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Chapter 1

I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, capturing a stray lock of brown hair that had escaped from my ponytail. Angrily, I twisted it behind my ear as I had countless times today. It was only two in the afternoon, and I had to endure two more hours in this sweltering stable. Sweeping my pitchfork the length of the stall, I studied the piles of manure and chunks of straw that reeked of horse urine, fantasizing about the cold shower that awaited me back at my cottage when my shift ended.

Just then, Luke Winslow came into the stable leading Ariel, a gray dappled mare, down the aisle between the stalls. I noticed him taking off his wide-brimmed straw hat and wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm. Luke was tall, strawberry-blonde, and leanly built. “Hey, Tylar, looks like you could use a beer about now,” he remarked, bringing Ariel to a halt outside the stall. I glanced in his direction briefly.

“Sounds tempting, Luke. All I can think about now is finishing up here and getting a cold shower back at my place. My shift ends at four.”

“Oh, that’s right. Well, I get off at three. I got a keg at the cottage. Some of the others are coming over later. We’re going to have a bonfire. Why don’t you stop by? It's Friday, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. Maybe. Is Jenna going to be there?”

He smiled wickedly. “Sure thing. You know Jenna. She doesn’t miss a chance to party," he winked. He flashed me a grin, pulling on Ariel’s halter and clicking his tongue as she finished her business. “It’s cottage number eight on the end,” he called out as he led the horse down to her stall. “Hope to see you later.”

“We’ll see,” I called out after him.

I was the new kid on staff, and among the youngest at age twenty. The others had worked at Sinclair Stables on weekends and summers since high school. Most were in college and one was even in grad school; they came back to work summers to pay for college. I wasn't a local, having been born and raised in Kentucky and now attended nearby Virginia Intermont College. My major was equine studies. My dream was to work with quarter horses and warm bloods in breeding science.

My parents divorced when I was a baby; I'd never known my father. I knew that he had financially supported me over the years and I was using the trust he’d established to pay for college. Mom was a part-time secretary at the law firm that handled my trust. She often came to me for help especially after the child support payments stopped. She couldn't afford the lease payments any longer on her new Mustang; I'd given her my old Jeep. She'd bitched about how the Jeep wasn't sexy like her 'Stang had been.

I'd attended a local college my freshman year, but living at home wasn’t working out well. I figured my being at home put a cramp in her style. At age forty-one, she still had the looks to land plenty of guys. I felt uncomfortable living with her after high school with the constant parade of men in her life. So, I transferred to Virginia Intermont my sophomore year and lived near campus in Bristol.

A loud snort and whinny caught my attention. Derringer was the most beautiful black Lipizzaner I'd ever seen. He was skittish and spirited and he intimidated most of the other help here.

“Easy, boy,” I said quietly, unlatching the gate to his stall. I entered slowly; pulled a carrot from the back pocket of my jeans, and held my open palm out to him to take it. He snorted loudly, eyeing me. Then he slowly lowered his head, and nuzzled my palm with his nose. Soon he was chomping happily as I rubbed his sleek, shiny neck. “Ahh, I get it. You want to walk, don't you boy? I don't know," I said, rubbing his mane. “It didn't go so well last time, did it? You promise you'll behave today if I take you out? You embarrassed the hell out of me the other day over at The Belle."

He whinnied, moving his hindquarters almost in a dancing motion. I had to giggle; he was a show-off, if nothing else. "Okay," I clicked my tongue as I led him out of the stables, "but remember your promise. No showing off for the pretty little fillies over at the Belle this time." I led him out to the pasture and then over to the gate that opened to the trail leading to the Sinclair plantation on the other side of the woods. The estate was called “La Vie Belle,” which meant “The Life Beautiful.” We all called it 'The Belle' for short.

The Sinclairs owned and operated a horse farm, a summer horse track, a winery, and a tourist attraction, which was an immaculately restored antebellum mansion. There was a turf racetrack where horseracing events were held on weekends during the summer months, attracting hundreds of tourists. The mansion and winery hosted tours all year round.

Leading Derringer through the woods offered some relief from the sun and presented a more pleasant, slightly cooler atmosphere than the stable had for sure. "Hey, wanna go by the mansion and make fun of Jenna in her hoop skirt and prissy little bonnet?" I laughed.

Jenna lived a few cabins down from mine; she worked at The Belle as a tour guide in the mansion, wearing Civil War era costumes and absolutely hated the hoop skirts, frilly undergarments, and button-up leather boots required. When she was in character, she wore her bleached blonde hair in a tight bun, and no make-up.

Then there was Rodney, who came from Mississippi. Along with helping Jenna with the tours, he also provided horse and buggy rides for the tourists. He was a serious guy with a fun-loving side.

I led the horse up the brick, half-circle drive in front of the colonial mansion. I saw Jenna in her southern belle costume. She had a frilly parasol opened and positioned over her head, tilted at an angle to shade her face from the sun while she talked to someone I’d never seen before.

He was leaning up against one of the massive columns on the front veranda, muscular arms crossed in front of him as Jenna was peering up at him smiling and talking; she occasionally pointed over towards the brick smokehouse off to the side, fanning her face vigorously. Ah-ha, I bet she was bitching about the fumes whenever they roasted a pig over at the smokehouse. I'd heard her yapping about it the other day to Clint, who by far was my favorite co-worker, complaining about how it made her nauseous day after day having to breathe in the stench of roasting pork.

I shook my head wondering how long she would've lasted shoveling horse shit. I continued leading the horse and noticed that Jenna had caught a glimpse of me and Derringer as we'd started up the stone driveway. It seemed that she was working even harder at trying to keep the guy's attention. I could now see why.

He looked a bit older than the usual college workers employed during the summers. Probably a local who worked full-time year round. He was over six feet tall, with dark brown hair that was thick and tousled at the moment; his white tee shirt hugged his muscular chest and broad shoulders in all the right places. It was my turn to fan myself and Jenna caught it. I heard her flirtatious giggle float down the drive as we closed in.

"Well, well," she called out, "I see you're out with the beast again, Tylar! Ever going to get enough nerve to put a saddle on him and ride over?" she asked, feigning a Southern Belle drawl.

She's probably convinced she's Scarlet O'Hara and is being courted by Rhett Butler. Ha!

The guy turned his attention to me; immediately a dark look crossed over his face. I was close enough now to see the color of his eyes and they were blue. No, that's an understatement; they were more than blue, they were piercing sapphire blue and, at that very moment, they were an extremely pissed-off blue. He immediately excused himself from Jenna and jumped down from the porch, taking long, angry strides towards me.

What the hell?

He stopped in front of me and immediately looked me over top to bottom, then bottom to top. His hands rested on his hips, standing in a half-slouch that was really, really hot, and I noticed his chin dimple.

My first instinct was to flinch because, beneath my street-smart demeanor, I was actually quite passive and tried to avoid confrontation whenever possible. The fact that Jenna was standing on the porch observing us and probably expecting me to hightail it out of there was just enough to spark a bit of courage in me so as to hang on to the cocky attitude I was trying to pull off.

"Why do you have Derringer over here?" he asked abruptly.

"I work here. I'm just taking him out for some exercise is all."

"What's wrong with letting him out in the fenced pasture?" he pressed.

"Well, there's nothing wrong with it, I guess," I faltered. "I mean sometimes he just likes it when I lead him, you know, to different places for a change of scenery."

"I see," he said, regarding me beneath his thick lashes, his anger dissipating somewhat.

"I mean, if you're worried I'm going to let him loose around the pigs or the smokehouse, you don't have to worry about that; I keep his line firmly in my grasp. I don't allow him to wander without me."

"That's good to know," he replied tersely, his eyes flickering over the horse as if I'd allow some harm to come to him.

"So, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to take him over to the barns so he can visit with some of his buds," I said, clicking my tongue to get him moving. Derringer didn't budge.

"Come on, boy," I urged, tugging a bit harder on his lead, clicking my tongue again.

Nothing.

I saw a smile flicker over the guy's face, a cheek dimple now appearing. "Yes, I see the control you have over the beast," he said. "I can't imagine that animal would give you any problems at all."

This was no time for Derringer to morph into a stubborn mule, and yet he had. From the porch, I heard Jenna's delighted cackle as she observed the horse's refusal to comply with my commands. I was irritated that I was providing comic relief to this guy who seemed a bit arrogant for just another employee here.

"Don't you have a pig or…something to roast, Rhett?" I lashed out at him, tugging harder on Derringer's lead, forcing the horse to take a step.

"Derringer, halt," his smooth and silky voice called, as he took the rope from my hands, and dropped them to the ground. Derringer didn't budge, dropping his head to graze on the grassy patch beside the drive. My eyes immediately flew back to look at Rhett, who was now smiling at me wickedly.

"The name's Trey," he said. "And yours?"

"Tylar Preston," I replied. "Umm . . . I take it you don't work over at the smokehouse?"

"No, I don't. At the moment, I'm overseeing the entire operation here while my parents are in Europe."

"Ah, so then your last name must be…Sinclair." I mumbled.

"We can't keep a thing from you, can we?" he teased.

"And that means Derringer is uh…your horse?"

“He is. How is it that you were able to get him out like this?” he asked.

"Frankly, no one else wants to mess with him. I guess I liked the challenge of getting him to trust me. We’re friends now. I bribe him with carrots, groom him, and talk to him. I was hoping to start exercising him over in the arena at The Belle. He's had some dressage training, right?"

Trey's face darkened in anger. "You misunderstood the question, Ms. Preston. I'm asking why you would disregard the orders I've given with respect to this horse by bringing him out of the pasture?"

"I'm not sure that I've disregarded any orders, Mr. Sinclair. I'm being paid to take care of the horses and that's what I'm doing. Derringer needs to be ponied right along with the quarters and jumpers daily. I'm simply working to gain his trust so that I can mount him."

He took a step closer to me, to the point where I was pretty sure it would have thrilled Jenna if she were in my place, and I forced myself not to take a nervous step backwards. “My instructions were specific to Ray regarding this horse,” he said in a gravel-low monotone. “But maybe they weren’t clear enough. No one mounts Derringer, the only exception being me. He’s an expensive piece of horseflesh, and I won’t have some novice equestrian-wannabe taking risks with him, is that understood?”

I could feel my eyes widening to the point where my eyelashes were probably spreading out as he continued to look down at me.

“Is that understood?” he repeated, his voice now carrying a steely edge to it.

I nodded and took a step back from him. "Yes, perfectly."

"Good," he said, bending down to grab Derringer's reins from the ground. He looped them around his hand, and with one swift and lithe movement, Trey swung himself up and onto the horse's back, turning to peer down at me, as Derringer did a side step. "Because, Ms. Preston, if this happens again, your ass will be fired."

He pressed his calves into the horse's sides, taking off, leaving me standing there feeling humiliated and idiotic in front of Jenna.

I seethed the whole way back through the woods to the stables. I hoped like hell he was gone by the time I got there. I had no desire to be at the receiving end of his wrath again. Once I reached the stables, I peeked in the window to make sure he was gone. I saw that Derringer was back in his stall. What a screwed up end to my day. Jenna was probably broadcasting to everyone that I'd had my ass ripped by Trey Sinclair.

Jenna had done her share of gossiping about him. Something about him being a high-powered attorney somewhere, owning shares of the family business, and a scandalous broken engagement in his past.

I tried to put it all out of my mind as I crossed the pasture toward the bank of cottages and the cold shower that awaited me. Suddenly, the loud roar of an engine caught my attention as I spotted a black Lamborghini convertible speeding down the Sinclair estate driveway. There was no mistaking the burnished brown hair flying back from that sinfully handsome face. As the car passed me, the driver glanced over. For a split second, I thought I could actually make out his smile. Despite his assholiness with me, there was no denying Trey Sinclair was smokin' hot.

Ah yes, that shower's going to cool me off nicely.-




Chapter 2

A bank of eight identical cottages was spread across two acres of land on the estate. Two housed year-round hands who’ve been employed by the Sinclair family for years. The first cottage was Ray Gillespie's. Ray was awesome. He was gray-haired, with soft green eyes, a bushy moustache, and a kind smile. He had a girlfriend in town named Denise. The second cottage belonged to Charlie Roberts, also in his fifties, and full-time like Ray. A quiet man who kept mostly to himself, no one knew much about his past. Charlie was thin, with close-set small eyes, graying auburn hair, and a weak chin.

The rest of the cottages housed the seasonal help. There was Clint who helped Luke and me at the stables at the main estate where the Sinclairs lived, and also at The Belle. Clint was tall, blonde, and lean. He had a great sense of humor, and was sort of protective over me. He was very patient and not hesitant to share his knowledge.

My cottage was the fifth one down. Jenna's cottage was next to mine and I laughed to myself as I passed it seeing a clothesline strung across her front porch with all of her fine delicates dancing in the summer breeze. Friday was her day to hang her thongs out on the line to display. She claimed she'd never dream of machine-washing such fine silk.

I entered my cottage, hooking the screen door behind me to allow some air inside. The main room was L-shaped, combining a small living area with a kitchenette and breakfast bar. The breakfast bar was on the other side of the countertop and had three stools. The small bedroom was off of the kitchen and, thankfully, the window in the bedroom held an air conditioner.

Switching it on to full blast, I stripped to my bra and panties and sprawled out on the bed. Grabbing a Cosmo from my nightstand, I flipped the pages while the cool air washed over me. Cosmo was reporting on yet another type of female orgasm. I'd be happy just to know what one (non-self-induced) felt like. I was so curious about sex, and especially about good sex, yet my experience with guys had amounted to nothing more than making out and some "no-risk" petting. I liked guys, but I hadn’t been with one yet and I wasn’t sure why.

Maybe being around my mom and her array of boyfriends had turned me into a prude. She had certainly learned to hate men as a result, telling me over and over again how none of them could be trusted, and that they wanted only one thing from a woman.

I remembered something that had happened around the time I was ten. Something had startled me from my sleep one night. There were strange noises coming from my mom’s room. It sounded like she was in pain. She was moaning and it scared me. As I approached her bedroom door, I heard her bed creaking rhythmically and a man’s voice. At the time, I thought someone was hurting her until I heard his voice. There was no mistaking the voice. It was my best friend Jenny Marcotti's dad!

I'd covered my ears and ran back to my room. Shaking the thought out of my head, I fixed my focus on the present, unsure what had made me think about Jenny Marcotti’s dad and my mom? My thoughts scattered when I heard a knock at the door.

Jumping from my bed, I grabbed the robe that hung on my bathroom door and shrugged it on, tying the belt around my waist. I padded through the bedroom and saw Clint standing at the front door with his boyish grin. “Hey, sorry,” he apologized, “didn’t mean to catch you at a bad time.”

“No worries,” I responded, smiling. “What’s up?”

Clint turned momentarily shy then. “Just wondered if you're going down for a beer with us at Luke’s? If you feel like going…we can walk down together, I mean, that's if you want to go.” He was starting to stumble over his words. That was kind of cute.

“Sounds like a plan to me." I smiled. “What time?”

“I’m going to clean up and grab a sandwich. Be back around seven?”

“That works for me. Thanks, Clint. See you in a bit.”

I finally got my nice, cool shower. Afterward, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, I analyzed my face. My eyes were tawny brown. I didn’t wear a lot of eye make-up, but tonight for some reason, I wanted to look more sophisticated, so I went for it.

I decided to wear my favorite jean skirt and a white cotton tank. I glanced at the clock on my microwave and saw that it was about ten till seven. Opening the fridge, I grabbed a handful of seedless grapes to hold me over since I'd skipped lunch.

Minutes later, there was a knock on my front door, and there stood a smiling Clint.




Chapter 3

When we arrived at Luke’s, the party was well underway. There were lawn chairs set up around in the side yard and a fire pit ready to go as soon as the sun went down. There was a keg and a couple of coolers sitting side-by-side, stocked with other kinds of booze.

I waved to Ray and his girlfriend, Denise, who were sitting together on a log. I'd met Denise earlier in the week when Ray brought her by the stables. She was in her forties and she owned a salon in town. She was warm and friendly. I really liked her.

“Hey, Denise.”

“Hey, sweetie,” she called out. "You're looking real pretty this evening."

"You too," I countered giving her a smile.

Clint was talking with Luke and Rodney by the keg. He caught my eye and came over to offer me a wine cooler. I wasn't a drinker and only had a little experience with alcohol. “I thought maybe you'd prefer this to a beer,” he said, twisting the cap off and handing it to me.

“Thank you, Clint,” I replied, accepting the cold bottle. I tipped it to my lips and, because I was parched, drank the whole thing down at once.

“Easy, girl,” Clint warned, “I know it’s not whiskey, but if you don’t drink very often, anything can have a kick to it.”

“Tasted like punch to me,” I remarked. “Can I have another?” I smiled coquettishly up at him. He shook his head, making his way over to the ice chest for another wine cooler. He handed me the ice-cold bottle.

“Slower this time, and I mean it, okay?” He raised his bottle of Bud and took a lengthy swallow. Just then, Jenna’s shrill voice filled the air. I quickly downed half of the wine cooler, grateful that Clint had turned to watch her approach us.

“Well, well, well, what’s goin’ on with you two, huh? Tylar, hey girl, look at you! I really like your skirt. Generally, short girls can’t pull that off.”

Jenna was probably three inches taller than me. I was 5'4" and she was no more than 5'7", at best.

“You here alone?” I asked, ignoring her barb.

"Not hardly," she replied as she glanced over to where a tall, black-haired man came down over the hill toward her. He was lean, nice-looking, and obviously fond of tats. He had a white wife-beater on that highlighted his muscular shoulders, tight black jeans, and pointy boots. He was at least 6'4", with dark, almost black eyes, and long sideburns.

“There you are, darlin',” Jenna squealed. “I was beginning to think you got lost.” She grabbed his tanned arm and pulled him close. “I want y’all to meet my friend, Stuart. Stuart, this is Clint, and this is Tylar,” she said, throwing her free arm out as if displaying prizes on a game show. Stuart nodded to each of us, and finally noticed that Clint had his right hand extended for a handshake. Stuart reluctantly took it as if he wasn’t used to being introduced. I gave him a quick wave, saying “Hey.” He nodded in return.

“Baby,” Jenna gushed, “why don’t you go on over there and get us a couple of beers, okay? Keg is fine.” Stuart nodded, again, and went off to do as instructed. “Is he not a gorgeous god?” she mused, whether to Clint or me I wasn’t sure.

“Uh, yeah, quite the package, Jenna,” I responded, trying to sound sincere.

“He manages the best body shop in town. Yeah, I know, what am I doing with a guy with so little ambition? But I gotta tell you, what that man can do with his tongue and with his dick is something else."

I drained the rest of my wine cooler as she yammered on and then sweetly asked Clint if he'd get me another one. He raised an eyebrow, shook his head again, and was off. Thankfully, she shut up once Stuart appeared with two large plastic cups brimming with the draft beer. “Thanks, baby,” she crooned, accepting one and taking a deep swallow. Something about Jenna appealed to men who had a penchant for taking a walk on the wild side. I was envious of her in a way. Clint returned with my third wine cooler. “Hey,” he said, “they’re grilling some hot dogs over there. Are you hungry?”

“I could eat," I smiled.

He became more relaxed as we walked over to where Luke was rolling hot dogs around on the grill, making sure that all sides were equally charred. I grabbed a bun out of the bag and a paper plate.

“Hey Tylar,” Luke said, grinning. “Having fun, girl?”

“Luke—” I started, hiccupped and then giggled. “This is the best damned party I’ve been to in a very, very, very long time!”

“Glad to hear it, little lady,” he responded. “Hold your bun out so I can put the weenie in it.”

This brought a fresh fit of giggles from me, and I doubled over laughing. Clint was right there, grabbing my paper plate and the bun out of my fingers.

“I got it, I got it, sweetie, go sit down.” He filled my plate with potato chips and baked beans, put mustard and relish on my hot dog, and brought it over to me.

“Thank you, Clint. Would you mind getting me another wine cooler?”

“Not until you eat,” he said firmly. The tone of his voice convinced me not to argue, so I took a big bite out of the hot dog, and groaned at how good it tasted. Once I'd finished, Clint finally relented, and brought another wine cooler for me.

Later, we all told stories and drank by the fire pit. It was going on midnight when Jenna got the idea of going swimming in the Sinclairs’ pool. “Whoa, wait a second,” Clint said. “I enjoy a nighttime swim as much as the next person but, hey, it's getting late and we might wake up the Sinclairs. I, for one, appreciate my job here.”

“Chill out, Clint,” Jenna chirped. “Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair are over in Europe. They have their prodigal son, the lawyer, checking up on things while they are gone. I saw him leave in his hot little sports car late this afternoon. He's probably hooking up, so no worries!”

I looked at Clint. He shrugged his shoulders and winked.

"Okay, everyone grab your suits and see you in the pool!” Jenna hollered.

It was a far trek, but Clint said he'd wait for me to change and walk me down.

The guys and Jenna were already in the water when we arrived at the pool. Luke, Rodney, and Stuart were throwing Jenna from one to the other as she giggled and shrieked with delight. Ray and Denise had left to go back to Denise’s apartment in town for the night.

“Shhh, you guys, keep it down,” Clint warned, eyeing the darkened mansion. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m not looking to get fired.” He took off his tee shirt and slipped into the water at the shallow end of the pool. “You coming in, Tylar?” he called.

“Yep!” I said enthusiastically.

Jenna was on Stuart’s shoulders and wanted to play a game in the water to see who could knock who off someone’s shoulders. “C’mon, Clint, get Tylar up there on your shoulders and let’s see which chick is the strongest. ’Course, it’s up to the guys to hold on tight to their legs, which shouldn’t be a problem for you, I guess,” she snickered.

Clint turned and looked at me questioningly, “Do you want to play?”

“I’m game,” I answered, feeling bold for some reason. I scrambled onto Clint’s broad shoulders. He waded to the middle of the pool. Rodney was appointed line judge so we waited for him to give us the signal to start. I noticed Jenna leaning down and whispering something to Stuart. Clint and I approached them in the middle of the pool.

“Ready, set, go!” Rodney yelled, backing out of the way.

Immediately, Jenna and Stuart made their way quickly over to Clint and me, splashing us to the point that I was blinded by the water in my eyes; I squeezed them shut. The chlorine stung like hell. I was flailing my arms about wildly hoping to make contact with Jenna to knock her off.

Just then Jenna launched a pre-emptive strike. Stuart had maneuvered into a position where they were in the shallower water. Clint and I were on the down slope to the diving area. Suddenly, Jenna went underwater and grabbed my right foot while Stuart grabbed my left foot. In unison, they pushed up with all their might and launched me off of Clint’s back.

I flew airborne out of the water and felt myself sailing backward. My head slammed into something hard. I felt a blinding pain, and then I hit the water face down. I felt myself sinking and sinking. Everything was a blur.

Bubbles escaped from my mouth as I sank and futilely waved my hands in the water. I drifted slowly toward the bottom of the pool. I thought about kicking my legs, but I was probably doing it all wrong. The best I could do was to keep my mouth shut and try not to inhale water. It was then that I finally saw something. It was a bright light. It was shining for me. This must be it for me. I read about the bright light people saw as they crossed over into death. But then, someone was in the water next to me. He was in all black. He grabbed me around the waist with strong arms, propelling me upward along his side. I tried to hold my breath longer, but I couldn’t. Everything went blessedly dark.

The first thing I felt was something pressing heavily on my chest. There was pressure again and again. A mouth was on mine. Then more pressure. I was hacking up water then sputtering as I was rolled over onto my side where I proceeded to vomit up wine coolers and chewed-up hot dog. Then I heard a voice, a semi-familiar voice.

“That’s it, sweetheart. Good girl, let it out, let it all out."

I groaned. My chest ached, my throat burned, and my head throbbed. I heard someone else talking now.

“I think she’s coming around.”

Silence followed. “Who the hell is responsible for this?” a voice asked, clearly furious.

I know that voice.

I tried to say something, but all that came out was a squeaky croak. Strong arms turned me over onto my back. I was being lifted as if I weighed nothing. I could feel a heartbeat pounding, mine fluttering. Some other voice was talking, a woman’s voice I didn’t recognize, asking if I should be taken to the hospital. Then it was Clint’s voice again. “Here’s a blanket, sir.” Clint sounded scared.

I immediately felt warmer as the blanket was wrapped closely around me and tucked under my chin. I willed myself to open my eyes. Slowly, my lids opened and my vision was clear enough that I could see sapphire eyes staring into mine.

Trey was carrying me somewhere, I could feel his strides eating some major ground. When he looked down at me, immediately he slowed and then pulled a hard frown.

“Trey?” a voice croaked. I realized the voice was mine.

“You’re okay,” he said softly and soothingly. “Everything’s okay. We just need to get you to the hospital.”

I nodded gingerly--I had one craptastic headache working through my skull--and when my eyes drifted shut, he picked up his pace without a word as a siren wailed somewhere in the distance.




Chapter 4

My dreams had haunted me for as long as I could remember. They didn’t seem like normal dreams. In my freshman year at college, I'd taken Psychology 101 as part of my degree curriculum. We studied a chapter describing body rhythms and mental states covering dreams. There were so many theories. I wasn't sure which theory I supported, but I definitely felt that my dreams were an expression of something from my past that frightened me.

It seemed like I'd been dreaming for days. My dreams had been interrupted routinely by voices, lights, and people checking on me, prodding me, lifting me. I heard buzzers and beeping, phones ringing and footsteps, even someone snoring. Even now, I drifted through a dream I’d had before.

It's my senior prom. I'd begged my mom for a strapless dress. She told me that I'd have to pay for it myself, because she couldn’t afford it. I worked every day after school to save up enough money for a form-fitting peach satin sheath that hit above the knees. It was strapless and the bodice was cut straight across. It was the most money that I'd ever spent on clothes, but it was prom, the first and only one I'd ever have.

By my side that night will be my steady boyfriend, Daniel Henderson. We've been dating through my entire senior year. He's nearly nineteen, comes from a good family, and has a scholarship to attend Purdue University in the fall. He is good looking, with dark brown eyes and sandy blonde hair. He is built, too. He'd played football all four years of high school, and would play in the fall for Purdue. Daniel means a lot to me and God knows he has been patient. We hadn’t done much more than make out. I'd let him feel me up inside my top and finger me a couple of times. But now I'm ready; I want to give him a prom night he will remember.

I slip my freshly bathed and waxed body into my new silk underwear and bra. My mom helps me zip my peach satin sheath in the back. “I want you to have these earrings, Ty,” Mom says as she hands me a blue velvet box. I open the box and there are two glistening pearl drop earrings nestled on a pink satin pillow.

“These are beautiful, Mom, thank you!”

She smiles as I fasten them into my ears. “They are perfect,” I say, looking at my reflection in the mirror. Mom fusses with my hair a bit more. It's piled up loosely on top of my head. She releases a few tendrils from each side and frames them around my face.

“There now, that’s better, gives you a little bit of a ‘tousled’ look, now don’t it?” she says with satisfaction. Mom spins me around to take a full look. Her forehead creases a bit as she taps her index finger several times against her bottom lip.

“Needs one more thing,” she says, hurrying off to her room and returning a moment later with another blue velvet box. She opens it and presents me with a gold necklace that has a single teardrop pearl pendant. She tosses the box over onto my bed, and fastens the necklace around my neck, checking the clasp.

“Your daddy gave me this, along with those earrings, Ty,” she explains. “About the only things he ever did give me, besides you of course. Seems only right that you should have them. There now, baby girl, you look gorgeous.”

I study myself in the mirror again, and I feel pretty. My make-up is subtle, my dress allows a bit of cleavage to show, but nothing overly daring. My hair looks shiny and playful. It’s the earrings and necklace that make it all perfect.“Thanks, Mom,” I say, putting my arms around her and hugging her tightly. Mom gets that uncomfortable look like always when I show her affection. Our doorbell chimes, interrupting our rare tender moment. I grab my clutch from the bed and start for the door. Mom stops me with her hand.

“Tylar, honey, listen and don’t get mad, okay?”

“What is it?” I'm puzzled.

“Honey, wasn’t that long ago that I went to prom, you know? Now, I just wanted to let you know that I stuck a couple of condoms in your purse there.”

“Mom!” I gasp, shocked.

“Now, don’t ‘mom’ me. I've given you permission to go to those after-prom parties. You think I don’t know what goes on after prom? Well, honey, I do. I just want to make sure that you have protection in case Daniel doesn’t, okay? You have fun, now, you hear? This is your night, baby.”

I turn and descend the stairs, still blushing as I reach the landing and open the front door for Daniel. He's handsome in his black tuxedo, with peach cummerbund and tie. He places a gorgeous wrist corsage with peach colored roses and white baby’s breath on me and whistles.

“You're hot, baby!” he laughs. “Are you ready?”

I nod, swallowing nervously. “I am, Daniel,” I say softly, smiling at him.

I'd been ready, too.

I'd wanted to lose my virginity; it hung around my neck like an albatross. The prom had gone by so fast and the after-party was a whirl. I remembered dancing with Daniel and kissing him as we swayed to the music. I remembered arriving at the after-party, where my friends handed me drinks.

I am laughing, stumbling, and totally wrecked! I can barely manage to stand, so Daniel is holding me up. He has one arm around my waist, half holding, half dragging me up the walkway to my front door. My heels and clutch purse are in his other hand. I look like a pathetic rag doll; my hair hangs down my back. My sheath is torn from when I stumbled out of his car. The satin is stained with rainbow vomit. That's from the Jell-O shots. My mom's standing on the porch with the front door wide open. She has her skimpy black nightie on, the one with spaghetti straps that's cut low, really low. Mom motions Daniel into the front hallway, and closes the door behind him.

“What in the world happened to her, Daniel?”

Daniel gives her his best attempt at a sober grin. He doesn’t pull it off very well. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Preston, I really am,” he says. “I didn’t know that they were feeding her Jell-O shots. She’s small and, well, I think she didn’t know her limit. But that’s no excuse. It's totally my fault, ma’am. I take full responsibility.”

“Now, you call me Maggie just like everyone else does.”

“Ms., I mean, Maggie? I think it might be best if we made a bed for her in the bathroom if that’s all right. I’m not sure she’s done tossing yet,” Daniel is smiling at my mom now.

“Okay, sweetie, let me get a couple pillows for her. Can you get her upstairs by yourself, Daniel?"

“Sure thing, Maggie,” he winks.

I can’t believe that Mom is flirting with Daniel…my Daniel. I pass out.

***

I'm not sure how much later I awake and see that I'm sprawled across the bathroom floor. Someone has taken my prom dress off and dressed me in my nightgown. There is a pillow and blanket next to me. I'm no longer feeling nauseated. I'm just tired and my head is pounding. I just want my bed. I head down the carpeted hallway toward my room, stopping at my mom’s bedroom to see if she's sleeping or waiting up to yell at me. She's not in there. Her bedside clock reads 3:47 a.m.

From downstairs, I hear voices. Oh God, I hope Daniel's not waiting to see if I want to go back out. I pad down the stairway, and the hall and living room are dark. I see a dim light coming from the den off of the kitchen. I tiptoe across the kitchen linoleum, noticing a couple of half-empty wine glasses, and an empty bottle of Pinot Noir on the table. The door to the den is ajar, and my mom’s back is to me. I can’t see Daniel’s face because my mom is kneeling in front of him as he reclines on the couch. I can see that his tuxedo trousers are down around his ankles.

As my mom moves, I get a glimpse of Daniel’s face. His eyes are closed and his mouth is slightly open and he keeps rolling his tongue over his parted lips. My mom’s one hand is wrapped around his erection, making a fist, and sliding it up and down, while her other hand is down her own panties. I want to look away, but I can’t. I want to wake up from this dream, but I can’t.

I hear a soft moan escape from Daniel. I open my eyes and see my mom taking the full length of his erection into her mouth. Daniel's hips start moving and his face is flushed. His breathing is ragged as he moans, swiveling his hips around and around.

“Does Tylar do this for you, baby? It’s okay, you can tell me.”

“No, ma’am…I mean no, Maggie, I swear,” he breathes.

Mom shrugs off her black nightie and panties. She leans down and removes Daniel’s shoes and socks, pulling off his trousers, and tossing them aside. His tie is already off, and he peels off the shirt, tossing it in the pile with the rest of their clothes. I see my clutch purse next to the pile of clothes. Mom reaches for it, opens the flap, and removes the condoms she gave me before prom.

“It’s a shame letting these go to waste, don’t you think Daniel?” she giggles, tossing one over to him. He catches it and smiles at her. He bites the corner off of the foil condom wrapper and spits it out, removing the ring from its package. My mom stops him.

“Here, let me, baby,” she says. Daniel watches as my mom expertly rolls the condom onto his full length. She then lies back against the cushions, propping a pillow underneath her hips. He lowers himself down, slowly pressing into her. He positions his arms underneath her shoulders and, once again, searches for her mouth with his own. He presses completely into her. Mom moans with pleasure.

“You’ve done this before I can tell,” she purrs at him.

“Not with anyone you know,” he says, his tongue now tracing along her neck. His mouth moves to her lips, as he plunges and thrusts his tongue into her mouth. My mom giggles, and rakes her nails gently over his bare ass.

“I’ve decided that I want you for myself. You can't be messing with my daughter if you want to be with me. Do you understand? I won’t share you with my daughter. I want you again after tonight.”

“Oh, Maggie,” Daniel whispers huskily, pressing into her, “you have my promise. You're the one I want.”

They continue on; I'm horrified as I watch them..“Oh yeah, baby,” Daniel groans, increasing his rhythm. Mom moans loudly, grabbing his hair, as she climaxes.

At that moment her eyes lock with mine. She knows I've been watching. She's delighted with the show she has provided me. She smiles knowingly at me for a brief second, and then turns her attention back to Daniel.

“Try me from behind, sweetie, that will get you off,” she instructs. She turns and arches her back to allow Daniel access to her. He is ringing with sweat and I watch as he does as she instructed.  He moans loudly chasing his release, and then collapses back, pulling her on top of him, kissing her face.

“What a fuck,” he breathes heavily into her ear. The picture is freeze-framed…

“Stop, Mom!”

Beep.

“He’s my boyfriend!”

Beep.

“STOP!”

Beep-beep.

I was at war with a thin material settled around my upper body, my fingernails threatening to tear straight through. It felt like my chest was trying to push a hurricane through my lungs. I pried my eyes open, and was greeted by the dim lighting of a hospital room. There was a long minute of some hazy confusion and nightmare-disorientation, before I began to remember the events from last night. 

The party.

The wine coolers.

The pool.

The only thing that I could remember with clarity though, was when I was completely submerged under water. The way my lungs were trying to steal air from every possible organ, and coming up with nothing. And when my body finally sunk to the very bottom, there was this huge bright light. And then…yeah, I couldn’t recall anything after that. Except someone in black.

Trey Sinclair.

And then that dream. I’ve always been prone to bad dreams, but they were hardly ever like that; with so much detail marbled through them that everything was pretty much in high definition.

“Tylar,” a smooth, masculine voice said from my left.

That startled the crap out of me. “God,” I nearly shouted. Well, kind of. It actually came out more like something Demi Moore would have whispered in Ghost, but sure, let’s call it nearly shouting.

“Careful,” the voice was much nearer this time, and I was soon face to face with…Trey Sinclair?

I blinked. “What are you doing here?”

His eyebrows slowly glided up his face. “You don’t remember?”

“Yeah, I…” I bit my lip, “I remember what happened, just not so much what happened after…”

“After you’d been drinking and decided to go for a midnight swim in my pool?” He supplied, tilting his head with only one eyebrow raised now. I took that moment to subtly check him out. I don’t know why I thought it was subtle, being that Trey was still studying me, but it was at that time I noticed that at some point he must have changed after--“You saved me,” I blurted in my new Demi voice, remembering the person in black and the fact that he was the one that carried me, in his wet tux and all, to the ambulance.

And stayed. “Wait, how long have you been here?”

He dug his hands into his denim pockets before answering. “I brought you here last night, and made sure that you were all right. And then I got here shortly before you woke up.”

Which meant that he’d seen me wake up.

“How are you feeling?” he asked softly, interrupting my train of thought. His jewel-toned gaze was fixed on mine when I looked back up at him, and what I saw there was something that I really didn’t want to see--pity and concern with a good dose of curiosity.

“Okay,” I shrugged, aiming for nonchalance.

“Your heart monitor didn’t seem to think so a couple of minutes ago.” He turned to go sit back down in the uncomfy-looking chair against the wall.

I nodded my head, as if I were weighing the options. “Just one of my nightmares. I get them sometimes.”

He crossed his leg over the opposite and leaned into the chair. “What were you dreaming about?” He asked, in an almost relaxed manner.

"I don't remember," I lied, looking away from him.

He didn’t get the chance to press me on the issue, seeing as how his cell phone chose that precise moment to ring, seeming much louder than it actually was in the suddenly silent room.

I glanced over at Trey, seeing him swiftly rise out of the chair while pressing a button on the phone that was now being held up to his ear. “Charlotte,” he drawled as he made his way to the open door leading to the hallway.

God, that phone couldn’t have chirped at a better time. I watched as he disappeared around the threshold saying, “Yeah, I just came back to check on her…”

Charlotte.

I remembered a vague and unfamiliar female voice from last night. The date he brought to his tuxedo affair perhaps? I didn’t have too much time to wonder about her however, because as soon as Trey strolled out, a nurse swiftly made an entrance.

I read her nametag: “Florence.”

“Ms. Preston,” she addressed me, and her formal tone already had me trying to sit up straighter. She made a beeline to my heart monitor, pressing buttons here and there. “I see that you’re awake,” she stated while jotting down important hospital stuff onto her chart. I tried to sneak a peek at my chart, but she might as well have been writing in Morse code.

I gingerly nodded my head, then realizing that she wasn’t even looking at me, answered, “Yep.”

She glanced up from the chart, her glasses slipping further down her nose. “You had quite the concussion,” she informed me.

Slowly, I took a breath, “How long was I out?”

“For awhile."

That wasn't really an answer.

"What day is it?"

"Sunday," came the answer. "You're friend's been here nearly the whole time, watching over you like some mother hen," she finished with a sly wink.  “Also,” Florence continued, having the decency to ignore the slight blush I could feel taking over my cheeks. “Your ribs and throat are going to be mildly sore for a while, okay? We’ve given you pain medication to help with your headache, but the best thing for your throat and abdomen is time and plenty of rest. If you have any more questions, the doctor shouldn’t be too long.”

“Actually, can I have some water please?” I asked before she made her exit.

“Oh sure, hun,” came Florence’s swift reply. I watched her walk back over to the bed, reaching for a dull pink pitcher. She gave me another smile as she poured some water into a paper cup before unwrapping one of those accordion-looking straws. “Be careful of your sore throat.”

I delicately raised the cup to my lips, and took a hesitant gulp.I forced myself to swallow it down and hoped like heck I could do so without spraying it across the roo—

“Hey there, girl! How ya doing?”

I turned to see Denise and Ray standing near my bed. Denise was wide-eyed, and Ray was giving me one of his sunny smiles.

“I’ve had better days,” I admitted trying to force a smile. I knew I had to look like hell at the moment.

“Well here, let’s at least find you a comb for that rat’s nest hair of yours that you got going.” She produced a wide-toothed comb from one of the side pockets.  “Oh, wow,” Denise murmured while trying to get through a tangle. “Will she be able to shower anytime soon?”

“Actually,” Florence replied in a formal medical tone, “she can whenever she feels up to it. She’ll need someone to help her, I’m sure, if she plans on doing so today. Would you like me to send another staff member, or—”

“Oh, it’s no big deal. I’ll help her,” Denise offered. She was still working the dreaded comb through my hair, when Ray finally asked the million-dollar question.

“So, pretty girl, what happened?”

That’s what I loved about Ray. No judgment, no condescending tone, or scolding looks. Just concern, pure and simple.

“That’s what I’d like to know, as well,” I heard Trey’s voice. I quickly turned to find him leaning against the doorframe, while I was probably becoming bald in the process of beautification as the friggin’ comb snagged on a particular nasty snarl.

“Ouch!” I winced as Denise mumbled a very unladylike curse.

“Shit, Tylar, are you okay?”

“It’s okay,” I told Denise, before looking back over at Trey who wasn’t quite in the room and not quite out either. “Where’d you go?” I blurted.

Trey took a couple of steps into the room. “I was talking to your doctor just now."

“What’d he say?” Ray asked.

Trey looked over at the man, like he was just now seeing that we weren’t the only ones in the room. Sticking his hands in his pockets, he looked back over at me.

Denise piped in, “Well, the nurse already told us that she can shower. So she can’t be that worse for the wear. Thank God.” She sauntered over to where she left her purse, and tossed that devil comb back inside.

“Well, she said that they’re going to keep you for one more night,” Trey informed us. “And that your blood-alcohol level wasn’t as high as I’d originally thought,” he continued.

Okay, that one irked me. “Well, yeah,” I said. “I only had a few wine coolers, and I’m pretty sure those things are more sugar than anything.”

“So, swimming in my family’s pool late at night was a sober thought?” Trey parried.

I fidgeted with my fingers. “Well, no. But it wasn’t my thought.”

That got his attention. He took a step closer, “And whose thought was it?”

I shrugged, glancing over at Ray who was watching me. “Does it matter? I mean it’s not like we can change what happened, right?”

“Wrong, Ms. Preston,” Trey quipped, going from zero to sixty in a quick second. “Because you're my employee. As was everyone else who was standing around the pool last night. And as my employee, you nearly drowned. So, yeah, it matters,” he finished sharply.“What happened?” Trey asked, using a lofty monotone. His arms were now crossed, drawing my attention yet again to the skin his shirt didn’t cover.

“We weren’t at the pool for very long,” I told him, shifting uncomfortably in the bed. “We were just having a barbeque, and sure, there was alcohol around but just beer and wine coolers. And after we ate, we went swimming.” I looked up at him, with nervous hands and a brave face. “In your pool. We were playing some stupid game where…” I made some kind of indicating hand gesture, “You do this…thing where you get on each other’s shoulders to try to make the other person lose their balance. Or something.” This was where I expected him to smirk and once again remark on the fact that we were in his pool.

But Trey didn’t smirk. He didn’t fire me. He didn’t roll his eyes at the naïve girl who couldn’t even drink out of one of those stupid accordion-looking death straws.

He started laughing.

Not a barrel-laugh or anything. I couldn’t even tell that he was laughing at first; I just saw that he clamped his lips shut. But when he bowed his head down, and his shoulders began to shake with his arms still crossed, I could see it. Then he looked back up with probably the most gorgeous smile on the face of this planet.

“You almost drowned while Chicken Fighting?”

Wow. Seriously, it wasn’t that I was ignoring the question so much as I was downright fascinated with what that smile did to Trey. He went from being this super sexy Versace-ad-looking employer with a temper to just a guy who was completely mesmerizing with this riveting smile. Blinking a couple of times, I murmured, “No, I didn’t almost drown while Chicken Fighting…I hit my head on the side of the pool when Jenna shoved me.”

Gone was the smile. Saying that it disappeared would be a vast understatement, because Rhett my Boss was back in full swing within the next nanosecond. “Had she been drinking?” Trey asked.

I bit my lip, because I really hated shoving someone in front a bus. And I wasn’t going to do that. Even with Jenna, the girl with a pair of Victoria’s biggest Secrets. Nope. Not gonna happen, Mr. Sinclair. He could sit there and penetrate me with those gorgeous eyes all day. I wasn’t going to slip this time. Nope!

“Jenna pushed you?” Denise’s hiss was accessorized with one of those narrowed-eyed looks that most girls have down to perfection.

“Yeah, she did,” I said more to Denise than to Trey, followed by a quick, “but that’s part of the game, right? She really hadn’t been drinking any more than I had.” I shot Ray a quick look that practically screamed Help me, dammit!

Before Ray could rescue me, I heard Trey’s deep breath.

“Alright,” Trey started. “It doesn’t matter if she was drinking. I just wanted to know what happened. Now, if you all will excuse me, I gotta go do some things.”

Denise edged herself into the conversation again.

“Well, no worries. I think Tylar here will be good as new in a couple days. You practically won’t even know that she’s gone!” She confettied that last statement with a false laugh, which sobered up the second Trey gifted her with a dark look. Still, the woman soldiered right on through. “We’re just goin’ to get her cleaned up, and she’ll be nearly sparklin’.”

“Thank you,” Trey tossed at her before he threw a last glance my way. “Make sure she stays in the shallow end.”

And then he was gone. Just like that.





Chapter 5
 


Trey had just left when Ray spoke up, concern lacing his voice.

"Ty, we've been trying like crazy to contact your mom. We wanted to let her know what happened. Have you spoken with her?”

“No, not since she drove me to the bus station in Louisville to come here,” I answered.

“Maybe you wrote the wrong number on your emergency contact form.”

“Doubtful, but I’d have to see it to be sure. I have her number programmed into my cell though.”

“Where’s your cell?”

“Back at my cottage.”

“Okay,” he said, “I'm gonna fetch it and bring it to you this evening, okay? You need to let your mom know where you are and that you're okay.”

“Sure, okay, Ray.”

Boy, he did not know my mom; that was certain.

“Ray?” I said, letting my curiosity get the best of me.

“Yes, darlin’?”

“You know there are rumors floating around the place about Trey and some scandal with his former fiancée. I wondered—”

“Damn gossip,” Ray interrupted, frowning. “Ty, that's all it is. I don’t know the particulars of what you’ve heard; all I know is that Trey's someone that I trust completely."

Denise came bouncing back into my hospital room at that moment, smiling and carrying some type of cosmetic case. “Good news for you, girlie,” she said with a broad smile. “I'm cleared to help you with a shower. We’ll get your hair washed and conditioned, and who knows, maybe add a pinch of my magic dust to it to give you a bit of a new look, that’s if you’re game and trust me with it.”

“Oh my God yes, Denise!” I laughed.

“Great!” she chirped. “Okay, Ray outta here, baby. We girls have some magic to work. I'll call you later to pick me up. And let Jenna in Ty's cottage to get her some proper sleepwear and bring it with you when you come back, darlin'."

“Yes, dear” he replied, trying his best to sound like the over burdened boyfriend.

The shower felt exquisite. I lathered my hair with shampoo, twice, then rinsed and conditioned. Once I’d toweled off, Denise had me sit on the bedside chair while she combed out my wet locks. “Now, I’m going to spray on a little detangler here, hun,” she explained. “And I gotta ask, are you particularly fond of wearing your hair this long?" she asked me, wrinkling her nose slightly.

“Why?” I asked, eying her suspiciously, noting she wasn't fond of my current hairstyle.

My thoughts strayed back to my freshman year of high school, two days before class pictures were being taken. Mom decided that my hair needed a bit of a trim before picture day. My hair fell to my shoulders and I loved the way it swung softly about.

“Just an inch or so, Ty,” Mom prods. “Just let me get the split ends off. It will lay better and look much healthier for your pictures. If I’m paying for those pictures then you can damn well make sure you look your best in them, hear?”

An hour later, I look at the pile of hair laying on the bathroom floor in shock. I grab the hand mirror off the vanity. I see the look of horror that appears on my face as I see my own reflection. My hair is in a short, butch cut. My mom's beside me, watching my reaction. I turn and face her incredulously.

“Now don’t blame me!” she says, holding her hands up defensively. “You got that funny shaped head and it makes it hard when I’m trying to even up both sides of it. Had to keep taking more off so I could get it evened up, but I think it’s cute. You ought to see the back. I think they call this a bob.”

When she sees I’m not buying it she gets more flustered with me. “It’s just hair, dammit! It’s not like it won’t grow back. I swear, I try and do something nice for my girl and do you think she appreciates it? Hell no - no way."

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sure once I wash and style it myself it will be fine."

“Hello? Earth to Tylar?” I shook off my memories and focused at Denise. “How about it? I've a really cute cut in mind. I’ll mostly just put it in long layers to frame around that beautiful face of yours. Maybe add a few highlights?” she coaxed eagerly. “Nothing major, mind you, just to soften the look and highlights will give this gorgeous hair of yours more depth. What do you think?"

“Go for it, Denise,” I allowed.

Forty-five minutes later Denise had finished. “All done,” she announced pleased with the look. We hurried into the bathroom so she could show me the results. Flipping on the light, she spread out her arms. “Voila!”

“Wow,” I said, then another “Wow!”

“You like?” she beamed proudly.

“Uh, Denise, actually, it looks…I look like—”

“—Rachel!” she squealed, delighted that I recognized the cut, It’s actually called ‘The Rachel.”

Denise was pleased with her workmanship. My hair was now an exact replica of Jennifer Aniston’s style from, oh, what? Like twenty-some years ago? As long as it was still long enough to pull up into a ponytail when I worked I could hang with it. I knew Denise was waiting for more.

“Denise,” I said, turning to her and smiling, “I love it!” I gave her a big hug and watched as she beamed proudly.

***

I'd just finished eating and Denise was watching the news when Ray arrived. He carried a wrapped box along with my cell phone and charger. He placed the items down on my bed.

“What’s this?” I asked peering at the gift-wrapped box.

“Oh,” he shrugged, “I think maybe Jenna felt guilty about what happened. Instead of going into your cottage, she went out shopping. She said that this would fit you fine, and to give you her best wishes.”

“Open it,” Denise directed excitedly.

I complied, tearing the wrapping paper off. The box contained a black silk thong and matching bustier camisole. I doubted that it would cover my belly button. Ray blushed for the first time ever. Denise gave a startled, “Oh My God!”

I was in shock. I turned the box over to see what kind of store sold such skimpy lingerie. The print on the box read, Fred-X of Follywood. I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment.

 “Tell you what,” Ray continued, “’Neecie and I'll get out of your way. It’s been a long day for you, I know. We’ll see you when you get back to the ranch, okay? You get some rest.”

“Thank you both. It means a lot to me what you’ve done.”

They both gave me a warm hug and kiss. I heard them giggling as they left my room. I giggled too, putting the lid back on the box.





Chapter 6
 


I was alone in my hospital room for the first time all day. I figured I might as well get dressed for bed. I was bored, so I decided to try on my new “outfit.” I pulled the tags off the thong and the bustier camisole and took them to my bathroom to try on.

My God, I loved the feel of the silk, but it appeared Jenna had selected a top that was much too small for me. My breasts practically spilled out over the lace-trimmed bodice. I studied my new hairdo, admiring my reflection. I was satisfied with my new look, despite the tacky underwear that Jenna had sent. Maybe I'd buzz the nurse’s station for a clean gown after all. I switched off the bathroom light and headed back to my bed. I didn’t see him as I leaned over my bed to flip the light switch. As I reached over the bed for the nurse call button, the sound of his smooth, silky voice startled me.

“Well, Ms. Preston, I see hospital garb suits you well.”

“Oh!” I exclaimed, startled. Trey was sitting in the only cushioned chair in the room. He'd taken his suit jacket off and tossed it over the back of the chair. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, his tie was loosened. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to just below his elbows. His sapphire blue eyes seemed even darker as they flickered appreciatively over my body, coming to rest on the generous cleavage created by the too-small bustier. I scrambled into my bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. I could feel the blush coloring my face and I glared at him. He chuckled, displaying that magnificent dimple.

“That kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”

“What purpose is that?"

“Showing off your sexy lingerie for everyone."

“Why would I want to do that?"

"Trolling for doctors, perhaps?”

“Isn’t that your job counselor?” I replied smugly.

“I don’t practice that kind of law,” he snapped, but I noticed a hint of amusement flicker across his scrumptious face. He stood and approached the side of my bed. He lifted a lock of my newly highlighted, layered hair, thoughtfully rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger. “I like it,” he said thoughtfully. “Denise did a very nice job on your hair.”

“Thank you,” I managed a smile.

“I’m curious to know where you got your, uh, ‘pajamas’ for lack of a better word?”

“Jenna…who else? I guess this was her idea of a conciliatory gesture.”

“I see,” he said softly, “and you don’t like the olive branch she offered?”

“It’s not exactly my style, plus it’s too small at the top. Probably Jenna’s way of letting me know she thinks I’m built like a boy or something,” I replied, shrugging.

“I hardly think so,” he said a bit derisively. “You’re extremely beautiful, but I suspect you knew that already."

I blushed at the compliment, not quite sure how to respond to this unfamiliar territory. I was more comfortable when Trey was berating me for something. Maybe a change of subject would take those piercing blue eyes off of me.

“Tre…I mean Mr. Sinclair?” I started.

“Please, let’s dispense with this ‘Mr. Sinclair’ stuff once and for all,” he said, laughing and waving his hand dismissively. “After all, I’ve seen parts of you over the course of the past few days that clothes would never cover if it were up to me. It’s Trey, okay?”

I felt my cheeks heat when I tried to imagine the extent of what he'd seen, but he was waiting for me to finish what I'd started. "Oh, um, would you mind getting my hospital gown off the hook in the bathroom? I think I'd be more comfortable in it.”

“I’m sure you would, but I wouldn’t,” he teased. "I think I've got something here that will be comfortable and give you some modesty as well,” he said.

He retrieved a shopping bag from the chair and placed it next to me on the bed, indicating for me to look inside. I opened it and removed a tissue-wrapped bundle. The tissue was sealed with the scrolled “VS” gold seal. I opened the seal and lifted a pink terrycloth bathrobe from the tissue. It was soft and fluffy as I rubbed it up against my cheek. There was a “VS” silk embroidered emblem on the front panel.

“Thank you. I totally love it,” I clutched it appreciatively.

“There’s more,” he said with amusement. “Keep going.”

I tilted the bag and found a matching pair of pink fluffy slippers inside, and another tissue-wrapped package at the bottom. I opened the package and pulled out a pink satin nightie. It had spaghetti straps and was full length, with a slit up one side to just above the knee. It was sexy, yet soft and classy. There was also a pair of bikini panties that matched.

"These are beautiful,” I breathed, brushing the satin nightgown against my cheek. “Thank you.”

He was pleased that I was pleased. “Why don’t you change into them?” he suggested.

Okay I was down with that except there was no way I was parading my thonged ass past him to get to the bathroom.

He realized my dilemma, but made no attempt to move. He cocked his eyebrow at me, sporting a devilish grin. I realized I was inadvertently presenting him with a view of my ready-to-spill-over breasts. “Do you mind?” I asked, pulling the sheets up to my chin again. “Some privacy would be nice.”

Trey was still grinning like a cad, but finally stood up and sauntered to the door. “I’ll be back in three minutes, ready or not.”

I flew into action, knowing that he meant what he said. A couple of minutes later, fully dressed with my new robe cinched tightly around me, I climbed back onto my hospital bed, stretching out on top of the covers. I finger combed my hair again nervously, pulling the shawl collar of the robe up so that my neck was covered. In a few seconds, Trey re-entered the room. He stopped short, giving me a frown when he saw that I was fully covered and safe from his bold stare and lingering perusal.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

“Absolutely. You chose well and everything fits perfectly.”

“Okay then,” he continued, “you and I need to discuss a few matters, if you’re not too tired?”

“I’m fine,” I answered. “In fact, I feel almost back to normal. I get to go home tomorrow."

“Actually, I insisted they keep you over at least another day or two so that arrangements can be made.”

“I’m not sure what you mean about arrangements.”

“Several of the staff members have attempted to reach your mother on the number listed in your personnel file. It's no longer a valid cell phone number. It could've been put into our computer system in error. I'd like for you to call her now, please.”

“I've no problem calling my mom,” I replied, “but wouldn’t she be a little late to the party since I’m fine now?”

“My point is that your mother will probably want you to come home for a couple of weeks to fully recover. Any type of concussion can have lingering effects; it’s important to minimize the risk of further complications. Your work here with the horses is the type of risk I'm talking about.”

I cut him off abruptly. “So, you’re firing me?”

“Calm down,” he warned. The edge in his voice told me he meant business. “You're not fired…yet,” he responded slowly. “I'm simply concerned about your recovery. I guess I figured you'd want to be home with your family. You can't return to work, at any rate, until a doctor clears you.”

“First off,” I croaked… “my family's just my mom. It’s always been just Mom and me.”

“Your father's totally out of the picture?”

“I don’t remember him, if that's what you’re asking. He left us when I was about a year old. They divorced. “He did send money, though,” I offered. “About the hospital bill, I have some money in my college trust. There was almost $50,000 the last time I checked the balance. I can pay my hospital bill out of that. I really don’t want you to feel responsible for picking up the tab on something caused by my own poor judgment.”

“Not necessary," he replied, “We have liability insurance for this sort of thing. I don’t want you to worry about the hospital bill.”

“But I feel responsible,” I interrupted.

He raked both hands through his thick hair as he looked at me with blue eyes blazing. “And just what does that accomplish? So you don’t finish college, then what? You find some nice good ol’ boy to share his trailer with you?”

That was a low blow. I turned my face away from him totally pissed off. He was at the side of my bed in a flash, turning my chin, forcing me to look at him.

“That was out of line. I'm used to not being questioned or challenged on things. I’m sorry, Tylar.”

I wasn't sure why he affected me this way. His apology was sincere. The sob that I'd been holding back finally escaped. He leaned into me, his face now very close to mine. Close enough that I could feel his warm breath near my lips. I closed my eyes, tilting my face up a bit, waiting to feel his lips on mine and wanting to feel them more than I'd ever wanted anything else.

Then nothing happened.

I opened one eye and then the other; he'd moved back from me, his eyes still studying mine with obvious indecision. He stood up abruptly, his brow furrowed in confusion. I scooted away from him on the bed, running my fingers through my hair nervously. "No probs. Apology accepted."

He handed my cell phone to me, his eyes now searching my face.

“What?” I asked.

“Call your mother,” he instructed. “She needs to know what’s going on and I need to know what your plans are so that I can schedule adjustments with the staff.”

I took my phone from him and pulled up my mom’s number. It didn’t ring. There was a three-tone signal followed by a digital recording stating that the number dialed was either out of service or had been disconnected. No further information was available. I snapped the phone shut and let it fall onto my bed.

Trey looked at me expectantly, “Well?”

“It’s either out of service or has been disconnected. You had the right number after all.”

“Is this typical of your mom?” he questioned.

“Nothing's typical about my mom.”

"Look," he continued, "there must be a friend, a neighbor, someone you can call to get word to your mom about your accident.”

“Nobody.” I replied. "Maybe she hasn’t paid her cell phone bill. It happens. If you think for one minute that my mother wants me back in her house to make sure I recover to your expectations, well then you're delusional. She has her own life to live and apparently, that's what she's doing. That phone works both ways you know. It’s not as if she has called me in the last three weeks. If you don’t believe me, check the call log for yourself.”

Trey was momentarily taken aback by my outburst. “What about a job? Does she work somewhere that we can call?”

“She works Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday for Findley, Morris & Sneed. It’s a law firm in Louisville.”

He sighed audibly, walking over to the side of the bed where I could see him. “I'll have someone here Tuesday morning to take you back to your cottage, okay?”

“Thank you,” I replied. “Could you please have them bring something for me to wear?”

“Sure,” he responded politely. “Ray and I'll review the staffing schedule to see who we can move around to cover your duties and where we might put you in the interim.”

“I appreciate that, Trey.” And then he was gone.





Chapter 7
 


At nine-thirty Tuesday morning, Denise barreled through my hospital door, carrying a bag of clothes with her. “Ray let me into your cottage sweetie. I got you a pair of jeans, bra, panties, tee shirt, and these sneakers. Will that do?”

“Denise, you’re an angel,” I said.

As she drove us back to Sinclair Stables, I quizzed her. “Have I missed anything good since I’ve been out of commission?”

“Well, honey, I’m not sure what you consider good. Let’s see. I did hear Ray say that Derringer is eating well again. He was on a little bit of a hunger strike from missing you and all. Oh and the races will start over at the track Saturday evening. Everybody’s excited about that. Ray said you're to take it easy today and he'll stop over later to fill you in on your revised schedule.”

“I can hardly wait to get back to work. I feel perfectly fine, you know. I hope Trey didn’t tell Ray to schedule me somewhere boring, like over at The Belle.”

“Well, whatever you're instructed to do, it’s for your own good. Keep that in mind, you hear?”

“Yes, Mom,” I teased.

Later, as we drove down the long drive at the Sinclair estate, I spotted Clint and Luke out in the pasture, exercising Ariel and the brown chestnut, Socrates. Both horses were being worked to race at the track over at The Belle. Denise tapped her horn, getting Luke and Clint’s attention. I waved eagerly at them from the passenger seat. Clint recognized me immediately, pulling off his hat and waving it back and forth while Socrates, startled by the car horn, pranced.

“I want to help them get the quarters ready for this coming weekend’s races.”

“Well, I wouldn’t count on doing that, hun.”

“What do you mean?” I turned to look at her.

“It’s just that when Trey came by early this morning to speak with Ray, uhh, I did hear a few things.”

“Spill it, Denise! I mean it.”

“He instructed Ray that under no circumstances were you to be working in the stables, exercising the horses, or even pleasure riding until further notice.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “What will I do, then?”

“I think maybe you'll be working over at The Belle,” she said, almost inaudibly.

“Dressing up and giving tours? No way, no freaking way!”

“No, no,” she assured me.

I felt some relief.

“I think you're scheduled to work in the main building.”

Oh great! There were just old ladies in that building working the gift shop, restaurant, and special events planning. I looked over at Denise.

“It won’t be forever, hun. He’s just worried about you after what you’ve been through and all. I heard him tell Ray about your nightmare. I really do think it shook Trey up. I’ve never seen him so concerned about anyone like he is with you. Seems to me he’s quite protective of you, sweetie.”

I gave her a sidelong glance, with an unspoken Puleeze.

“I don’t care if you believe me or not, you’ll see in time.”

“I had a concussion, Denise. Of course I was having dreams, nightmares, whatever. But there was nothing on those discharge papers saying anything about me not riding or working around horses.”

“He’s just being a bit overprotective, sweetie, you know after that accident back there in—” She stopped abruptly, realizing that she'd said too much.

“C’mon Denise, finish what you started. I’ve already heard some rumors about him and a fiancée that ditched him. Tell me what you know.”

“Listen here, if you want to know what happened, you need to ask Trey. I don't like to talk out of turn."

That was the end of the conversation.

My cottage was stuffy from being closed up. I immediately opened the large front window to circulate the air. Ray had put my pay envelope on the breakfast bar, along with some mail that had arrived for me over the course of the last few days. I had to make my pay last since there wouldn’t be a check coming next Monday for this week.

I relaxed on the couch, reminiscing about our house in Kentucky and what it had been like growing up there. I'd always been given chores. By the time I turned seven years old my chores included doing the dishes, taking the trash out, cleaning my room, and folding my own laundry. By the time I was thirteen, I was responsible for cleaning the whole house on Saturdays, earning twenty dollars a week.

I liked Saturdays because Mom would allow me to have my new best friend, Laurie, over on Friday nights to spend the night with me. Laurie’s mom, Mona, and my mom were good friends. Mona was about the only female friend that I remembered Mom having. They lived five blocks from us. Laurie would come home from school with me on Fridays. After Mom got off work, she'd bring a pizza home for us and let us stay up until midnight.

On Saturday, Mona would come by and pick Laurie up at noon. That's when my chores began. I'd put clean sheets on the beds, and then start cleaning the rest of the house. Mom left right at 1 p.m. for her weekly appointment at the spa. She'd get a facial, pedicure, manicure, and her hair styled. She'd stop at the grocery to get stuff for dinner.

Saturday was Mom’s date night so that's when I would stay overnight at Laurie's. Mona would come by with Laurie around five-thirty to pick me up, just as Mom was starting dinner for her date. It was always a fancy candlelit meal. Laurie said her mom was the same way on her Friday date nights. I guess that’s why Laurie slept over at my house on her mom’s date nights. It was more romantic without kids around. Laurie said that she didn’t remember her dad either; he'd died before she was born. She said that except for her mom, she had no other family. We had a lot in common. My mom’s parents had died before I was born; my dad’s parents didn’t want anything to do with me she told me.

I was startled from my memories by the sound of my cell phone ringing. I jumped up to answer it. “Hello?”

“I trust you got home and settled okay.”

It was Trey’s “business” voice and my stomach did a flip-flop. I wanted his smooth and silky voice back.

“Yes,” I answered softly. “Everything went fine. I feel fine. I'm ready to go back to work and dig in.”

I was curious as to whether he was going to divulge my new assignment, or leave the dirty work to Ray when he came by later.

“Ray was supposed to stop by this evening after his shift to discuss the schedule we worked out for you for the next couple of weeks. Unfortunately, when I just now called him, he has been delayed by an early delivery of a foal over at The Belle. He's staying there waiting for the vet. Since he hasn’t had the opportunity to discuss the specifics with you, I wanted to give you a call to let you know to just take it easy for the rest of the week until Ray can get with you about next week’s schedule.”

“I see,” I replied. My voice was sharp now. “Why don’t you go ahead and fill me in? I already know I’m scheduled to work over at The Belle. Are you punishing me for some reason?”

“Not that I owe you an explanation, but to answer your question, you're not being punished. I simply must make appropriate decisions in the best interest of the business and minimize any risk of re-injury to you.”

"I'm sorry I snapped," I replied. “It’s just that I know that with the races starting this weekend and all, the rest of the group can probably use all of the help they can get prepping the horses. I can be of more assistance at the stables than anywhere else. I can make sure that I don’t over-do it.” My voice was soft and sweet. “Please, Trey?”

“I know what you're trying to do,” he said, firmly. “It isn’t working. You'll start your assignment over at the La Vie Belle on Monday. Ray will fill you in on the details sometime before then. This is non-negotiable, understood?"

“Yeah, yeah,” I replied rolling my eyes and not bothering to hide my irritation. “What about Derringer?”

“What about him?”

“Can I at least take care of him when I’m off the clock?”

“No,” he answered. “I want you to distance yourself from the horses until your follow-up appointment with the doctor.”

“My discharge papers don’t say anything about my not being allowed around horses.” There was silence on the other end. I heard soft music in the background. “Hello? Are you there?” I asked.

“Ah yes, I’m sorry. This really isn't a good time to discuss the details of your schedule. I’ve made myself clear from the company's standpoint, and I believe that you're clear on what's to take place on Monday, correct?”

Just then, I heard a female voice speaking to Trey. His attempt to cover the mouthpiece was less than perfect. The voice sounded like the same one I remembered from the hospital. Charlotte. It sounded as if she was saying something to him about dinner being served, and did she just say: “Don’t keep me waiting, baby?”

Trey shifted his voice back to me, “Are you there?”

“I am,” I replied coolly.

“As to the matter we were discussing, I want to make sure that you're clear on what I expect and that you'll adhere to your schedule on Monday.”

“Right. Monday,” I repeated. “Yep, I'm clear about Monday. No worries.”

“Okay, then,” he said. “Please rest up until then?”

“Sure thing,” I said succinctly.

I had no plans to “take it easy.” I needed to busy myself with the horses. Since I wasn't officially assigned to The Belle until Monday, I was still technically following the rules. I'd get a good night's rest and be back in action tomorrow.
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