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        re·bel·lious

      

        

      
        ADJECTIVE

        Resisting treatment or management

      

      

      “Hey, Peter, what made you change your mind?” I smiled wide.

      Opening the door, I resisted the urge to yank him inside. This was the first date I’d had in far too long. I’d lit some incense candles in my apartment above my New Age shop, Peace, Love, and Harmony, wanting to set the mood.

      I couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong this time.

      Peter Sherman pushed his glasses further up his nose, looking around warily as he stepped inside my apartment and wiped the snow off his boots but didn’t take them off. He left his coat on as well and smoothed his combover haircut the blustery wind had messed.

      He cleared his throat before answering my question. “My mother.”

      “Great!” I said a little too enthusiastically to cover my inward groan.

      Our mothers both belonged to the Bedazzled Boomers group and had been trying to fix us up for months. Peter had been on board at first, until the rumors started. I hadn’t been on board until recently after all the men in town started avoiding me as if I had a venereal disease. Peter wasn’t exactly my type, but what could I say…I was lonely.

      Which made me desperate.

      It was early January. Where was my fresh start? I had turned forty right after the new year, and for some reason, this birthday was hitting me hard. Two of my best friends, Zoe and Tiffany, had already turned forty. The last member of our four musketeers, Morticia, who ran her father’s funeral home, wouldn’t turn forty until the summer. She still had time for good luck to strike her like it had the others.

      Great things had come their way.

      Zoe’s wedding was in just over one month, on Valentine’s Day, to our very own Dr. Chaz Anderson. The four of us had grown up together in high school and met on the cheer squad. Chaz, aka Chucky the Dorkmeister, was four years younger than us and the waterboy for the football team.

      He’d had the biggest crush on Zoe back then, but they hadn’t gotten together until two years after Zoe’s husband of twenty years and father to their four children left to go backpacking across the U.S. to find himself. Since then, she’d taken her catering business to the next level as a full-service party planner and taken another chance on love with Chaz.

      Then Tiffany, who taught sensual massage for a living, had her wealthy Grammy die, leaving her everything, causing her ex-husband, estranged parents, and twin sister to come out of the woodwork. She spiraled into a mid-life crisis and slept with our local Irish pub owner, Matthew McGinnis, resulting in adorable twins born on New Year’s Day. They were now happier than ever and engaged to be married next summer.

      I, on the other hand, was apparently cursed.

      “Ms. Jones, what are you doing?”

      I blinked, startled from my daydream. “Oh, dude. My bad.” I released the trigger to extinguish the flame from my utility lighter with the extended nozzle. Grabbing the fire-resistant cloth that I kept nearby, I threw it over the tablecloth I’d just set on fire.

      “My God…” was all he said.

      “PeeWee…I mean, Peter, why so formal? Ms. Jones is my mother. Call me Harmony, or just Harm.” I headed to the kitchen as if starting fires was a normal occurrence for me and popped open two beers, then turned back to find him scanning my apartment with bugged-out eyes.

      I took a big swig, handing him the other bottle.

      He ignored my hand, taking a wary step back.

      Here we go. I tried not to roll my eyes.

      He gaped at the scene before him. “W-What is all this?”

      I’d dedicated a rich, wooden stand to use as an altar to place my tools, symbols, and other items that helped me focus my energy and intention for the rituals I performed. I’d performed tonight’s ritual for love just before Peter got here. I wasn’t an expert in anything, but I enjoyed exploring different processes.

      I used red and pink candles to represent the energy of attraction and affection. Crystals like rose quartz, garnet, and rhodonite enhanced love, romance, and emotional healing. I scattered herbs and flowers like rose petals, lavender, jasmine, and other herbs associated with love and desire about. I had even placed symbols and figurines associated with love like Venus, Aphrodite, and hearts to invoke their energy. I figured we needed all the help we could get.

      Personal items like a piece of my jewelry and a photograph of Peter helped me connect our energies, and I’d added a note with written intentions for my desired outcome for our date. And finally, I’d burned incense like rose, sandalwood, and patchouli to create a calming atmosphere and to draw in our love energies. I really didn’t see what the big deal was.

      “Funny you should ask…” I bit my lip as I sashayed toward him, trying to salvage the evening.

      He hopped a good foot back.

      “Don’t be afraid, babe. This is just a simple little altar. It’s all good, I promise.”

      “It’s all crazy, is what it is.” The judgmental, horrified look on his face was one I had seen far too often lately.

      “Peter, it’s harmless. Just something to set the mood. I’m⁠—”

      “I know what you are. The rumors are true. You’re a witch. You’re trying to cast a spell on me.”

      “I don’t proclaim to be a witch, although I am fascinated by modern witchery. You don’t have to worry. I don’t go around casting spells on people. I simply dabble in the practice a little bit for my own benefit by combining different traditions, using elements of folk magic, herbalism, astrology, and other esoteric practices. I use my magical practices for good, not evil, like influencing an event, bringing good fortune, protection, love, and healing in my own life, but I can see setting a little ambiance was a mistake. Let’s start over. Let me hang your coat for you.” I reached out and touched his arm. That was all.

      One. Light. Touch.

      He let out a high-pitched scream, jerking his violated limb from the garment as he tore out of my apartment and flew down my stairs. His coat snagged on a hook and ripped, hanging half off his gangly body.

      He shrieked, “I’ve been attacked! Call Officer Pickles, stat!”

      “Peter, wait!” I quickly followed to no avail.

      Coming to a stop on the sidewalk, I wrapped my arms over my Princess Leia Star Wars t-shirt, shivering in the frigid winter night air. I’d even parted my short hair down the middle, swirling both sides with gel into circles—my version of the Leia buns—instead of my usual spikes in hopes that PeeWee Sherman would be my Han Solo.

      I sighed. Looked like all I got was solo—minus Han—with another night spent alone.

      “Was that…?” One of my middle brothers, Harry, walked out of my shop down below and locked the door.

      He’d agreed to cover for me so I could entertain. With a family our size, it’s what we did whenever any of us needed a favor. He had darker red hair than my auburn, but all eight of us had the same pale green cat eyes. I was the only girl and the youngest.

      Yay me.

      Yet another reason why men steered clear of me. I grimaced. “You guessed it. That was my date.”

      He looked at me and arched one brow high. “Peter Sherman? He’s a nice enough guy, but he doesn’t seem like your usual type.”

      “Desperate times.” I shook my head. “Don’t ask.”

      He gave me the once over. “Interesting outfit.”

      “A little role playing that didn’t work out.”

      “It seems so.” He grunted. “What was with the screaming and his ripped clothes hanging off him?”

      “He freaked out over my altar and screamed when I offered to take his coat. It snagged on a hook on his way out. It was literally nothing.”

      “That didn’t look like nothing to me.” He shook his head. “Appearances are everything, Harm, and this isn’t the first time that something like this has happened. People are going to believe the rumors that you’re a sex-addicted witch casting spells to bend men to your will are true if you’re not careful. This needs to stop.”

      “I agree, this does need to stop. I’m not going to rest until I figure out who is spreading these rumors. It’s not fair. I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m not even asking for marriage or children. I just want a companion. Why is that so wrong?”

      “It’s not wrong, Harm.” He slid his huge hands into his pockets, standing larger than life above me. “We all just think you’re going about it the wrong way.”

      “We?” It made me feel horrible that even my own family didn’t believe me. “Let me guess, Mom put a bug in your ear to talk to me.”

      “She didn’t have to. I volunteered.” He studied me with a deep crease between his eyes. “I’m worried about you. We all are.”

      “Well don’t be. I’ll just get a cat…or four. I’m done trying. The Love Boat has sailed off into the sunset, and I’m not on it. My venture into romance is officially over.”

      My brother eyed me shrewdly as if he could predict the future, and I got chills when he said, “I’ve learned to trust the niggling feeling in my gut, and it tells me your troubles have only just begun.”
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        * * *

      

      “This can’t be happening. I’m innocent, Zander.” I raised my chin defiantly as I sat in a courtroom before the honorable Zander Jackson.

      Damn Harry’s gut.

      There’d been a cancelation in the court system, so Zander had squeezed my case in a couple days later. Half the town had shown up to watch my fall from grace, with Heather Hunnicut sitting front and center, loving every minute of this. The five-foot, platinum-blonde Barbie doll has had a crush on Peter since the fifth grade. She was way out of his league if you asked me, yet he’d never asked her out.

      I think she scared the wee out of him.

      “I’ll be the judge of your innocence, Ms. Jones.” Zander narrowed his dark gaze at me. “And it’s Judge Jackson to you.”

      I went to high school with Zander. Had even gone on a date with him back in the day. It hadn’t ended well, which didn’t help my case now. I still couldn’t believe PeeWee Sherman had pressed charges against me. The men in town had convinced him the man attacks had to stop, so he needed to press charges for sexual harassment.

      It was so unfair.

      If I had wanted to attack him, he would know it. I’d barely touched him. He’d ripped his jacket all on his own in his Gumby scramble to get away from me. And now I found myself in a fine Howdy Doody mess.

      “You’re not innocent.” Peter surged to his feet, back rigid and hands fisted. “You’re a crazy witch!” He thrust a long, bony finger at me.

      Zander pounded his gavel on the podium. “Sit down, Mr. Sherman. I will have order in my courtroom.”

      Peter sat reluctantly, with a pout on his gaunt face. “She has a whole shrine, I tell you. She put a spell on me. See?” He pointed to a pimple on his chin. “I haven’t had pimples since puberty.”

      “With the way you’re acting, I’d say you’re still a child, PeeWee.” I shook my head, disgusted with myself for ever giving him a chance. Had I really grown that desperate? Why wouldn’t anyone give me a chance? Was I really that awful to spend an evening with? It was giving me a complex.

      “Is this true?” Zander raised a brow at me.

      I shrugged. “I mean, if the pimple fits…”

      He leveled an unamused gaze at me and repeated more firmly, “Do you have a shrine, Ms. Jones?”

      I sighed, so over the reactions my hobbies instilled. What was the big deal regarding my beliefs? I came across all sorts of interesting things in my line of work that intrigued me to explore more. Since when was that a bad thing?

      “I own a New Age shop. I have all sorts of things in my store. You know that, Judge Jackson.”

      He paused a beat and just stared at me with a sleek, black raised brow. “I’m not talking about your shop. I’m talking about your apartment. Answer the question. Are you a witch, and did you cast a spell on Mr. Sherman?”

      The courtroom turned deathly quiet.

      “Peter has a pimple because he stressed himself out, not because of anything I did. I’m not a witch. I have hobbies. I dabble in lots of things for myself,” I clarified and looked at Peter as if I were talking to a child. “I seek knowledge of all sorts of things for myself. That’s harmless and not a crime.”

      “Why did you have the shrine set up?” Zander spoke again, drawing my gaze back to his suspicious one.

      For the love of goddesses everywhere.

      I could feel my face flush with heat and threw up my hands in defeat. “Look, it’s no secret I’ve been having trouble in the romance department. I was desperate enough to accept a date my mother set up.” I gave my mother, Wanda Jones, a pointed look, making it clear that she was in part at fault as well, then I looked back at Zander. “No offense to PeeWee, but we’re not exactly the best match.”

      Peter let out a harsh laugh and smoothed his combover, muttering, “Ya think?” He glared at me. “For the last time, the name is Peter.”

      “I’m not looking for forever,” I went on, ignoring his comment. “I was just looking for a good time.” I lifted one shoulder. “I was only trying to set the mood for a successful evening to help enhance our passion. Though I now see that even a dozen oysters and an entire bottle of Viagra couldn’t have helped our situation.” I raised my hands, palms up. “That was all there was to it.”

      “Apparently, that was enough.” Judge Jackson frowned. “Mr. Sherman isn’t the first man to complain about your rather unusual tactics to secure companionship. It should come as no surprise to you that the men banded together to do something about it.”

      “Yes, I’m a little much for some people, but different doesn’t have to be bad.” Who was I kidding? We were talking about a small, traditional, old-fashioned town like Mayflower, Massachusetts. “Look, I can honestly say I’ve never harassed or attacked anyone. I can’t help it I’m misunderstood.”

      “Majority rules, Ms. Jones.” Zander stared me down with his serious judge expression. “Get help or go to jail.”

      “Lock her up.” Peter’s voice cracked as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “She’s dangerous. All the men say so.”

      “You’re not exactly innocent, Peter.” Beverly Sherman sat up straighter in her bedazzled jean jacket and stared disapprovingly at her son. “You didn’t even give the poor girl a chance. You could have said no to a date with her if you didn’t want to go that badly.”

      I liked the woman.

      “Exactly. I don’t know what you’re so afraid of, Peter. I don’t bite…unless you ask me to.” I smirked, sick of the male species in general. “All you had to do was say no, babe. It’s really not that difficult.” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms, my smirk gone as I stared him down with all the frustration I felt.

      It was his fault we were in this situation right now.

      “And all you had to do was act like a lady.” My mother sat next to Beverly, wearing a matching bedazzled jacket, and leveled a hard, disappointed look at me. No matter how old I became, that look had always made me second guess myself.

      Okay, so maybe it was my fault a little, I admitted to myself, but still…

      “I’m not a lady, Mother, and frankly, I’m tired of you trying to make me into one.” I was a tomboy, and always had been. What did she expect from me with seven older brothers? I hadn’t been girly a day in my life, but I liked who I was. I just wanted to find a man who liked who I was as well.

      “You’re right. You’re not a lady. You’re a wild child, and therein lies the problem. This is why you’re in trouble. You need help taming your impulses.” My mother tsked after speaking loud enough for the entire court room to hear. “Your father and brothers and I are worried about you.”

      Beverly squeezed her hand in support.

      My father frowned from the row behind them by my brothers.

      I slid down in my seat.

      “For the last time, I am not a sex addict.” I ground my teeth. They had no idea what it was like to be me, especially over the past year.

      “Your actions say otherwise, Ms. Jones.” A twinkle entered Zander’s eyes, and I would swear he was enjoying this immensely. Payback for me dumping him because he was a terrible lover.

      I smothered a groan of resignation, ready to call it a day and take my punishment. “What exactly do you have in mind, Judge Jackson?”

      “Attend SAA.” His lips tipped up a smidgen.

      My brow puckered. “SAA?”

      “The Sex Addicts Anonymous program.”

      I gaped.

      PeeWee smirked.

      The mothers gasped.

      Zander continued. “You follow the 12-step approach to help you achieve and maintain sexual sobriety and recovery. In SAA, the steps involve admitting powerlessness over your addiction, seeking help from a higher power, making amends, and helping others with the same addiction. You will attend regular meetings and be assigned a sponsor until the head therapist determines you have successfully completed the program. If you’re committed and put forth the effort, you can make it through the program in a matter of months, but maintaining recovery is a lifelong process.”

      “I’ll pass, thank you very much,” I grumbled.

      “Have it your way. Jail it is.” The judge raised his gavel, looking overly pleased with himself.

      “Wait!” My mother surged to her feet in a flurry of dazzling sparkles, reflecting the light in the courtroom as her hands moved in time with her mouth. “Please let us have a five-minute recess so we can talk to our daughter.”

      “My decision is⁠—”

      “Zander Jackson don’t make me call your mother. I know things she doesn’t…remember?” My mother gave him a look I knew all too well.

      Wanda Jones was a force to be reckoned with when she wanted to be and definitely where I got my toughness from. My father, Arnold, was a lumberjack like Paul Bunyan, but the biggest softie in the county. The boys were all as big as him and we all had his red hair, but our cunningness and cat eyes were all from our mother.

      Zander’s gavel hovered above his podium. “Very well. Five minutes, and not one second more.” He slammed his gavel down and left the courtroom, his milk chocolate cheeks not completely masking the deep red flush that had risen from his neck.

      My mother, father, and seven brothers circled me to block out prying ears, all talking at once…

      “What were you thinking?”

      “You’ll never survive jail.”

      “Why do you have to be different?”

      “Quit embarrassing yourself.”

      “Our name will be scandalized.”

      “Your business will be ruined.”

      “How hard can it be?”

      “Take one for the team.”

      “We only want what’s best for you.”

      “Enough!” I swiped my hand through the air. “I get it, okay? God forbid, I’m the disappointment of the family for being horny.”

      My mother gasped.

      My father cleared his throat.

      My brothers stifled their laughter.

      “You’re not a disappointment, honey.” My father patted my hand.

      “But you obviously have a problem.” My mother pursed her lips.

      “I’m not a sex addict, Mother.” I swallowed the lump in my throat, hating to show vulnerability of any kind. “I’m lonely.”

      My mother’s face softened, and she started to say something, but Judge Jackson came out of his chambers and called the room to order. My parents and brothers returned to their seats, and everyone else sat down.

      Judge Jackson looked at me. “Well, Ms. Jones, what’s your sentence to be?”

      “Guess I’m putting on my dancing shoes and getting to stepping. How hard can it be, right?”

      “That remains to be seen.” Zander’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “There’s a meeting in two days, and I have the perfect sponsor in mind.”
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      Who knew Mayflower, Massachusetts, had an SAA group meeting place on the outskirts of town? It was actually located on the four corners between Mayflower and three of our neighboring towns, serving four different communities. I was never out this way, so I had no idea it even existed. Apparently, it served the AA members and several narcotic anonymous groups as well.

      The go-to place for addicts in general.

      I felt so out of place because I wasn’t the textbook definition of an addict. I inhaled a deep breath. I would breeze through this program and graduate early to prove to everyone how wrong they were about me. Walking inside the building, I was surprised to see only five other people besides me in the meeting room with the therapist.

      My face flushed as all eyes settled on me. I was the last one to arrive, and I didn’t recognize anyone. I slid into my seat and looked around the room. There were three men and two women, plus me. I didn’t think an SAA group would be coed on account of the nature of our addiction.

      “My name is Dr. Hastings, but you can call me Shirley. I know what you’re all thinking,” said an older woman with pure white, short hair that was slicked back behind her ears and faded blue eyes. “Our towns are small. We don’t have nearly the number of addicts as some of the other groups, so ours is coed out of necessity. But have no fear, I’ve assigned you each a wonderful sponsor to help you through your journey.”

      “We’re all adults here.” I rolled my eyes and stifled a snort. “I’m sure we can control ourselves.” I mean, I might be horny, but that didn’t mean I would jump any able body that moved.

      The two women and three men all gaped at me.

      “Um, hello, we’re addicted to sex, remember?” One woman who was maybe twenty with a high bottle-blonde ponytail and amber eyes looked at me warily as if I were a bomb about to explode.

      “How could I forget?” I sighed, resisting the urge to say, boom. Obviously, I was wrong. Maybe some people actually couldn’t control themselves.

      “Well, I can’t forget or get back on the cheer squad until I get clean.” She crossed her arms over her thick turtleneck sweater and pouted.

      Good grief, Charlie Brown, I’m too old for this.

      “My bad.” I pretended to zip my lips and throw away the key. I just wanted to move on with my life and get this journey over with.

      “Since you touched on why you’re here, why don’t we start with you.” Dr. Hastings—er, Shirley—smiled.

      “Hi. My name is Misty Davenport, and I am a sex addict.”

      “Hi, Misty,” the group said as a whole except for me.

      I jerked and gave her a little wave. This was just like AA in the movies. I hadn’t realized we were all expected to contribute.

      “I knew I had a problem when I slept with the entire football team on campus, with most of them being the boyfriends of the girls on the squad,” she went on. “Not one of my finer moments, but I couldn’t help myself. If you ask me, my squad members have bigger problems than me if their boyfriends are willing to cheat so easily.”

      “This isn’t about casting blame on others, Misty.” Shirley studied her and then looked at us all. “Step one is about admitting you are powerless over your addictive sexual behavior and that your lives have become unmanageable.”

      “You’re right. I’m the one who has a problem.” Misty folded her hands in her lap and looked down at the floor.

      “Thank you for sharing, Misty. It takes courage to actually admit you have a problem.” Shirley looked at the man beside her, who had to be seventy. “Bernard, I see you’re back with us. I’m holding out hope that the third time will be the charm for you, my friend.”

      “Thank you, Shirley.” The man had a thick head of silver hair and gray eyes. “My name is Bernard Featherwood, but you can call me Bernie.”

      “Hi, Bernie,” everyone said, including me this time.

      “I used to be a criminal defense lawyer, but I’m retired now. I’ve always been a sex addict, but I was single, and it never interfered with my work, so I figured what was the harm. Now that I’m retired, it has become a problem in my retirement community. You see, I’ve met someone. A special lady I want to commit to, but she won’t say yes if I cheat. This is my third time here, and I’m hoping it’s my last.”

      “Thank you for sharing, Bernie.” Shirley nodded. “I have faith in you.” She looked at the elderly woman beside Misty. “Would you care to introduce yourself next?”

      “Hi. My name is Mae Chen, and I am a sex addict.”

      “Hi, Mae.” We all knew the drill now.

      The petite woman with black and gray hair in a low bun slid a pair of small round spectacles attached to a chain up onto her nose, looking like anything other than a sex addict. “I am a librarian and realized I was a sex addict by the books I was drawn to. It almost ruined my marriage because nothing is ever satisfying enough for me. My poor husband is exhausted. I’m here to get help and hopefully save my marriage before it’s too late.”

      “We wish you the best of luck, Mae.” Shirley looked at a young man in his thirties. “You’re up next, sir.”

      “Hi there.” He cleared his throat and undid the top button of his shirt. “My name is Lorenzo Gonzalez, and I am a sex addict.”

      “Hi, Lorenzo.” We sounded like robots.

      “My uncle works at the museum. He got me a job as the night watchman. I knew I had a problem when I couldn’t stop watching porn. No one was around, and I used my own device, so I didn’t think it was a big deal. My uncle thought otherwise. He said get help or get out. So, that’s why I’m here.”

      “Helping is what I’m here for.” Shirley smiled and looked at the last man.

      He was bald and jacked and clearly frustrated. “Hi. My name is Duke Romano, and apparently, I am a sex addict.”

      “Hi, Duke.” Now we sounded like zombies.

      “So, Romano’s Bakery has been in my family for generations. My mama retired, and now I run the store. Capiche? I don’t know why she got so mad when I offered coffee, tea, or me.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Look at me. What’s so wrong with me being the sweet treat? I knew I might have a problem when she told me what was wrong in five different languages. So, I’m here to get help or she said she’d give my store to my cousin Vinny.” He shook his shiny head. “I said over my dead body. Capiche?”

      “I think we all understand, Duke, and that’s what we’re here for. To help you with your problem, so you can hang onto your store.” Shirley looked at me. “I guess that brings us to you, young lady.”

      Great. The moment I had been dreading.

      I pasted on a smile and went for honesty. “Hi. My name is Harmony Jones, and I am not a sex addict.”

      “Hi, Harmony.” The room chorused with far less enthusiasm, giving me looks of pity over my perceived denial.

      “What can I say? I struggle in the romance department like a lot of people. Men just don’t get me. At least, the men in my town don’t. When I try to show them who I am, they think I’m attacking them. I’m not. I really don’t have a problem. It was either this program or jail. Honestly, I chose jail, but my family staged an intervention, basically forcing me to come here. So, that’s my story.”

      “Well, let’s hope you’re not sticking to it,” Shirley said. “Because you’ll never get through the program if you aren’t willing to try. Maybe your sponsor can help. Speaking of sponsors…” Shirley pressed a buzzer and in walked five people.

      As they stood behind their chosen addict, it became apparent to me that each person had been assigned the least triggering sponsor for them. The pairings didn’t act like they were attracted to each other at all. Then again, maybe that was the point. All eyes turned to me, and I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.

      “Where’s my sponsor?” I asked Shirley.

      “Judge Jackson put in a special request that we use an old college acquaintance of his.” She checked her watch and frowned.

      Several moments passed, and then we heard a sound outside the door and suddenly the last sponsor walked into the room and locked eyes with me. I sucked in a sharp breath, and my heart fluttered. Well, hell. I suddenly realized I was dead wrong…

      Looked like I had a problem after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Zander Jackson doesn’t know who he’s messing with.” I popped the top to a beer and took a big swig before I pulled the pizza and chicken wings out of the oven and carried them to the table. It had only been one week since my date with Peter and so much had gone wrong.

      So much for my good luck!

      “Why is that, doll?” Tiffany Eisenhauer took a sip of her martini, flipping her long golden-blonde waves over her shoulder as she studied me with periwinkle blue eyes. Her fiancé, Matt, was watching the twins so she could come to my apartment for our weekly girls’ night.

      Now, there was a man.

      Speaking of men…

      “Thick, long, honey-brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Honey-colored eyes. Piercings. Tattoos. A body with just the right amount of muscle and height.” I sighed, trying hard not to drool as I remembered the image that was burned into my mind’s eye.

      “Who’s that, hon?” Zoe Robinson set her Chardonnay down and leaned forward to fill her plate with wings, her caramel curls falling in front of her shoulders. Her fiancé, Chaz, took her four children to Matt and Tiffany’s house to help out. And there was another great man. They were both lucky. “That description doesn’t sound like any man from Mayflower.” Her amber eyes looked at me curiously.

      “Because he’s not. His name is Byron Storm, and he went to college with Zander. The judge called in a favor and requested his old buddy to be my sponsor. Zander Jackson is trying to make me fail the program.”

      “Why do you say that?” Morticia Smith popped the top off a cola and poured some into a glass as she stared me down with intelligent dark eyes. Her long, silky black hair was secured in her usual knot at the back of her head.

      “Because he knows exactly what my type looks like. There’s no way I’m going to survive a 12-step program for sex addicts with a man like Byron Storm as my sponsor. How am I supposed to prove I don’t have a problem, when the most delicious example of the male species I’ve ever seen is just a phone call away, ready to come help me with all of my needs?”

      Thank God for my girls and ice-cold beer. We took turns hosting girls’ night once a week at each other’s houses to vent and support and cheer for each other through all of life’s blessings and curses. Just like we had done back in high school.

      “How have we never met this Byron Storm before?” Zoe bit into a slice of pizza and moaned in ecstasy. She had always been a foodie.

      “Yeah, really. He sounds as yummy as this food.” Tiff nibbled on a chicken wing then dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin.

      “You haven’t met him because he lives in Boston. Apparently, he went to BU with Zander. Most of the sponsors are sex addicts themselves who’ve successfully gone through the program. Byron is an actual mental health therapist who is certified in sex addiction because Zander claims I need extra help.”

      “I can’t believe he is still bitter over you dumping him, doll. That was over twenty years ago.” Tiffany shook her head.

      “Right? I mean, let it go, dude.” I grunted. “Since Mayflower is about an hour from the city, it probably wasn’t much of a stretch to convince Byron to say yes. Plus, I heard him tell Shirley he owed Zander a favor. She wasn’t too happy because I’m the only one who got a sponsor of the gender I was attracted to. She didn’t want any unnecessary pressure put on us, but given his credentials, she agreed to the pairing.”

      “What are you going to do?” Morti sipped her cola.

      “Whatever it takes. I have to make it through this program so the drama surrounding my life will stop. I don’t even want a man anymore.” I set my jaw with determination. “And you can bet I will damn sure find the person who started the crazy rumors that I’m a witch casting spells on men in the first place.”

      “Who do you think it could be?” Zoe looked pensive.

      I shrugged. “Who knows. Maybe Phoenix Davenport.”

      “The new antique store owner?” Tiff asked.

      “One and the same. It’s a shame really. I thought with her green hair and nose ring, we might be friends, but no. She’s had it out for me since the day she arrived.”

      “Why?” Morti asked.

      “She doesn’t like that I own a new age shop, yet I have antique items in my store. If I find something cool, I add it to my shop. I don’t care how old it is. I like alternative, different stuff. She told me to stay in my lane or else. Maybe she’s trying to ruin my business, and this is her or else.”

      “Whoever it is, we’ve got your back,” Zoe said.

      “And your front,” Tiff added.

      “And everything in between.” Morti nodded. “Once we find the culprit, give me a shovel. I have the perfect place to dispose of the body.”

      “I love you babes.” I blinked back tears.

      I didn’t show emotion often, but my girls got me every single time. Who needed a man when I had them? I would do anything for them, same as they would for me. And that was enough. Maybe I didn’t need anything more…

      Then why did my heart still feel like a piece of it was missing?

      “Speaking of babes, are yours feeling any better, Tiff? Chaz told me about Genie’s colic.” Zoe winced. “I’m here to help if you ever need a break, hon.”

      The twins had been born early, but they’d been remarkably big and healthy and had gone home after a few days.

      “Thanks, doll, I’m exhausted but Matt has actually been wonderful. Declan seems a little better, but Genie takes after Grammy. I have a feeling she’s going to give me a lifetime of being difficult, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Tiffany hadn’t even been sure she wanted children, yet she’d fallen in love with them instantly.

      I secretly felt a little jealous, wishing my mother loved me just as fiercely. Then I immediately felt guilty. I was a grown ass woman. Forty, no less. I needed to let those feelings go once and for all, but for some reason I couldn’t.

      “Are you ready for your big day, Zoe?” I brought out a tub of ice cream with all the fixings to make sundaes. Dessert had always taken my mind off my troubles. “Anything else we can do to help?”

      Zoe had wanted a small wedding. It was Chaz’s first wedding, and the town adored him as well as his parents, but he just wanted Zoe. He didn’t care about any other details, so Zoe was planning it her way. She refused to let anyone help with the planning because she was a party planner and wanted things done a certain way. But keeping up with the town’s needs as well as her own was taking its toll.

      “Yay.” Tiffany clapped her hands. “We haven’t had sundaes in so long.” She grabbed a bowl and filled it as if she were still pregnant with twins.

      Morti and I shot each other looks and grinned wide. Tiffany had been so concerned with looking perfect in the past. It was nice to see her with her walls down and just enjoying life for a change. Matt was good for her.

      “I could not have done any of this without you girls.” Zoe took a deep breath. “I just want everything to be perfect for Chaz. He has been such an amazing father to my children when their real dad couldn’t care less about them. Lexi and Troy are old enough to remember and resent their dad, but Bobby and Katy were too young to really be hurt. Life as we know it is normal for them. Chaz is their knight in shining armor and my Prince Charming. I don’t know what I would do without him.”

      “Me either. He’s one amazing doctor.” Tiffany nodded. “Dr. Joy might have delivered my twins, but Chaz has been their doctor since day one.”

      “He’s my father’s doctor, too.” Morticia looked pensive. “Obviously with the whole doctor patient confidentiality, Chaz can’t tell me anything. That doesn’t mean I’m not overly curious about why my father has been seeing him so often lately.”

      “Is he sick?” Zoe looked at her with concern.

      “No, he’s healthy as a horse.” Morti shrugged.

      “Maybe I really am an addict because my mind went straight to Viagra.” I looked at Morti. Her father’s girlfriend was her age, or maybe even a little younger. “He’d better be using protection if he’s using Viagra.” Her face flushed beat red and not from embarrassment. She was fuming mad. Her mom died when she was so young, she never knew her. “It’s always just been us. We are supposed to be a team. It should be my turn to move on to the next phase of marriage and children. I mean, I want him to be happy, but what about me, dammit? This had better just be a fling. If my own father has a baby before I do…” She just shook her head. “I sound like such a selfish bitch. Life is so damn hard sometimes.”






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logo-re-design-white-back-copy.jpg
!

OUVERHEBERBOOKS





OEBPS/images/rebellious.jpg
w

ek
-~ 8

Will she stay in control,
or will she finally learn to let go....

NATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

KARI LEE-
HARMON






OEBPS/images/rtx-1f609.png
N
@





