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      In need of a fresh start, Coral Pierce packs up her newborn son and sets out for Prominence Point, Arizona. Things are looking up until Coral and her son are involved in a serious accident. She finds herself entrapped within not only the car but the eyes of the firefighter helping her. She shouldn’t want more with him. She shouldn’t think about him every time her eyes close, not with her recent past looming in the distance.

      Scorned by love, tall, muscular, and independent Rowdy Murphy isn’t into relationships. Every girl is after his name and his family. But he can’t ignore the beautiful eyes staring back at him from the shattered windshield of the wrecked car. Her raw vulnerability calls to him. He wants the stranger and her son under his roof and protection for the remainder of his days.

      Rowdy is ready to give Coral the world, but her past soon hunts her down. With the clock ticking and time running out, Coral will have to claw her way out of the darkness, freeing herself from her tormentor’s restraint once and for all.

      

      To learn more about upcoming releases consider signing up for Surprises from E.M.

    

  


  
    
      For Kelsey, friends are forever even if they aren’t with us anymore.
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      Coldness seeps into my body, and I shiver as I open my eyes to complete darkness. I blink several times, trying to figure out why the house is so dark. The only thing I can think of is the power must be out, but then the memories of leaving work and walking to my car come back to me. My head hurts, and a whiff of something bittersweet invades my senses. The scent is so strong I almost taste it on my tongue. I move my arms and legs to stand up but find my movements restricted by a hard surface above me, below, and to my sides. Raising my hands, I brush them against smooth wood. Oh God! Panic sets in as realization comes to me.

      I’m in a box.

      I scream and pound on the wood above me until what sounds like gravel rains down outside of the container I’m trapped in. I still while my mind races. Am I beneath ground? Oh God, no. No. No. No. My voice cracks as tears roll down my face.

      I'm going to die, and Rowdy won't know where I am.

      And my baby…

      Tears flow from my eyes harder. I'll never see my son again. He’s too young to remember me when he grows up. I cry out and cover my face with my hands, trying to hide from the truth. Rowdy doesn't even know I love him because I was too scared to say the words. At least I know he'll raise my son and give him a good life. My son will be surrounded by people who love him and will try to keep my memory alive for him.

      The cold seeps further into my bones and I start to shiver. I don't know how long I’ve been here. How much air I have left. The urge to scream and fight is so great, but I need to conserve my oxygen as much as I can and pray Rowdy is looking for me. I was on the phone with him when I left the hospital.

      Did he hear what happened? Is he looking for me now?

      "Shallow breaths, Coral. You will die down there." A voice I know and fear comes from behind my head. I tip my head back and feel around until I make out a small box in the corner. He’s listening to me.

      "Why?"

      "Because I can't have anyone know about you. I'm going after your baby next," he says, and I start screaming. "Remember your oxygen, Coral."

      "Please no," I cry out. The pain in my chest is almost too much to bear.

      "Goodbye, Coral." A click sounds from the speaker, and I realize he's gone.

      Please, please, please, God, don't let him hurt my son. I pray out to the universe. To a spiritual entity I haven't believed in for a very long time.
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          3 MONTHS AND 1 WEEK EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      CORAL

      I smile as my current theme song plays from the car stereo. I've been listening to Jo Dee Messina’s “Heads Carolina, Tails California” for weeks. It feels like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders as I take a huge step toward our future. I glance in the rearview mirror into the baby mirror in the back so I can see my son in his rear-facing car seat. His small head is tipped to the side as he sleeps. The littlest pillow in the newborn set looks large against his little preemie head. He's already starting to chunk up, especially in his cheeks. They make you want to kiss and pinch them. His little blue eyes, so like mine, are behind his closed lids. His tiny gray hat sits on his head, and he's in a matching gray sleeper with a blanket tucked around his body. His pacifier and buddy are lying next to his little body. I look back to the road as I exit the highway and head into the new town. Thanks to traffic, the drive has taken over ten hours and has worn on mine and Archer’s nerves. I also stopped a couple of times to nurse Archer.

      Leaving Los Angeles after living there for almost three years was hard. It’s the only place I’ve lived other than home in Alabama. I never thought I could really like living in LA, but I was getting there. I loved the excitement of all the people and the chance you could run into movie stars. You could be anonymous in all the chaos. Then Archer was born.

      Moving from Alabama to California to attend UCLA’s nursing school was my biggest dream, but when I got pregnant, I had to make a choice. Did I stay in a place where I would be working so much to pay for rent that I’d never see my son, or did I look for a cheaper and safer place to raise my child?

      In the end, there wasn't a choice. I had Archer to think about. A cheaper and safer place were a must. So here we are, moving to Prominence Point, Arizona. It’s a nice town in northern Arizona between Flagstaff and Sedona. It isn't as small as my hometown of Moorseville, Alabama, but still smaller than LA. Because it’s in the north, it will be cooler, and I’ll get to see snow. I'm thrilled to start my new job as an emergency room technician at the community hospital.

      Maybe when Archer is older I'll be able to go back to school and finish my nursing degree, but he is my priority now. He has to be. He didn’t ask to come into this world and my life at this point, but I’m going to give him the best I can. He’s the center of my world.

      I've already secured a small single-bedroom apartment in a decent complex. There’s even a laundry facility on the premises. My last apartment didn't have on-site laundry facilities and I had to go to the laundromat, which was hard when I was far into my pregnancy. I ended up having to move from the dorm housing when I dropped out of school in December. I spent my last trimester working at a grocery store as a checker until I delivered Archer four weeks premature. Now I’m taking the chance and moving us out of LA and hopefully to a safer environment for both of us.

      The hospital I’ll be working at has a daycare nearby, so I'll be able to continue to nurse Archer while I work. But I'm going to have to find him a babysitter or evening care for the nights when I have to work. I know that being low man on the totem pole means I’ll have crappy shifts in the beginning. I'm hoping I can find him a babysitter in the next couple of weeks while I'm still in orientation and training.

      I have no friends or family to count on to help me with my son. It's just Archer and me. It’s been like that since I found out I was pregnant. I've got a bit of money left in the trust fund my grandmother set up for me before she died. It was meant to be used for school, but I know she would be okay with me using it for Archer's care after everything that happened with my parents. I still need to get so much furniture for him, but it's something I knew I'd have time to do after we were discharged from the hospital.

      Because Archer was a preemie, he had to stay in the hospital an additional week after his birth. His lungs are good, and he's starting to gain weight close to where he needs to be. The pediatrician said he was progressing well for his age, and he shouldn't have any lasting effects from being born premature. He was close to five pounds at birth, and in just about eight weeks, he's almost eight pounds. I can feel my breasts getting full and hope we find our place soon so I can feed him. He doesn't like to wait for his food; he's my hearty little eater. I smile at the thought. He's been such a blessing so far. I don’t care what others have said, he's the best thing to happen to my life.

      Fifteen minutes later, we pull up to the complex. I glance around the neighborhood and see it's not in a bad area. The images online were true and accurate. But I know in the future, I'll get us a better place. I park in front of the main office and slip out of the car. After sitting for so long, I need to stretch my back. The heat hits me immediately. June in northern Arizona is hotter than back in LA, but thank goodness it’s not humid like in Alabama.

      I bend over, stretching my back, and then flex my feet. Finally, I turn to open the back door and unhook Archer's car seat from the base. I step onto the sidewalk and move toward the office. The sound of kids laughing at the nearby park carries in the air. My Harry Potter backpack that doubles as a diaper bag and purse is slung over my shoulder. When I step into the office, the woman behind the counter takes one look at me and then behind me as if expecting someone else to join us.

      I get it. I'm tiny. I look younger than I am. People do a double take when they see me with Archer. I look like a teenager who had a baby way too young, or a big sister taking care of her baby brother. But nope, I'm a mother, and I'm twenty-one, people. Because I’m short and have a rounder face with wide, deep-set eyes, people assume I’m a kid.

      "Hello, I'm Coral Pierce. I'm supposed to have a place ready for me." I smile at the woman as I shift the car seat around.

      "I'm sorry for staring.” She smiles back at me. “I'm Georgia Drake. I'm filling in while the manager takes a late lunch. You're going to be in 2B across the way from me." She stands and makes my five-foot-one frame look like the child most people mistake me for. She’s got to be at least six feet tall. "Who is this little one?" she asks as she pulls out a chair for me to set his car seat on. I'm eight weeks out from my Cesarean section. I made sure to have my follow-up appointment a week before I left LA. I’ve been given the all clear to return to work. I can do some lifting, but I need to be careful still.

      My body, however, has pretty much returned to its pre-pregnancy size. Well, except for my breasts that can range from a full B cup to a full C. I’m so focused on taking care of my son that I don’t always eat like I should. I try to make sure I have the minimum amount of nutrition so I don’t lose my breast milk. The food banks were able to help me out, and I had some state aid but not much. I try not to ask for too much help. I don’t know who I can or can’t trust anymore.

      "This is Archer." I smile and reach out a hand to shake hers. She coos and baby talks with Archer for a few moments before she walks back around the desk and retrieves a packet.

      "I have your keys here and can show you both to your place. Let me take your bag. Based on the size of this little guy, I'm going to assume he isn't very old." She keeps smiling at me, and I want to trust her. When she reaches for my backpack, I lock my arm, keeping my bag close to me. I lived in LA long enough to know not to let my wallet go far from me. Plus, my history has taught me not to be very trusting.

      "Oh, no, I got it." I force a smile on my face because I don't want her to think I'm ungrateful. Growing up in the South, my granny made sure I had excellent manners. But LA taught me that people aren’t always what they seem. I have to watch out for those wolves in sheep’s clothing.

      After directing me out of the office and locking it up, she leads me around the building and two fourplexes down. We climb the stairs, and she turns to the right and stops at a door.

      "Here we are. This is one of the partially furnished units. As you can see, the park is right over there, as well as the laundry room." She points across the parking lot to a building in the center area. I shift my gaze to the park, where kids are still playing and yelling. Then she opens the door, and I step inside.

      The living room is painted in a tan color and has laminate floors with a white trim. There is a plain brown sofa and coffee table in the space. Nothing spectacular. After a few paychecks, I can get some decorative pillows and other décor to make the place homier. I walk through to the kitchen and find it has a dishwasher along with the other major appliances. Looking across the breakfast bar into the dining room, I see a small table and two chairs.

      "Come this way." Georgia directs me to the hall where a bathroom is and then to a small bedroom with a queen-size bed.

      "Thank you." I nod at her and turn my back so she can’t see my disappointment. The pictures online showed a nicer, homelike room, not this utilitarian, basic furniture filled space. I glance around and notice I have room to put a crib in here once I get it.

      I'll have to decorate the place and make it Archer's and my home. However, that will take some time because getting him a crib and other things will be a priority. I have a portable crib with a removable bassinet and changing table. It even vibrates and plays music. It was my first splurge other than a car seat. I've saved money to buy the other things I'll need for Archer, but I wanted to wait until we were settled. I do have some sheets and blankets for now and a few towels. But my sheets fit a single, and this is a queen.

      "Would you like me to watch him while you move your car over here?" Georgia asks from the entry to the bedroom.

      "Um, I guess." I bite the corner of my bottom lip, pulling it into my mouth, nervous to trust her with my son.

      "I promise I'm safe. I love babies."

      Isn't that what a kidnapper would say?

      "It's okay. I understand it's hard to trust people to help you." She tips her head to the side and looks me up and down. I feel like a bug under a microscope. Can she see the pain I try to hide? The secrets I keep. The things I don't want others to see. The fact I put on a good front when I'm not as strong as I let people believe.

      "Okay." My voice is quiet, but it has a slight quiver to it because I don't want to give anything away. I'm strong and tough, I tell myself. I've been tasked with doing this by myself, and I will be the best mother to my son.

      I hand her the car seat and she takes it from my hands. I follow her out to the living room, where she sits down and sets Archer on the coffee table.

      "Go get your car and we can get it unloaded."

      I take her in for a moment. Can I trust her? She seems kind and genuine. She smiles at me. It's been a long time since someone has been nice to me.

      Her brown hair and deep-brown eyes are focused on me. Again, she appears to be seeing more than I want her to. She has soft wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, showing she smiles a lot.

      "You know you should probably hurry because he's moving around, and based on the lack of bottles, I’m guessing you're going to need to breastfeed him." She laughs.

      "I'll be right back. His binky is attached to the monkey in his car seat."

      "Binky?" She turns her head to look at me with one eyebrow arched.

      "Sorry, I mean his pacifier." I hurry out the door and down the stairs.

      When I get to my car, I jump in and turn the key. The engine sputters as it tries to come to life.

      "Come on, old girl, you can do it." I encourage my 2000 Toyota Camry to start. It has been across the country with me and is getting up there in mileage and years. Finally, the starter catches and the engine roars to life.

      I back out of the spot and head for the marked parking for my apartment. When I get out this time, I pop the trunk and grab Archer's bed and the suitcase with his clothes in it. I'll come grab mine later, along with the few boxes I have. I don't have much, but it'll get us by. Walking into my apartment, I'm greeted by Georgia holding Archer to her body and gently rocking him while she talks to him.

      "I hurried. Sorry."

      "Don't need to apologize, he's been fine. Unload your hands. Feed him. I have to get back to the office. When I get done, I’ll help unload your car if you’d like.” She tips her lips up in another soft smile. Both of her eyebrows rise and my jaw drops. I'm taken aback by her offer. My shock must show because her lips clench and she tips her head to the side.

      "Why are you helping me?" I can't help the question. I'm not afraid to say what's on my mind, and I don't do false platitudes. I did that enough with my parents.

      "Because I can see someone who needs encouragement to know that the world isn't all that bad. Plus, I love babies. God never blessed my Ralph and me with any, but that doesn't mean the motherly instincts have left me. Let me help you,” she pleads. “Please? You're new to town, and we both could stand to be friends. God knows I need more."

      Her words hit me in the chest. I haven't had someone be nice to me in a very long time. I can't even say my own family was nice to me other than my granny. I reach for my necklace that has been handed down in my family to every woman except my mother. My granny gave it to me before she died, and it reminds me that there are special people in this world. That’s what she was. Special. She was more of a mother to me than my own. She took care of me and helped me dream when my parents wouldn't support my future plans. If she were still alive, she would be right here helping me with Archer. But she isn't. She’s gone, reminding me that everyone leaves you.

      "I would love to make friends." I offer, and she hands me Archer after I set down the load in my arms.

      I pull out his favorite receiving blanket that he seems to like when I use it to cover him while I nurse him or burp him. I wait until Georgia steps out the door, then I walk over and lock ourselves in before returning to the sofa. I have an anxiety that developed in the last year where I can't stand to be in a place where I don’t feel secure. I always have my doors locked, no matter what. I've actually had panic attacks if I don't feel safe. They have left me drained in the past, and I don’t want that with Archer around.

      Archer is rooting around at this point, reminding me to get on task and take care of him. I make myself comfortable before I pop the snaps on my flannel shirt, lift the tank top underneath, and open the flap in my nursing bra. Once I get Archer latched on and settled, I let my head fall back. I push the bad thoughts from my head. Kicking off my cowboy boots, I prop my feet on the coffee table and relax. Archer nurses for a bit. I burp him and switch him to the other side. My breasts still get tender because this is so new for both of us, but I love the connection and know from all my studies this is the best for him.

      Life has been crazy for me, but I have a feeling Prominence Point is a fresh start for the both of us. I only have five days until I start at the hospital. Tomorrow I’ll swing by the daycare and get all the final paperwork settled so Archer can start there.
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      ROWDY

      I pull up to the diner where I'm meeting an old friend and now coworker. Becoming a lieutenant in the fire department was a goal on my list of things to do in my life. It makes me happy that I’m near my family again instead of away from them like I was in Texas. My parents grew up here in Prominence Point. But my father had wanted to go to Phoenix to get away from the small town. I'm following in his footsteps. However, I don't plan to die at a young age like he did. I also don’t plan to leave behind a family like him.

      My mom did an awesome job raising me, but she struggled, and I don't want to do that to someone. Furthermore, after my buddy’s wife and unborn baby were murdered when we were deployed, I refuse to entertain the thought of being a father. Marco’s headspace has been fucked up since losing his family. I’m happy just hanging out with friends and hooking up with the occasional fuck buddy, but lately something doesn't feel right about the latter.

      I jump out of my truck and slam the door. I don't know why Lance wanted to meet. Since I accepted the promotion, I'm now at the same station as him but on opposite schedules and teams.

      I enter the diner and wave to the cook in passing; he was a high school friend. Lance is seated at a booth in the back. He’s on the side I prefer to sit in, but I'll give him this. I slide into the seat across from him with my back to the rest of the restaurant.

      "Hey, buddy, didn't think you were going to make it." He looks at me over the menu.

      "For a chance at second breakfast, I'm there, dude." I chuckle when he looks at me like I'm crazy. "Come on, you don't know that line? Second breakfast, afternoon tea? It's from Fellowship of the Ring." I can't help my nerdy comments. I watch the Lord of the Rings movies over and over. But I mostly like to give him shit. He and I have been friends since high school when we played baseball together. He’s never understood my love of sci-fi and nerd stuff, just like I’ve never understood his love of spies and 007 movies.

      "Whatever." He shakes his head and returns his attention to the menu.

      I glance at mine and know what I want. Even though technically this is lunch, I'm going for breakfast like I said. Can't turn down a good corned beef hash and eggs.

      The waitress walks up and looks at both of us approvingly. But when she notices Lance's wedding band, she turns to me. I don't flirt back; I just order and wait for my strawberry milkshake.

      "Breakfast and a milkshake? Both of us work out enough, but, dude, really?" It’s as if he doesn’t know me. I look at him in shock. He’s right, we both work out, so why wouldn’t I splurge once in a while.

      "Fuck yeah. They make the best milkshakes here. They use fresh strawberries, none of that artificial flavoring shit. Besides, my girlish figure is none of your business." I smack my six pack abs that I work out hard to maintain. Keeping my body in shape is important in my line of work.

      I watch as he looks around. When his eyes finally return to me, I figure he’s made the decision on what he wants to say to me.

      "Your girlish figure? Dude, you are going to run extra miles on the treadmill and we both know it.” He chuckles. “By the way, congrats on making lieutenant. The position has its perks, and its responsibilities. As a lieutenant, you need to portray a mature attitude with the newbs. You're also supposed to help plan the family summer barbecue."

      "Really, dude? Mature my ass. Who says I’m not mature? As for the barbecue, tell me what I need to bring, and I'm done. Just because you're domesticated doesn't mean I have to be. I can be the fun guy still."

      "Fun guy? Yeah, you can still be fun, but maybe stop the revolving door of girls."

      "Look who's talking. I remember a time when you took home different women every night."

      "Yeah, and I settled down." He leans back in the booth and folds his arms over his chest. His dark-blond hair is brushed back from his face. He’s clean-shaven, like I’m supposed to be, but I’m not currently.

      "Good thing you did. It opened up some girls for me." I throw my head back and laugh.

      "Rowdy Jared Murphy, you better not be disrespecting women like that." My mother's voice comes from behind me as her hand smacks me in the back of the head.

      "Mom, you just Gibbsed me." I stand, shocked she's here.

      My six-foot frame dwarves her five-six height, but she can still take me down with just one look. Her brown hair has red highlights that I know she goes and has done every six weeks. She doesn't look a day over forty when she just turned fifty a few months ago. She still practices yoga and Pilates every day to keep in shape. I lean down and kiss her cheek. Her black-rimmed glasses that she only wears every once in a while make her look like a librarian when she's the VP of loans at the local bank. She never remarried because she said my father was her one, and there is no one else that she would ever love like she did him.

      When I step back, Lance stands and kisses her cheek too.

      "Mrs. Murphy, my mom said you might stop by."

      Now I know I'm being played. This was all planned. I direct my mother to slide into the booth next to me, but she shakes her head.

      "Rowdy, just listen to what he says with an open mind. It's because we all care that we are doing this. You need to get over what happened to Calysta and your father. I love you. Dinner at my house on your next day off, okay?" I nod and kiss her cheek again because I can't start the argument I feel building with her right here and now.

      She leaves and I sit back down, my arms folded over my chest as I stare Lance down.

      "You really had to bring my mother into this. How long have we known each other?"

      "A long time. But to be honest, it would be both of our mothers ganging up on us. I didn't want to do this, but they forced my hand. Just listen. I’ve been there. I pushed everyone away too. You can't live like that."

      "You don't get it. I know what you went through, but it's nothing compared to what I did. Calysta wasn't just Marco's wife, she was my best friend too. We failed her. If we had been here, she wouldn't have been there. She wouldn't be dead now. Marco would have his wife and child. Instead, he didn't even get to bury them. Her parents took her body before he could say goodbye."

      "That sucks, man, but she wasn't your wife. You don't know what will happen if you decide to let someone in. Besides, you need a woman in your life." He waves to my wrinkled T-shirt. He doesn’t know that I grabbed it off the pile and did the sniff test to make sure it was okay to wear.

      "I have one. My mom. And I got Blu as a companion when I need it."

      "Shit, your dog doesn't count."

      The waitress comes with our food.

      "Where's my milkshake?"

      "It'll be a moment. I wanted to add a cherry to it."

      "No need." I almost growl at her. I can't stand the obvious flirting. Honestly, it would be nice to meet someone who wasn't into games and innuendos. Who didn’t know that my family owned the largest vineyard in the area. I’m sick of women throwing themselves at me with dollar signs in their eyes. What they don’t know is I don’t care about that vineyard. It could burn to the ground and it wouldn’t matter to me. My father’s family maintains it, but my cousins don’t care for it either. There has been talk for years now that we should sell it.

      "Just a moment." She licks her now red-painted lips.

      When she walks away, I look back at Lance.

      "A woman like that?" I wave my hand in the direction she went.

      "No, dude. Someone that you want to take care of like you do Blu."

      “How is my cuz working out as a volunteer,” I change the subject. My cousin Ryker works as a helicopter pilot for the hospitals in the area. He’s also trained in search and rescue, and he decided to volunteer for the fire department. He couldn’t be on my team, so he’s on Lance’s instead.

      “He’s doing well. I’m going to send him to do the grade school interactions this year. With his experience, he’ll be good at that.”

      We both continue eating and visiting. It’s been a long time since both of us have had a chance to hang out.

      When the waitress finally comes back with my shake, I finish eating, and as expected, the check has her phone number on it. I pay, leaving the check on the table.

      Lance talks me into helping with the planning of the barbecue. I'll work on setting up games for the kids. But I'll help with the food too.
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        * * *

      

      As I pull up to my house, I look in the distance and see my mom's place. I built my house on part of the Murphy land. My mom inherited a sizeable piece of land that she built a house on too. Both properties are up above where the vineyards are, giving us a good view of them and the city below. Her home is a large barn style with a small loft office and an attached two-car garage. She has large windows that overlook the view below. My house is styled the same but smaller and doesn’t have a loft. It has more of a cabin feel to it. Both homes have three bedrooms and two bathrooms. My uncle and aunt wanted us to build closer to the vineyard and main houses where all my cousins and they live, but we wanted to be up here.

      I step out of my truck and Blu comes running around the house. He isn't fenced in so he can roam between my place and my mom’s. Blu won't leave the property. He's only one but is already filling out to be a huge dog. He's a French Mastiff, or what is technically called a Dogue de Bordeaux. He looks just like the dog from Turner & Hooch, including the drool. He drops his drool covered ball at my feet, and I reach down, pick it up, and chuck it toward the woods. I take a seat in one of the lawn chairs on my front porch and wait for him to return with the ball. He comes running up and drops it again at my feet. Now if only I could teach him to get me a beer like he does his ball. I throw the ball for him a couple more times before he collapses at my feet.

      "Time for pizza and beer, bud." I stand and head into the house, opening the unlocked door. We live outside of town, so I don't feel the need to lock up. Plus, Blu scares most people off.

      After a frozen pizza, I lounge in my recliner watching reruns of Supernatural. I drift off to sleep, trying not to think about the conversation I had with Lance and my mom today.

      Is it time to let Marco and Calysta go? It’s only been three years since her death, and I know he still struggles. He moved back to New York afterward, leaving me in Texas to pack up the house we shared. He couldn't do it, and I understood, but losing her hurt me too. She was such a sweet girl, and the fact they were expecting their first baby together was another blow. I wish he and I could talk without it always ending up like we are ignoring the ghost that’s between us. I doubt I’ll ever find a love like what he had or what my parents had.

      Well, the good thing I can tell my mother is there are no women who interest me. So, until that happens, I'll just keep living my life. Working, hanging with Blu, playing baseball, and that's it. I haven't been with a woman in several months, not that Lance or my mom needed to know. I know, and that's all that matters.
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