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Chapter 1
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Cooper





“Yo, Wade! Give me a line, man!” I shout at the lead singer. The staff at Mingles, the bar that we perform at, did a shit job setting our equipment up, and I need to do some tuning of my drums. Farley, our guitarist, is busy fixing his amps, and Gus, our bassist, is taking a leak. I’m not pissed off, since Mingles looks like Christmas’s cheap cousin, all decked out in dim lights, shabby garland, and last year’s tinsel, but it’s better than the cavernous pit it usually resembles. 

The owner, Blake, tries like hell to keep the place looking nice, but with the brawls that happen around here, it’s a risk.  But that’s why we’re here.  We work for next to nothing, because we don’t have a record deal, just a mutual love of music.  “You want some Christmassy shit or the usual?” Wade asks. 

I frown.  “Doesn’t matter.  I just need a beat.” 

Wade knocks off a few lines of lyrics from one of our crowd’s favorite songs, while I hit my drums and fiddle with what needs fiddling with.  Our band, ‘Take Risks’, plays precious mixes of hard and soft rock, cover tunes, and great songs that people can sing to.  Our crew knows how to get them started, which is why Blake has a standing order for us every Thursday, Friday and Saturday night.  We played at some armpit dive in South Carolina last night, which is why we have to move our stuff around today. 

“Ya good, Coop?” Wade says into the microphone, as he adjusts it. 

“Yeah, thanks.” I answer, placing my drumsticks down.  The tiny stage, which is merely a step up from the linoleum floor, about ten feet by ten feet, has a wad of garland hovered over it.  A piece of tape has come loose, and a length of garland falls, touching my head.  I jump, thinking a rat or a roach has landed in my hair.  When I realize what it is, I get up and head over to the bar. 

“Yo, Blake!” I shout, knowing that the bartender slash owner is out back, and I want to hit him up for some scotch tape. 

But instead of Blake showing, a new face does, and I'm stifled.  She’s blonde, fair-skinned, with gorgeous, big blue eyes, and the most honest face I've seen in these parts.  “Err...sorry.  I thought you were Blake.” 

Before I can put my foot in my mouth any farther, Blake appears behind her.  “Cooper, Stella.  Stella, Cooper.” Blake introduces, slightly irritated.  I close my mouth, that I didn’t realize was open, and avert my attention back to Blake.   

“What’s up, partner?  Need a hand back there?” I ask. 

“Na, just the keg’s are short-shipped is all.” He waves, grumbling.  Then he realizes that I'm standing there for something.  “What’s wrong?  You need a cable or something?” 

“Some scotch tape if you’ve got some left.  I think y’all used last year’s batch from the way it’s holding over the stage.” 

Another wave.  “Ah, I told Liz to buy the good stuff, for chrissake.” 

Liz suddenly appears from the front door, overhearing.  “What did you tell me to buy, Blake?” She asks, none too pleased. 

“I told you to buy the goddamn tape that sticks, not the stuff that sort of sticks.” Blake gripes. 

“Christmas is like, a little over a month away, my friend.  Y’all think this town has any goddamn tape left?  At least anything decent?”  Then she digs into her purse and tosses a roll at me, giving me a wink.  She’s a spitfire. 

I chuckle as I catch it.  It’s the real deal.  Stuff that’ll stick and all.  Blake rolls his eyes, and Stella just stands there, staring at the three of us.  My gaze goes to her, and Liz interjects.  “I see you’ve met Stella.” I can’t tell by her tone if she’s still none too pleased or if she’s just being her usual pleasant self.  Liz has an attitude.  She doesn’t take shit from anyone, least of all a deadbeat drummer like me.   

“Yeah, Blake just introduced us.” 

Liz is facetious.  “Sorry I missed that.”  

Blake changes the subject.  “Liz, give Stella here a hand wiping down the tables again.  You guys standing on them to decorate, I can see the goddamn shoe prints all over.” 

Wade walks over and intervenes.  “You can call it Christmas décor, man.  Don’t sweat it.  Nobody will notice.” 

Blake raises a brow.  “Public health comes in here they will.”  

“I...I can get started.” Stella stammers, eying a pair of sponges by the bar sink. 

“Don’t use those, love.” Blake states.  “Here.  I'll give y’all a shammy.” 

The care in his tone is almost paternal.  It’s the tone Blake reserves for all the women under his employ, even Liz, when she’s not ruffling his feathers.  He goes into one of the drawers under the bar and pulls out a wad of folded yellow shammies.  Liz tucks her purse under the bar, grabs an apron from a peg on the storage room door, and they both get to work polishing up the tables, while I walk back over to the stage with Wade, and we make light work of rehanging the fallen garland. 

“Who’s the new girl?” I ask Wade. 

“Damned if I know.” He shrugs.  “But she ain’t no regular girl, so I'd steer clear of her.” 

A ‘v’ forms between my brows.  “You wanna make a play for her, do ya?” 

He guffaws.  “I’m serious, man.  Not to sound full of myself or like a prick, but regular girls are usually giving me the goo-goo or bedroom eyes on the first glance.  She's not doing any of that.” 

“Maybe because you haven’t been properly introduced.” 

“Yeah, and that’s another thing.  Chicks are always in my face, shaking my hand or their chest, when they don’t get introduced first.  She didn’t do any of that.” 

“Wade, no offence, but you do sound like a dick when you say it like that.” 

He shakes his head.  “I’m telling you, brother.  She’s up to something.” 

“Dude, she’s new.  Give her a break.  Just because she's not lining up to fuck you, doesn’t mean she’s up to something.” 

I hear Blake walking up behind me.  I'm not sure if he’s heard anything we’ve been saying.  “You boys ever heard of this Stella girl before?  She ain’t from around here.” He murmurs, out of earshot. 

“If you don’t know anything about her, why did you hire her?” Wade asks, as cocky as ever. 

“Because, like it or not, Christmas is right around the corner, and I need more waitresses. And this time, all it took was a small sign on the door, I didn't even have to put out an ad for this one.” 

I ask. “What's her story, anyway?” 

Blake cocks his head slightly.  “She’s a real quiet one, that's all I can tell you. All I could get out of her when she came in, was that she's looking for work, and she can start anytime.” 

Wade is flabbergasted. “You mean you didn't even ask her where she was from?” 

“Now, look.” Blake rests an indignant hand on his hip.  “I'm not in the habit of being nosy, see. So long as she's got waitressing experience, that's all I need to know.” He lifts a hand. “You look at some of the boys that work here, they've all been in a lick or two of trouble, but they're all good people, see. Damn, you're no saint either, Wade. Neither is your brother, Colton. Or any one of you Ford boys, for that matter.” 

I lift my hands.  “Hey, leave me out of this.” 

Blake gives me a disapproving look.  “You’re fine, Coop.” 

I smile but Wade rolls his eyes.  The only reason why I’m one up on Wade is because I teach music at a local elementary school.  Sure, I didn’t go to teacher’s college, but it’s all the same in this town.  My musical prowess was earned honestly, what with proper piano lessons, then just about every instrument, until I fell head over heels in love with the drums.  The pipes aren’t bad, either, as Wade will attest, when I sing backup.  He’s even got me singing lead on one tune that requires such a small amount of drumming, that I can totally wing it. 

Wade won’t tell you, but he got shipped off to the military by his late father.  He’ll tell you that all five of them got shipped off, but believe what you want to believe.  Wade’s tunes aren’t centered around a rebel for nothing, let’s just say that.  Oh, don’t get me wrong, I love the dude to bits, man, but he’s earned his stripes.  Known each other a long time.  Since high school.  Only, I went to college, and he went off to the military.  I’m not saying that I’m better than him, considering that I’m in the same band, but Wade has a real rough edge to him.  Probably why the chicks dig him so much. 

“Oh, make me fucking gag, man.” Wade whines, but he’s also smirking, so I know that he’s just playing along. 

“You boys keep your paws off Stella, okay?  She’s not on the menu.” Blake says, which isn’t often spelled out, since Wade has slept with just about every regular in this place, but Blake calls a spade a spade, and he sensed it just like Wade did, that this Stella girl is off limits. 

“Not to worry, man.” Wade guffaws.  “I don’t need any of that trouble.” 

“Yeah, you’re more used to the kind of trouble that can be dealt with with a little penicillin.” I tease, chucking him on the shoulder. 

“Fuck you.” Wade laughs. 

Another hour and the place is filling up.  Liz starts handing out festive drinks with mini candy canes and things like that hanging out of them. Mostly to the ladies, of course, as guys are just ordering the usual beer.  Although Blake does order a keg or two of some draught beer that a local microbrewery does up that’s actually colored green, and it’s supposed to taste kind of cinnamony, but I’ve never touched the shit.  We start playing and the place packs right up.  It’s kind of nice to see.  People come to watch us play, not just to get toasted or to pick up chicks. 

Don’t get me wrong, some do.  And as a matter of fact, just as I’m thinking that, I catch out of the corner of my eye, some dude trying to hit on Stella.  Of course, she’s having none of it, just trying to do her job and deliver drinks to the table.  I see Colton keeping watch over at a table where one of the patrons needs to be cut off but is refusing, and I whistle over to him, and gesture with my chin.  Colton walks over and calls the guy off, telling him to leave the lady alone and drink or leave. 

Stella looks at me as I beat the drums and by the look in her eyes, she knows that I was behind that, as much as it was Colton’s beefy arms and searing gaze that made the guy back off.  I nod, as if asking if she’s okay, but she turns her gaze away, like she’s been caught with her tail between her legs, and scurries off back to the bar, to pick up her next drink order.   

“Yo, we gotta go drain the main vain.” Wade says into the microphone, once it’s time for us to do a short intermission.  I really do have to take a leak, so I head over to the men’s room, and as I arrive at the door, I have to fight with a hideous giant Santa face taped to it.  It takes everything in me not to yank the piece of shit off, but I see Stella walking down the end of the hallway, heading to the back. Her back is to me, but I’ve got half a mind to clue her in on a thing or two while I have the chance. 

“Hey, Stella!” I call to her over the recorded music playing overhead.  She doesn’t answer.  I figure the music isn’t that loud, so I try again, but to no avail.  It’s not until I drain my bladder and come back out that I see her again.  “Hey, how’s it going?” I ask her casually.  “This your first night?” 

She nods, but she keeps her head down, like she’s afraid to give me eye contact. 

“Don’t let any of those deadbeats scare you.  We’ve got you covered.”  

“It’s okay.” She shrugs, giving me a shy, tight grin.  “Colton is very nice.” 

“We’re all nice, actually.  Though, the patrons here, well, I can’t speak for most of them.  Oh, and Liz can kick anyone’s ass if none of the bouncers are around.” I explain, and then I go for cute, not sure why.  “You couldn’t have picked a better bar to work at. Unless you’ve got an aversion to green beer.”  

Another tight smile, and then she walks away, like she’s been dismissed. 

“Nice talking to ya.” I murmur as she walks away, and I shake my head.  “Weirdo.” I chuckle, but I can’t help the smile. I’ve never met a girl that didn’t want to talk my ear off.  Especially once they find out that I’m in Wade’s band.  That’s the ticket right there.   

I catch her eying me here and there as the night continues.  But once I look her way, it’s like elementary school again, and she averts her gaze.  The shyness is intriguing, I’ll admit.  Once Wade has his pick of the litter for the night, he does his usual shpeel, bringing her up on stage to sing and/or dance with him.  He sure knows how to pack on the charm, that boy.  And as the night winds down, we help with a little bit of clean up, and I head home, in my beat up old pickup truck.  She’s a beauty though.  Never gives me a lick of trouble, so I’m keeping her until she falls apart.  It’s also handy that my drum kit fits perfectly back in the flatbed. 

But as I sit in the back of my beater, I find myself watching, waiting, for Stella to leave.  Again, not sure why.  I have to talk myself out of following her home.  Something inside me tells me that with a personality like that, around here, she’ll need an escort. 

…and in the coming days I’ll find out why. 


      [image: ]“No, no, little man.” I chide gently, tousling the third grader’s hair, as he beats the drum.  “It’s on the one, not the two.  Here, try that again.” 

The class is working on a Christmas song, for the concert.  We’re performing a rock tune that I made up myself, with the help of the class.  It’s a rocking diddy that’ll be sure to knock the socks of parents, but getting the class to play in time together is like pulling teeth.   

“Err…Mr. Walters?”  Mrs. Lind, the school principal, calls to me. 

“Yes, ma’am?” 

She’s got the cutest little girl standing next to her.  I’ve never seen her before, so she must be new. 

“This is Nicole.  She’s just starting here new this morning.” Mrs. Lind says by way of introduction.  “Her mama just dropped her off now.  Can you find her a place, please?” 

“I sure can.” I hold out my hand, so little Nicole can come my way.  She’s as cute as a button, with little blonde curls, pink cherub lips, and big blue eyes.  The cutest little eight-year-old I’ve ever seen, and that’s saying a lot, since I’ve been teaching at this school for more than five years.  “Welcome, Nicole.  How are y’all doing today?” 

She smiles shyly, wagging her head, curls bouncing all over.  “Are you excited to come to this school?” 

“Uh huh.” 

“Now, what instrument do you like to play, darlin’?  You can choose any one that you like.” 

“I like the cymbals.” 

“Well, that’s perfect, doll.  Nobody’s playing the cymbals.  You go on and take those from over in the corner there, and I’ll get you settled, okay?  I’m Mister Walters.  If you can’t remember that, you can call me Coop, which is short for Cooper.  That’s what everyone calls me, just don’t tell Mrs. Lind that, okay?” 

She smiles and then runs over to the cymbals, just as I hear a tap on the doorjamb.  I look up and am shocked to see a familiar and unexpected face appear.  I crane my neck as I see Stella’s face.  “Hi there.” I chuckle, and I’m sure that my expression tells the tale. 

“Um, hi.  My…err…daughter, Bean…err…Nicole.” She breathes a small laugh. “Sorry, Bean is what I call her.” Her face turns beet red.  “I forgot to give her her lunch.”  

I walk over to her and take the small cooler bag from her hand. “This is your daughter?” I ask, pointing at Nicole, who is meticulously checking out the cymbals in various sizes, along the side of the wall, completely oblivious to me and her mama talking. 

“Yes.” Stella nods.  “I’ve got to go.  I’m late for an appointment.” She explains, as nervous as ever.  Just as she says this, a throng of noisy fifth graders come shooting down the hallway, and I have half a mind to shout at them, but Stella is scurrying away from me so fast. 

“Wait, Stella!” I call, but she doesn’t answer. 

This time, I go after her.  I try calling her again, but she doesn’t answer.  I take off into a clip, and gently grab her arm, as the fifth graders veer off into the gym, and quiet down.  “Stella, wait.” 

The look on her face is sobering.  I don’t know what to make of it.  I search her eyes, wondering why she’s running from me, now for the second time.  It’s not that she’s bashful for my benefit, like she’s got a crush, I’m certain of that.  No, this is something else.  Then a lightbulb goes off, but I don’t share my hunch with her.  Somehow, she can read my mind, and it’s unsettling. 

As I remove my hand from her arm, she looks at me, with this expression that I’ve never seen before on anyone, ever.  I speak first.  “What’s going on, Stella?” I ask, and that strange look reappears on her face, like I’ve just cursed at her. 

“Stella…”  I stammer.  “Why don’t you stop when I call you?” 

She swallows. Her voice quivers as she speaks.   

…“Because that’s not my real name.” 








  
  

Chapter 2
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Cooper





All she added was. “Look, I’ve got to go. I can’t talk right now.” And she ran away. I didn’t go after her. I’m almost never right about things like this, but I saw a movie once, where someone was calling someone and they didn’t answer, only to find out that it wasn’t her name, and that recall was eerie. Stunned, I walk back to the music room, knowing full well that if I leave third graders alone for more than about thirty seconds, utter chaos will arise, despite my efforts to make proper humans out of the troublemaking critters. 

 Part of me wants to ask little Nicole a couple of questions about her mama, but my own mama's voice is screaming inside my head, telling me how wrong that is. After all, the little girl is so sweet, I wouldn't want to scare her off. As I return to the classroom, I see that she's settled in with the others, with one other little girl in particular, who is always the friendliest one, and thank God for that. 

 “Oh, I see you've made a new friend already. Good for you.” 

Nicole smiles proudly.  

“Now, anyone who plays the cymbals also gets to play the xylophone.”  I tell her.  “Seeing as the cymbals only have one spot in each song, the cymbal player also gets the job of filling in some of those gaps with the xylophone.” Nicole's face lights up. I'm sure that's her proper name, and I can't help but wonder what this family’s story is. But I don't know that I'll ever find out. 

 Later that day, when I'm back at Mingles, I don't see Stella anywhere, but I'm reluctant to ask, fearing that they will either take me as having a crush on her, or for being nosey like the old bitties in this town. And if I want to gain any trust in Stella, I'll have to keep what happened earlier today confidential. Nobody changes their name and moves to a new town for nothing.  

 I'm so curious as to where she is that it starts to make my skin crawl, and then I see her walking in through the back. With her inclination to flee, I avert the chances of that happening, by walking straight up to her and leading her into the lunchroom, closing the door behind us. 

 First, I give her the chance to share with me why such a beautiful girl changed her name, before querying her on the subject.  But I can tell by her gaze pointing towards the floor, that she isn't about to share any details. 

“Bean likes you.” Is all she manages. 

 So, we're starting on safe territory. I suppose that's acceptable, considering I know nothing of this woman, aside from the fact that she has an eight-year-old daughter, and she uses a pseudonym. “She's a good kid. Loves playing instruments. Someone I can relate to.” 

“I was saving up to buy her a drum kit for Christmas, as a matter of fact. That's why I kept looking up at yours the other night.” 

 And now I feel like a fool. Here I thought the secret woman was potentially ogling me. Little did I know that she was checking out my drum kit. “Don't waste your money, darlin’. I've got enough parts of drum kits, I could put one together for her in an hour.” 

“You don't have to do that.”  She says, giving me a quick glance. I can't tell if the look on her face means that my offer could be dangerous, or that she's too proud, or embarrassed. 

“You would actually be doing me a favor. I've got so much junk, and my landlord keeps warning me to get rid of some of it. If I don't do something soon, I could get evicted. And that would mean I'd have to move out of town, or back with Wade, in his little armpit of a basement apartment, because nobody else in this town would put up with the noise I make.” 

“I once got kicked out because Bean screamed too much when she was a baby.”  She volunteers, lifting her head only slightly. 

“Where was that at?” I ask, trying to see if she'll allow me to dig a little bit. 

 But she's not stupid. She knows it's a test. “I should get back. I asked Blake if I could leave a few minutes early, my babysitter has a date tonight.” 

“Oh, sure.”  I stammer. I try to ignore the nagging voice inside my head that's dying to know what this girl's story is, and normally it's pretty easy to do that, but for some reason, this woman, whoever she is, is under my skin. I let her go, and I don't bother her for the rest of the night, but I'm not proud of what I do next. 

 Standing in Blake's office, I'm staring at the metal file cabinet behind his desk, noting the lock on it. The inch of dust on every surface is telling that nobody ever comes in here. The light is constantly left on, but this room is nothing but something that we pass by each time we go from the back of the bar to the front. So, when Blake sees me standing there, contemplatively, he walks in. He closes the door behind him. 

“What's on your mind, son?”  He asks. My first thought is to hand him the C note that I have in my pocket, that I’d earmarked for gas later, but it dawns on me that Blake is an honest man, and likely not up for bribes.  

“My daddy once told me that when someone's in trouble, that you should try to help.” 

 Blake walks over to the desk and takes a seat, gesturing with his hand for me to sit in the guest chair in front of the desk.  “Sounds like your daddy was an honorable man. What did you need from this here office?” 

 Blake is no fool. I think we both know what I'm after. I've worked for the man for many years, and I've been friends with him for even longer. The fact is that this is the oldest bar in town, and it's the place where everybody comes to have a good time.  Another fact is that I've never done wrong by Blake. There is a mutual trust that me and the band and Blake have, and anything that I've ever shared with the man, he's kept private. 

 But even with that being said, I realize that Stella, or whoever she is, wouldn't be terribly pleased if I shared the one secret that I've learned about her, with anyone. It’s like we’re reading each other’s minds.  Blake draws in a deep breath, reaching into the drawer on the right-hand side, he pulls out a tiny key on a ring, and sets it on the desk.  “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, right?” 

I give him a nod in thanks, and he leaves, closing the door behind him. It's strange, but my heart swells, thinking about how much that man must trust me, since this is a huge violation of privacy, and if anyone of authority ever got wind of what we’ve done, Blake and I would both be in a heap of trouble.  But over the years, if Blake has taught me nothing else, he’s taught me that sometimes in life the lines of right and wrong need to be blurred for the greater good.    


      [image: ]The woman is going to think that I’m a stalker. But as I sit in my truck, waiting to see movement in the house, I realize that in this neck of the woods, someone sitting outside her house keeping watch isn’t such a bad idea. This is the side of town where one comes when they’ve got nowhere else to go and are up to no good. Her car is in the driveway but it’s so late, I want to make sure that she’s up, before I go and give her a stroke by knocking on the door at this ungodly hour.  What possessed her to move here is beyond me.  I can only imagine where she must have come from if this is her decided arrival point. 

Finally, I see movement in what I’m guessing is the kitchen area, and I go and softly knock on the door.  It takes a few moments, but I hear her open the door, and stick her head out. I’ll note that the metal bolt securing the door to the doorjamb is left on, and I want to give her a thumbs up.  “I sure hope you don’t answer your door to just anyone at this late hour.” I tell her as she opens the door. 

“What are you doing here?  And how did you find out where I live?” She asks, her voice sleepy.  “Is Blake okay?” 

I nod.  “I’ll get into all that later.  Yes, Blake is fine.  I just…I wanted to talk to you. Can I come in for a minute?”  I look for a security panel on the inside of the door.  “Do you have security in this thing?” I ask, unimpressed. 

“I’ve lived here for four days.  So, no.  But I am talking to the owner about having something installed.” She says, hair up in a ponytail, in her fluffy, two-piece pyjamas with a kitten pattern, looking as adorable as hell. 

“Look, I know it's none of my business, but you've got yourself a place on the wrong side of town, I'm afraid.” 

“It's what I could afford. And the landlord did not make me sign a lease, so I’m welcome to give him a month’s notice, should I want to move out.”  She explains, moving to the side, giving me room to come in, which sort of shocks me. I figured she'd tell me it was late. Plus, I hope she doesn't get into the habit of letting strangers into her house at even stranger hours. 

“Can't say I blame you there. I pay next to nothing for rent in exchange for keeping the landscape maintained, doing the odd fix here and there.” 

“But you’re a teacher.  Don’t you make good money doing that?” 

I smile, noting that she’s already got a Christmas tree up, even though she said herself that she’s lived here for four days.  “You’d be surprised how little a music teacher makes.  But I love it, and daddy always says that it doesn’t matter how much money y’all make, so long as you’re happy.” 

“What does your daddy do?” She asks, pulling two mugs out of the cupboard, not bothering to ask if I want something.  It’s like she’s doing it by rote, or out of pure exhaustion.   

“He’s a carpenter.” 

“Well, then, he probably loves what he does.  Nobody I’ve ever known went into a trade without loving it first.” 

Suddenly, I just blurt it out.  “How come Stella’s not your real name?” 

Her back is to me.  I can see her gaze go downcast, like she’s ashamed.   

“You in some kind of trouble?” I ask, concern laced in my tone. 

She nods, but her back is still to me.  “You could say that.” 

I’m not sure if she’s going to expand, so I test the waters, and try to dig a little.  “You married?” I ask, in a ‘level with me’ voice. 

“Divorced.”  She says, so low I almost can’t hear her.  “What about you?  Although, I don’t imagine you’re married, otherwise I’d hear your wife pounding on my door in about the next ten seconds.” 

I notice that she hasn’t got a southern accent, but I don’t dare ask where she’s from.  She’s definitely not from the Carolinas.  “No, I’m not married. Never have been.  I’ve lived alone all my adult life.” 

“Kids?” 

I frown, shaking my head. “Nope.  Although my mama keeps telling me that my life would be complete if I had a wife and some kids.  Even though my brother’s got four of them, and my sister’s got two.” 

“Six grandchildren.” She observes, as the kettle comes to boil, and she pours the water into two awaiting mugs, with tea bags in them.  I watch her bring the mugs to the table, and then she goes into the fridge, bringing out a small pitcher of milk, adding it to the little tray on the two-seater table, with a sugar bowl and spoon.  Stella adds a teaspoon full of sugar to her tea, and a drop of milk.  I follow suit, doing the same. 

I change the subject.  “Can you at least tell me what your real name is?” 

I detect a weak smile in her eyes.  “It’s London.”  A pause and loss of eye contact.  “But you can’t ever call me that in public.” 

Something about her sharing that makes my heart ache.  “That’s a beautiful name.  How come you’re using Stella?” 

A swallow.  “I can’t tell you that, Cooper.  I’m sorry, but I can’t.” 

I lift a hand.  “It’s okay, darlin’.  I’m not here to give you trouble.” 

Her head cocks slightly.  “Then why are you here?” But she’s not asking in a negative tone, it’s just out of curiosity. 

I take a moment to think about how to answer.  “I was worried.  I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Another pause.  “When I figured out that you were using an alias, it hit home.  Never knew anyone that did that for real before.” 

She nods. 

“Do your folks know where you are?” 

“My folks are dead.  I don’t have any family except for Bean.” 

“I’m…sorry to hear that.” I cover my hand over hers, expecting her to flinch, but she doesn’t.  “Were y’all close?” 

She chuckles softly. “No.  Not since I married my ex-husband.  They hated him.” 

My hand is still on hers.  I get the feeling that she doesn’t have anyone and hasn’t had any support in a long time. My heart sinks.  “Why’d you marry him then?” 

“Oh, my parents hated anyone I associated with.  They were devout Christians, and everyone was the devil, in their eyes.  I was born when my mother was in her mid-forties, and I don’t think that they knew what to do with me.  It’s just thanks to God that I had my Aunt Carol, or I don’t know what would have become of me.” 

“Where’s she now?” 

“She’s got Alzheimer’s.  She’s living in a home in Pennsylvania.” 

“That where you’re from?” 

She shakes her head. “No.  She moved out there just before she got sick.  My cousin lives there.  He’s looking after her.” 

I look around, hand still on hers.  The house is as clean as a whistle but as shabby as hell.  It looks like she’s scrubbed every inch of the place, but the dog-eared corners in the carpeting, scratched baseboards, chipping paint on the windowsills and torn wallpaper, is telling.  “You need a hand fixing this place up?” 

“Like I told you, Cooper.  I’ve got nothing.  I’m not looking for charity, either, I’m just being honest.  The only reason why I was able to pay first and last month’s rent here is because I sold my car.” 

“You mean you had a better car?” 

She nods. “It wasn’t much better, but…it was worth something.  I stayed in a forty dollar a night hotel while my car got sold and I bought a cheaper one.  Fortunately, this place was ready to move in.” 

My tone is flat as my gaze keeps looking at every surface and cranny within reach.  “Can’t imagine why.”  

A strange sound comes from her throat.  When I look at her, I realize that the poor thing is about to break down in tears.  I rise immediately and pull her to me, grasping her neck with one hand and her lower back with the other.  The woman weeps in my arms, like a floodgate has just been opened, like she hasn’t shed a tear in months, and has been holding every one of them in, painfully.  Her sobs are long but soft, and I’m not sure if she’s keeping quiet for Nicole’s benefit, or for mine.  Either way, I hold her tight to me, and let her cry. 

...and soon something else happens that I would never expect. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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London





Since I left my husband, having a friend is a luxury. And I’ve always been very good at judging whether or not a man is truly being sensitive with me, or if he just wants to get me into bed. Normally, it’s the latter, but there’s just something about Cooper that tells me that he’s the real deal. I’ve trusted my instincts before, which is how I got out of a bad situation in time, so I know that my gut doesn’t lie. Sure, I should have listened to it sooner, and left James long before I did, but I was thinking of Bean. The last thing a child needs is to be apart from their father. And the trouble that he was into had nothing to do with her. Until it did. 

And that’s when I left. 

It’s been a long time since someone held me.  Especially without being asked to.  And, my God, Cooper is such a fantastic hugger.  With the perfect grip, a slight sway in his stance, holding me across the neck and back, making me feel so secure, so safe, I could stand here forever.  And the fact that he initiated the hug is telling.  He cares.  He has not made any moves towards me to indicate any sort of attraction, making me feel doubly safe.  The last thing I need right now is to get involved with someone.  But as I stand here, letting myself go, allowing myself to vent, to let out all that hurt, fear, and loneliness, suddenly it’s like my body is possessed. 

My eyes meet his.  This sweet man, who knows nothing about me, yet he knows more than most, looks at me with so much care, concern, and compassion, that something inside me draws me closer to him.  He sweeps his thumb across my lower lids, wiping the tears away, and the innocence, the sincerity in his eyes...does something to me.  But instead of attacking him, like my body is telling me to do, I weep more, staring at him, eyes on his.  His eyes search mine as he pulls my face to his, at his temple, resting his large, strong hand on the side of my face.  The heart beating in my chest cannot be ignored.  It’s racing against him. 

“Shhh...”  He lulls, with a calmness in his voice, almost paternal, like he was a father in a past life.  My hands that rest on his shoulders, make a path to the nape of his neck, where they gently grasp the curls, skating my nails across his skin.  The gesture makes him move his head slightly and draw in a deep breath.  And that gesture from him makes my heart beat a little faster.  My lips find their way to his cheek, feeling the light stubble, and the warmth, taking in the scant scent of his aftershave.  Although the kiss is only half sexual, the whimper that comes out of me is almost primal. 

He whispers in my ear.  “It’s okay.” 

Somehow, I believe him.   

Fingers dancing in his hair, slowly, sensually, as my lips find their way to his cheek again, and then they trail to the front of his ear, to his jawline, and back to his cheek.  He pulls his face back, and rests his forehead on mine, as my mouth opens, and I feel his lips so close to mine I can almost taste them.  Eyes closed, tears still pouring down my cheeks, I slide my lips to his, whimpering as I move.  His hands trek to my cheeks, as he plants his mouth on mine, first sucking my lower lip, then the top lip, as I gasp with both need and emotion, letting myself be close to a man I hardly know for the first time in my life. 

His lips are full and soft, and his kiss is deep, better than any kiss I’ve ever had.  But he keeps his tongue in his mouth, which is both painful and more erotic than if he made the kiss less chaste.  My breathing instantly becomes ragged from emotion and need, while he continues to suck my lips, waking up things that have been dead in me since I left James.  Bean is sound asleep.  A bomb couldn’t wake her up.  So, I allow myself to get lost in the moment.  His hands are at my waist, and they slide up the hem of my shirt, as I take in the warmth and slight roughness of his hands.  God, it feels so good, it’s almost too much.  To be touched again.  Human contact, aside from that of my eight-year-old. 

My body quivers yet it’s melting to his.  His fingers find the hook to my bra and he unhinges me...in more ways than one.  As my breasts are freed, his hands slowly move to my front, up my belly, and he pushes the fabric away, placing his hands full, palm down, on them.  The moan that comes out of me reverberates against his lips, as my nipples bead at his touch.  Between his fingers, he gently pinches my nipples, and I feel it...there.  Moans becoming louder, he kisses me to buffer the sound, and in one fell swoop, he lifts me onto his waist, removing his lips from mine as he gazes intently at me, fire in his eyes, while carrying me to my bedroom. 

There are only two to choose from, and the other is the bathroom, so he has no issue finding it.  He closes the door softly and as our eyes adjust to the darkness, his lips find mine again.  This time he opens his mouth, sliding his tongue inside, making the blood in my veins sing and the pulse between my legs thump.  Lips on mine, he lifts his arm and pulls his shirt off over his head, and then proceeds to pull mine off, sliding my bra down my shoulders, while he kisses the flesh on my neck.  Never have I been this turned on before in my life.  His body is so close to mine, I can feel the heat from it, and it’s like a magnet. 

Fingertips on the waistband of his jeans, I undo the button and nearly shudder at the sound of his zipper coming down.  God, it’s been so long since I heard that, and on Cooper, it sounds so sexy I could die.  He follows suit, undoing my pants and taking them down, and in moments, we both stand there naked, and he looks down my body, and then back up to my eyes.  “God, you are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.” 

His words aren’t lip service.  His eyes tell me that.  As he whispers to me, I fall into his arms, hungry for him, desperate to touch him.  His hardened cock presses up against me, and it takes everything in me not to lift and impale myself with him.  No, he has better ideas in mind, as he places his hands on my ass cheeks, and pulls me to him, carrying me the few more steps to the bed.  My back finds the mattress and he hovers over me, hands on either side of my face, cupping it, as he kisses me with deep, erotic, noisy kisses that can be heard in the silence.   

Pelvis moving, he finds my wetness, and artfully rubs the head of his cock up and down the length of me, touching my swollen nub deftly, driving me insane fast.  Chest heaving, I feel myself climb so swiftly, my heart feels like it’s going to pound through my chest.  Tiny cries come on each exhale.  He murmurs to me.  “It’s okay, darlin’.  Let it go.” As his mouth moves from my lips, down my neck, and the moment his lips are on my nipple, I come so hard and fast I swear to God I'll die after. 

But his cock isn’t finished yet.  The rubbing doesn’t stop as he slides inside me, mouth still on my nipple, only this time, he adds licking to his already ample sucking, and my back arches involuntarily, as I adjust to his girth, that is deliciously filling me, hitting all those hungry spots that haven’t been touched for so long.  Added to his ragged breathing, his desperate touch spurs me on, and I find myself reaching for his chest, pinching his nipples and parting my lips to his neck, in a tug of war of pleasure.   

The soft yet sexy sounds that come out of him are my undoing.  I've never been with a man that did that, that told me how much he was enjoying it, just with his breathing and soft grunts. They’re almost another language on their own.  Understood.  Loud and clear.  His head leans on my shoulder for a moment, in a gesture I take as defeat, as he lets out the sexiest grunt I've ever heard, letting me know that he’s right there with me, feeling every bit of lust and pleasure as I am. 

And that’s when my body lets go for the second time tonight.  My fingernails jab into the skin on his back as I climax with him, his body shuddering, his grunts longer, more reminiscent of full on, head to toe, ‘if this is how I'm going to die I'll take it’, kind of pleasure.  With a cleansing exhale, he leans his head back on my shoulder, kissing it tenderly, and then he rests for a moment, before lifting his head, kissing my lips, and removing himself from me, rolling onto his side to face me.   

We're almost nose-to-nose, lying in bed together, just gazing at each other.  And it’s like I've known him all my life.  But all the same, I can't tell him anything, and I brace myself for this.  “I’ve never done anything like this before.” He says, surprising me. 

“Really?  I figured with you being in a band and all, that you had a different girl each night.  You are a very handsome man.” 

He smiles shyly.  “Yeah, you’d think.  But it’s the guitarist and lead singer that the ladies go for.  I’m usually hiding in the back.  Very unpopular.” 

I kiss his nose.  “I’ve never done anything like this before, either.” I tell him, but then I bite my tongue.  The less he knows about me the better. 

“How long were you married?” 

“Eleven years.  Got married young.” 

“Yeah?  Was that your folks making you do that?” He asks, sliding a finger down my cheek. 

“No.  I think I told you before that they hated him.  My parents had to be coaxed to attend the wedding.” I sigh, wanting so badly to tell him everything, to vent, to tell someone the hell that has become my life, but I know I can’t.  “We got married because I thought I was pregnant.  He panicked.” 

“Was it a happy marriage in the beginning?” 

“It was.  James was always very gallant and caring.  He wanted to do his duty to the father of his child, but I knew that he loved me, too.” 

“And then you found out you weren’t pregnant?  Was he upset?” 

“We had a very small wedding.  Justice of the Peace.” I say, scrunching my nose.  “He wasn’t upset when I got my period on our honeymoon.” I say facetiously. 

Cooper snuffles a laugh.  “Oh, no.” 

“Yeah.” I chuckle, nodding. 

“Well, at least he already had the sex, you know.  Some people like to wait until after the wedding.” 

Then I blurt.  “I’ve never been with anyone except James.” My tone is conversational.  “This is the first time.” 

Cooper’s eyes sparkle.  Like I just paid him a huge compliment.  And I guess I did.  He doesn’t ruin it by saying something corny or stupid, he just leans in and kisses me, making the confession more palatable.  “I know I can't stay over, darlin’, but when would you like me to leave?” 

Never.  Never leave.  This is the first time in such a long time that I feel safe, happy, and like the world I left behind is finally gone.  These are all the things that I want to say, but I choose these words instead.  “Stay until I fall asleep?” 

His grin is child-like.  Like we’re new best friends and I just invited him to a sleepover.  

“I don’t want Bean to know that I'm sleeping with her music teacher.” I add with a soft chuckle. 

Another sweet grin.  “Where do you get the name Bean from?” 

“I’ve called her that since she was in my belly.  It just stuck.” 

He searches my eyes in the darkness.  “What can I call you?  Stella isn’t fitting, and I know you said that I can’t call you London.” 

I don’t know what’s sweeter.  The fact that he trusts me so implicitly, or that he’s being so incredibly respectful, I'm not sure which.  “Call me Lennie.  That's what my grandmother used to call me.” 

“Oh yeah?  How come?” 

“She hated the United Kingdom.  Couldn’t stand the fact that my mother named me London.  Ironic because she was a huge fan of John Lennon, hence ‘Lennie’.” 

He chuckles at that.  “Still, Lennie, to me, sounds like it’s short for ‘Leonard’.” He searches my eyes, combing his fingers through the hair at the side of my head.  “How about I just call you beautiful?” His voice is whimsical, and I wonder if this is how he sounds after sex. 

Now, normally, I’d gag right about now.  But the way he suggests it is so sincere, so warm, that I can’t help the smile.  “Don’t you think that would be rather suggestive?  I think people would figure out that we were...intimate.” 

“Fair.” He frowns.  “But that part doesn’t bother me.” He says, just as a loud bang is heard from outside.  Cooper jumps out of the bed, getting dressed so fast it’s like he’s on three times fast mode.  “Stay there.  Go check on Bean.” He whispers. 

“She won’t wake up for anything.” I tell him, but at the same time, my heart pounds in my chest, as I swiftly redress.  “Where are you going?” I hiss at him, as he runs for the door. 

“To check it out.” 

“Shouldn’t you call the police?” 

“You go on ahead and do that while I check it out.” He says, giving me a quick kiss on the mouth.   

I watch him go out to his truck and grab something, tucking it into his pants.  And as I observe through the Christmas lights lining my windowsill, I can see him trotting down the street, looking in all directions.  I dial and tell the dispatcher what's going on.  She lazily tells me that someone will come take a look shortly.  When he is out of sight, I go to Bean’s bedroom.  She’s out like a light.  Not stirring, nothing.  Just as I suspected.  Closing the door, I leave her to sleep, and walk back to the front door, tripping over the little Santa I have that looks like he’s playing peekaboo against the wall.  “Dammit!” I mutter to myself. 

Cooper has a flashlight in his hand, and he’s walking the streets, as I wonder if this is about me or if this is just the neighborhood that I've chosen to live in.  Chosen is a word I use loosely, since there really was no choice in the matter.  Getting out of where I came from was the first priority.  This neighborhood was the lesser of two evils, let’s just say, but I'll get into that later.  The past month rewinds in my head, setting my heart aflutter, and I try to think positive, like none of this has anything to do with it.  But every time I hear a car backfire, I see a woman running from something, I hear about a stranger coming to town, until certain conditions are met, I'm always going to think that my past is catching up to me. 

But they don’t know where I am. 

And I've made myself invisible. 

Except for tonight. 

And as Cooper returns, he says nine words that both shock me and make me feel something I haven’t felt since I left home. 








  
  

Chapter 4
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Cooper





Igrab the flashlight and gun out of my glove compartment. Normally I keep my gun with me wherever I go, but when you’re going to see a lady who is clearly in distress, that’s one item that you should leave out. Even though I kick myself now for such a stupid rationale. As I walk down the street, certain that I heard a gunshot, I dial Wade’s number. He’s still up. That doesn’t surprise me. The man never sleeps. The Ford brothers are always ready for anything. All five of them served in the military, and therefore, they are no strangers to battle. And I know that if something did happen here tonight, and I didn’t call them first, that I'd get an earful for it. 

“Wade, dude.  Sorry for the late call.” 

“What do you need, man.” He says, as cool as ever.  I could call and tell him that his house is on fire, and he’d likely sound the same.  Nothing rattles him.  His brother Colton is the same.  He’s the one that bounces at Mingles, so I've seen that motherfucker in action.  Jack’s a pretty tough dude, too.  He’s at the bar a lot, hanging with Colton and Wade.  The guy is covered in tattoos, and he doesn’t take shit from anyone.  Dalton and Garrett, I don’t see much of, but they’ve come to their brother’s aid a time or two, since I've known them.   

“I heard a gunshot fire in London’s area.  Just checking it out.  She’s calling the cops right now, but you know how that works out, especially in a shit ass part of town like this one.” 

“Who’s London?” Wade asks, and I can hear him shuffling, like he’s putting on pants or shoes or something.   

I shut my eyes tight, realizing my folly. “Shit.  Stella.  Dude, there’s a whole story on this girl, but she’s real tight lipped about it.” 

“She in trouble?” 

“I’d bet money on it.” 

“She’s got a kid, too, right?” 

“Yeah.  Eight years old.  Cute as a button.” 

“Where does she live, man?” 

I tell him.  “And don’t tell her that I let on about her real name.  I swear to God it was a Freudian slip.” 

I hear a click a moment later, from his end, as he switches to Bluetooth in his car.  “It’s cool, Coop.  Shit, I can’t remember half the chick’s names I've fucked around with.” 

“Oh, that.  And don’t tell her that you know anything, either.” 

“Dude, you’re calling me at two o’clock in the fucking morning.  Unless you were playing Monopoly with her, which I doubt, you were messing around.  It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out.”  He clears his throat.  “I’ll be there in five.  I’m already on the road.” 

“Bring your brothers.” 

He hangs up before he answers.  And I realize that he’s at least fifteen minutes away, but I'll assume that he drives like a maniac if it’s called for.   

The streets are littered with people.  Some hanging around their porches, looking as guilty as ever, some drinking from beer cans.  One guy is walking around with an old, beat-up shopping cart, full of what looks like garbage, but is likely his worldly possessions.  As I look around, I see no inconspicuous cars, no vehicles with tinted windows, and nobody peeling away from a distance.  As sure as the nose on my face, that was a gunshot.  I've heard enough to know the difference.  That was no car backfiring.  It was not a child’s pop gun or even a BeeBee gun.   

That shit was real. 

Faces that stare back at me as I scan the neighborhood look anything but innocent, and I look back at London’s house, hoping like hell that she had the sense to lock her door behind me.  I decide to put on my big boy pants.  A pair of drunken old men sit on a creaky wooden porch on the same block as London, so I approach.  “Who’s got the gun, man?” 

The fatter one scoffs.  “Who doesn’t?” 

I try again.  “You see anyone around here that doesn’t belong?”  

The skinnier one chimes in, just as condescending as the fatter one. “Besides you?” 

“That pretty blonde you’re fucking brought some trouble with her.” The fatter one comments, bringing his cigarette filter to his mouth.   

I let the insult slide.  “What sort of trouble do you reckon she brought?” 

The skinny one smiles too sweetly.  “The kid’s cute.” 

My fist balls up, my teeth grate together, but I don’t let them know that I'm rattled.  “You see anyone else around here that don’t belong?” 

Fat one’s face sobers.  “Who’re you looking for?” 

“I’m not sure.  But I heard the gunshot, and unless either of you know where it came from, I can only assume that the person shooting is after her.” I say, gesturing with my head to London’s house. 

I see Wade’s car pull up.  Behind him is Dalton’s escalade.  Both the skinny and the fat man look.  “Now, there’s someone that don’t belong.” 

“They’re with me.” I explain. 

“You a cop?” Skinny one asks. 

“A drummer, actually.  But these guys are former military.” 

“Whoopee shit.  So are we.” Fat one states. 

“If you are, then you’ll know where the shot came from.” I state, as Wade and Dalton approach.  I nod hello to them. 

“She alone in the house?” Wade asks. 

I nod.  “Yeah.” 

“I’ll go check on her.” Wade offers, knowing that London will recognize him, not Dalton. 

The dude with the shopping cart walks by, looking like he hasn’t bathed since Bean was born.  “The shot was Santa Claus, man.” He chuckles drunkenly.  London’s house is the only one on the street with any semblance of the holidays.  These houses are more dilapidated than hers, so having a stable roof or porch likely trumps a Christmas tree on the front lawn, or lights hanging from the windows.   

I ignore the vagrant.  “Look, she called the police, so you might as well tell me what you know, because you’re going to have to do that, anyway, when they get here.” 

Dalton stands next to me, arms crossed over his chest, in a stance that makes him look every bit as imposing as Colton does, when he bounces.   

“You don’t scare me.” Skinny one says, unconvincingly, looking him up and down.  Sure, I'm no slouch, either, but Dalton is taller, and his muscles are truly akin to military, whereas mine are leaner, achieved through years of drumming and hauling said drum kits around.  Plus, I work out, sometimes with Wade, sometimes alone.   

“Besides,” Fat one says.  “By the time the sheriff gets here, we’ll all be asleep, and that noise your pussy heard will be long forgotten.” 

My nostrils flare.  “I suggest you stop referring to the lady like that.” 

“Where’d the shot come from, partner?” Dalton asks, his tone flat, like he’s not taking any bullshit. 

“It was close.” I add.  “It was on this street for sure.” 

“Gunshots are everywhere, man.” Dude with the shopping cart says, making his round again, like this is his M.O. at night.  Checking people’s garbage cans or the like.  “Everyone around here carries.  Y’all would be stupid not to.  Hell, that one kid got shot here a few weeks ago.  It ain’t nothing new in this part of town.” 

“And you haven’t seen anyone suspicious hanging around?” Dalton asks. 

Fat one gestures to a white house, two doors down.  “That guy deals.  Always has people coming in and out.  He’s quiet tonight.” 

The house is directly across the street from London.  My heart skips a beat.  “Shit.” 

“This ain’t Sesame Street, pal.” Skinny one states.  “Your lady friend picked the wrong side of town, man.  Ain’t no women or children have lived in these parts for years.  You ask me, that landlord of hers ought to be shot, never mind.” His voice is matter-of-fact. 

Dalton looks at me.  “You want me to go banging on doors?” 

I wave.  “Na.  The sheriff’ll do that.” 

“The sheriff ain’t gonna do nothing.” Fat one says.  “He won’t even show up.  He’ll send his nephew in the morning.  If there ain’t no bodies, they don’t come here.” 

“But you said yourself that there’s a drug dealer living in that house.” I point out. 

“So?” Fat one states.  “Ya’ll think the sheriff cares?  Like I said, if there ain’t no bodies, they don’t care.  Hell, when that little boy got shot, like my friend was saying, they didn’t even come.  Sure, they sent an ambulance, but that’s it.” 

“How come?” I ask. 

He shrugs.  “He lived.” 

I draw in a deep breath.  I know that I'm not going to get anywhere here.  “Thanks for your time.” 

Dalton claps me on the back as we walk away.  “You did the right thing, man.” 

“Yeah, well, I'm about to do more right things.” I tell him, as we approach London’s house.  I knock on the door and Wade answers, holding a cookie shaped like a Christmas tree between his teeth, he removes it and takes a bite.  London is equally cavalier, making me relax. 

But despite that, I look her straight in the face and say.  “You and Bean are going to stay with me.” I say it on exhale, to sound more casual, even though my stomach is in knots. 

Dalton stands next to me and nods.  “That’s a smart idea.” 

“Stella, my brother Dalton.  Dalton, Stella.” 

Wade and I exchange a look, after he uses her pseudonym, making my skin crawl. 

Dalton reaches in and shakes her hand.  “It’s smart.  Cooper here lives on the same street as our brother, Colton, who lives on a horse ranch.” 

Wade chimes in.  “Yeah, you’d never need security with them horses.  They're a hundred times better than goddamn Chubb.” 

London looks at me.  “But I barely know you.” 

I take a step towards her.  “Trust me, darlin’.  You and your daughter are not safe here.” 

“But I thought you said that your landlord was on you to move some of your stuff.  He won’t stand for this, surely.” 

Wade interjects.  “Old Tommy would be all over a young mama and her daughter living there.  That would seal the deal for Coop.” 

“And you wouldn’t even have to pay rent, either.” 

A look crosses her face.  “No.  That’s where I draw the line.  I'm not living with you for free, or in exchange for...things.” She gestures with her hand, making like she’ll be regarded as my personal servant, to tend to my every need, both physical and otherwise.  The boys catch on.  Wade tries to hide the smirk, but then his face turns pink. 

“God, if Garrett was here...”  Dalton trails off, turning his back, so that London doesn’t have to see him try futilely to hide his smirk.  I know that their brother Garrett blushes any time anything sexual is brought up.  For a tank, he’s a shy man.   

“Can we focus here?” I ask, growing irritated.  “Look, Lon...err...Stella.  Put some things together for yourself and for Bean.  I don’t want you staying in this place another minute.” 

“We can stuff most of your shit in my Escalade.” Dalton offers. 

“Yeah, and from the look of this place, we shouldn’t leave that thing parked outside any longer than necessary. Someone is going to scoff it for sure around here.” 

“Good point.” Dalton states. 

“Did you find out where the shot came from?” London asks, grasping at straws.  She’s not at all comfortable with the idea of staying with me.  Can’t say that I blame her.  But if she’s gone around this neighborhood in any capacity, she’d know that this is not a place for women or children, or anyone that is beneath the law, for that matter. 

“No, but I'm not letting you stick around to find out, either.” I tell her, using a comforting tone.  “As sure as the nose on my face, you are not safe here, darlin’.  I mean it.  Even the drunk outside said that your landlord saw you coming.  He had no business bringing a young girl and her baby here.” 

The look on her face tells me that she’s battling with herself.  I get it. It’s a tough choice.  I don’t know where she’s coming from, but if it were up to me, and I had to choose between potential scandal in living with a strange man or keeping myself and my child safe, I'd choose the latter.  I go for bold.  “Here.  Take this then.” I tell her, handing her my handgun from the back of my pants. 

She immediately recoils. “I’m not taking that.” 

I purse my lips together into an apologetic smile, but she gets the hint.  “Does your place have space for privacy?” 

“I’ve got an in-law suite in the basement that you’re welcome to.” I lift a hand.  “I never asked you to live with me, darlin’.  Only a controlling psychopath would do that.  I just want you and your little one to be safe.” 

“I’d offer for you to stay with me, but I live in a bachelor apartment.” Wade volunteers.  “Unless y’all want to sleep in the bathtub, Coop’s place is your best bet.” 

“We could talk to Colton.” Dalton offers. 

London raises a hand.  “No, that’s fine.  Gosh.  I never wanted to be a burden on anyone.” 

“You’d be more of a burden dead, darlin’.” I tell her frankly.  “I have no idea how to raise a child.” 

“Me neither.” Dalton says. 

“Same.” Wade adds.  “All I know is that this is no place to raise a child.  Who’s your landlord?  I have half a mind to go over and give him a piece of my mind.” 

“Ain’t no use.” I tell him.  “He knew full well what he was doing.” 

“I won’t get my deposit back.” London states, worried.  “I don’t have any money until I get paid.” 

“Don’t you worry about that.” My hand goes to her arm.  “First priority is getting you out of here before you get shot.  The rest is gravy.” 

“Yeah.  Let’s get at it.” Dalton states.  “Shouldn’t take more than a couple of trips to the Escalade to clear this place out.” He says, looking around.  Aside from the Christmas tree and some decorations, she’s got a couch and coffee table, a throw rug, and just bedroom furniture. 

“All the furniture was here.  It’s just my kitchen things.  And most of it I bought on the way here.  There isn’t much.  It all fit in that storage container.” She says, pointing to the plastic container about the size of her coffee table, in the corner of the kitchen. 

It takes us all of thirty minutes to pack her things into Dalton’s Escalade and my truck.  London brings a sleeping Nicole out of the house, placing her in Wade’s car, since there is no room for her elsewhere.  The child doesn’t stir.  We make the drive to my place, setting Bean down on the bed in the spare room in the basement.  It’s sad how few possessions this woman and child have, and I'm concerned about what brought her here even more than ever.   

And I soon learn that bringing her to safety was as good a call as ever. 








  
  

Chapter 5
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What a night. I went from making love, to terror, to moving house, all in the middle of the night. I thought I’d seen everything. Not so much. But I hate to admit it. Cooper’s neighborhood and house is beautiful. Sure, it’s the middle of the night, but as we pull on to his street, and I see what I can only guess is Colton’s ranch, I can’t help but smile. He’s got white Christmas lights weaved into the picket fence that encircles the perimeter of the property. They cast a warm glow all over the home, the land, even the road. The large trees at the front of the ranch house are laced with more white lights, placed perfectly in the tree. 

There are no horses in sight, but I gather that they’re in the stable for the night, and I can hear the soft whinnying as we turn the corner.  “I see what you mean about the horses.” I say to Wade, as Bean sleeps across my lap in the back seat. 

“They’re not just pretty.”  

“No, they aren’t.” 

“You ever ride?” 

“No.  Never been around horses before.” 

“You’ll love them.  The kid will, too.” 

“You think he’d let her learn to ride one?” 

Wade peers at me through the rearview mirror.  “He’ll insist on it.” 

We pull up to what I assume is Cooper’s house, since I see his truck and Dalton’s Escalade pull in ahead of us.  It’s a big house.  Enough room for three families, let alone just me and Bean.  “You don’t have to worry about him making all sorts of racket in the basement.” Wade volunteers.  “We usually practice in the garage, and usually it’s in mine.” 

“Oh, I'm not worried.  I enjoy hearing you guys play.” 

“Thanks.” Wade says, parking the car closest to the door.  “Coop’s opening up.  You go on in and get the kid settled.  We’ll take care of the rest.” 

“Thank you.  So much.” 

“Don’t mention it, darlin’.” 

I pick Bean up and carry her inside.  The quiet alone is comforting.  No shouting, glass breaking, tires squealing, nothing.  Just total, serene, peaceful quiet.  “The guest room is just to your left, if you want to put her in there for now.” Cooper calls to me, as his interior light comes on.  Dalton’s already got half my stuff out on the driveway.  I’ll admit I left abruptly.  Not much aside from the clothes on mine and Bean’s backs came with us.  It’s not like there was a choice.  For a long time, all my valuables have been in a safe deposit box, where nobody can get to it.  Anything else sentimental, was put in a locker, away from any danger.  None of that is here with me.  Just me, Bean, and a few replaceable essentials.  That’s it. 

When I knew that trouble was coming, I prepared for the worst.  And I have no regrets.  Frankly, everything I need is right here.  Just my baby and my wits.  Which I finally think I’m gathering.  I turn on the light to the first room I see, not bothering to look around much, until I get her in the bed.  Her little body just squishes into the puffy blankets, unscathed.  And I wonder how long she’ll sleep so soundly like that.  There’s a lamp on the side table, and I decide that that’s a better alternative than leaving her in total darkness.   

I look around and see that the place is tidy.  For a single guy living in it, it’s impeccable.  Immaculate.  Not a speck of dust is anywhere to be found.  The door opens and they start hauling in my stuff, placing it in a neat pile in the living room.  The house is modern and well kept, with polished wood flooring, fresh light, chocolatey colored walls, a wood fireplace, galley kitchen, and a butcher’s block countertop on an island in the center.  The smell of fresh cookies fills my nose, and I notice a plate on the counter, with what looks like cookies that would almost still be warm to the touch. 

I’m impressed.  I don’t even see a drum kit anywhere.  And I wonder if his bedroom is as tidy, or if he’s one of those guys that keeps everywhere anyone would see clean, but his room is so messy and disorganized, you would have to make an effort to open the door, with all the crap pressed up against it.  “That’s good for now, boys.” Cooper states, slightly winded, from walking in and out, with loads of my stuff.  “I’ll move it downstairs in the morning.” 

Wade lifts a hand, pointing a finger at me.  “You be sure and let us know if that landlord of yours gives you any problems getting out of the lease.” 

“He won’t.  But that’s because I didn’t sign one.” I answer. 

“Smart girl.” Dalton says, cocking his head to the side. 

“Thank you all so much for this.” I say tritely.  “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.” 

“Stay the hell out of that part of town is all.” Dalton says.  “And let us know if you get into any more trouble.” 

“I will.” I nod. 

“You be sure and let Colton know this little lady and her kid are here.  He’ll be all over that with the horses.” Wade suggests. 

“Thanks.  I will.” I smile.  “And thank you again.” 

They clap Cooper on the back, and he nods in thanks, and they leave, closing the door quietly behind them.  “Bean all set up in there?” Cooper asks me. 

“Sound asleep.  A hail of gunfire could have gone off tonight and she wouldn’t move an inch.” 

“Well, that’s good.  Gosh, when I used to babysit these kids as a teenager, the baby would wake up and wail at the drop of a hat.” He chuckles.  “I had to march up and down the halls with the baby in my arms for hours to get him to go back to sleep.” 

I frown, thinking about how awful that must have been.  “I’m sorry to hear that.  When Bean was a baby, she was wonderful.  She only cried when she was hungry or if she needed to be changed.  And even then, it was a specific cry.” 

“Yeah?  How come you didn’t have any more?” He asks, organizing some of the bags on the floor. 

“I always wanted to, but James, well…he wasn’t interested.” I lift a hand.  “Oh, don’t get me wrong, he loved Bean, just, she was enough for him.” 

“If I had one like her I’d have a dozen.” He states, giving me a sideways glance, with a sexy little smile.  

“Is that why you became a music teacher?” 

“Half that and half because I love music, and I think it’s important for kids to be exposed to it at a young age.  My folks had me playing every instrument going.  If it weren’t for that, hell, I don’t know what I would have done with my life.” 

“Do your siblings play, too?” 

“They all did a little here and there, but nothing now.  We all had piano lessons.  I was the only one that stuck with it.  Learned all kinds of instruments.  Learned to sing.” 

“I’ve heard you sing backup.  You have a nice voice.” I smile. 

He blushes.  He’s adorable.  “What do you need for tonight, darlin’?  What can I get you?” 

“I think I’ll sleep with Bean if it’s all the same to you.  That way she isn’t scared when she wakes up.” I suggest, not letting the guilt of tonight set in.  Yes, we made love, yes, he’s helped me tremendously tonight, but my daughter comes first, and I think if he’s who I think he is, he’ll understand completely.  After all, that’s half the reason why he insisted that I stay with him; to keep Bean and I both safe. 

“Absolutely.  I’ve got another room, plus, like I said, I’ve got an in-law suite in the basement if you both want to stay down there.  It’s small but it’ll be perfect for just the two of you.” 

There.  He is who I thought.  I grin warmly again.  “Thank you.  You’re very sweet.” 

He purses his lips into a tight smile.  “The house isn’t much, but the neighborhood is sure a lot safer.” 

“No, the house is beautiful.  I’m surprised you can afford the rent.” 

He shrugs.  “The landlord doesn’t charge me much.  I keep the place up to snuff, inside and out, pay on time, and he only charges me five hundred a month.” 

My jaw drops.  “Really?  That’s it?” 

“That’s right.  That includes utilities.  I don’t have cable though, love.  And no landline.” 

I wave.  “I never did, either.” 

“Anyway.  I’ll call him in the morning and let him know that there are two more occupants in here now.  See how much more he’ll charge me.  But if I know him well enough, I’ll say he won’t charge a dime more.  He’s been telling me to bring a lady friend in here for ages.” His face changes. “That’s not what it sounded like.  He’s got a big family is all.  Married young.  Figures everyone should be that way.  And I’ll be sure to let him know that you’re not staying here for romantic reasons. I’d never mislead like that, love.” 

His voice is so sincere, it makes me smile.  This man, this lovely man, he’s got a heart of gold.  It’s so refreshing.  “I trust you.” 

He smiles warmly and walks over to me.  He plants a soft kiss on my forehead.  “Why don’t you go on to bed?  Bean’s going to be up, and you’ll be in no condition to be a good mama if you’re a wreck.” He points up the hallway.  “My bedroom’s the first door on your right.  I’ll leave the door open in case you need anything.” 

“Thank you.” I kiss him on the mouth chastely.  He kisses me back and makes a playful smacking noise, which makes me smile.  He knows that now isn’t the time to reminisce about our earlier lovemaking.  And I appreciate that.  “Goodnight.” 

“Goodnight, love.  I’ll help you go through all your stuff in the morning.” He says with a wink. 

“Okay.  Thanks.” 

I climb into bed next to Bean, without bothering to brush my teeth, not realizing how exhausted I am, until I hit the sheets.  I’m still in my clothes when I wake up in the morning to voices coming from the living room.  It’s Bean out there, talking to Cooper.  “But our house has a Christmas tree.” Bean complains. 

“Well, what’s say we take care of that today, hm?  In fact, how about we go down to the basement right now and get the tree and decorate it?” 

“Okay!” She gushes. 

I smell pancakes coming from the kitchen.  Who knows how much sleep Cooper got.  He must have been up for a while to have made breakfast already.  A moment later, I hear him wrestle something up the stairs, and Bean is dragging something behind her.  “There, darlin’.  You open that bag and pick out which decorations you want, while I put this up, okay?” 

“Okay!” She says, and I can hear the excitement in her voice. 

I lay there, listening to them working together, and I drift off again.  I’m not sure what time it is when Bean trots into the bedroom, bringing a plate of pancakes and a glass of orange juice on a tray, and she sets it on the dresser.  “Morning, mommy.” She says when she sees my eyes open.  “I like this house a lot better than the other one.” 

“Yeah?” I ask groggily, as she climbs up on the bed with me, sitting next to me, cross-legged.   

“Uh huh.  Cooper says that there’s horses that live up the street, and the old man that lives next door is really nice. He has a grandson about my age.  He said the man that owns this house loves kids and he’ll let me live here for free.” She nods emphatically. 

“He said that?” 

“Uh huh.  And we put up the Christmas tree and all the decorations, and Cooper is going to teach me how to play the piano.” 

“Well, you know, he is a music teacher.” 

A ‘v’ forms between her brows.  “Well, of course, mommy.  He is my music teacher.” 

“I know that.” I drape a lock of hair over her ear.  “And it’s not weird that you’re living with your music teacher?” 

“Nope.  It would be weird if he wasn’t nice.  But Cooper is so nice.  He even let me make the pancakes.” 

“I see that.  You did a lovely job.” 

“Mommy?” 

“Yes, baby.” 

“Am I going to get to see daddy for Christmas?  He always buys me a big gift.” 

I smile.  “We always bought you a big gift.  It wasn’t just daddy.  And Santa Claus always brought you a thousand gifts as well.” I answer, hoping to quell her curiosity.  The last thing I want is for her to see her father where he is.  “And after all, Christmas isn’t just about getting big gifts.  We’ve been through this.” 

She looks down, frowning.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry.” Gosh, sometimes Bean is at least ten years older than she should be.  But with James and I divorcing when she was so young, it’s forced her to grow up some. 

I pat her on the leg.  “It’s okay, baby.  Christmas is important when you’re a child.  I get that.” 

Her face lights up.  “Oh, but Cooper knows how to make Christmas cookies!  We can make a whole bunch of them!” I always suck at baking.  It’s kits all the way for me, and even those I manage to screw up. 

“Well, there you go.” 

“And we can get a gingerbread house!” 

“Gosh, if Cooper’s that good, maybe he knows how to make one.” 

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Cooper states, standing at the door.  “My mama has a special recipe.”  He’s in jeans and a t-shirt, and he’s showered and ready for the day, making me feel like a heel, still in bed.  But he’s so sexy I could die.  His lean muscles hug the shirt like it was made special for him, and his big blue eyes stand out a mile the way he’s standing, with the morning sun peaking in from the front window. 

“Bean said you spoke to your landlord?” I query, getting out of bed, still in my clothes from last night. 

“Yeah.  He says that a lady would only help brighten the place up.” Cooper grins. 

“And he’s not worried about the increased utility costs?” 

“Tommy’s a rich man, London.  The only reason why he keeps this place is because it’s by the ranch.  Great land.  I don’t think you realize how much land I have here.  It should have been a ranch.  In fact, I think that’s what Tommy was going to do with it at some point in time, but he invested elsewhere and just kept this house for another investment.” 

“What does he do?” 

“Well, exactly that.  He’s got houses all over.  Not just in North Carolina, either.  Far as I know, he owns a hotel, too.  Not here, though.  Some of the properties he makes a killing on, and others, he just keeps as investments.  He trusts me and he doesn’t have to worry about me tearing the place up or letting it go to pots, either.  I do all the landscaping myself, all the upkeep and renovations, and as much as I make a lot of noise and I have a bunch of drum kits in the garage, that’s the worst of it.  Having you and Bean living here is no difference to him.” 

“But he can’t be making a profit charging you only five hundred dollars a month.  I mean, gosh, my utility bills alone back home were nearly twice that much.” 

A look crosses his face.  “Well, I don’t know where you came from, love, but here the cost of living isn’t that much.  In the city is a whole other ball game, but here, out in the country, it’s way different.” He changes the subject, looking at Bean.  “What do you say we let your mama eat her breakfast while we start making some of them Christmas cookies you were so excited about?”  

Bean’s face lights up.  “Let’s go!” 

I watch him take her hand in his.  She practically runs out of the bedroom.  Not that James wasn’t a good father, because he was, but after all that this child has been through between the divorce, ultimately losing her father, moving to a different city, and now moving to yet another house overnight, I have to hand it to her, she’s so resilient it makes my head spin.  It takes so little to keep this child happy.  I’m so grateful.  My only worry is that if Cooper and I take too many steps, if what we have turns into a relationship, that it might be too much for her.   

As I sit there, I wonder if it would be a mistake to get involved with him.  He said so himself that just because we’re living under the same roof, he has no expectations. His sole purpose of us living here is for safety.   

…but I soon learn that it’s so much more than that. 
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“You have to have more stuff than this.” I say to London, as we go through her things. “Gosh, I have more in my bedroom than you do here. This is mostly clothes and kitchen stuff.” 

“A lot of it is in storage.” She tells me.  “Um, just what did you tell Tommy, your landlord, anyway?” She asks carefully. 

I clear my throat softly.  “Just that I’d met a young girl I’m working with, and she and her daughter had a spot of trouble.  I told him about the gunshot we heard in your neighborhood last night and that I’d immediately moved your things here.  He told me I did the right thing, and you can stay as long as you need to.” 

Her words are slow and measured.  “And he didn’t question anything about the said trouble?”  

“No.  Not at all.  He trusts me. In all the years I’ve lived here and known him I’ve never put anyone in harm’s way.” 

“How did you meet him, anyway?” 

“His son and I went to the same high school.  He was sort of a gopher for the band for a while, too.  He’s a lawyer now.  His dad’s lawyer.” I say with a chuckle. 

“No kidding.” She smiles.   

“Hey, do you need me to take you to where the rest of your stuff is?  Or is that not a safe place?” I ask, in a ‘level-with-me’ tone. 

“I don’t need any of it, frankly.”  

I lick my lips, peering over at Bean, who is pushing popcorn through a needle, attaching it to a string, making a traditional garland, like she was taught to do in school.  She’s not paying any attention to us, as she’s listening to Christmas music way over by the tree.  “Look, London, I know that you’re real private about your life, but while you’re with me, you’re safe, and if it’s something that can be sorted out, then let’s sort it out.” 

“There isn’t anything to be sorted, Cooper.  I told you I divorced my husband, and I moved away from…him.  I can’t tell you anything more.  I’m sorry. If that impedes me and Bean staying here, then I’ll leave.” 

I swallow.  The last thing I want to do is push her.  Sure, she’s living with me, but she could very well be keeping a secret to keep herself and her little girl safe.  If I know anything about mamas, that’s what they do.  London’s not just keeping a secret for kicks here, this is about her life.  And all I want to do is help her, but if she swears she can’t be helped, or that this is the best it can be, then I accept that.  What I don’t accept is her being unsafe, which is why she’s here with me now.  “And there’s nothing more that I can do to help?” 

She shakes her head no.  “I appreciate it.  But you’ve done all you can.” Her hand is on mine.  “I’m very grateful for everything, Cooper.  And you’re being so sweet and supportive, which is more than I expected, considering how little we know of each other.” 

“Since I was a boy, I can tell the difference between good and bad, and all I get is good vibes from you, London.  That’s all I need to know.” 

She grins softly.  “Thank you.  I get the same vibe from you.  If I hadn’t, I’d never have agreed to live here with you.” 

“Mamas have an inherent instinct when it comes to their children.  I don’t distrust that, darlin’.”  


      [image: ]“Hey, there, Colton.” I wave, as the three of us walk over to the ranch.  I’ve got my hand in London’s, and I get it into my head to call her Stella, like a mantra, because I know I’ve fucked it up before.  “You know Stella, and this is her daughter, Nicole…or Bean.” 

“Nice to meet you.” Colton bends down slightly.  Bean is tall for her age, probably almost four feet, but Colton is over six feet tall.  He shakes her hand and then London’s hand.   

“We were hoping to see the horses.” I say by way of explanation.  “Is this a bad time?” 

“Never.  These beasts love attention and will take it anytime.” He looks at Bean.  “You know how to ride?” 

“Nope.” She says, shaking her head. 

Colton looks at London.  “Do you mind if I teach her?” 

“I’d be grateful.” London smiles. 

“Sure thing.” He says, and then he addresses Bean again.  “Come on with me. I’ll get you up on Rebel.  Now, don’t let the name scare you.  He’s a pussycat.” 

“I like cats.” Bean beams. 

“Don’t get started.” London warns good-naturedly. 

“You promised me one day I could have a cat, mommy.” She says, matter-of-factly. 

“I know I did.  But that one day isn’t here yet.”  

“Come on.  You’ll forget all about cats once you’re up on a horse, darlin’.” Colton says. 

There are wreaths hung on either side of the stable, and big urns with a fern and lights strung through them just at the outside of the doors.  There are even white Christmas lights hanging in wisps inside the stable.  “Gosh, you go all out for Christmas.” London observes with a smile. 

“He teaches riding here.  Lots of kids are around.” I explain. 

“Well, that’s part of it.” Colton states, bringing Rebel out of his pen.  “But I’m also a sucker for Christmas.” 

“You’d never know it based on the sour puss on your face around all the holiday crap at Mingles.” 

Colton brings the horse closer.  “That’s not because of the Christmas crap. It’s because of the company sometimes.” 

I watch Colton slide a double saddle on Rebel, and then give Bean pointers on how to ride him. “Now, I’ll go on with you the first time.  Let you get a feel for it.  Then, when you’re comfortable, we’ll go riding together.” 

“Okay.” Bean beams again.  For a kid that’s been through what she’s been through, you’d never know it.   

“You two feel free to look around while I take her for a ride.” Colton calls, lifting her onto the horse, and then mounting it himself.   

“You okay, Bean?” London asks tentatively. 

“I love it, mommy!  Colton was right!  I don’t want a cat anymore, I want a horse!” 

London does a face palm, and Colton and I can’t help the chuckles. 

“Now, look here. You can come ride anytime you like.” Colton says, still chuckling. 

We watch them ride off, and I slide my arm around London. “She’s a great kid.” 

“James promised her a kitten for years.” She explains.  “But…things happened…and then after the divorce, I didn’t know…anyway.” She waves. 

I pull her close to me.  “I don’t suppose getting her one now would be such a great idea, huh.” 

“Well, there’s another thing Tommy might not approve of, and…well…I don’t know what my future holds, Cooper.” 

It tears my heart out that I don’t know what her story is.  My daddy always taught me that no matter what, there’s always an answer, always a way out.  And the fact that she isn’t telling me what the deal is, well, I can only hope that in time, that’ll change.  “Hey, don’t sweat it, okay?  Take it day by day.” 

Her face changes.  “That reminds me.  My babysitter quit last night.  After the first night.  I’m so screwed. I need to find someone to watch Bean, or I can’t cover my shift tonight, which is terrible and I’m afraid I’ll get fired.” 

Can’t say I blame the girl.  One look at that neighborhood and I’d be making tracks out of there, too.  “Let me call Liz.  See if Nate, her son, can watch her for you.” 

“I’ll even bring her over there if that suits him.” She says, so desperate, again, it tears my heart out. 

“Nonsense.  Nate loves coming over here.  He’s real close to Colton.  He’ll probably even bring her over here to the ranch.  Colton lets him have free reign.” 

The relief is in her eyes as I dial Liz’s number.  She agrees, adding in that her deadbeat son needs something to do other than play around on his phone for hours on end.  Liz actually makes it out like London is doing her a favor, not the other way around.  “Nate’s a good kid.” I say after hanging up.  “I’ll drive him to school in the morning if he wants to stay overnight.  I’ve got plenty of room.” 

“You sure you don’t mind?” 

I pull her close and kiss her on the mouth tenderly.  “Not one bit.  It’s nice having company.” 

“Well, if we cramp your style at all, please, don’t hesitate to let me know.  The last thing I want is to be a burden.” 

“I’ll let you know, darlin’.  But do me a favor and stop worrying, okay?  We’ll figure everything out as we go.” 

The look in her eyes is hard to read.  I can’t tell if she wants to open up and tell me something, or if she’s trying not to be emotional.  Either way, I just kiss her again to hopefully allay any upset.  Her mouth opens, making the kiss less chaste, and I respond in kind, dipping my tongue in a little.  Colton and Bean are in the wooded area, too far to see or hear, so I know it’s safe and appropriate.  It seems to me that the more desperate she feels, the more…desperate she feels…and the need is evident. After a brief make out session, with her fingers skating through my hair and my hands on her ass, I pull back slightly. “What do you say we go inside, and I show you the ranch?” 

“Sure.” She says, cheeks turning pink. “Sorry.  I don’t know what came over me.  I’m never like this.” 

I kiss her forehead. “Never apologize for that, love.” 

She scoffs a laugh as I take her hand in mine, and we walk into the ranch house, taking in the natural beauty of it.  Colton and his brothers built this house from the ground up.  From the wooden plank flooring to the natural wood embellished furniture, it’s a sight to behold.  The Christmas tree is floor to ceiling, next to the wood fireplace, and it’s so beautiful, that London has to go stand right next to it, observing the ornaments that look handmade.  “How long do you figure he’ll have her out there?” She asks me, fingering a gingerbread man ornament. 

“If he takes her down the trail in the brush, maybe a half hour.  He won’t have her out too long though, seeing as it’s her first time.  Her legs won’t hold out.” I answer, sliding my hands around her waist from behind.  “She’ll have trouble walking tomorrow.” I snuffle a chuckle behind her ear, as I kiss it.  Her hand reaches back, cupping my crotch, and it twitches, not expecting the attention.  “Holy shit.” I whisper in her ear, as she turns around to face me, with a fire in her eyes that sparks a flame in mine.  “Well, here’s something I’ve never done at the ranch before.” I murmur against her skin, as she brings herself nose-to-nose with me. 

I take her to the spare bedroom and close and lock the door.  At least if they get back, Colton will take the hint and keep Bean away, and I’ll take my licks for it later.  Her hands are all in my hair, as her tongue batters mine.  This girl is horny as fuck and making me want to do so many unchristian things to her.  Through ragged breaths, she pulls my shirt off, practically clawing at my chest.  I pull her shirt off and unclasp her bra, not wasting any time, and as the lacy garment falls to the floor, I reach for her pants.  But she beats me to it, pulling my zipper down first, and giving me an instant fucking full-on erection, as she drops to her knees, right in front of me. 

It's gotta be something to do with forbidden love, as I’ve never seen a girl so wanton, so needy, and it’s such a fucking turn on, as I watch her stuff the head of my cock into her mouth.  It hits the depths of her throat and my head rears back, as I comprehend the magnitude of pleasure.  “Jesus Christ.” I breathe, holding my hips, steadying myself, as my pelvis rolls in and out involuntarily with her rhythm.  My cock has never been harder as she milks it with her hand while sucking the tip and shaft in such a delicious rhythm, my chest is heaving.   

“Holy fuck.” I whisper as I climb so goddamn fast, watching her suck my glistening dick, as it continues to pump in and out of her mouth.  My moans get louder and faster, as she sucks me almost desperately, and I pull out of her mouth just in time, as I feel my seed traveling up the shaft.  Lifting her to me, I cup her face with my hands. “You are the sexiest woman alive, London.” I tell her, almost breathless, as I tilt my head and shove my searing tongue into her mouth, pulling her pants down with both hands on either side of her hips. 

My cock is so hard it feels like it’s going to explode as I lift her, entering her, and she starts riding me as I walk to the bed.  Dropping her gently, sideways on the bed, I push in and out of her, from the side of the bed, fucking her hard, like I can tell that she wants to be fucked, based on the mewling exhales coming out of her.  “God, I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Cooper.” She pants as she digs her nails into my back, desperate for release. 

“Nothing’s wrong with you, darlin’.  We all have needs.” I say on exhale, sounding just as winded as her.  “My needs come out just as much around you, too.” 

“Really?”  

I nod, breathing heavily from my nostrils, lifting her arms over her head.  “Every time I look at you, I want to fuck you so bad, but this I’ll take.” 

Her eyes flash as I use the expletive in bed.  Like she enjoys the dirty talk.  So, I try it again, to test.  “When I saw you sucking my dick, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.” 

Her eyes roll back as she moans, as if my dirty words spur her on. 

“I wanted to fuck you so bad at the house.  I couldn’t wait to get you alone.” 

I press my nose on hers, fucking her deep and slow, my body pinned on hers.  “Now that we’re alone, you can fuck me all you want.” 

Her insides clench, sucking my dick so hard, pulling my come right out of me with her.  She cries out loud, shuddering, as I drive into her faster, harder, deeper, plunging my tongue inside her mouth, buffering her cries with kisses.  When her body finally goes limp, I cup her face with my hands, both our chests heaving, exhausted, satiated.  “Feel better, baby?” I ask softly, between kisses. 

“So much better.” She nods, trying to take a cleansing breath. 

I take the hint and get off her, removing myself from her.  I lay sideways, facing her, thinking that I never realized how much I needed someone until she arrived.  The thought of not spending every moment with her makes me feel unsettled.  Never felt that way about another woman before.  Of the few casual encounters I’ve had over the years, I was indifferent to them leaving.  But London and Bean, they can stay forever.  I don’t want them to leave.  I also don’t want to tell her that.  She’s not ready to hear it.  Until she tells me why she’s here, she’s not ready to hear it.   

“We should get dressed and fix the bed.” I tell her. 

“Oh, shoot, yeah.” She chuckles.  “We’ll look really guilty if he walks in right now.” 

“With that big smile on your face, you’re going to look guilty anyway, love.” I tell her with a smirk. 

“Yours, too.” She volleys back. 

“I always smile.” I tell her, stamping her lips with a playful kiss, as I pull my jeans back on. 

“Not like that.” She snorts a laugh, clasping her bra. 

In two minutes, we’re dressed and smoothing the covers on the bed.  We take a look at each other, realizing that we’re both almost unscathed, and head into the living room, taking a seat in front of the fireplace. My hand is in hers as we sit in silence, looking over at each other and smiling, then breaking into laughter at what we did.  “God, some day I’ll tell Colton, and he’ll just die.”  

“Not as long as I’m alive, you won’t.  God, I can’t believe we did that.” She shakes her head, laughing. 

“Never had unstoppable lust for someone before, have you.” I comment, half taunting, half conversational. 

“Nope.  Can’t say I have.  You?” 

I shake my head. “Never.  Hell, if I found out someone screwed in my house, I’d kill them.” 

“You would not.” 

“You’re right, I wouldn’t.  But I’d sterilize the sheets and all surfaces.  And I’d never invite them back.” 

She breaks into another fit of laughter.  I like it.  I like it when she does everything.  I love it when she smiles.  She seems to smile a lot.  Not sure how often she did that before, but I can’t imagine it was often.  I try not to think about that.  I try not to think about the clear fact that I’m falling for her.  Every moment that I spend with her just gets better and better.  It’s crazy how fast things have happened.  In just a couple of days I’ve gone from single and staying that way, to living with the most beautiful woman in the world, and her daughter, and I feel like I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

But this will all coming crashing down if I push too hard.  And at the same time, I can’t help but feel like I need to know what her story is.  Why she’s in trouble.  I can’t just sit here blindly, knowing that the woman that I’m falling for might be in danger.  Danger that she isn’t letting me help her with, beyond offering her a safe haven, a roof over her head.   

…and then I make up my mind to do something that could be unfathomably stupid, or the goddamn smartest thing I’ve ever done in my life to date. 
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Bean comes back from riding and the ear-to-ear smile is telling. “Did you enjoy riding?” I ask, as if it needs to be asked. It’s so evident that she loved it. 

“Oh, yes!  It was great!” She beams, as Colton helps her off the horse. 

“You come back anytime.” Colton says. 

“Thank you so much for that.” I say to Colton. 

“Oh, you’re quite welcome.  Anytime.  These horses love to be ridden.” He smiles. 

Cooper interjects.  “Nate is coming by after to watch Bean here while we work tonight.” 

“Oh yeah?  Well, he’s got a key.  He can come on over and the two of them can go riding again.” Colton nods. 

I look at Bean.  “Nate is my friend Liz’s son.  He’s coming by since Becky isn’t able to watch you anymore.” I state carefully. 

“Nate’s a cool kid.” Cooper says.  “You’re going to love him.  Way better than any babysitter you’ve ever had.” 

“Can he make cookies?” Bean asks. 

“Only Christmas ones.” Colton adds with a playful smile.  God, being in the presence of all these gorgeous men…I don’t know.  Cooper, hell, he’s hotter than any man I’ve ever had.  I can’t seem to keep my hands off him.  Truly, I don’t know what came over me back there in the house.  I just…lost all control.  Sex with him is mind blowing, too, which doesn’t help quell my urges.  He’s a tiger in bed, and I’ve never had that before.  James, well, he was a good lover, but not that good.  The first few years of our relationship were very good, but after we got married and had Bean, well, things fizzled.   

“Are you on tonight?” Cooper asks Colton. 

He nods. “Same as you.  Wade told me about what happened last night.  Is there anything I can do?” He asks, addressing both me and Cooper. 

“No, thank you.  I appreciate the offer, but, us staying with Cooper is helpful enough.” I tell him. 

Cooper gives him a strange look and looks down, kicking at an imaginary pebble on the ground.  “Yeah, thanks.  We’ve got it handled.” 

I look at Cooper but he isn’t looking at me.  He diverts his attention to Bean.  “What do you think?  Did you work up an appetite for lunch?” 

“I’m starving.” She says. 

Cooper looks at me. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to go for a ride.  There’s plenty of food in the house, if you want to head back and make something for her.  I won’t be long.” He says. 

“Sure.” I nod, taking Bean’s hand.  “Let’s head back.” Then I address Colton.  “Thanks again.  I appreciate it.” 

“Any time.  It was nice meeting you, Bean.” He winks at her. 

“Nice meeting you, too.” 

As we walk away, I look back at the boys once. 

…and I don’t see Cooper mounting the horse.  
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“She’s a great kid.” Colton says when they’re out of earshot.   

“Yeah.  Stella’s great, too.” I say with effort, hating the sound of her fake name on my tongue.  I look over and see the two girls out of sight, back in the house, and I turn back to him.  “Listen, she’ll hate me for this some day, or she’ll love me for it, I don’t know which, but I need help here, Colton.  And you know that I’ve never asked for a thing.” 

He sets his hands on his waist, concern registered on his face.  “Anything, man.  What can I do?” 

“Her real name’s London.  Not Stella.  She’s running or hiding from something or someone and something tells me that that gunshot might have been for her last night.  She’s got her stuff in storage, and she’s barely got two cents to rub together.  The woman is in trouble but either too proud or too scared to tell me what’s going on.” 

“What are you thinking? Private investigator?” Colton guesses. 

“Yeah, and you know that I haven’t got that kind of dough, but more important, I don’t have the resources to find someone that can pull that off.” 

“I get it.” He nods quickly.  “We’ve got a guy that checks out everyone we do business with.  He’s on a retainer.  I could hook him up for you.  He’s doing something for Garrett right now, but the guy is a machine.” Colton states.  These brothers are billionaires.  Money is no object.  They own an airline that their late father left for them, that they were all groomed to run, except for Wade.  The Ford brothers are the type of people that would get pissed if they knew that someone was in trouble or they could help, and you held off because you didn’t have the money for it. 

“I hate to ask so close to Christmas, but this girl is hurting bad.  My guess is it’s got something to do with her husband. She doesn’t speak much about him other than that they’re divorced.  The little that I know of her I learned through Blake. He gave me access to her file.” 

“Blake’s a good guy.”  

I nod.  “Yeah.  He’s seen his share of people with trouble.” 

“Ain’t that the truth.” He licks his lips.  “Listen, the guy’s name is Jenkins.  Earl Jenkins.  But don’t ever call him by his first name or he’ll get pissy with you and start calling you something else, if you get my drift.” He chuckles matter-of-factly.  “And don’t let his first name put you off. He’s our age and knows his shit like no other.  He’s dug in so deep to some of our potential clients, learning shit that would send a donkey packing, helping us steer clear of troublemakers.  Now, I’ll tell him he’s got free reign, and any cost for stuff like sealed files, things like that, he can go ahead with on your approval.  Like I said, he’s a machine.  He works alone, too, so don’t ever let anyone dick you around and say that they’re working for him.  That’s rule number one with him.” 

I frown.  “Sounds good.  I’m hoping that it’s just something simple like he’s one of them psycho exes, but I’ve got a feeling in the pit of my stomach that tells me otherwise.” 

“Always listen to your gut, man.  That’s my first rule.  That’s how come I know who’s who all the time.  And that girl is a good one.  You’re doing the right thing.” 

“Thanks, man.” I shake his hand.  “Now, I better get on this bad boy, or she’ll be suspicious.” 

“I’ll grab Maya and come along.” He says, pulling the mare out of her pen. 

“Hey, how come you didn’t have her ride Maya?” I ask, curiously. 

“Ah, she got taken out earlier.  I didn’t want Rebel to get jealous.” 

He changes the saddle to a single one, tossing it on Rebel, and then he places one on Maya’s back, and mounts her.  “You love her, man?”  

I look at Colton and purse my lips into a smile, looking downward. 

“Don’t know why I asked.  You wouldn’t be going to all this trouble if you didn’t.” 

“The kid, too.”  

“Looks like you got yourself a couple of early Christmas presents, dude.” 

“Yeah.  And the best kind, too.”  


      [image: ] Mingles is pumping tonight.  And I feel it.  My arms are flailing about, beating the shit out of the drums, while I keep one eye on my girl, who looks up at me and smiles every now and again.  We play a couple of Christmas songs, and everyone joins in, including the waitresses, and including London.  As much as I’ve got it licked, calling her Stella outside of the house, it still makes my skin crawl.  Not that Stella is a particularly gruesome name, but knowing that it’s not hers, and she’s using it to conceal herself from some unknown trouble that’s either too scary to share, or too risky to share.  Either way, like I said, it makes my skin crawl. 

During setup I couldn’t take my mind off this Earl Jenkins guy.  I mean, how is he going to find anything out?  If she’s using a pseudonym, how is he going to find out anything about her?  Blake’s file was scant at best.  Working in a bar doesn’t require much other than your social security number and an address, and there wasn’t even an SSN.  There wasn’t even banking information in there, so I’m assuming he’s paying her in cash.  Which scares me to no end.  Is her surname even real?  I imagine not. And the more I think about it, the more it makes me sick. 

But as I hit the drums and start playing, it all melts away, and that’s the best part.  All I think about while I’m at the drums is playing.  It’s an escape.  It’s the escape.  I don’t drink, do drugs, or do anything, but when I play, that’s my drug.  I love it and I do it every day, whether it’s for money or not.  Whether it’s for the kids or not.  Just like I can’t imagine my life without London and Bean, I’ve never been able to imagine my life without playing.  I’m in my element.  Thrashing my sticks up and down, twirling them in the air, beating the shit out of the skins, pumping with Wade’s beats, keeping time with the rest of the band, it’s all such a fucking rush.   

And then as Wade announces a break, I head over to the bar, for a bottle of water.  Colton approaches me, as I watch London serve a table their drinks.  “There’s a message on your phone.  Jenkins tried calling but I told him you were playing tonight.” 

“Oh, shit, yeah. I turn my phone off when I’m playing.  Don’t want the distraction.” 

He nods.  “I get it.  If you’ve got a minute, give him a call.  He just wants to connect with you.” 

“Sure thing, man.  I’ll do it after I take a piss.” 

He nods and heads back to his post.  London walks up to me and smiles, as she delivers a drink order to Blake.  “How’s it going?” She asks. 

“At the risk of sounding corny, much better since you’re here.” 

She grins.  “I called to see how Bean’s doing. She adores Nate.” 

“I figured.  He’s a good kid and he loves little ones.  Never had a sibling and always wanted one.” 

“He’ll make a great uncle some day.” 

“That’s the truth.”  

I kiss her on the mouth quickly.  “Listen, darlin’.  I’ve got to go the men’s room and then I’ve got to make a quick call.  Wade’s going to be back in five minutes, so I have to go now.” 

“Well, only if I get another one of them kisses.”  

I kiss her on the mouth again, letting it linger for a second.  “That’s a deal I can live with.” 

The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I bite them back, fearing the worst.  London is not ready to hear how I feel about her.  Not by a longshot.  So I give her one last one in replacement of the words, and leave her with a wink.  I take a quick leak and go into Blake’s office, closing the door.  The message is a quick one, just asking for a return call.  After adding his number to my list, I dial it.  Jenkins answers on the first ring. 

“Cooper.  Nice to hear from you.” 

“Thanks for calling so quickly.” 

“No problem.  Listen, Colton told me what I need to get started.  I just want to let you know that I’m on the case.” 

“Perfect.  That’s great.  Call me anytime, night or day.  I’m in a band, so I’m up all hours.” 

“Yeah, same here.” He chuckles.  “Hey, if there’s anything odd going on, let me know about it and I’ll check it out.  Colton said that there was a shot fired in her old neighborhood a couple of nights ago?” 

“That’s right.  Not sure if they were for her or what, but I got her the fuck out of there immediately.” 

“Good call.  And up by Colton’s place, she’s safe.  Horses are natural security systems.  I’ve got one myself.” 

“No shit?  You live on a ranch?” 

“A much smaller one, but, yes.  And not nearly as swanky as Colton’s.” 

“Hey, man, a horse is a horse.” 

“I’ve got two of them.  They’re my life.  Anyway, I’ll be in touch.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Don’t mention it.” He says and clicks off. 

I can’t help feeling like a heal when I walk back towards the stage and see London serving a table.  Is this betrayal?  I really doubt it.  But I can only hope that if she ever finds out about it, that she won’t see it that way.  It seems so odd doing something like this, worrying about someone’s safety, worrying about a gunshot, when we’ve got rocking Christmas cover tunes playing overhead, a Christmas tree by the bar, garland strewn all over the place, and Blake wearing a goddamn Santa hat.  It’s too weird. 

Christmas is a month away, and I hope to God that at least some of this mess is sorted out before then.  I don’t even think that London has done any Christmas shopping.  It makes my gut ache thinking about her leaving as abruptly as it appears that she left, taking with her only necessities, and I suddenly get a great idea in mind.  As we pack up our things for the night, I watch her clean the tables, and I call over to her. 

“Hey, what do you think about doing some Christmas shopping tomorrow, after I get back from work?” 

“Won’t you be exhausted?” She says, and I love her for thinking of me.  “I mean, you didn’t get any sleep last night, and it’s late.  You have to get up in the morning.  Don’t you want to just come home and rest?” 

I smile at her.  “I told you I hardly sleep.  Sometimes I binge sleep, though.  But I’m not there yet.” 

“How about we take one step at a time?  We still have to clean up the house.  My stuff is all over the place, and we haven’t even moved down to the basement yet.” 

She’s right.  If this is going to work, then London has to have her space.  I know that she doesn’t want to screw up Bean by confusing her with us sleeping together.  “Sure. We can do that first then.  Maybe we’ll go shopping the night after that.” 

“We’ll see.” She says, and I don’t like the look on her face.  She’s afraid.  She doesn’t know what’s going to happen next, and my heart aches.  This girl is not going anywhere if I can help it.  I’ll protect her as much as I can.  I don’t care about the cost.  I’m sure, if push comes to shove, depending on what this Jenkins guy comes up with, if it calls for it, Colton will insist on hiring police to watch over her.  That’s fine by me.  I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like it. 

“But, mommy, I like it up here.” Bean argues once I get home, bringing her with me.  I figure there’s no point in her taking the bus, when I come home from the school, anyway. 

“Well, Cooper needs his space.” London argues back kindly.   

I look at her and smile.  “London, I’d love it if you stayed up here with me.  But it’s up to you.  You’re not cramping my style.  I love the company.” 

Bean sticks her hand out, giving her mama healthy attitude.  “See, mommy?  I want to stay up here!” 

“Now, Bean, we already discussed this.” London reasons. 

I kneel down on the floor to fix an ornament that’s facing the wrong way on the tree.  “Bean, it’s up to your mama.  Now, she may have her own reasons for wanting a bit of privacy.  You should respect your mama’s choices, love.” 

“But I can see Colton’s ranch from up here, and his pretty lights, and the tree is up here.” Bean says, her chin quivering.  “Mommy, can we please stay up here?  I don’t want to live in the basement.”  Tears start to flow down the child’s cheeks. 

London caves, pulling her daughter to her. “Okay, sweetheart.  We can stay up here.  But that means that I’ll have to sleep in your bed, baby.  Since this is the only spare room up here.” 

“That’s okay, mommy. I don’t mind sharing my bed.” Bean whimpers into her mama’s chest, as they hug.  I walk over and hold them tight to me.  

“I’ve got a little cot I can bring up from the basement if your mama wants to sleep on that.  It’s not the most comfortable, but it’ll do for now.” 

“No, that’s okay, Cooper.” London states. “I’ll just sleep in the bed.” 

And that’s when my phone rings.  I look at the display.  It’s Jenkins.  “Excuse me.  I’ve got to take this.” I say, and then I quickly pull my shoes on and take a walk outside. 

“Hey, man.” I say, walking towards Colton’s ranch. 

And nothing can prepare me for what he tells me. 
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“Why don’t we get this house all cleaned up while Cooper is outside?” I offer to Bean, after getting her to stop crying. “It’s the least we can do since we’re staying here with him.” 

“Mommy?” 

“Yes, baby.” 

“Is daddy dead?” 

He might as well be, is what I want to say, but for her sake, I don’t.  “No, baby.  He’s not.  You just can’t see him right now.” 

“Has he forgotten about me?” 

There’s a question I can’t answer.  I’d like for him to forget about her.  That’s a harsh thing to say, but it’s something I’ll be honest about.  James Titan is no saint.  Sure, he was a good father, until his career meant more to him than anything.  That’s when he sacrificed his relationship with both me and Bean.  That’s when I left.  That’s when it got worse, and nothing started getting better.  This, I truly believe, is the calm before the storm. And it’s why I have to lay low, until I’m told it’s over. 

“No, Bean, he hasn’t.” I tell her.  Even though she hasn’t so much as had a phone call from him in months.  But that’s by design.  He doesn’t have my number, nor does he know where I am, and that’s the way it has to stay.  The less he knows the better.  Bean hasn’t seen her daddy in a long time, and even then, it was spotty.  This won’t be the first Christmas she doesn’t see him.  Nor will it be the last.  As far as I’m concerned, that man will never see her again, or me, for that matter.  What he did was inexcusable and unforgivable.  Also, completely selfish, foolish, and it put both of our lives in jeopardy, all for money. 

The honorable man that my ex-husband once was is long gone.  That is something that I have had to accept.  Bean will have to accept that, too.  When she’s old enough to learn the truth, I’ll tell her, but for now, she only needs to know things as she asks them.  I’ve also noticed that her questions are becoming fewer and farther between. She hasn’t forgotten about him, clearly, but she doesn’t cry for him anymore, and her sentences don’t have ‘well, when my daddy does this,’ in them anymore, either. 

It's always best to avert her attention elsewhere.  This is no exception.  “What do you say we take the rest of these bags downstairs, and we clean up this kitchen, and get dinner started?  How about we make your favorite tonight?” 

Daddy who?  “Spaghetti?  With meatballs?” 

“Absolutely.” I smile.   

“Let’s go!  I can take two bags in one trip!”  
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“So, tell me she’s just running from a possessive ex-husband, man.” I scoff, half-heartedly, pretty sure that that’s not all to it. 

“I wish I could tell you that, man.” 

“Okay, then out with it.  What kind of trouble is she in?” I ask, in a ‘level-with-me’ tone.   

He sighs.  “It’s going to take a little more time.  I ran into a brick wall with this one.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah, I figured since you said she’s using a pseudonym, that she’s in some kind of Witness Relocation Program, and those files, as you can imagine, are all sealed.  Thankfully, my dad’s an inspector with the North Carolina police department, and he knows a guy in the F.B.I., so I may have a lead.  But I looked up her name, and it’s definitely an alias.  I’m not sure how much more I’m going to be able to dig up on this, dude.  If she’s a witness to some crime, I’ve got a better chance of sprouting wings than I do of figuring out what her deal is.” 

“Shit.” I hiss.   

“Sorry, man.  I’ll do what I can.  But if she’s part of the program, she won’t tell anyone shit.  God knows what she’s been through.  The kid, too.” 

“Yeah.  She’s not telling a soul anything.” 

“Good on her.  She’s probably been coached on that, for her protection, and for the kid’s.  If she’s a tiger mama, she’ll take it to the grave.” 

“She is.” 

“Okay, man. I’ll keep in touch.  If I get anything else, you’ll be the first to know.” 

“Thanks, Jenkins.  I appreciate it.” 

“Don’t mention it.” 

I hang up and bite the skin on my thumb, thinking what, if anything I should do next.  Things start swimming around inside my head, like, what if I want to marry her some day?  How does that even work?  What if I want to adopt Bean?  Can I?  What about making us a family?  Permanently?  Then I chide myself for getting so far ahead here.  London, if she is part of the program, won’t want to have anything beyond what we have now, for a very long time.  It’s unrealistic.  It’ll be a cold day in hell when she’s ready to walk down the aisle after a nightmare divorce like that. 

And then I start to wonder if she’ll ever trust me enough to tell me the truth.  Or if this thing that we have started together is ever going to be able to thrive, since she can’t tell me the truth.  Aren’t relationships supposed to be built on trust and honesty?  All these thoughts are swirling around inside my head as I walk back to the house.  When I do, my heart swells.  Inside, they’ve taken all their stuff downstairs, and they’ve got the Christmas music turned up, while they’re both in the kitchen, cooking up a storm. 

“Hey, Cooper!  I hope you’re hungry!” London sings out to me, as little Bean rolls dough for spaghetti noodles, over the cutting board.  And I can’t help but think to myself that this is for real. No matter what, this is what I want.  I want both of them.  I want this. I want this to be our family.  No matter what the cost.  I walk over to Bean and give her a zerbit on the cheek, making fart noises in her ear as she rolls out more dough, giggling.  And then I snake my arms around London’s waist, pulling her close, as she smashes canned tomatoes in a bowl, using her hands.   

“I’m starved.” I say over the din of the music.  “What can I do to help?” 

“Um…you can go sit down and relax.” London says to me. 

I kiss her by the ear and mouth, ‘I love you’, but not enough for her to hear me.   

…and I hope that some day I’ll be able to tell her for real.  


      [image: ]London  


Bean falls asleep so fast at bedtime, I barely get through her first story.  As I stand next to the closet, picking out my jeans and shirt that I’m wearing to work tonight, I hear Cooper come to the door.  “She asleep?” 

“Out like a light.” 

He’s leaning on the doorjamb with his shoulder, crossing one ankle over the other, looking so goddamn sexy I could die.  “I wish you didn’t have to work tonight.”   

“Well, I do.  I’m glad that you have the night off.  You look so tired.” 

He smiles.  “I’m fine.” He watches me pull the jeans off the hanger and grab my clean Mingles shirt off another hanger.  “You ever want to do anything else besides waitressing?” 

My smile fades.  I know that the only reason why I chose waitressing is because it’s the only occupation besides prostitution and some other sketchy jobs, where I don’t have to give my real name, and they can pay me under the table.  That’s all I have for now.  Until I get that phone call that says otherwise.  “Cooper, remember how I told you that I can’t tell you anything?” 

He stares at the floor and nods. “Yeah.  I figured.  Just thought I’d ask.” 

Guilt washes over me.  His face tears my heart out.  He’s not angry or distrusting, or even disappointed.  He just wants to know me.  And I can’t let him.  Not right now.  Not yet.  It’s too soon.  I walk over to him and cup his face with my hands.  I slide my fingers through his hair, giving him a gaze that I hope tells him everything he needs to know about me.  That I’m falling for him.  Every minute I’m falling for him more and more.  But I don’t know if that’s enough.  And I hate it that I can’t open up to him.  I hate it that we can’t have a normal relationship, because everything else is perfect.   

He's the sweetest, kindest, gentlest, most selfless man I’ve ever met.  And he loves Bean like his own.  In the short time that we’ve been here, he has shown us more love than James ever showed.  And as much as I’m not sure if it’s healthy that we can’t express ourselves verbally, and it seems like we’re only expressing ourselves physically, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m so attracted to him, and I want him so badly, sometimes it hurts.  My mouth is on his as he leads me away from Bean, walking me to his room, step by step, kiss by kiss, holding me to him.  It’s almost like we’re dancing our way to his room. 

“How much time have you got, love?” He asks, in between kisses, whispering on my lips. 

“About an hour.” 

He pulls me into his room and closes the door.  Hands on the hem of my shirt, he slides it over my head, while I reciprocate.  Arms on his shoulders, I kiss his neck, feeling his pulse against my lips, as his fingers find the waistband of my pants, and he unzips them and removes them.  I step out of them, and his lips are on mine, with open mouthed kisses, as he slides his tongue in, sweeping inside my mouth, kissing me in the delicious way that he does, turning me into a puddle. 

His lips leave mine, as his hands move with his lips, trailing kisses down my neck, chest, sucking my nipples on the way, making me moan softly.  Fingers skating my panties down my legs, he moves with them, and then he lifts my leg onto his shoulder, as he goes on bended knee.  When his mouth hits my wetness, I cry out.  “Shhh, darlin’.” He whispers kindly. 

“Oh…God, Cooper.” I murmur a half moan, as his mouth makes love to me, French kissing my wetness, pulling the lips out, sucking my clit, making me feel things I’ve never felt before.  Hands on my ass to keep me stable, Cooper licks my clit artfully, making me climb so high so fast, I’m dizzy.  No man has ever made me feel like this, like a ball of pleasure, ignited each time he touches me or even looks at me.  My body is putty in his hands as he easily brings me to orgasm in such a short time, I feel like it’s no time at all. 

As I come, crushing his hair between my fingers, chest heaving, standing leg quickly turning to jelly, he sucks my clit, making me feel such intense pleasure, it’s almost too much.  When I start to come down, he pulls my leg off his shoulder, and guides me onto the bed, quickly thrusting inside me, giving me a sudden wave of new pleasure.  He leaves my knees resting on his shoulders, as he fucks me so deep, so slowly, my eyes roll back into the sockets.  Stretching me, filling me, fucking me slow and deep, I am a ball of lust.  “You…are a god.” I breathe in the silence. 

“That would make you my goddess.” He murmurs back, kissing me erotically, adding another layer of pleasure.  Then he parts my legs, and reaches down to suck my nipples, making me climb fast again.  It’s like I’m his marionette, and he has full control of me, something I don’t mind one bit.   

“God…Cooper.  Holy fuck…you fuck me so good.” I pant, not recognizing my own voice. 

“I love fucking you.” He whispers on my skin, as he continues to lick my nipples, and then I feel the warmth travelling through my body, signalling another orgasm, and I let go, taking him with me.  His lips leave my nipple only to kiss me as he comes with me.  I love it when he does that.  I love it how he kisses me so desperately yet so tenderly as he comes, grunting softly, breathing heavily, in the throws of desire, as he kisses me.  It’s so hot I could die.  As we both start to come down, he releases my legs and tucks his hands under me, in a tender embrace that tugs at my heartstrings. 

I love him. 

I love him so much. 

He is the best thing that has ever happened to me my entire life.  The best friend, the best lover, the best dad to my child, ever.  And it’s only been days.  It’s like a Christmas miracle.  It’s like something I never asked for yet always wanted.  And the worst part is I can’t have him.  Not the way I want to, anyway.  Whenever this nightmare ends, he’s probably not going to stick around, no man would.  The fact that he’s here for me now, not knowing anything, is a miracle, but that’s not going to last.  He’s going to lose his patience at some point, or he’s going to lose his trust.  I would.  But for now, I’m going to enjoy every second of it, while I can. 

“You’re so incredible.” I whisper, combing my fingers through his hair, as he kisses me. 

“We’re incredible together, darlin’.  I never knew making love could be so good.” 

“Me neither.” 

He stops kissing me for a moment, resting his chin on my chest.  “I wish you didn’t have to go to work.  I’d love to make love to you some more, and then hold you all night.” 

“That sounds lovely, but I can’t live here for free, and I have bills to pay.” 

He sighs, resting his forehead on my chest. “God, I hate to bring this up, but, we’ve got to think about protection.  We haven’t been using any, and we have to.” 

“You’re right.  We should.”  I never even thought about that.  James and I never used it.  I’m pretty sure I have fertility issues, too, considering how many times, in the beginning, that James and I made love, and I didn’t get pregnant.   

“You okay with condoms?” He asks, voice so soft, so loving. 

“I’m okay with whatever you want.” 

“Well, I don’t want you going on the pill.  God forbid it makes you sick or something.” 

I bite my lip and realize that there is something personal that I can tell him, after all.  “I don’t know if I can have anymore.  James and I never used protection. And I only have Bean to show for it.” 

“I wondered about that.” 

I search his eyes.  “How do you feel about that?” 

“What, about not having any more kids?” 

I nod. 

“Well, if that’s what happens, then that’s what happens.  Having Bean around is great.  I love her to death.  She’s smart, sweet, fun to be around, and very well behaved.” 

I lift one side of my mouth into a smirk. “You’re biased.” 

He frowns.  “I may be, but it’s the truth.  I’ve been around plenty of kids and I’ve never met one as great as she is.” 

“You mean that?” I snort a laugh, sparkling pure evil in my eyes.  “Because you’re saying that, and your dick is still inside me.” I chuckle, body vibrating, and he starts laughing with me.  We’re laughing hysterically, as he removes himself from me, and starts beating me with the pillows.  I grab the other pillow and start beating him, too.   

“I can’t believe you said that!” He snickers, tossing the pillow to the side of my head, as I come back with a shot at him. 

He almost knocks me to the floor, and then he stops, winded, hair flying all over, matching my own.  He laughs.  “God, I love you.”  His face sobers as he realizes that’s what he said, and he slides his fingers through his hair, looking at me almost apologetically.  “I’m sorry.  I know you’re not ready to hear that yet.” 

My heart skips a beat.  I’m so happy but so sad at the same time.  I love him, too.  I love him so much, but my mind is reeling.  So, I do what my gramma used to always tell me to do, and I follow my heart.  “I love you, too, Cooper.  I don’t know what I would do without you.” And those words choke me, as a ball of emotion forms in my throat.   

He pulls me to him and kisses my head.  “Truth is, I don’t know what I’ve done without you, darlin’.” 

I wrap my arms around him and let myself cry.  I want so badly for this to work.  I want so badly to tell him everything, but I’m so afraid that it will ruin everything.  No matter how much he loves me, he won’t want to hear the truth.  It’s horrible.  It’s unbelievable.  It’s what I am faced with and nobody else.  And if I tell him, then I’m risking danger to everyone, but especially to me and Bean.  I’d never forgive myself if I did any of those things.  But I’ll also not forgive myself if I do anything to jeopardize the love I have for this man.  It’s such a double-edged sword.  And I can’t wait until the day that that fateful phone call comes to me, telling me that it’s over.   

 








  
  

Chapter 9


[image: ]

Cooper





Idid it. I told her I love her. I’m half fearful and half relieved. Fearful because of Jenkins, and me hiring him through Colton, to look into her past. It doesn’t matter that it’s for her own good, and she’ll see that. I’d be pissed if someone who said they loved me hired some goon to nose into my business. But I’m also half relieved, since she said that she loves me, too. Her eyes say that she’s telling the truth. London is no liar. She’s had many opportunities to tell me a lie, but instead, she told me the truth, in that she can’t tell me more. 

Some would argue that she is lying to me a lot by withholding the truth, but it’s not the same in this case. We both know that she has good reasons for keeping her secrets hidden. And in my heart of hearts, I know that she’s a good person. So, I know that she means well and is doing her best. I wish I could tell her that I know that she’s part of the Witness Protection Program, and whatever she tells me she can be certain I’ll take it to the grave, but I know that at least she must have orders. Either that or she knows something beyond what she should, and the only way to keep herself and her child safe is to keep it hidden. No matter what.  

It breaks my heart watching her leave for work. Who knows what she was in her previous life. She could have been a doctor or a lawyer for all I know. It seems like such a waste. But a necessary one at least for the time being.  London deserves so much better. There is no doubt in my mind that she’s smart and loyal and very hard working. It just sucks that she can’t shine in a better life. I kiss her goodbye one last time and walk her to the door. The sparkle in her eyes matches mine. She’s so beautiful it makes me ache.  

“I love you.” I tell her, testing the waters. I never thought I’d be the type to say that aloud, but it feels so right with her. Problem is, I don’t know if she’s the type to do that as well. But there’s only one way to find out.  

“I love you, too.” She says back. The sparkle is still in her eyes, so I know it’s genuine and not just a knee-jerk reciprocation.  

“Feel free to wake me up when you get home.” 

She tilts her head. “Cooper, you need your sleep. And I’ll follow Colton home, so you don’t need to worry about me arriving safely. We already discussed this.” 

I purse my lips together into a small smile. “What if I want to stay up and wait for you?” 

“How are you going to teach my baby and all those other kids to sing and play instruments tomorrow if you’re too tired?” 

“I’ll get all the sleep I need when I’m dead, darlin’.  I’d much rather stay up and wait for you.” 

She chuckles.  “Fine.  Did your mother ever tell you that you listen like you’re deaf?” 

I smile at her, giving her one last kiss.  “Go on.  Get out of here, before you’re late.” 

I wish I was playing tonight.  At Mingles.  But there’s almost never a gig on Monday nights.  Sometimes mid-week, but Monday and Tuesday, if we have a gig, it’s very rare.  So far, this week, I’ve got nothing until Friday night.  So, it’s just going to be me and Bean while London works.  She’s asked Blake to give her any shift he can, so she can earn back the money she lost for her deposit that she can’t get back, since she hit the road in the middle of the night, leaving her landlord with no notice. I argued up and down with her, telling her that she doesn’t have to pay me rent, but she’s having none of it. 

The kitchen is lonely without the girls in it.  But I head in there, making Bean’s lunch, so that London doesn’t have to do it in the morning.  I also prepare something for breakfast, as I chop up some fruit, and pre-make some pancake batter.  I’ll get Bean up before she wakes up London, and get her ready for school, so that my girl can sleep.  It’s the least I can do, since I’ll be the one getting all the sleep tonight, while she works until two o’clock in the morning.  She probably won’t get home until at least three o’clock, since they do all the clean-up before they lock the doors for the night. 

Bean is such a good kid.  She stays in her bed and doesn’t move a muscle all night.  I try like hell to stay up, but once midnight hits, I surrender and get to bed, thinking that maybe London will wake me up when she gets home.  But when my alarm goes off at seven o’clock, it’s just me in the bed, and I find her snuggled up next to Bean.  As I go into the room to wake the angel up, she must hear me, because she lifts her head.  “Cooper?  Is it time to get up?” She whispers, half asleep. 

“It sure is.  If you’re hungry, I can make pancakes.” 

“Can I help?” 

“Sure, you can. I can’t make pancakes without a little help.” 

“Come on, then.” She whispers, getting out of bed.  London doesn’t move. She’s like a burrito in the bed, all snuggled up.  I miss her, but it breaks my heart to think about waking her up, for my own selfish reasons. 

I close the door behind me, so we don’t wake her, and I hear Bean hiss, gushing.  “Oh my gosh!  You have Christmas tree shaped pancake things!” She says, referring to the molds I have. 

“I do.  You don’t want to use them, do you?” I tease, using a playful voice. 

“Can we?” 

I smile.  “Well, of course, we can. That’s why I pulled them out for you.” I tousle her hair and she giggles. 

As I pull the non-stick griddle closer to the sink, Bean takes the hint, placing the mold on the smooth surface, and helps me pour the batter inside.  Then she places the other one next to it, and we repeat the process.  “So, what do you think of the name ‘Bean’, anyway?” I ask her, conversationally. 

“Well, mommy always calls me that, and once, some mean kid found out what my real name is, and do you know what she said?” 

“What did she say?” 

“Do you know what my real name is?” She asks, matter-of-factly, like we’re on some kind of talk show or something. 

“It’s Nicole, isn’t it?” 

“Uh huh.  Well, she said that my name sounds like ‘Nickel’, you know, like a coin?” 

 I nod. 

“Ever since then, I’d rather not use that name.” She says, pleased with herself. 

“I’ll bet you it’s only because that girl had a name like Iswalda or something stupid.  She probably hated her name, too, so she figured she’d make fun of someone’s name that’s nicer than hers.” 

She smiles.  “Do you like the name Nicole?” 

“That’s a fine name.  But I like nicknames, too.  Everyone seems to call me ‘Coop’. I’m surprised nobody’s called me ‘Chicken Coop’, but I’m sure some day someone will.” 

That gets a giggle, as we turn over the pancakes, noting how perfect they turn out.  “I sure hope these things don’t taste like Christmas trees.” 

She giggles easily, covering her mouth, and it’s as sweet as sin.  “You’re funny.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yes.  And this place that mommy used to take me to in Florida, where we used to live, made pancakes so big me and mommy used to have to share them.” 

In the back of my mind, I’m thinking that if London is overhearing any of this, that she might think I’m grilling the child for information, so I converse carefully.  “Yeah?  Is it warmer in Florida than it is out here?” 

“Yes.  But I like it here.  Especially living next door to the horses.  We never had any animals before.  I want a kitten so bad, but mommy isn’t sure how long we can stay.” 

“You can stay as long as you want to, darlin’.” 

“Mommy isn’t so sure about that.” 

“Well, you have my permission, but your mama can make up her mind when she’s ready.” 

She helps me place the pancakes on plates, and we sit down at the table, while I pour us both some orange juice in awaiting glasses.  “Do you know my daddy?” Bean asks me, with her mouth full. 

“I can’t say that I do, sweetheart.” I tell her honestly, covering my full mouth with my hand. 

“I haven’t seen him in a long time.” 

“Do you miss him?” 

“Yes.  I was hoping I could see him for Christmas, but mommy says no.” 

“Is he away somewhere?” I ask, feeling like a shit, the moment it comes out of my mouth, but it just slips, and it’s too late. 

“I’m not supposed to tell anyone, but my daddy is in jail.  He did something really bad, and that’s why mommy won’t let me see him.” 

My heart pumps out of my chest.  I lose my appetite immediately.  Chewing slowed, I set down my fork, and swallow down the mouthful with effort.  “I’m sorry to hear that, darlin’.”  Is all I can manage.  Lord knows what this asshole did.  He better pray to God that he didn’t touch either of them, or he’ll be goddamn thankful that he is where he is, because he’d be a dead man.  I had hoped that she was just divorced from the guy, that maybe her current situation was more to do with witnessing a random attack or something like that.  It never occurred to me that it could have something directly to do with him. 

I know I can’t ask her anymore.  It’s not fair, and certainly not right, and if London overhears, she’ll hate me for life.  I’ve already said too much.   

“Mommy's afraid that the bad men will come after us.  That’s why we have to use different names.” 

I almost want to tell her to stop.  I pray to God she isn’t so trusting of anyone else.  “Bean, there’s a reason why your mama told you to keep these things a secret.  Now, it’s important that you don’t tell anyone else, okay?  She probably won’t like it if she ever finds out how much you’ve told me already.” I advise her gently but with strong eye contact, so she knows that I mean business. 

“Okay.  Am I in trouble?” She asks, looking around, as if London is right behind us, eavesdropping. 

“No, love, you’re not in any trouble.” I squeeze her hand gently.  “I just worry, that’s all.” 

She purses her lips into a smile.  “And that’s why I know that telling you is okay.  Mommy always tells me to follow my heart and listen to my gut.” 

My eyes sparkle at her.  God, I love this kid.  “Well, that’s great advice, doll.  It’s the same advice my mama used to give me all the time when I was your age.  Even, to this day, she tells me the same.” 

“Is that why you asked us to live with you, when you just met us?” 

This kid is wise way beyond her years.  “I believe so, love.  And I wasn’t going to have you or your mama in harm’s way if I can help it.” 

She climbs down off the chair and takes two steps to me.  Her arms come out and she hugs me tight.  “I love you, Cooper.” 

Tugs at my heartstrings.  Ball in my throat, I manage.  “I love you to the moon and back, Bean.”  


      [image: ]The staff room is empty as I head there in between classes.  I’ve been battling with myself, wondering if I'm doing the right thing, telling Jenkins what I know.  But I know that I am, in my heart of hearts, because, for all I know, she could be getting screwed over, whether it be by the legal system, or by the dirtbags that forced her into the program.  Jenkins answers on the first ring.  “Cooper.  I’m so sorry, man.  I haven’t got anything more for you yet.  My contact is in a goddamn hospital bed, or I'd have something for you.” 

“It’s okay.  I’ve got something for you, actually.” 

“I’m all ears.” 

“Bean, London’s daughter, started talking this morning.” I raise a hand, as though he’s in the room with me.  “I didn’t prompt her or anything, man, I’ll swear on a bible to that.” 

“Go on.” 

“They’re definitely being protected from something or someone.  London’s ex-husband is in jail.” 

“I figured, but there’s no point going on a wild goose chase for an inmate unless I know at least what state, if not, what town.” 

“They’re from Florida.  Not sure how much that helps.  Bean says that London used to take her to a pancake place that served these things that were the size of her head.” 

I can hear him pecking away at a keyboard as we speak.  “Sure.  Any bit of information helps, even if you think it doesn’t.” 

“She mentioned she hasn’t seen him for a while.  That London hasn’t let her see him at least since last Christmas.” 

“That means that whatever transpired with the ex didn’t necessarily happen the moment he was sent to the slammer.  Whatever caused her to go the program happened pretty damn recently.” 

“I coached Bean.  I don’t want her going around telling this shit to just anyone.” 

“Good call.  I’m sure London did the same. Any word on a surname?” 

“Na, she was about to tell me, but I was afraid I was already walking a fine line, just in case London was listening.  She was asleep in the next room, so it was pretty risky business.” 

“Gotcha.  Well, if anything else comes up, give me a ring.  I’ve got more digging to do now.  This is pretty helpful.” 

“Good.  I’m glad.” 

“Take it easy.” 

“You, too.” 

As I hang up to him, I worry that London overheard this morning’s conversation.  But I'll have to wait until tonight to find out. 

...for now, I just have to pray that Jenkins finds something out before then. 
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