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      Bridget Nelson is a broken, defeated woman. Used by her brother as his gang’s playtoy, she feels beyond less than, but when she found out what Charlie had planned for her and Hannah, she fled and landed in Corinth, Texas. With her trust issues, she wants no part of a relationship with any man, choosing instead to focus on intensive therapy and cosmetology school so she can work in Cassarah’s salon.

      

      She never counted on a man like him, though. He swept in like a Texas Tornado and never let go.

      

      Kade “Capone” Edwards is a patched member of the Rebel Guardians. Relatively laidback, he loves the sense of freedom that being part of this brotherhood gives him. He’s never been one who thought he would find an old lady, but once he sets eyes on Bridget the very first time, he knows that she’s the one. He’s not put off by her past, and is there to help her in any way possible, knowing that he’s going to have to wear her down and show her that he’s different.

      

      Can Capone break through Bridget’s walls and show her that she is worthy of a loving relationship? Or will she continue to push him away and deprive him of what his heart desires.
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      A lot of stuff happens in Capone, and we understand that while we try not to be too descriptive, it may set off triggers for folks. For that, we’re sorry. We encourage anyone who has ever been in any kind of abusive relationship to seek help. There are resources available and you can feel free to reach out to either of us and we’ll help you find them.

      

      Also, you ‘met’ the Nelson brothers (no known relation to Bridget and Hannah, btw) in Law’s book. Well, you’ll see more of them in this one as well. We want readers to know that the speech patterns/dialogue for them are deliberate as that’s how they speak. It is not an editing error!
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        Bridget

      

      

      

      “Why do I have to do this? Why?” I cry out as my brother strikes me again.

      “Because I said so, bitch,” he replies as his booted foot strikes my hip.

      “I...I don’t understand how you could do this to your own sister?”

      “Bitches are bitches, whether they’re by blood or not, and you’ll make us some damn good money,” he sneers.

      I cower on the floor, blood dripping from my busted nose and lip and cry. I can’t believe he is wanting me to be his gang’s whore. I am only seventeen years old, and have dreams...dreams that are now, apparently, nothing but ashes. He ruins everything he touches. Every single thing.

      “Either you do this, Bridget, or I’ll get Hannah involved.”

      “No!” There is no way I will let them touch my baby sister. Maybe I can figure out a way to get us out of this mess.

      “Then you know what you have to do, right, bitch?” he asks.

      With tears flowing down my face, I nod. I have no other choice. She is too young to deal.
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      Huddled under my blankets, I cry. For the girl I no longer am, and for the pain my body endured earlier in the night. I’d had my first ‘date’ and he had not been gentle. I shudder thinking of the things he forced me to do. Remembering my brother’s satisfied smirk when he came and picked me up, taking the envelope that the man gave him, and putting it inside his jacket, had my tears flowing harder.

      “Bridget?” Hannah asks, creeping closer to my bed. “Are you okay?” she gently asks me.

      “I’m fine, leave me alone!” I shout. I know it’s wrong because I’m doing this so she doesn’t have to, but right now, I can’t be around her. She’s too pure, too innocence. And me? I’m nothing, nothing but filth.
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      I wake from the memory that follows me in my sleep, sweat dripping from my body, and my hair matted. It’s then, and there, that I remember why it is exactly that I don’t, and won’t, trust any man, ever again. I get up to hop in the shower, I’ll never be able to fall back asleep at this point anyways. Once I’m clean, twice scrubbed raw, I get out and grab a new set of sheets. There’s no way I’d ever be able to lay down in soaked, sweaty sheets after cleaning my body. I wish my mind was as easy to clean as everything else is. If there was a way to scrub my mind and soul like I can my body, I’d probably be able to move forward in life instead of looking over my shoulder every minute of every day. It’s exhausting living like this, but there’s nothing I can do about it other than put one foot in front of the other and keep moving forward to the best of my ability. Once I’ve got the sheets in the washing machine, I lay back down, but my mind won’t shut down and I’m still living my nightmare...even with my eyes wide open. When will it ever end? Will I ever be normal again? Somehow, I doubt I will be. I’m thankful for one thing though, and that’s the fact that I was able to reconnect with my sister. I’m happy she was willing to listen to my story and give me another chance to be a part of her life. She’s so lucky, to have men like Smokey and Bandit who love her, faults and all. I’m envious, but I’m also relieved she has them in her life. How contradicting I am, I’m happy and jealous of and for her all in the same breath. Does this make me a good sister or a bad one? I guess only time will tell, I know I love her more than life itself, so I’m going with I’m a good sister, and hope I’m not lying to myself.
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      “Bridget?” the instructor asks.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I’m going to need you on the floor today to help with shampoos. One of the girls had to go home sick so this will help you with your lab sheet.”

      I nod my head but inside, I’m thrilled to pieces. This will give me more hands-on skills that will help me when I’m working at Cassarah’s salon. Closing my book and notepad, I put them in my backpack and head out to find an empty station on the salon floor. Our cosmetology school has a working salon and the students who have finished their classes are now doing the practical aspects of the job so they’re ready for their state board exams. Since I’m out here, I plan to observe every little thing I can.

      “Bridget, can you shampoo Ms. Reeves?” Kelly asks.

      “Absolutely. This way, Ms. Reeves,” I say to the client standing there. “I’ll get you ready for Kelly.”

      My day continues like that until Ms. Allen asks if I’ve ever done a roll set before. Thankful once again for Cassarah and her showing me what to do, I reply, “I have, yes. I’ve been practicing at home and have a job at a friend’s shop. She’s been showing me things that I can do without my license to help her out and roll sets are one of them.”

      “I like to see that go-getter attitude,” Ms. Allen states. “Please take care of Carly, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Carly, will you follow me over to the shampoo bowl please? I’ll get you shampooed then rolled up and under the dryer before you know it.”
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      I’m exhausted but exhilarated as I pull behind the shop and make my way to my apartment over the salon. And even better than that, my lab sheet got a lot checked off today, because I got to help with some hair color, a relaxer, and even a men’s haircut! I am so fucking grateful for what Hannah’s association with the Rebel Guardians has meant for me. I’ve got my own place, a job, and the support of my sister to hopefully help me heal. In time, that is. When I make it to my door, I notice a small vase with a tulip in it and a note. Picking the vase up, I go inside after carefully locking all the locks and put it on my tiny kitchen table. I then grab another shower so I can change into something a little more comfortable before I tackle the homework that my therapist gave me.

      Once I’m done with my shower, I grab a snack and a drink and head to my table, my curiosity nearly overwhelming at this point. Sitting down, I take the note from the vase and read it, my eyes widening.

      

      Saw this and it made me think of you. Capone

      

      Fuck! He just won’t give up! I mean, I appreciate him hauling me to my therapist’s office when I first got here, but he’s gotta buy a clue because I will never get involved with a man again. I can shop online and get what I need to take care of any ‘personal’ urges that might eventually arise. Of course, right now, I have no urge at all so there’s that to take into consideration. Hell, I even had him come into some sessions in an attempt to show him how awful I truly was, so he’d forget this insane thought he has that I’ll be his one day. I’m not worthy of a man like Capone. Not with my fucking past. If he weren’t already dead, I think I’d hire someone to kill my bastard of a brother. Our parents are still alive and kicking as far as I know, but they’re also scared to cross people like the brothers, so I have no fear of them ever retaliating or trying to take me and Hannah against our wills. But I wish they’d try, because I’d like to see what the guys would do to them. Hopefully, make them relive some of the things that I was put through. But...my brother is no longer breathing, so I can’t take him out for my personal vengeance. I just wish the memories would go away. I sniff the flower and a wistful smile crosses my face because in another place and time, Capone is exactly the kind of man I would have fallen for. He’s taller than me, well-built, and has the most intense gray eyes I’ve ever seen. When he’s happy, they look like silver. When he’s focused on something, they darken like a storm cloud. I can only imagine how they’d look if he were in the throes of passion. Fuck, there I go again with my contradictory thoughts!

      

      
        
        Capone

      

      

      

      I’m a fucking stalker! I sit outside of her place every night and watch as shadows of her walk around her place. I stay long after her lights are turned off, needing to be close to her if she is ever in need. I know she still suffers from nightmares, I’ve heard her scream out at night, and wish I could slay those dragons for her, but I know this is something she needs to do and accomplish for herself. Who am I to take that away from her? I know she thinks she’s broken, but she is so fucking strong. It took a lot of guts to run from her brother and come here, not knowing what the reception would be. And hell, now she’s in school and has a job. She just needs to get it through her head that her past is just that...her past. I could give two shits if she fucked one person or ten thousand, once she’s mine, I’ll be the last one, so who gives a flying fuck? I mean, I’m not a manwhore or anything, but I’ve had my fair share of women, so I have no place to judge.

      My attention is once again on her window when the lights flicker back on, a new record for her. Two hours...dammit, I was hoping for once she’d get a full night's rest. I hate to see the bags under her eyes and the wariness that she has around people, especially me. I need her to learn to trust in me, in all of us to always be there and have her back in any situation that arises. She deserves the world, and I’m going to make it my life’s mission to show her that fact. The darkness that is inside of her head needs to be replaced by light. And if I can’t accomplish that feat all on my own, I know I have a band of brothers and old ladies that will be willing to step up and help me out. I sit and wait another hour before the lights once again turn off. Feeling helpless is not something I’m used to and it’s driving me insane. I hope she liked the flower, at least. She’s so fucking pretty she takes my breath away and while I’ve been with plenty of pretty women, she’s the first one who ever made me want to settle down. She’s imprinted herself on my soul and there’s no going back from something that intense. She’s mine whether she’s ready to admit that or not. She won’t be getting away from me anytime soon. Or ever. I need her like the earth needs rain to flourish and grow. Once I see the sunrise peeking over the horizon, I take off secure that even though she got up one time, it’s daylight now and her demons will likely go back into hibernation.
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      “You look like shit, brother,” Smokey says, sitting next to me at the bar. No, I’m not drinking at fucking six thirty in the morning, I’m nursing a pot of coffee.

      “Gee, thanks,” I mutter, the sarcasm dripping from my words.

      “Watching Bridget’s place again?” he asks me, and I can hear the worry in his words.

      “Yep.” What else is there to say?

      “Did she get any sleep? Hannah worries about her all the fucking time. It’s the only thing we can’t fix for her and gotta say, it’s driving us crazy.”

      “She got up once for about an hour or so. No clue if she actually went back to sleep, but probably not. She likely just laid there waiting for daylight. She can’t keep this shit up, though, because she’s going to wear herself out and get sick.”

      “Stress can be a killer, and I personally don’t want to see her suffer any more than she already has. Hannah has had some restless nights herself worried sick for her sister. We need to come up with a plan to help her out. I can’t take much more of Hannah’s tears before I drown in them.”

      “Smokey, a lot of what Bridget needs, she’s gotta do for herself. I know we all want her to be better and all that shit, but her therapist made it very clear that she has to do the work. I know she’s still going twice a week, so she obviously wants to move past it all, but fuck, man, her douche of a brother put her through fucking hell. It’s going to take longer than a few weeks, a new apartment and a job before she even begins to feel better about herself.”

      “If that fucker wasn't already dead, I’d take him out again...gladly. I wish I could dig him up and make him feel half the shit these girls are, especially Bridget. But I have a question, and the only reason I’m asking is as your friend and brother. Are you prepared to wait and stand back until she’s ready and willing to give you a shot? Because if not, as your friend and her brother-in-law, I’m asking that you please step back and let her find her happiness.”

      “As long as it takes. That’s how long I’ll wait for her. She’s it for me, I feel it down to the marrow in my bones and I’ve never felt that before with anyone. So yeah, I’ll stand back to give her space to heal, but not far enough that she thinks I’m gone. If that’s gonna be a problem for y’all, you need to get the fuck over it now.”

      “No problem with us, brother. As long as you’re willing to put in the work and not run at the first sign of trouble, I’ve got your back, as well as Bandit and Hannah. We think you’ll be good for her, we’re behind you every step of the way.”

      “She’s not going to believe words, not yet anyhow, so I’ll show her how I feel. And as for the rest of the stuff, well, y’all aren’t too bad so I can live with y’all being my brothers-in-law.”

      “What the fuck? How did we go from patiently waiting to us being related?” Smokey asks, confusion all over his face.

      “Who’s getting married?” Bandit questions, coming up to where we’re sitting. We’ve moved from the bar to one of the tables and grabbed some of the breakfast that Nan had made.

      “No one yet. I’m simply saying that because of her past, Bridget isn’t going to accept that I’m serious unless I completely lock her up -- make her my old lady and my wife.”

      “And...you’re at that point already?” Bandit asks.

      “Fuck no. I am, but she’s nowhere near ready for that step. But I’m a planner, didn’t you know?”

      “You’re a crazy motherfucker is what you are,” Smokey says, ducking as I slam my fist into his shoulder. “She may never want to be with another man, you ever thought about that?”

      “Not crazy, asshole, a thinker, and I know that she will eventually give in, and give me the chance I need to prove to her she’s worth it and we’ll be good together. I know I can make her happy, as happy as you two knuckleheads make Hannah. That’s a promise that won’t be broken, you can bank on that.”

      “I’m in, how much are we betting for?” Smokey asks.

      “Fill me in on what the bet is exactly?” I ask him.

      “How long it will take for you to tear those walls of hers down,” Bandit states, with a smirk on his face that I’d like to slap the hell off. These two are fucked in the head, but I never knew Bridget’s well-being would be put up as a bet.

      “I’m not betting on something that could eventually destroy her, y’all do that shit, I’ll fucking tell Hannah what you two are up to.”

      “You’re no fun!” Smokey whines, causing me to nearly choke on my coffee in laughter.

      “What’s the matter, Smokey, your woman have your balls firmly gripped in her fist?”

      “Fuck yes!” he replies, causing me and Bandit to laugh at him.

      “I’m not getting cut off because of you, Smoke,” Bandit states. “No fucking way. And honestly, with all the shit she went through and I’m positive we don’t know the half of it, it would be a shitty thing to bet on.”

      “Whatever you fuckers are up to, cut it out and come into my office...now!” Axe says, passing us by. We get up like good little soldiers and follow him.
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        Capone

      

      

      

      I’ve been away on a job that Axe sent me on for the last eight weeks. Since I’m the only single brother, technically, I was the best choice for the job. When Axe called us into his office all those weeks ago, it’s because Chief needed help tracking down a trafficker that had been able to stay off the grid. It had been rumored that he took little boys and sold them overseas. Only no one could pin him with anything, so Axe asked Bandit to do his computer thing. Smokey became Bridget’s bodyguard of sorts, and I went underground with the Nelson assholes. Our association with them is slim, but they did a job for us not long ago, so when Chief put the call out, Axe wasn’t the only one to answer his 911 message. I took the job, because for me it was personal. Not because myself or any family member has been affected, but because Bridget didn’t get the justice I feel she deserved. I took this assignment with her in mind. You see, what no one other than my brothers know about me, is that I sometimes take contracts that the government can’t touch. I go after the bad guys that sit under the radar, those who need to be taken out, but the law can’t get enough evidence on them to put them behind bars. I found my guy, I put him to ground, and I’ll still sleep soundly at night, because what I found will haunt me until the day that I die. While this isn’t what we do as a club, my military skills are necessary in instances like this. I don’t like killing someone else, but there are some sick motherfuckers out there whose minds are so twisted and warped that they’re more like a rabid animal than a human being.
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      “What do we have?” I ask Atticus when we finally get a good, solid lead.

      “We found the son-of-a-bitch! We need to get our equipment ready, this is not going to be an easy take down.” Atticus replies. Fuck, I hate that I’m gonna need to use my sniper skills. I’d like to wrap my hands around his neck and take him out the old-fashioned way instead of looking through a lens. I want to watch the life leave his eyes. It sounds sick, but what this man has done and the circle of friends he’s chosen to associate himself with, makes a side of me come out that isn’t shown to many.

      “I’ll be ready, when do we leave?” I ask him.

      “Need to get the final plan from Silas, I’ll text you.” As usual, it’s a short conversation, he hates to talk and is a complete and utter jackass. He and his brothers are good at what they do, so I try to ignore the way they speak since it always comes across as disrespectful.

      “Just don’t wait until the last minute, man,” I say, leaving the room, he’s already dismissed me in his mind, so there will be no further communication from him now anyways. As soon as I finish loading my last clip, I get the message from him stating that we’ll be leaving at 0500 hours. I look at my watch and see it’s only an hour from now. I mentally prepare myself for what is to come, I know it won’t be a pretty sight, but I swear...I never prepare myself for what it is I actually come across.
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      I’m looking through my scope and count ten fucking adults sitting around a table talking as if there aren’t twenty fucking young boys down in their dungeon-like prison. None of them are clothed and they look half-starved. I’m not the only one who is angry by what we’re seeing. Jonas, the middle brother, who never partakes in missions other than behind a keyboard, is here. And he looks like he’s ready to murder them all.

      “Don’t do nothin’ fuckin’ stupid, Jonas,” I hear Silas tell him. As the oldest of the three, Silas is more brutal and angry, I kind of expected him to let his younger siblings loose and have some fun with these sick bastards.

      “We can’t let Capone have all the fun, now can we?” Jonas’ smartass reply has me biting my tongue. Since when is he the unreasonable one?

      “Fuck off,” I reply, causing him to chuckle.

      “Jonas, we’ll leave a couple to play with, but for now hold off,” Silas commands.

      “As long as I get my hands on a couple, I’m all good,” Jonas replies, and Silas has a proud look on his face. I’m glad these three are on my side, because I’d hate to cross any of them in a dark alley somewhere alone.

      “Just tell me who the fuck I’m shooting,” I tell Silas.

      “Leave the Pigpen looking bastard to me.”

      “Pigpen?” I ask, stumped.

      “You know, the dirty looking fucker from Charlie Brown cartoons.” I want to slap myself on the forehead at his description of the man we’re taking out. Looking through my scope again, I see one of the men sitting there and can tell which one he’s talking about. The guy’s hair is unkempt, and he has a dirty air about him even though he’s dressed like the others, in a nice suit. He’s our main target and the ringleader of this group of perverted misfits. His legal name is Carlos Gutierrez, and he’s a mean-ass motherfucker, but he’s fixing to take his last breath. He is an underboss to the big shot in the Mexican mafia, and eventually, the Nelson brothers will take him out as well...but that isn’t the job I’ve been assigned, so I focus on the one at hand. Today, we’re taking all of them out. I have no clue how they plan to reunite the kids with their families, but I’m sure they’ll drop a bug in the right ear so the kids are found.

      “I thought you wanted me to save him for y’all to take out in hand-to-hand combat?”

      “Need the big man to fall so we can play with his minions afterwards. Take off the head and the rest will stumble.” Fuck, his wording is sometimes confusing.

      “Just say when,” I tell him. He’s obviously changed his mind from a few minutes ago and hell, I’m not gonna argue with him.

      “When,” he says in a bored tone. I put my eye to my scope and make sure it’s still set correctly. I put my finger on the trigger, feel the bullet leaving its chamber, and I hit my mark right between the eyes. The men surrounding him begin scuttling around like cockroaches in the dead of night. I see Jonas and Atticus go inside. Atticus takes the back and Jonas the front. Silas, without a word said, leaves me sitting there with my rifle, as he runs down the hill I’ve been perched on for the last hour, and joins his brothers. I sit back on my haunches and watch the brothers in action, I squeeze my eyes shut when Atticus grabs his knife and slices dickhead number one’s throat, clear down to the bone. That’s a sight to never be unseen, and it’s something I’ve never yet witnessed on a job before. I watch as a bloody massacre commences and can’t fathom some of the things I’m seeing. They work together like a well-oiled machine, you can tell they’ve been working together for many years, they don’t even need to speak with each other to know what the other one is doing. When they’re done, you see nothing but blood coating every inch of the building they were inhabiting.
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      I shake myself of the memory as I pull into the clubhouse. I need the company of my brothers and some sane conversation. Two months with the crazy ass motherfuckers known as the Nelson brothers is enough to make me question my own sanity, that’s for damn sure. I’ve kept up with Bridget while I was gone, going so far as to have weekly floral deliveries sent to her house. I haven’t called because we’re not there yet, but Smokey has kept an eye on her since I’ve been away. Well, he and Bandit have. They’ve alternated. I’d feel bad about keeping them both from their woman, but right now, I’m fighting for my own woman’s sanity and I’ll use whatever I have at my disposal to make sure she’s okay. I can’t wait to set eyes on her pretty face. Shutting my bike off, I glance around and notice a lot of vehicles. Hmmm, maybe I got back in time for a cookout. With a spring in my step at the thought I might see her, I head inside.

      

      
        
        Bridget

      

      

      

      I find myself watching for Capone. I don’t know why I’ve been so disappointed in not seeing him for a few weeks, especially since I’ve been the one pushing him away. But it never fails, every get-together we’ve had, I find myself searching for him in a room. I know he’s been out of town doing something but not what. When I asked, I was told it was ‘club business’ and to leave it alone. I couldn’t help but wonder when I was told this, what type of club business could keep him away for eight weeks. Knowing I’ll never get the answers I seek, I pushed my curiosity aside. My mind shifts to the weekly flowers he’s been sending me. They’re always different and his notes are usually short and sweet and to the point.

      

      Thinking of you. Hope school’s going well.

      

      This made me think of your smile. See you soon.

      

      The one that he penned about my smile was a group of sunflowers. Once they died off, I pulled the seeds and baked them and then stored them in a glass jar. Every time I have a few, I think of that bouquet. Dammit! He’s getting into my head! I don’t want him there, I have too much shit up there to allow anyone in. Ever. Hell, if Hannah knew half the shit I did, she wouldn’t want me around anymore either. Especially if she ever finds out that I willingly allowed my brother to force me to end a pregnancy. I didn’t fight it, because I had no idea who the father could possibly be, and I didn’t want to raise a child in the environment in which I was living at the time. Kids deserve the best, and what I had was far from good. I miss what could have been daily, but I know that what could have happened is far worse than the void in my heart. The missing piece of me that can never be replaced. I haven’t even told my therapist yet, but I’m getting there. Maybe someday. I’m lost in my thoughts when I sense him. I don’t understand this push-pull thing I have with Capone, because on the one hand, I’m never trusting a man again or allowing one into my life. But on the other hand, he makes me want things that I dreamed about a long time ago.

      “Hey, Bridge,” his husky voice says, causing shivers to course through my body.

      “Long time, no see,” I reply. Shit, now he’s gonna know I noticed he wasn’t around! Fuck me! I shake it off and pretend my voice wasn’t shaky and I hadn’t really noticed his disappearance.  In fact, I walk away and pretend that him being here doesn’t affect me at all. I walk away, disappointed with my choice, but knowing it’s the right one. Fuck, I forgot to thank him for the flowers. I may be shattered beyond all repair, but before my mom chose the path she did, she instilled me with common manners.

      Stopping, I turn around only to see him right behind me. “I...uh...I wanted to thank you for the flowers,” I murmur. “They were all very pretty.” Why does he have to be standing so close to me? God, he smells so good, it's musk, with a little bit of pine thrown in there. An odd combination, but on him it smells divine.

      “Not half as pretty as you,” he replies. “So, how’s school going? How much longer do you have?” he asks, changing the subject quickly, which I’m thankful for.

      “I’m taking the accelerated program and just have a few weeks left. Then the exams to get my actual license.” I can’t wait for that day to come. I want that feeling of independence it will offer me, not to mention, I’ll feel a sense of fulfillment that I haven’t felt in so very long.

      “Is it helping at all that you’re working at Cassarah’s?” I like that he’s so interested in my life, but I want to shoot myself for thinking this. Makes me wonder what kind of signals I’ve been sending him all along. Am I teasing him? I don’t mean to be if I am. I just don’t know how to do this friendship thing he’s looking for from me...or any relationship for that matter.

      Grinning, I nod. “My instructors have been letting me work on the salon floor more because of what she’s taught me! And that’s helping me fill in my lab sheet faster. Of course, some of the other girls aren’t happy, but it wasn’t my decision, it was the instructors’, so I don’t worry about it at all.” I take the bull by the horns and place my hand on his arm and squeeze it, “Thank you for always thinking of me and being there even when I least expect it.”

      “I’ll always be there for you, Bridge. You’ll never have to go through anything alone. Never again,” he vows.

      “Thank you, but I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to give you what you’re looking for here,” I say, waving my finger between the two of us.

      “I’m a very patient man, Bridge. I’ll wear you down eventually and gain your trust...one hundred-motherfucking-percent,” he growls out. How come I find this sexy? Another shiver wracks my body, but I begin walking again in an attempt to hide it from him. And...he’s keeping up with me. Fuck my life. He keeps this up and he’s going to make me forget that I’m not worthy of someone like him. Not one little bit. I close my eyes and try to remember what my therapist told me to chant when I feel this way.

      ‘I am worthy. I am good. Nothing that happened to me was my fault’.

      “You okay?” he asks, lightly touching my elbow.

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah, sorry. Dr. Rawlings gave me something to chant whenever shit tries to invade my thinking and I needed it right then.”

      “Just talking to me?” he questions. Well, fuck, now I feel like I’m hurting his feelings.

      “No, not exactly. It’s for whenever I start thinking badly about myself to remind me that I do have value and worth. And nothing that happened was my fault.”

      “Of course it wasn’t! Fuck, you were a damn kid when that piece of shit forced you into that! And you’ve got more value than the most precious gem, Bridget. At least to me, you do.” I can hear the sincerity in his voice and see it in his eyes, but I’m so worried about making a mistake in this new life that I don’t know what to say or how to respond. “I’ll tell you what, let me be your friend, okay? Nothing more until you’re ready.”

      “Capone, that’s not fair to you. What if it takes me years? What if I’m never ready? Because I’ve gotta tell ya, the thought of being intimate with a man again is not only scary as fuck to me, but kinda repulsive as well.”

      “Sweetheart, however long it takes. And what you endured wasn’t intimacy, not by a long shot. Intimacy is knowing what your partner likes to drink and making sure it’s always available, or how they take their coffee and making their first cup when you get up. It’s noticing that their shampoo is low and picking it up on the way home. Or planning a special meal because it’s a crazy anniversary, like the first time you kissed. It’s seeing that they’re having a hard day and running a bath then ordering take-out, so they don’t have to cook. It’s rubbing their feet if they’ve been on them all day. Intimacy is about so much more than sex. How do you think couples who’ve been married for fifty or sixty years keep going? Because sometimes, the sex part isn’t possible any more due to their health or age. Yet they love and dote on one another just the same. So no, you’ve never been intimate with anyone. You’ve been forced to have sex with people you wouldn’t have chosen on your own. There’s a big fucking difference.” His voice never changes while he’s saying this, but I can see the banked anger in the back even as I see the passion for what he’s saying shining through.

      And I feel...hope. Hope, what a beautiful word and concept, one he now has made me think about and no one has been able to do that before him. Not all of the hours of therapy, not speaking with my sister and the old ladies, no one. How does he do that? I wish with all of my might, that I’ll grow into the kind of person who can make him happy. I’d like to have a future with him, but I still have that fear, something I’ll need to overcome before I can even think about moving forward with him in any capacity. Who am I to say what he needs and wants in a life partner? All I know is it will take a lot of work to get on the path of redemption for me. One that will take a lot of hours and will be mentally and emotionally draining. But Dr. Rawlings has said time and again, that this would be a fight for me, but if I was willing to work and put in the tears and sweat, it would be worth it in the end. That little flicker he sparked in me grows a tiny bit and I smile. For the first time in a long time, I’m allowing my smile to be directed at someone who isn’t my sister. Maybe things are changing inside of me after all.

      “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” I ask him.

      He grins at me and nods. “Yeah, we will. Now c’mon, I’ve missed y’all and wanna catch up.” Without thinking, he grabs my hand, lacing his fingers with mine. I’m shocked at first at the contact because this isn’t something I’ve ever had. There was a spark of recognition, from my body to his. The electricity buzzing between us is unlike anything I’ve ever thought of or have heard of. The customers I had didn’t hold my hands. They may have tied me up or cuffed me, but they never held my hand. I like this. A lot. He’s right, intimacy is a variation of different scenarios and feelings.

      

      
        
        Capone

      

      

      

      As we walk to the back in order to get outside, I can’t hide my grin. She didn’t pull away and in fact, seems to be relishing the fact I’m holding her hand. Then it hits me. She was put into that life at seventeen, likely before she started the whole teenage dating scene. I need to reach out to Dr. Rawlings for my own appointment because I think I know how I have to handle building this relationship now. She may feel she’s jaded by what she’s done, but she’s never experienced any of the normal teenage firsts -- first kiss, first love, first time making love. A mental plan in place, I open the door and allow her to go through, placing my hand on her lower back. By the time I get us to that point, I may have gone through a million gallons of cold water and countless bottles of lube. But she will see herself as I do -- like a precious gem, hardened by life into the most gorgeous, sparkling item in the world. At least, in my world.

      Once we’re outside, everyone stops and stares at us. I look over at Smokey who’s got his eyebrows raised. He looks at our hands and looks back up at me in question. I give a slight shake of my head to let him know to keep his mouth zipped. I don’t know why she allowed me to hold her hand, but right now, I’m running with it. If any of these fuckers say a word to cause her to pull away, I may kill them.

      She doesn’t notice anything amiss, so I walk us toward the drink table. “You want one of those margarita things you women seem to enjoy so much?” I ask. I’ve seen her have one in her hand before. She usually only sips on her drinks, but I’d like to see her let loose for once and enjoy herself.

      “Oh, if it’s the recipe that DJ has, then yes, please,” she replies, smiling up at me. Her smile is something I’ll fight to see every day for the rest of my life if she’ll let me.

      “You go sit with the old ladies, Bridge, and I’ll bring it to you, okay?” I ask.
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