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Present Day

Jace Bennett

LUNCH WAS A bore.

Despite the fact I was at one of downtown’s finest dining establishments, and in the company of a beautiful woman, my disinterest was still plunging with each passing minute.

Attempting to wine and dine the head of a local software company turned out to take more focus than I had to give. Much to my dismay, the woman was having none of that.

Before our meals were even served, she’d taken the meeting to a physical level by opening her blouse so wide I could all but see her nipples. When that stunt failed to grab my attention, she ramped up her seduction by placing her hand on my thigh beneath the table.

Not only was her assertiveness for the midday hour overkill, but what she didn’t know was that with the state of mind I was in, it was useless, or at least it had been.

The white tablecloth served as more than a functional piece of linen. She was using it as a shield to hide her strident advances as she began to run her fingertips slowly up the fabric of my slacks.

Within seconds of her inching her hand up the inside of my thigh, something started to tingle inside me—a wisp of lust. It was something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. In fact, it was enough incitement that for a moment I considered taking her up on her advances.

Astonished, I sat there contemplating the feeling. In the end, her aggressiveness was too much of a turnoff to truly turn me on. Putting an end to it, I pretended to need my napkin from my lap and gently pushed her hand slightly lower.

Attempting to brush it off, she put her hand to use by grabbing her wine glass. With each sip of wine she took, and every unanswered advance she made, my hopes of convincing Amanda Woodward to let me buy the software application she had just launched dwindled further and further, along with the little attention I had to give her.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t good looking.

She was.

It wasn’t that her body wasn’t smoking hot.

It was.

It wasn’t that her lingering touch didn’t make me hard.

It did.

It was more that I hadn’t been interested in having intercourse with anyone since my wife died nearly three years ago.

Experience told me the woman was accustomed to getting what she wanted, and I tried my best to pacify her. I didn’t move her creeping hand off my thigh or look away from her double d’s.

We’d danced this dance a few times over the years, and usually our meetings ended before they had gotten too far into the physical interaction part.

This time though I really wanted that app, so I didn’t fake a reason to leave, instead I toughed it out.

Hey, I was doing what I had to do.

But when I didn’t respond to her advances, my lack of reaction only seemed to fuel her fire.

Despite that fact, I kept my eye on the prize, and continued to bring the conversation back around to the purpose of our meeting.

To the purchase I actually did want to make.

The software application.

Her software application.

By the time we’d finished our meals, she had yet to agree to the sale, but I was fairly certain she wanted me to fuck her in the restroom. No, not fairly certain. Certain. She’d whispered the idea in my ear.

Like I said though, I wasn’t interested in a quick lay, and that was one thing I couldn’t fake.

I was there for the app, and the app only.

The app’s name might have been simplistic, but the idea was brilliant. I’m Here allowed for a person to pin themselves to locations, and once they did, those following that person would be updated every time their location changed.

My business would benefit greatly if I could add that newest technology to its platform.

And by my business, I’m referring to Flirt Enterprises. The Fortune 500 company I built from the ground up.

Flirt is a hub of social media applications targeted toward those looking to connect with someone. Its features are diverse and well liked. Think of it as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat all in one place.

What makes Flirt different from all the other dating sites out there isn’t only the unique platform it’s housed on, but the fact that it’s not targeted to only finding the one.

The truth is, people wanted a less complicated way to find one-night stands, companionship, fake fiancés, and even arranged marriages.

In fact, they wanted it so much that they were screaming for it. Check out Craig’s List circa 2010, and you’ll see what I mean. Recognizing this niche, I happily obliged by providing the technological platform to allow for them to connect, both conventionally and unconventionally, without judgment.

Flirt Enterprise’s number one app might be Date Me, but the number two position will no doubt surprise you. It is Fake Me, a place people go to find a fake fiancé or spouse for an upcoming occasion. Seriously, the amount of people looking for someone to take to a high school reunion or wedding as their soon-to-be spouse or spouse would astonish you.

Marry Me also has a huge number of members, and comes in third by a landslide to Friend Me, the companionship connection.

After the waiter took our plates, I slid back in my chair. “The offer is above market,” I said, trying to keep the constantly derailing conversation on track.

“Jace,” she purred as she scooted her chair closer and pretended to straighten my tie. “I think that’s enough business talk for one lunch. What do you say you come to my place tonight and then we can talk some more?”

Did she think I was born yesterday? “Look,” I said, matter-of-factly, “are you interested in selling or not?”

Stunned by my tone, she sat back. “I’m not certain. Like I said, I think we need to discuss it further.”

“Okay, I can understand that.”

“Good, I’m glad.”

My tone softened. “What are your concerns?”

“Oh, Jace,” she waved a hand, “I’ve had way too much wine, and I don’t feel comfortable discussing something as big as this under the influence.”

Ignoring her attempt to avoid the reason we were meeting, I opened my briefcase and removed the contract my best friend, college buddy, and attorney, Ethan Miller, had drawn up. “I think you’ll find the terms of my offer very favorable, and I doubt once you read it, you’ll have any concerns.”

Tucking a piece of her dark wavy hair behind her ear, she leered at me in disbelief.

That didn’t bother me, and I handed her the papers anyway. When she refused to take them, now that bothered me.

“Jace,” she smiled, “I think you know I’m interested in more than just the sale of a downloadable app.”

I blinked. Shit, she was bold. “Yes, Amanda, I do, but I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m not interested in anything at this time but purchasing your app.”

Her face tightened, and yet her exotic features still somehow remained soft. It had to be an art perfected over time. “Everything has a price, Jace, you know that.”

“I do, and that is why my offer is more than fair.”

“Stop with the offer,” she scowled in irritation.

Christ. Enough was enough. Having wasted way too much of my time, I started to gather my things. “Too bad, this could have been a win-win for both of us.”

She looked stunned. “Are you really going to walk away?”

I nodded. “I am.”

“Screw you,” she whispered before throwing her glass of water in my face.

Lunch was over.

Like I said, the woman was used to getting what she wanted, and obviously not getting it was a deal breaker.

Fuck me.

Or in this case . . . not.
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Present Day

Jace Bennett

NO WASN’T A word I was used to being told.

The events at lunch had put me in a foul mood, and I decided walking back to the office would be a great way to burn off some steam.

Besides, it was a decent day, and the early September breeze would certainly dry my shirt. The weather wasn’t something I typically noticed or paid attention to, but this morning I had checked it for a reason.

After all, September fifth was a day I knew I’d remember forever, and not because it was a day when I’d been groped under a table. Rather, because it was my daughter’s first day of Kindergarten.

The memory of getting her ready was still ingrained in my mind. Plaid jumper. Auburn hair in ringlets. And a smile that lit up my world. That’s how I would remember this day—forever.

Fast strides brought me to the thirty-six-floor skyscraper located in the Near West Side of Chicago much quicker than I had anticipated. With my temperament still in brooding mode, I wasn’t ready to go back to work. That’s when I decided to circle around to the river. Something I never did without my daughter.

Near the water there was a slight nip in the air, which hinted to summer descending into fall, and I breathed it in.

With my hands stuffed in my pockets, I stopped and stood on the concrete walkway. Leaning against the railing, I scanned the area. Around me, people sat on benches and at chairs circling tables, drinking coffee and talking.

It was something Tricia loved to do—just sit around and talk.

Why hadn’t I done that with her more?

My wife was beautiful. Petite. She might have been short and curvy and sexy as hell, but it was her zest for life that I never could resist.

Unable to watch the people enjoying themselves any longer, I averted my eyes upward, and stared for the longest time.

When I should have been in my office answering calls and typing emails, I instead was standing down below it, lost in my thoughts.

What was wrong with me?

Still staring at the structural system of the building where steel trusses were used to suspend the southwest corner in order to clear the Amtrak and Metra railroad tracks beneath it, I tried to figure out how the hell I was going to raise my growing daughter and keep my sanity.

It was a common concern, and one that after nearly three years I had yet to overcome.

The sound of an engine swung my glance downward, and it landed on the big, yellow boat. It was something Scarlett loved to look at. She said it reminded her of a giant rubber duck. With a smile on my face, I watched as the sightseeing tour passed by, thinking about my daughter and the milestones my wife would never be a part of.

Scarlett was two when Tricia passed, and other than the pictures she had seen, she didn’t remember her mother. That was hard. Harder still was the fact that she’d recently turned five years old, and not only did she look so much like her mother, she also had her fiery personality as well.

This morning my daughter debated with me the benefits of letting her wear her pretty sandals to school instead of the practical tennis shoes I’d recently purchased for her. As usual, she won the debate.

Thank fuck for uniforms, or I would have been screwed. It would have been sports shirts, tutus, and jeans every Goddamn day.

The Preston School in Lincoln Park was where Scarlett spent her days. She’d been attending the elite establishment since preschool. And it was close enough to our house that the nanny walked her to and from there, unless it rained or the temperature was extremely cold, then she drove her.

For almost a year after I lost my wife, I had refused to consider hiring someone to help me with Scarlett. It felt wrong. Like I was trying to replace my wife. Therefore, every morning I dropped Scarlett off at daycare, and every evening I left work promptly at five to pick her up, and worked from home well into the night.

Days when Scarlett was sick, my best friend’s wife would watch her for me. Fiona, who was married to Ethan, stayed at home with their son, Max.

It was my other best friend, Nick Carrington, another college buddy, that I had to thank for pushing me toward hiring Mrs. Sherman. He knew I was burning out and took the time to convince me of that.

The nanny I hired was a sixtyish woman with no children any longer at home and she loved Scarlett. Turned out, she had been what both Scarlett and I needed to round out the sharp corners of dealing with the loss of Tricia.

Things were better with her.

As much as they could be, anyway.

A feeling of restlessness spilled over me, and I knew it was time to get back to work. I was on edge. That woman at lunch had opened something within me that I thought had long since died. It was a yearning that I refused to acknowledge.

Shoving aside the whole stop and smell the roses routine I had somehow tiptoed into, I turned away from the river. Long strides had me in the lobby and boarding the elevator in less than five minutes. In no time, I was stepping out onto the twenty-seventh floor.

“Mr. Bennett,” Simon called. “I’m glad I caught you.”

I stopped and turned around to address one of the systems analysts who was filling in as interim Technology Manager. “What’s going on, Simon?”

“I have an issue I’d like you to take a look at.”

“Did you ask Perry about it?” Perry Reeves was the Chief Technology Officer and had been with me since I first pounded out the idea of Flirt.

“I tried, sir, but he’s been in meetings all day. I thought, or I hoped,” Simon stumbled, “that I could get your opinion?”

Perry had recently hired someone for the open position, but until that person actually started, I knew he was buried up to his balls in work. That’s why I nodded and followed Simon, despite the fact I knew my desk was probably overflowing by now.

Simon was hired nine months ago, straight out of college, and in no way ready for the management position, but he was eager and always gave it his all. I liked that about him. He was a real go-getter.

And his ideas were top notch.

It was four before I made my way to my office, and as soon as I opened my email I saw a message from Amanda Woodward.

There was also one from Perry, so I clicked on it first.



To: Jace Bennett

From: Perry Reeves

Re: New Hire

 

Jace, attached you will find the resume of the new hire for the Technology Management position. I think she is perfect for the job, and as you know I went ahead and hired her already. Sorry for the delay in forwarding this to you. She starts next week. I really think she’s going to be a beneficial asset.



Amanda’s email was burning on my screen and without bothering to click on the resume, I typed out a quick response and closed Perry’s email. My hope was that Amanda had found her sanity and was going to agree to the purchase.

It was my sanity that needed to be questioned for thinking that way, and that became evident when I clicked on the message and read it. Before even finishing it, my foul mood re-emerged. In fact, I wanted to throw something.



To: Jace Bennett

From: Amanda Woodward

Re: I’m Here

 

In case it wasn’t clear at our meeting this afternoon, I’m Here isn’t for sale right now. If I gave the impression of otherwise, I must apologize.

 

Until we meet again,

Amanda



As I read each word one more time, I felt my body going live wire. My temperament had to be tamed. I took a deep breath and blew it out, but before I could do it again my cell phone started to ring.

“Jace,” I answered shortly without glancing at the screen.

“Mr. Bennett, this is Mrs. Sherman. Is this a good time?”

I took another slow breath. “Yes, yes, of course. How’s Scarlett?”

“That’s why I’m calling. When I picked her up from school today, she was crying.”

My heart stopped. “Why?”

“I’m not certain, sir, she won’t say.”

I sat up in my chair, my frown deepening. “Let me talk to her.”

“Just one moment.”

A few seconds later, Scarlett’s sweet voice came over the line. “Hi, Daddy.”

“Hi, princess. Mrs. Sherman told me you were sad when she picked you up today. Why?”

“No reason.”

“Scarlett, you know you can tell me anything, right?”

“It’s not a big deal, Daddy.”

Like her mother, she also hated to cause trouble. “I’m sure it isn’t, but how about you tell me anyway?”

With a sigh, she said, “Well, there was this new boy at school today, and he made fun of my hair.”

The features on my face screwed out of place as I picked up the picture on my desk of Tricia and zeroed in on her auburn locks. The ones I loved to run my fingers through and the ones that always looked like she’d never brushed them. I think that hair is the first thing I ever noticed about her. And Scarlett had the identical hair, right down to the tangles and auburn color. “Made fun of your hair, how?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

She hiccupped a little, and I hated she had been crying. “He said it looked like I plugged my finger into a light socket.”

Anger splintered my mind. “He said what?”

“Daddy, it’s no big deal. I’m fine now,” she insisted.

I set the picture down on my desk. “I know you are, princess. And you know you have the hair of an angel, right?”

That made her giggle. “Daddy, I have my mommy’s hair, not the hair of an angel.”

I shifted a little in my chair and looked at the picture again. “Silly me. You’re right, princess.”

“What time are you coming home?” she asked.

“I’ll be home in time for dinner.”

“Promise?” Her voice sounded doubtful.

“Promise,” I said.

“Okay, Daddy, then while we eat, I’ll tell you all about my day. My teacher is really nice, and today we got all of our supplies. I want to tell you all about them.”

“Sounds like a date.”

“Bye, Daddy,” she said.

My eyes were still on Tricia’s auburn locks. “Scarlett,” I stopped her.

“Yes, Daddy?”

“What was the boy’s name?”

She hymned and hawed.

“Please, princess.”

“I think it was Jonah. Yes, Jonah. Why Daddy?”

It’s not like I could tell her I was about to set this kid’s parents straight. “I was just curious.”

Hey, I was.

“I love you,” she said.

“Love you more,” I answered, and then hung up.

Leaning back in my chair, I steepled my fingers together and couldn’t stop the wheels from turning in my brain because they were already in motion.

The low growl that rumbled in my throat as I opened the school’s website was one I had to swallow back. I knew I had to calm the fuck down as I entered my password and clicked on the parent directory, but I couldn’t seem to regulate my breathing no matter how hard I tried.

Scanning the list, I saw there was only one Jonah in Scarlett’s class. Below it was the name of a single parent. H. Crestfall was listed along with a physical and email address.

The single name meant single parent. This was something I knew all too well.

Regardless, this boy’s parent, father or mother, or parents, if that was the case, needed to teach his or her or their kid some manners.

I was so up in my head that before I knew it, I was reaching for the phone, telling my secretary I was leaving early, and then I was rising out of my chair and storming down the hall.

Heading to Lincoln Park via a stop off in Lakeview wasn’t that far out of my way, and since I was leaving early, I’d be home for dinner as promised.

Stop the bullying and keep my promise . . .

Now that was priceless.
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Present Day

Jace Bennett

WAITING AROUND WAS never my thing.

I was wired to address things head on. Sidestepping the issue was for pussies, or that was what I had always believed. Tricia had tried to tame me. She wasn’t the first one to try to help me deal with my misplaced anger and easily triggered temper.

There were things I’d learned before I met Tricia that served me well. Deep breathing techniques had always been most effective, as well as taking a minute to reconsider my actions. Tricia expanded on those tools and tried to stress the importance of not being able to undo what had been done.

You can’t go back.

None of my coping mechanisms were working at the moment, and by the time I made it to the parking garage, I was no longer thinking about calming down or the fallout of what I was about to do.

No one was going to upset my daughter, not if I had something to say about it.

The BMW 7 series was parked in my usual spot. After I unlocked the driver’s side door, I tossed my briefcase on the passenger seat and plugged the address from the directory into the navigation system. I wasn’t that familiar with the neighborhood the house was in, but I knew it well enough.

The area was nice. A lot of homes that needed fixing up just like Lincoln Park. The difference, the houses weren’t as big, so they didn’t cost as much. The upside, most of the lots were larger, providing a lot more privacy.

Not that it was that far from The Preston School, it was probably closer than my house, but I didn’t know many people who came from Lakeview to Lincoln Park for schooling, since the Emblem Academy was located there.

Then again, you had to shell out a pretty penny for that school, and maybe this family didn’t have that or find it worth the investment or care for the politics.

Who the fuck knew, and who the fuck cared. All that mattered was that my little girl did not come home crying ever again.

Blaring the Sex Pistols, I hopped on I-90 just as if I were headed to my house in Lincoln Park. As I started north, I wondered if I should call Fiona and ask her for advice on how to handle the situation, but in the end I decided against it. She’d probably tell me to go through proper channels. To start by emailing the teacher or the parent. That was too much bureaucracy for me. It would take too long. I wanted the situation addressed now.

This was something I needed to handle myself.

In my own way.

And besides, my friendship with Fiona was still on unstable ground, even after all the time that had passed. She pretended it wasn’t, but we both knew it was, and there was nothing I could do to undo what had been done.

You can’t go back.

Our relationship had grown during the weeks and months following the death of my wife, and somehow I had allowed it to grow further than I should have. Relying on her more than I should have. Telling her things I probably should have kept to myself. Using her as a shoulder to cry on.

The three-month period that happened as a result of that connection wasn’t anything I had expected and nothing I planned to re-live.

Ever again.
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Six Months Earlier

Jace Bennett

TO THE UNTRAINED ear, every Ramones song sounded exactly the same.

They were all fast, short, wickedly funny and deceptively simple. But the hardcores like me knew the truth: no two songs are the same. “Wart Hog” sounded nothing like “Judy Is a Punk,” and “I Remember You” was about as far away from “Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue” as one could imagine.

“Pet Cemetery” was playing as I stared at the picture of Tricia and me with Scarlett in our front yard the day we brought Scarlett home from the hospital. It was exactly one hundred and thirty-three days after the one-year anniversary of Tricia’s death. I counted the days that way. I wasn’t sure why.

I was feeling restless, unable to concentrate. My eyes bounced from the striped wallpaper, distressed wooden floors, fabric chairs, and finally down at the large onyx desk where my laptop was perched. Everything mixed and matched in such a way it was undeniable that they were selected with coordination in mind.

The entire house was the exact same way. Every room decorated with care and understanding. Comfort and logic. Luxury and frills.

No expense was spared.

I was glad I could give her that.

Tricia and I had purchased the brownstone right before we married. The place was old and needed a shit ton of work. I wanted to pass on the house, but Tricia saw potential she couldn’t pass up. I imagined it was how she felt about me when we first met. A little broken, but with some tender-loving care she knew she could put it back together, just as she had me.

At first we were both too busy with our careers to bother with redoing it. Flirt was just making great strides, and her interior design job brought her so much satisfaction, she couldn’t let it go.

But as soon as we found out she was pregnant, she decided it was time to quit. During those nine months before Scarlett was born, she coordinated the complete renovation of our home and was certain to include every modern convenience. She knew what I liked and never cut corners.

I focused on working, or wanted to be. I started to tap on my keyboard, but stroke after stroke no coherent words would form. My mind was trapped in the days of the construction and the nuance of coming home to her every night.

The knock on the door was light.

A quick glance out the window from my office told me it was Ethan. His car was parked in the drive. The visit was unexpected, but not unwelcome.

I looked at the clock. It was ten. I was up. I was always up—working. He knew that.

As soon as he walked in, I could tell he was twitchy and nervous. It wasn’t so much unlike him, and I honestly paid little attention. Scarlett was fast asleep, so I turned the speakers in the living room on, allowing the Ramones to play quietly through them, and then grabbed us both a beer before taking a seat.

“So, what’s up?” I asked.

With a beer in his hand, Ethan stood. “I have something I want to discuss with you.”

I raised a brow. “Sounds serious. What is it?”

Ethan took a few steps toward the window, and then turned back to me. “Remember that girl from MSU?”

I tensed. By saying that girl, I knew exactly whom he was referring to. She was my first love, but she belonged to Ethan first. Although technically I had met her before him, I had lost her, literally. “Yeah, of course I do.”

He was pacing now. “She was smoking hot, right?”

I nodded. She was so much more than that, but Ethan wasn’t aware of just how much, and the past was better left in the past.

He stopped pacing and looked right at me. “And Fiona is smoking hot too, don’t you think?”

Setting my beer down, I let out a forced laugh. “Yeah, of course I do, but she’s your wife, man. I really don’t think about her that way.”

A shaky palm ran through his blonde hair. “What if I told you I wanted to do with Fiona what we did with her?”

“You want me to fuck your wife?”

Ethan hesitated and seemed to ponder this. “Well, maybe not exactly the same thing as we did back then. No intercourse, but other things.”

Lost for words, I got to my feet and strode past him to look out the window. The threesome had gotten out of control. She and I were spending more and more time together, and Ethan less. It was fucked up and messy, but I knew he had never seen it that way. The guilt had stayed with me, though.

I looked over my shoulder. “Why the hell would you want to do that?”

His response was immediate. There was no hesitation that time. “Fiona wants to know what it is like, and I want to give her that. I want to make her happy. Make us both happy.”

Christ. Was he for real? Here I thought he had changed so much since college, but it didn’t look like he had. I shot him a glance. “No fucking way.”

Ethan strode over and stood beside me, arms crossed. “Why not?”

I turned toward him. “Because Fiona is your wife.”

Those eyes of his narrowed. “And she was my girlfriend. That didn’t stop you back then.”

Chaos swarmed me. I gulped for air. We hadn’t talked about her since everything ended. “Ethan, come on, man, you know this is different.”

“Yeah, I do. This time it’s all on me. And this time there won’t be any going behind my back.”

I stared at him. The son of bitch knew. He actually knew. That same old guilt hit me hard. And yet I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I shook my head, no.

His gaze narrowed. “You owe me this, man,” he said quietly.

I stopped shaking my head.

“And besides,” he went on, “it’s not like you won’t be getting something out of it, your wrist must be getting tired.” That last part he said with a snicker.

“Fuck you,” I spat back.

That was the same as saying yes about Fiona.
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Present Day

Jace Bennett

FUCKING CHICAGO TRAFFIC.

I really hated it.

Finally, I moved past the jam, and when I did, I floored the gas.

Joining Ethan and Fiona for those three months had satisfied a basic sexual need, but at the same time, the situation made me feel even emptier.

I knew it was wrong.

I would never have allowed another man to touch my wife. Shit, I really had changed. Don’t get me wrong, I got why Ethan had done it, still it had to be hard.

And I hated that.

Even though Fiona and I never fucked, we did everything else, and this time I made certain Ethan was always with us. We shared her, gave her everything she wanted, made her feel like a queen.

Eventually I couldn’t do it anymore. Things had to end. And then the perfect out came along. I let Fiona think she was setting me up with a teacher from The Preston School, and the threesome ended.

The truth was, I wanted it to end. The whole thing made me feel more alone than I actually was when I was alone. And as for the teacher, I took her out once and brought her back to her house, where I explained to her that I was not ready to move on. I never called her again.

Fiona and I acted like everything was the way it had been before, and I think in her mind it was. For me though, I felt like the more I leaned on her, the more I shouldn’t.

False vibes.

Guilt.

I still had no idea why.

Then again my psyche had been fucked up since I was ten.

I passed the exit for Washington Boulevard, the one I would have taken if I were going home, and continued north to confront the parent or maybe parents of the child who had made my daughter cry.

The closer I got, the more I started to second-guess my decision. Maybe I should take it up with the school, or the teacher first? Maybe I should go through the email process like Fiona would tell me to do?

Fuck that.

What if Scarlett came home tomorrow crying again, then I’d want to punch myself in the face for not addressing the issue head on. She’d already lost so much in her life, I couldn’t bear for her to hurt over anything, especially when it was something I could control.

That was when I turned up the music and turned off my thoughts.

Ten minutes later I was pulling up in front of a rather large yellow two-story house with a front porch and stone pillars. It had a charm about it I couldn’t shake. It was also in desperate need of some yard maintenance. The grass was about four inches too high and the bushes completely overgrown. The driveway led to a standalone garage in the back, and it too had weeds growing from the cracks of the concrete.

The SOLD sign told the story.

I didn’t know or care what that story was.

On the front porch were a number of kids’ toys. A bicycle, a Nerf football, and a pair of roller skates that looked well used. Jonah’s I assumed. The kid suddenly became real, and I considered driving right past the house.

He was only a kid.

Yeah, a kid who made my daughter cry.

I didn’t leave.

Instead, I parked my BMW on the street and opened the car door. With each step I took toward the newly painted porch stairs, I inhaled a deep breath. I could be reasonable and respectful. I wouldn’t accuse, I’d simply inform. The parent or parents could then address the issue with the child.

That sounded like the most mature approach. I felt a little proud of myself that I had calmed down and wasn’t gunning for the jugular.

The bottom line was, I’d want to know if my daughter had made someone cry on his or her first day of school.

When I reached the front door, it was open, and the only barrier was the flimsy screen door that if I had to guess, wasn’t locked. I could hear the Clash playing from inside, and I had to force myself not to smile. Another punk rock enthusiast. Interesting. I didn’t come across them very often.

Standing there, I glanced inside. There were boxes everywhere. Moving in or out, I hadn’t a clue. Didn’t really care.

Ringing the doorbell, I waited patiently and didn’t pound on door the way I had envisioned myself doing.

The sun was shining in the direction of the door, and it was hard to see, but I could make out the shape of a woman as she came into view through the mesh. She had a large book in her hands and her face was down as if in deep concentration.

Everything started to change the closer she got to me. First there was the unmistakable smell of lavender, a scent that made my nostrils flare in excitement, and then I saw the familiar shape of her eyes, her lips, her nose, and even the slender curve of her shoulders.

What happened next was like one of those slow motion movies.

I stumbled back with a jolt and thought . . . no way.

The woman with blonde hair that hung straight at least halfway down her back struggled to open the door, and only once she did, did she raise her gaze. “Can I help—?”

Out of nowhere, pure adrenaline raced through my veins. A thrill. An excitement I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I opened my mouth to speak, but shut it.

She didn’t finish her sentence either. Instead, she set the book down on the table beside the door. The haphazard way she released it caused it to fall and land on the floor with a clang. The spine read, “Web Design.”

That wasn’t what drew my attention, though. Rather, I found myself staring at the unusual pale blue color of her eyes. The color of a hot summer’s day and cool spring night. A color I’d only ever seen once before. But no, it couldn’t be—could it?

The silence drew out. I was dimly aware of her wiping one of her hands on her jeans, but nothing else. There was a reason I was there. A wrong to right. But unable to look away from her wide, startled eyes and her half-open mouth, I couldn’t seem to recall what exactly it was.

I took off my sunglasses to get a closer look. From the angle she was standing at, I could see the curve of her ass, the shape of her tits, the plane of her stomach, and I knew, I knew for certain that this was her.

This was Hannah.

H. Crestfall was Hannah Michaels.

The first girl I ever loved . . . and the one who broke me even more than I already had been before I met her.

“Hannah,” I said at the same time she said, “Jace.”

I nodded.

She nodded.

“What are you doing here?” she asked in a voice that trembled.

Right.

I was there for a reason, and it wasn’t to go down fucking memory lane, and it certainly wasn’t to relive the pain she caused me.

Still trying to brush off the shock, I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Do you have a son named Jonah?” I asked, my voice slightly uneven.

She nodded and pushed her silky blonde hair behind her ear. It was a nervous twitch I knew so well.

“Does he attend The Preston School?” I asked to be one hundred percent certain.

Her eyes narrowed. “Yes, he does. Why are you asking?”

There was no invite inside, and it was for the best. I’d regained my balance by now and went for the jugular. “He’s in my daughter’s class, and today he said something to her that made her cry.” This time I kept my voice even, calm.

Her narrowed gaze raked over me in an accessing manner that told me she didn’t appreciate me being at her front door. “What is it you think he said to her?”

I ignored the sarcasm that dripped from her voice, and remained calm. “He told her that her hair looked like she’d plugged herself into a light socket, or something along those lines. I thought you might want to know that he was bullying someone.”

“Jonah has the sweetest disposition, and I doubt he would ever say anything like that.”

“Are you calling my daughter a liar?” I asked.

The physical trembling was hard to ignore, but I found it even harder not to notice the step she took closer to me. “Are you calling my son a bully?”

That wasn’t my intention, but she was pushing my buttons. Without realizing it, I puffed my chest out. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

Her eyes, those blue eyes, blazed, and she put her hands on her hips. “Still the same old big shot, huh, Jace. Think the world revolves around you.”

A white-hot fury rose up from somewhere deep within me from a place I had buried it long ago. Once it did, I couldn’t stop it, or my reaction to her words. “Screw you, Hannah,” I bit out, and turned to stomp down the stairs.

“Jace,” she yelled.

Every hurt I ever felt from that day so long ago came back to me, and I had to ignore her. Unable to fight my emotions, I tuned out whatever else she was trying to say to me. I didn’t want to hear it. I knew I had come here about our kids. I also knew this wasn’t about us. But as soon as she called me a big shot—that’s what it became.

I tried to take a deep breath as I stormed toward my car with my words echoing in my head.

Screw you.

Two words I had wanted to say to her all those years ago and never did.

Screw you.

It wasn’t the right time, or the right context. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I really felt that animosity any longer.

But I didn’t give a fuck.

Screw you.

She had it coming.


[image: ]

Ten Years Earlier

Hannah Michaels

THE 1967 COSMOPOLITAN story on women computer programmers was making the rounds again.

And the girls in my computer class were fired up.

The story last made its way around the Internet five years ago when I was a junior in high school.

Back then, a little known blog pointed out that years ago the article had wrongly appeared between story headlines about how to frost a cake and what to wear in the rain. The blog also noted that not much had changed since then, considering one of the biggest software companies in the country only had one woman on their technical staff — and she was an intern.

But the newest circulation of the article had an addendum, and it stated that that one woman, whom had been pointed out years ago, went on to become the head of Google’s analytics department.

Way to go!

For a select few of us, the party we were at was a celebration of how far women had come in the computer field. We’d gone to pay homage to the road that had been paved for us.

The off-campus party was actually being thrown as a kick off to Greek Week, but I ignored that fact. Fraternities and sororities seemed to take up way too much time. I was at college on a scholarship, and I had to maintain my grades to keep it.

My roommate had driven me, but soon after we arrived she abandoned me to go upstairs with a cute guy she’d just met. I had no choice but to wait for her, or walk back to campus, and it was a little too far to do that.

Even though I wasn’t much of a partier, I carried an empty red cup around and chatted with my peers to see what they were working on in their classes. I liked to hear their ideas and absorb the knowledge they had. I wanted to go far. Be someone who mattered.

Change the world.

Social media was where the computer world was headed, and I intended to create the next big Facebook.

I moved among the crowd, and once I’d spoken to the few people I knew, I went in search of the bathroom. It was a good place of refuge.

Having been told it was right through the kitchen, I walked that way, and then paused as soon as I entered the room.

Sitting on the counter next to the keg was a guy that nearly knocked me out of my Converse sneakers, and I instantly wished I’d dressed a little nicer. Perhaps not worn my ripped jeans and smiley face t-shirt. Or better yet, blow-dried my dirty blonde hair, instead of pulling it back with a glittery headband.

The dark haired guy flashed me a grin of perfect white teeth. Oh my God, that mouth. His mouth. It was perfectly shaped. My only thought was I want to kiss him. Obviously, I was instantly smitten. But I was shy, so I walked right past him and found that place of refuge I was in search of.

I didn’t stay long.

I was intrigued. Captivated. Curious.

Would he still be there?

When I returned from the bathroom, at first I didn’t see him, and my heart sunk. But then I spotted that messy, dark hair, and my heart pounded.

He had changed positions. He was leaning against the opposite counter with his hands in his pockets. Long. Lean. Hot. He wore jeans that hung low on his hips and a very worn Harvard t-shirt that showed off the most incredible build I’d ever seen.

“Want a refill?” he asked just as I was about to pass because I was way too nervous to stop.

Heat flushed my cheeks as I looked down at my cup, which I knew was empty, and then over toward him. That’s when I figured why not, and extended my hand with the cup. “Sure.”

Our fingers barely touched, and I felt a jolt of electricity travel through my entire body.

While he poured beer into my cup, he said, “I’m Jace.”

“I’m Hannah,” I said, my voice breaking from nerves.

“What’s your major?” he asked over the music.

“Computer Science,” I told him. “What’s yours?”

“Undeclared,” he sighed, as he offered me the full cup.

“Undeclared?” I questioned, taking a sip, and trying not to wince. I really hated the taste of beer, especially cheap, draft beer.

He nodded. “Just call me, Mr. Undeclared.”

My nervousness waned, and I felt at ease with him. “You should totally major in Computer Science,” I said, “It’s where the future is at.”

“Oh, yeah,” he smiled, with a raise of his brow, “Tell me more.”

And so I did. Sip after sip, I explained to him where the world was headed, and why our generation had to jump on the bandwagon and take the lead.

That was the first time in my two years in college that I got drunk. And I didn’t handle it well. Right in the middle of our conversation, I told him I had to go, and went running off.

When my roommate finally came back downstairs, she found me puking my brains out in the bathroom. Mortified. Humiliated. I left without saying a word to the guy with the great smile. Not that I could have even if I wanted to. In fact, my roommate had to practically carry me to our dorm room.

My brain was a little fuzzy when I woke up the next morning, but I remembered telling my roommate the night before that I was going to marry that guy some day, if only I knew how to find him.

We hadn’t even exchanged last names.

The next week was hell for me. With all of my courses well underway, and the work piling up, I didn’t have much time to think about my future husband. Or go in search of him. Not that it would have been an easy task on a campus with more than fifty thousand students. Still I asked around. No one in my circle seemed to know him. Then again, my circle was very small, and we were all geeks.

He, however, was certainly no geek.

A few weeks passed when one day I was in the library studying and a good-looking blonde-haired guy sat next to me with the same English book I had opened up in front of me.

“You’re in my class,” he said, lifting his own book.

I nodded. I’d seen him sitting in the back of the lecture hall, flirting with whichever girl was beside him.

“Mind if we study together?” he asked.

Shyly pulling my hair behind my ear, I shrugged. “Sure.”

He smiled at me. “I’m Ethan Miller.”

“I’m Hannah Michaels.”

Ethan was a flirt, but he was also sweet, cute, and although I couldn’t believe it, interested in me.

Mr. Undeclared was nowhere to be found, and I had come to assume he didn’t really attend Michigan State. Perhaps he was a local boy from East Lansing, or maybe he actually attended Harvard, in which case I knew I’d never see him again.

Three weeks later, Ethan and I were officially dating. Four weeks later, I was blowing him. Five weeks later, we were fucking, and I was still blowing him. Blowjobs and hand jobs were something he couldn’t get enough of, and I wondered if he’d been neglected in high school.
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