, my partner.” Mr. Handsome says as the other man stands. He holds out his hand and I shake it.”

“I’m Keegan Pratt.”

Mr. Handsome turns to me. “Steve Masters, Keegan. Come into the interview room and we can chat.” 

I follow Steve through a door into a clean but sparsely furnished room. It’s painted in white with a brown leather sofa and a desk with a chair. On top of the desk sits a computer. In front of the sofa is a small table. He indicates the sofa and I sit. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Steve disappears and I sink into the soft leather. I pray he will be able to help me. If he can’t I’m doomed.

 


Chapter Three

STEVE

“Who’s the chick?” Jeremy asks as I head to the coffee machine.

I wave my hand indicating for him to join me. He moves into my space when he realizes I don’t want Keegan to hear us. I whisper.

“The girl I told you about, the sit in. It’s her. She crashed into me when she was fleeing her apartment block. She lives, lived, whatever, in the same block as old Mrs. Collins. I opened the door to go in at the same time she barreled through and into my chest.”

“Who was she trying to get away from? Looks like she’s copped someone’s right hook.”

My anger spikes. “Yeah, I’d like to show the prick who did it my right hook.’

“You don’t know?”

“Not yet. She has spent most of our acquaintance crying into my chest.” I indicate my damp shirt.

“I wondered why you didn’t know each other’s names.”

“I was anxious to bring her here, get her away from whoever did this to her. I’m hoping she’ll open up to me. I have a feeling this is not the first time she’s been knocked around.”

“Could be the reason why she reacted the way she did to your hand on her shoulder earlier.”

“That’s what I’m thinking. I don’t get it, Jeremy. Why would someone like her be here in the ’hood? I mean, she doesn’t look like she’s in need of a good feed. She’s dressed well. Am I missing something?”

“I noticed her luscious curves too and you were right when you said she was gorgeous. Even with the red puffy eyes and bruising, you can see she’s a natural beauty.”

“So, I ask again. What the fuck is she doing here?”

“There’s one way to find out. Go and ask her.”

Jeremy walks away and I pour two mugs of coffee, put some cream and sugar on a tray, add the mugs and make my way back to the interview room.

“Here you go. I wasn’t sure how you like it.” I place the tray on the small table and move it closer to the sofa.
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