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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Sneaky Quarterback mentions sexual assault/abuse, a violent attack, and cutting. I don’t go into details about the acts themselves, but my characters briefly talk about them. I understand these topics may be subjects some of you wish to avoid, so I wanted to warn you before reading this book.

      This romance novel is a work of fiction. It’s a story of healing for Tabitha. My intent when writing it was to bring hope and show that the past does not have to define who we are. Reader Discretion is strongly advised.

      If you have found yourself in a similar situation, I am genuinely sorry for all you have endured. I hope that through Tabitha’s story, you can find some healing. It was my intent to be respectful while sharing her story with you.

      If you need assistance or want someone to speak with, please reach out to the National Domestic Violence Hotline: https://www.thehotline.org/

      

      Reader discretion is advised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at the woman standing at my front door crying, unable to get her words out. I don’t want to invite her in, but I do. We ended things several months ago, or more like I did.

      When Felicia and I met, we started as friends. She was dating one of my teammates, and I was sort of dating one of her friends. I use the word dating lightly because her friend and I were both seeing other people the entire time we were together—her more than me, which is why it didn’t work out.

      After those relationships ended for both of us, Felicia and I remained close. Called each other to complain about what was going wrong in our lives, as well as how awful the opposite sex was. Sometimes it helps to have a person of the opposite sex you can bounce your frustrations off. We remained acquaintances for about two years.

      Eventually, we decided we should change our relationship to something more. Everyone warned that by doing so, we could ruin a good thing. However, we ignored their advice and went for it. We were way better off as friends in the long run, and we both realized this after several months. The problem was, neither of us wanted to hurt the other person’s feelings, so we stuck it out until things got messy.

      It ended ugly. She started accusing me of flirting with any woman who dared to say hi to me. I wasn’t that type of guy. It all came to a head when she went off on my best friend’s girlfriend because I hugged her. She didn’t do it in front of me. No, she cornered Cailee in the bathroom at the restaurant and warned her to back off. I only knew about it because Cailee told Barry, and later he shared it with me. It led to a huge argument the next day, and I finally decided we were over.

      I became bitter, blaming all women for the reason I lost one of my closest friends and refused to go out with anyone. I didn’t feel like I could give a woman what she needed, at least not while I was still under contract. Football took up most of my time and left me little time to deal with forming a real relationship.

      Felicia handled it very differently. She started going out with anyone who would give her the time of day. I’m guessing she was hoping it would make me jealous and have me running back to her in no time. What it did was make me realize how very different we actually were and see why it never felt right.

      I’m not sure what she wants now, but I guess I’ll find out. “Is something wrong?”

      Felicia walks into my kitchen like she has done so many times before. Grabs a cup and fills it with water. Once she’s taken a drink and regained some of her composure, she reaches in her purse and lays something on the counter.

      I can only stare at it in shock. “What is that? And why are you showing it to me?”

      Taking another drink, she points at the rectangular thing on the counter. “It’s a pregnancy test.”

      Rolling my eyes, I cross my arms and try to remain calm. “I know that. That is not what I meant.”

      “You asked me what it was, Corey. I’m telling you that it is a pregnancy test, so there is no misunderstanding.” Her eyes lock with mine. “And it is positive.”

      I take a step back and throw my hands in the air. “And this is my problem, why?”

      “What do you mean, why? Isn’t it obvious? I’m telling you because it seems we have a problem and need to make a few decisions.” She says it as if this is my problem, it’s not.

      “We never had sex, Felicia.” I lift my eyebrows to make a point. “Meaning there is no way I could be the father of the child you are now carrying.”

      She starts to speak, but her words get stuck in her throat. I catch the emotion in her eyes, know her well enough to understand it is because she is hoping to pull the wool over mine and get me to believe something that isn’t true.

      I have my reasons on why I won’t sleep with just anyone until I decide I have found the one I want to spend the rest of my life with. It isn’t easy to stay strong when you do what I do for a living. Women throw themselves at me, hoping I’ll knock them up so they are set for life. And that, my friend, is a huge motivation to keep it tucked in my pants, nice and tight until the right one makes her appearance. I’ve seen it happen all too often, which is why I’ve vowed not to let it happen to me. And it is also the reason I never once slept with her, not once.

      “There was that one time in Tampa,” she finally gets out.

      “No. No. You tried, but no. I walked out and told you I when I got back you had better be gone.” I remind her. “Don’t lie to me. Don’t do this.”

      “My baby is going to need a father, Corey. Are you saying…?”

      “I’m saying you need to leave, now.” I grab the test and hand it back to her. “This isn’t you. You are better than this. I’m sorry you are pregnant but we both know the kid isn’t mine.”

      Felicia is crying again as she steps outside and turns to look at me. “It’s not fair. You leaving me the way you did. I thought you cared about me.”

      I stare at her, dumbfounded. “I did. But tricking me to believe this is so wrong on so many levels. This isn’t going to work. You are only making trouble for yourself. You need to leave.”

      “I’m sorry,” Felicia wails. “I’m sorry. Will you please just talk to me?”

      “No. We are done. You need to go and don’t come back.” I shut the door harder than probably necessary.

      When I get back into the kitchen, I see the glass with her lipstick all over it and get really pissed. Grabbing it, I throw it across the room and watch it shatter as water runs down the wall. I’m hurt more than anything. We both know there is no way any of that was even a possibility. It was impossible, given the fact we hadn’t ever once slept together. Yet she stood there, willing to make up a story that wasn’t true, just so she had someone to support her and her unborn child.

      Things between us will never be the same again, not that I had faith in us, but she sealed that tonight. And honestly, I miss her. I feel sorry for Felicia and her situation. I even feel for her unborn child, who is going to come into this world with a few strikes against him or her.

      I’m done dating. I don’t care if I ever date again. I doubt there is a woman out there who will change my mind.
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      My house is the one place I love to go after a hard day, although for some reason, lately, it’s just not the same reprieve it once was. I guess it could be because ever since I broke up with my girlfriend, no one comes to visit me here anymore. After being with someone for four years, you become comfortable with how things once were. Then again, once it ended, I realized how wrong we were for each other.

      So now, after putting in a long hard day, I return home to an empty house. The only visitors who stop by are when one of my brothers checks in on me. And since the two that live close have full lives of their own, and rather active social ones, they rarely stopover. My sister would probably come by more if she weren’t always traveling for her job. She at least calls me a few times a week to make sure I’m still alive.

      Which explains why I am sitting here, in the dark, sprawled out on the couch, watching Sports Center. My cellphone rings and I answer it without looking at the caller ID.

      “Are you home?”

      I’d recognize that voice anywhere. “Yep, just catching up on every sport out there, hoping to catch a few highlights. What are you doing?”

      “Celebrating.” A woman giggles in the background. “I just got engaged, man.”

      “That’s great, Barry,” I congratulate my best friend since grade school. “Cailee is a real sweet gal.”

      “You should come join us. We’re in Boulder, at the Dark Horse. I did this whole cheesy production, doing my best to recreate our first date. Figured, I’ve waited this long to discover the girl of my dreams. Might as well do it up right.” Barry sounds like he is on cloud nine, which I bet he is. I know I would be. “So, are you going to drag your lazy butt off your couch and join us?”

      I glance at the clock on the wall and notice it is a little past ten. There isn’t any reason I can’t join them. “Sure. It’ll take me about forty minutes to get there.”

      “That’s awesome. I can’t wait to see you.” The joy reflected in his voice cannot be contained.

      Do all men sound this giddy when they get engaged?

      “Barry, you just saw me last weekend after the game.” I laugh as I slip on my shoes and snag my keys off the hook. “Do me a favor, would ya?”

      “Sure. What’s that?” Barry never hesitates when I ask for a favor; although I get the impression he may think twice next time.

      “Reach down and check to see if Cailee stole your manhood the second she said yes.”

      Barry guffaws. “Still got ‘em, man. She doesn’t have me by the balls yet, but I’m sure she will soon enough.”

      I can only imagine Cailee’s face right now.

      “Barry Thomas, who are you talking to?” His new fiancée shrieks in horror.

      “Corey, love. He thought I lost my set when I asked you to marry me. I assume it’s because I’m so thrilled you said yes, so he is accusing me of acting like a woman.” Barry explains and then I hear him kiss her, or at least I hope it is her he is kissing. He could, I suppose, be blowing me a kiss, basically telling me to kiss his ass.

      “I’ll see you soon, man. And stop kissing your lady while you’re on the phone with me. I don’t want to hear that man.” I catch him chuckle as I hang up.

      Since it is a Friday night, and my weekend is free. I call my brothers, Dexter and Reid, to see if they want to tag along. Surprisingly, they are free and agree to meet up with us. Since they live close to each other, they elect to ride together. I’m sure that way Dexter can drive Reid’s mostly drunk ass back. Right now, we are in full swing, which means we won’t be overindulging, not that we ever do. Reid, however, has about a month left of freedom before he has to focus again.

      I pull up outside of Dark Horse, the same time my brothers do. We walk in together and immediately get bombarded the moment someone recognizes one of us.

      Sometimes it sucks being recognizable everywhere you go.

      It makes dating a whole lot tougher as well. I never can tell if a woman is interested in me because of who I am, or if she simply would like to get to know the guy behind my famous face. It takes me about five minutes to weed out the obvious. Another twenty to figure out the less obvious. And even then, in the back of my mind, I always question those who are left. I mean, Felicia totally fooled me, and I assumed I knew her very well after four years.

      We take about fifteen minutes to walk from the front of the bar to the back, where our friends are seated. Cailee and Barry are happy to see us, although I can’t say the same for the man sitting at the high-top table with them. He nods, but he doesn’t bother to speak, which is typical of him. Why Barry is friends with this man has always baffled me.

      My brothers and I sit down to join them. I choose a seat as far away from the other man as possible. When Reid grabs the chair next to him, he shakes his head as he places his hand over it.

      “That seat is taken, sorry. My date had to use the restroom right before you all graced us with your presence.” There is a definite tone and smug expression pasted on his face.

      Reid doesn’t miss a beat. He may not know this jerk as well as Dexter and I do, but he’s a smart kid. He has picked up on the tension that always passes between us. “You got yourself a date, huh? Did you have to bribe her to go out with you by letting her off with a warning when you pulled her over?” He nudges me as he takes the seat between Dex and me.

      “No, actually he promised not to arrest me after I threatened my student’s father when I witnessed him whop his son upside the head for no-good reason. True story.”

      All three of our eyes instantly survey the dark-haired beauty as she takes her seat between Cailee and Clint. There is a slight accent to her voice I can’t quite place yet.

      I can’t help but stare at her. She is a sight to take in.

      Her silky, nearly jet-black hair disappears behind her as she settles in her seat. I never imagined a woman’s skin could glisten in the light, the way hers is right now.

      I find myself mesmerized.

      And as she lifts her eyes, so she can scan over at my brothers and me, I notice they are black. I can’t even distinguish the irises from her pupils because they are that dark.

      Enchanting.

      Clint lets out a nervous laugh, one he tries to play off as normal. “I didn’t exactly imply that I wouldn’t arrest you if you went on a date with me. You accepted my invitation afterward.” He rests his arm along the back of her chair while he explains.

      “So, what you’re saying is, after you got called to settle an altercation with this lovely lady, you asked her out? Don’t you think she might have assumed, by her accepting, that you would drop the charges, or at least put in a friendly word for her?” Reid loves to push people’s buttons, and he loves it when the buttons he is pushing belong to someone he doesn’t care for. “So, what did you do to get Officer Bailey called out on you?”

      The smile that takes over this perfect woman’s face is unlike any I’ve ever witnessed before. “Nothing, really. I simply seized his arm and twisted it until he was on his knees, begging for me to release him. My student had to stay late because he required a bit more of a spell on a test I’d given in class that day. This particular student requires extra time, and I don’t mind giving it to him. I happened to be exiting the building when I caught this man attacking his son, calling him a stupid, no-good loser. So, I reckon I just lost it.

      “Clint was patrolling the neighborhood and only saw me put the SOB on the ground. Since the only witness was a minor, who was obviously frightened by his father, it was my word against his. In Clint’s defense, he finished his report, explained what steps I needed to take if the father went forward with the charges. Gave me some friendly advice, along with the name of an excellent solicitor. After all was said and done, he introduced himself, then asked if I was seeing anyone.”

      “Never pass up the opportunity to hit on a good-looking woman.” Dex chuckles because those words possess more meaning than the lady understands.

      Back in high school, that was my line when I swooped in and snatched a girl away from good old Clint. I had no idea he was with her at the time. She was sitting by herself, looking very lovely and lonely. I started talking to her, and before he could make his move, I had already asked her out. He has hated me ever since.

      I was sixteen, he was fifteen, and the girl was fourteen—the same age as Dex. It became Clint’s goal, from that point forward, to try and steal every girl he assumed I liked. The problem for him was, for some unexplainable reason, once girls found out I was interested, they would often dump him for me. As you can imagine, matters between us got pretty ugly during that time, and I guess they still kind of are.

      Honestly, though, it wasn’t as if I purposely commandeered his girlfriends. I only had two serious ones in high school. The girl I first lifted from him unintentionally, and his sister, Abigail. Yeah, that may be why he doesn’t like me. I believe I may have broken her heart when I broke up with her right before I left for college.

      Clint rattles his head. “Honestly, before Tabitha, I had never done anything like that. There was just something about her. Something I had to get to know.” He stares at her, much like I imagine I am, and for some reason, I don’t like it.

      Cailee exchanges a look with Tabitha, pressing me to ask. “How long have you two been dating?”

      “For a few weeks now.” Clint quickly answers.

      The funny thing is, Tabitha responds at the same time.

      “We aren’t really dating. We’ve only gone out a couple of times.” She then glances over her shoulder at Clint; I presume to make her next point very clear. “This is only our second date in two weeks.”

      “Two weeks in a row.” Clint must want to establish a point as well. “And I believe we have a date lined up for next weekend as well.”

      Tabitha picks up her martini and mumbles into her drink as she brings it to her lips. “Please don’t remind me.”

      Cailee swiftly grabs hers to shield her snicker. I assume she picked up on her friend’s comment, the same as me. Although I guess I didn’t hear it, as much as I read her lips, lips that are a lovely shade of pink, sparkly, and very plump.

      It doesn’t appear Clint caught what she said, since he seems pleased with himself. He grabs his beer and finishes it in one big swig. “I think I’ll drink some water since I have to work later tonight. Do you want another before we leave?”

      “Yes, please. Make it a double.” She glimpses over at him again and notices him raising his eyebrows, not sure if she is kidding or not. “I’m jesting with ya. Please make sure they top it off and give you a few extra olives.”

      “I can do that. Cailee, do you want another?” When she nods, Clint stands and heads for the bar.

      “Do you imagine he is expecting me to be getting off with him later? I’ll require more than one more martini if that is ever going to happen.” Tabitha plops her head down on the table dramatically and sighs loudly. “Maybe I can pretend to be really knackered when he drops me off at my loft.”

      The three of us burst into a fit of laughter. I don’t believe we understood her completely, but no matter what, we get the feeling she isn’t all that pleased about her date.

      Reid regains his composure first. “Please tell me you won’t be getting off at all with Officer Bailey. And if pretending to be knackered is the only way to ensure to not get off with him, I strongly suggest it.”

      “I don’t want to think about Clint getting off, ever.” I tip my Corona at his empty chair. “Especially with you.”

      And I mean that. In fact, I don’t want to hear about any guy getting her off, or getting off because of her. Although I get the sense getting off doesn’t mean what we all imagine it to be. For some reason, the only man I believe Tabitha should do anything at all with is me. Anyone else is unacceptable.

      Wow! Now that is a new response for me, especially about a woman I only met.

      Tabitha elevates her head enough so she can glare at us. “Why do I get the impression we are talking about two completely different subjects?”

      Reid leans toward her and looks her straight in the eyes. “I don’t know what getting off means exactly where you come from, but here in the USA, it has to do with… S E X.”

      The flush that overtakes her cheeks brings an attractive color to her skin, and in no way can it be concealed. She immediately shields her face with her hands, causing her long black hair to fall across it like a curtain.

      When she glimpses up again, her eyes lock with mine, and I become lost in them. I still can’t distinguish her pupils from her irises, and the contrast against her porcelain skin only makes them appear darker. Something unexpected passes between us. It’s as if she is speaking directly to me, and only me.

      “I can bloody well assure you, that S E X with that man, is the last thing on my mind. Getting off is just a British expression that means kissing. I believe Americans refer to it as making out. Not that I plan on letting him do more than place a simple peck on my cheek, although I suspect he may have other aspirations.”

      “And knackered means what exactly?” Dex is chuckling as he asks, hoping it is equally good.

      “Exhausted. Which is how I will feel, after riding back with him to Bakersville.” Tabitha exhales and squints her eyes at the extremely quiet couple who appears rather guilty about something. “You two owe me big time. Cailee, I swear, the next time I need to rearrange the deck chairs on the Titanic, I’m phoning you. As for you, Barry, I haven’t yet decided, but it’s going to be big and truly cost you.”

      “Why would you need to rearrange the deck chairs on the Titanic?” Cailee innocently asks.

      I am glad she did, because I was thinking it, but didn’t want to look stupid for asking.

      Tabitha rolls her big, beautiful eyes and grins. “It means, the next time I need to do something I don’t necessarily want to do, you are doing it with me, or for me. Like detention, for example, or perhaps when I decide to rearrange my classroom.”

      “Oh. I’d be more than happy to help with either.” Cailee taps her friend’s hand.

      “You know, you don’t have to ride back with him if you don’t want to.” I can’t believe I am about to suggest or even thinking about this. Before I finish, though, I decide to listen, to see if we can work it out without me having to step in.

      “If I wish to return to Bakersville tonight, I do. Barry and Cailee are going to her sister’s tonight. They are having dinner with her family tomorrow to share the news. Otherwise, I’d be heading back with them, since the night is still young.” Her expression tells me she has thought this through. “I’ve even considered fibbing, by claiming I’ve been invited to go with Cailee to celebrate with the family. Or worse yet, claim I decided to head to my father’s house here in town, so we can catch up. If you knew my father, you’d grasp I’m desperate.”

      Clint sets her martini in front of her. Luckily, it doesn’t appear he overheard what she shared. “Hope that’s good enough for you. I had them fill it to the brim and add extra olives.”

      She takes a sip, faking a smile of appreciation. I’m not sure how I know it’s fake, but I do. I think it’s because the action doesn’t reach her eyes. “Yummy. Look, about me heading back with you tonight.”

      Clint lifts his eyebrows high as he scans the three of us. His stare eventually lands on me directly, as if he is making a point or something. “I’m more than happy to take you home, Tabitha. It’s what we agreed on when Cailee informed us she was heading for a family dinner tomorrow. I’m sorry I have to head back early because I’m working the night shift, but I’d like to make sure you make it home safely. A cab ride will cost you an arm and a leg, and on a teacher’s salary, that just doesn’t sound wise.”

      Wow! He is laying it on rather thick. Making her feel guilty about blowing him off while acting as if he is thinking about her hard-earned money. Even I feel a little guilty, and I don’t even like the guy.

      “I realize what we agreed on. However, I’m just not ready to leave. These gentlemen arrived only moments ago, and I thought it would be fun to get to know them since they seem important to Cailee and Barry.” She even leans toward him, planting a feminine hand on his arm, doing her best to play it up. “I’ll probably stay at my dad’s place here in town. It’s been a few weeks since I’ve seen him, so I should check on him. Make sure he’s not on some bender or worse.”

      “If you’re sure.” Clint glances down at her hand before he rests his on top of hers. “I mean, I could come back and get you tomorrow after I get off.”

      The words get off has my two immature brothers snickering. So, I elbow them, making them spill some of their beer on the table. Not that it stops either from acting like teenagers or keeps them from laughing harder.

      “Or we could just pick her up on our way back into town tomorrow after our family gets together. Save you a trip and all.” Cailee offers, thinking fast on her feet.

      “See, it all worked out as it should.” Tabitha breathes a sigh of relief. “Now you don’t need to worry about how I’ll get back, and I get to spend extra time with my friends. Perfect, aye.”

      Clint doesn’t seem convinced, but nods in agreement, anyway. “Yeah, it sounds like you have it all worked out. I guess I should head back then. Give myself plenty of time to change. I’ll stop by tomorrow to check in on you.”

      “That’s unnecessary.” Tabitha takes a healthy swallow of her drink. “It’ll probably be late afternoon before we get back and I’ll be bushed. Probably head straight to bed.”

      “Okay then.” Clint stands and reaches across the table to shake Barry’s hand. “Congratulations again. Glad I could be a part of it and all. I knew you two were meant for each other after I witnessed that first date firsthand.” His eyes shift over at Tabitha as he smiles. “Perhaps one day, you guys can return the favor.”

      Tabitha spits her martini out and it lands on my brother’s face. She coughs. Seems she got choked, not only on her drink, but also the meaning of what Clint was suggesting to her friends. “Bloody hell of an assumption you are making there, Clint.”

      Reid is trying to hold back another chuckle, while Dex is using his cocktail napkin to clean his face. Both are having a tough time keeping it together.

      As for me, I don’t find it amusing at all. I’m downright beyond pissed he would make a statement like that after all the signals she has been sending him since we arrived. It makes me wonder if she has been trying to warn him off all night long, and he isn’t taking the hint.

      Clint takes Cailee’s hand and studies her ring closely. “Congrats to you as well. You snagged yourself a good man.” Then he kisses it before he spins to face Tabitha.

      “I guess only time will tell, but a guy can hope.” He leans down and gives her a light peck on the cheek, all while never taking his eyes off me.

      I believe he is warning me off while staking his claim. Well, that’s too bad, because I already staked mine about five minutes before he staked his. He just isn’t aware of that fact yet. She doesn’t realize it yet either, and she won’t until I know she is ready.

      What am I even saying? I don’t even know her last name. I know absolutely nothing about this woman; however, I find I want to know everything.

      I realize I sound crazy. If one of my brothers declared he was feeling how I’m feeling right now, I’d most likely smack the back of his head until I knocked some sense into him.

      I smile, thinking about it, which is when I feel both my brothers nudge me with their elbows. I believe they appreciate exactly what I am thinking, meaning I will hear all about it later.
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      I am having a difficult time believing that went so well. Clint has been anything but uncomplicated since he initially asked me out four weeks ago.

      He continued dropping by the school once it was released for the day, teasing me about requiring an escort to stay out of trouble. While it was humorous the first couple of times, it got rather annoying quickly. I figured the only way to get him to let me be was to finally agree to go out with him.

      Our first date wasn’t all that unpleasant. It was actually kind of nice and sweet.

      Clint picked me up at my flat, which was above Cailee’s. Took me out for a nice dinner at a local eatery—there are only three in town. It wasn’t anything elaborate, but they serve decent food with a pleasant atmosphere.

      The problem was we didn’t click. Conversation between us was choppy. He talked a lot about his job as a police officer. How different it was here in a small town, compared to the days he served in Denver. He discussed that a lot, as if the testimony of his amount of arrests would impress me.

      After that, he spoke about growing up in a small town. Explained how even though people leave, they never really leave, because small towns always keep up with what’s going on with their own. Something I am quickly learning, having only lived here since late July once I got hired to teach English at the high school.

      Last, he yakked about his glory days as a football player. Even explained why those days ended, something to do with an injury he suffered in college. I got the impression he truly believed he had what it took to make it in the pros if he’d stayed healthy. Not that any of that stuff interested me at all.

      A few hours later, Clint took me home. We said our goodbyes with a simple handshake. I got the sense he wanted me to ask him up, except I never invite men up to my place. I don’t believe in giving mixed signals, and realize what inviting a man up means to most men these days. Not to mention, I don’t believe in putting one in a position they may have trouble getting out of. Being alone in a flat, with someone you aren’t in a relationship with, can lead to things I don’t plan on experiencing with anyone, except the one person I elect to spend my life with. I appreciate it’s not how most live out their lives nowadays, but I grew up differently than most. Or maybe not, but what I took from my upbringing instilled some very strict guidelines I choose to live by.

      My parents met when they were very young. My father was stationed in Europe when he happened upon my mother. They had a brief affair which led to the creation of me.

      My father was a career American military man who needed to reside in the United States when he wasn’t stationed elsewhere. My mother, a native English woman, refused to leave her home and raise her daughter anywhere but England. Therefore, I grew up between the two. I spent the first twelve years of my life with my mother in England, only seeing my father on holidays. Sometimes he would travel to visit us, other times we would travel to him. Neither of my parents ever married. I came to suspect that they carried on with their affair all those years, wishing things were different.

      When tragedy struck, and my mother was diagnosed with terminal cancer, my father for the first time came to live with us. It only took three months for the cancer to take her life, and once it did, my life changed forever.

      After my mother’s affairs had been dealt with, my father moved me across the pond to live with him and his family in Georgia. Since he wasn’t able to be home regularly, his family took responsibility for me. Until they decided they didn’t want to be burdened with me any longer. That’s when I was introduced to the foster care system. I was fortunate enough to be placed with a family that first time who was kind to me. Once my father returned and learned what his family had done, his family’s choice forced him to retire from the military and acquire a job in the States.

      I was at first ecstatic about getting to know the man who was my father until I realized not knowing him was probably better. The military had kept my father disciplined and off the bottle. Once he didn’t answer to a higher power, he turned to the bottle daily, making it difficult to hold down a job so he could keep a roof over our heads. Blamed me for our misfortune, because it was never in his plan to have children. I ended up back in foster care many times during those years. Some were decent, while others were downright awful. When he would get me back, we would move to a new location, making it challenging for social workers to keep tabs on me.

      As soon as I graduated from high school, I left for university. I applied everywhere I could think of, even obtained a full-ride to a few of them. Under the advice of my guidance counselor, I finally settled on Colorado University, CU. After my first semester at university is when I bumped into Cailee. We’ve been as close as sisters ever since. Her family took me in as one of theirs, and I have been forever grateful.

      Meaning while growing up I had to make a few choices about what I wanted out of life. I knew for certain I didn’t want to end up pregnant and alone, like my mother. Nor did I want my child to deal with an absent father the way I had. Therefore, I decided I would not be like everyone else and live my life so freely. I was going to make smarter choices that help me achieve what I wanted. And if I never found someone to settle down with, at least I had my dignity to hold on to. So far, I have been able to stick to my guns, even though there were times I was tempted to throw it all in, say to bloody hell with it.

      I almost forgot I was sitting in a bar with my two friends and three very attractive males. Until the one who seems to be the most outspoken addresses me again.

      “So, tell us why you went out with Officer Bailey in the first place. He just doesn’t seem your type.”

      For some strange reason, I take offense to his comment. “I went out with him because he asked me out.” There, he has his answer. I spit it out in a way I know makes a point.

      “You felt sorry for him?” He questions.

      Cailee puts her two cents in and I wish she’d just keep her mouth shut this time. This particular gentleman doesn’t need any encouragement. “It’s one of her faults. I like to call it her, every guy deserves a chance, clause.”

      I roll my eyes as I counter. “Not every guy. I do believe I possess some standards. There have been a few I’ve refused to go out with because they repulsed me or creeped me out. You make it sound like I’m desperate.”

      The man in the middle, I think his name is Corey, speaks up. He has been quiet most of the evening, or at least his mouth has been. His gaze, however, has been communicating very well.

      I haven’t decided if I take pleasure in it or not.

      “I find it hard to believe you’re desperate in attracting attention.” His words hit home.

      “She’s not.” Cailee once again opens her big mouth, so I kick her under the table. “Ouch. What was that for?”

      “Shut it,” I warn her.

      “So, if I asked you out, then you’d feel obligated to go out with me?” The young man, who has been doing most of the talking, flashes his best seductive smile. One I am sure gets him almost any girl he desires. “I’m Reid, in case you didn’t catch that earlier.”

      “I’m sure she knows who you are, Reid, just like the rest of the female population in this bar do.” The man immediately to my right notifies him.

      “Why would I know who he is exactly?” I stare at them very carefully, because I am obviously missing something.

      Right on cue, a giggly blonde, wearing a dress that is at least one size too small, walks up to our table and boldly takes the empty seat. She eyes the three men closely, before zeroing in on the man who has been staring at me all night.

      “I thought that was you, Corey. So, these are your brothers? Aren’t you going to introduce us?” Her voice is high-pitched and shrilly.

      “No.” He responds sharply, trying to dismiss her.

      That doesn’t deter the bold blonde, though. She gladly makes her introductions. “I’m Viviane and I’m very available.”

      I can’t keep my mouth shut, for the fact I am outraged by her boldness. “Viviane? Seriously? Did you just tell these blokes you are available? Available for what, exactly? To infect them with one of the obvious venereal diseases you surely possess with a line like that.”

      The brave Viviane gasps and scowls at me. “And just who do you think you are talking to me like that?”

      I am not in any way afraid of this little tart, nor do I care if I offended her. She was the one who felt like putting it out there. Therefore, I lean toward her so I can take her on full force.

      “I’m the woman who will not allow a little tart like you to ruin our good evening. I believe these gentlemen never invited you to join us, let alone asked you to throw yourself at them as if they would be lucky to have you. Do you throw yourself out like that often? Plus, this is a private gathering, a no tart zone. Be gone, you.” I shoo her away as if dismissing her, much like I imagine the queen mum would.

      Surprisingly, it works.

      The rude woman stands abruptly, nearly knocking over the stool she was occupying. As she walks away, I give her a word of advice rather loudly, to ensure anyone considering doing the same will heed my warning.

      “That’s right. Walk away while you still can. We will be having none of your shenanigans tonight. This is a private affair, so unless you are personally invited, I suggest you stay away.” And just to make sure I’m clear, I survey the room and catch every female’s eye that dares glance my way.

      Now that I am sure I have given them all the evil eye; I return my attention to the five individuals seated with me. I come to discover three very different responses looking back at me.

      Cailee, like always, is smiling while shaking her head proudly at my bluntness. I’ve saved us from experiencing nights that consisted of bad pickup lines while having a girls’ night out many times. Sometimes you just don’t want to be bothered with a bunch of randy blokes.

      Reid, Barry, and the guy I can’t remember his name are at a loss for words. Barry should be used to me by now, although I still tend to shock him from time to time.

      Then there is how Corey is staring at me.

      I can’t explain it.

      His face is emotionless, but that in itself reveals more than I suspect he realizes. I believe it says he hated what that woman had the nerve to try to pull. He told her he wasn’t going to introduce her, so he expected her to leave, or at least he hoped she would. It also says that he is trying to figure me out. Doing his best to determine if what I did has a hidden message behind it, or if I did it because I truly wanted to protect them from unwanted attention.

      Funny thing is, I think I did it for both reasons.

      “I believe I’m in love.” Reid smiles fondly at me.

      “You want to explain that to me pronto? Why did that woman act as if she had the right to approach you gentlemen like that? Who are you exactly?” I lean back in my seat and stare at them again; trying hard to figure out if I should recognize them.

      “We are the Matthews’ brothers. Surely you’ve heard of us.” Reid’s eyes grow wider as I shake my head because, honestly, I haven’t. “You don’t keep up on your sports, do you?”

      “No. I hate all sports.” I flag a server down and point to my now empty martini glass. If we are going to discuss sports, I’m going to require another one of those. “And here I thought you blokes had potential.”

      “Where are you from?” Corey seems interested in knowing. “I’m just trying to figure out your accent. I assume England, but then every once in a while, you seem to lose it completely.”

      “Originally from Leicester, England. I lived there with my mum until I was twelve when she passed. My father, a citizen of the United States, brought me here to live after that. My mother didn’t have any family left to care for me, so I had no choice, really.

      “I hated my accent when I first moved here. Georgia was my home for the first two years, and they constantly made fun of it. I mean seriously, they made fun of how I talked, but when I pointed out how they talked, it didn’t go so well. So, I learned to do my best to conceal it. Eventually, I guess I lost a bit of its harshness, although it sneaks out a time or two. Plus, as I got older, I stopped giving a damn, said bloody hell to them, and stopped trying so hard to sound like an American.”

      “I think it’s sexy.” He clears his throat and tries again. “I mean, I like it.”

      I’ve never seen a man blush until now. It’s rather sexy all in itself.

      I study him intensely for the first time. His dirty blonde tousled hair hangs freely along his brow but is neatly trimmed near his neck and ears. I imagine it would feel soft to the touch. Then there are his eyes that seem to reflect the color of the sky on a brisk Colorado winter day.

      “You really don’t hate all sports, do you? I mean, surely there is at least one you can tolerate.” Corey sounds hopeful.

      “I suppose if I had to choose one I could tolerate, it would be…” I tap my right pointer finger against my lips. For some reason, I’m enjoying watching them sweat it out a little. “Football.”

      I see two of the three faces light up; however, I’m afraid my response will burst their bubble. “But not American football. I believe you all refer to it as soccer. I actually played it back in England growing up and quite enjoyed it.”

      All three faces deflate again. They look rather pathetic.

      “Why? What sports do you three participate in?” Barry chuckles at how I stated that. Apparently, I insulted them or something, because they seem to take offense.

      “I don’t participate in my sport; I make a hard-earned living playing American football. I’m the tight end for the Denver Arabians, and my brother Corey is our quarterback.” The one I can’t seem to remember his name leans toward me as he explains.

      “You let me walk right into that, didn’t you?” I turn to face Barry, who is grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Don’t you coach football?”

      “I do, as you very well know. Relax Dexter, she didn’t mean anything by it.” Barry does his best to defend me. “She just likes to point out that Americans stole the name football and changed it to mean something different from the rest of the world. We’ve had this argument multiple times. If you haven’t noticed, she takes pleasure in stirring the pot.”

      “When you travel to Denver, so you can attend a game with your mates, you truly mean that. Except you are actually going to watch them perform, much like Cailee and I do when we go and support our fellow thespians. The only difference is the stage they perform on.” I can’t believe Cailee never told me this before, but then again, we don’t natter about sports or Barry’s friends much. “That’s pretty awesome. Supporting your mates like that.”

      I turn and point at Reid. “What about you?”

      “I’m the center fielder for the Mountaineers. Baseball is my sport of choice. We also have another brother, Flint, he is the catcher for the Kings.”

      “Your brother is Flint Matthews?” I grasp Cailee’s arm and squeeze it hard. “Didn’t he attend CU for a semester? Right before he went for the draft?”

      Corey seems shocked I know all that about his brother, and I guess he should be. “He attended CU for a year and a half before he got drafted by the Kings. Never gave up on his dream, worked extra hard and it paid off, eventually. Went to college while he was improving his game and working with a specialist. So, tell me, how do you know him exactly?”

      “I dated him briefly. We ended up better off as friends. Kept in touch for a while until baseball took over his life completely. I continued to track his career even after we lost touch. Thought it would be rather amazing to be able to tell my children one day I dated him, even that he considered me a friend once.” I detect a little jealousy seeping from him as I reveal I dated his brother. I also get the impression he doesn’t care for my answer.

      Dexter howls harder than necessary. “Oh, that sucks for you, Corey. Puts a real fork in your plans now, doesn’t it?”

      Corey frowns at his brother rather fiercely, as if to instruct him to bugger off. I imagine he wishes Dexter would disintegrate into thin air right about now.

      “What plans? And why does it suck for him exactly?” I probe, but keep an eye on Corey, because he seems to be trying to work something out in his mind.

      “We have five rules we came up with to keep the peace.” Dexter shares.

      “Rule number one is that no one picks on Ava but us. Ava is our sister.” Corey explains, still acting rather perturbed.

      “Rule number two, states that no one besides us is allowed to harass a brother or Ava, with the exceptions of Barry, because he is our brother from another mother.” Reid jumps in.

      Barry seems privileged to these rules as well. “If a brother asks for help, you help. No questions asked.”

      “That one sounds dangerous.” I can only imagine the trouble they must have gotten in following that rule.

      “Which is why we came up with number four.” Corey seems to think of a specific incident, as he bores a hole in Dexter’s head. “If a brother needs his ass kicked, then you kick it.” Perhaps he plans on doing so later tonight.

      Reid and Dexter are all too eager to repeat the last one. “Never date one of your brother’s ex-girlfriends. There was a reason they broke up, and no one wants to hang out with an ex.” Then they burst into an uncontrollable fit of mirth as they slap Corey hard on the back.
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      Tabitha’s black eyes immediately shift and focus on her now empty martini glass. She seems to contemplate over what my brothers are revealing exactly about my undeclared intentions.

      After only a few moments pass, she stands, brushes her hands off on her dark colored jeans, right before she retrieves her purse, and then excuses herself. “I need to spend a penny.”

      Cailee must understand the meaning of that statement because she quickly jumps up. “I’ll join you.”

      And like that, the women take off through the crowd and down the hall marked restrooms.

      It is then I comprehend that spend a penny must mean use the restroom. A British idiom that is equal to the more common term American women use that refers to powdering their noses. A smile forms on my face as I think about it, drawing the attention of the three men seated at the table with me.

      “I’ve never seen you like this.” Barry doesn’t even try to conceal the fact my reaction to Tabitha humors him.

      “You’ve been bitten.” Dexter cackles next to me. Then he pulls out his phone, presses a few buttons before he lays it flat on the table where we all can hear it ringing.

      “What are you doing?” I stare at the name illuminated on the screen.

      “Helping a brother out. No questions asked.” He slams the remainder of his beer down, right as a sleepy voice echoes over the open line.

      “I hope you don’t expect me to come and pick your ass up right now.” Flint’s voice booms through the speaker. “Do you even realize what time it is?”

      “I do, but rule number four…” Dexter doesn’t even finish his explanation before Flint lays into him.

      I can’t help but take some pleasure out of it.

      “Rule number four? Have you lost your marbles? There is no way I can help you right now. Not to mention rule number six overrules all others.”

      Reid mouths, “Rule number six? What’s rule number six?”

      I shrug because I don’t remember us making a sixth rule.

      “There is no rule number six, Flint,” Dexter calls him out.

      We can all hear a female voice in the background. “Flint? Who’s calling you this late?”

      None of us can catch his response, I am sure that is because he’s positioned his hand over the speaker. However, we all end up staring at each other, wondering if we possibly interrupted something.

      After a few minutes, we get our answer. “Rule number six states, that you never interrupt a brother when he is spending his last weekend at home with a lovely lady.”

      “Doing what exactly?” I know it is none of my business, and that he is a grown man, but we sort of live by a code of honor.

      Remember how I stated I lived my life when it came to women. Why I knew Felicia wasn’t carrying my child. It turned into a pact between my brothers and me. We decided we wanted to set ourselves apart from the cliché of what a professional athlete was like. Not just to protect ourselves from getting trapped, but also to truly set ourselves apart and be better role models. Even wanted to stay true to what our parents worked so hard to instill in us from a very young age. They taught us to be men of integrity, the kind who not only respected ourselves, but the future wives we one day would have.

      So far, we’ve done a decent job of that. Our reputations could hold water and we were well respected in the sports world. We are also closely watched, so those who love to judge can pounce as soon as one of us steps out of line and messes up. Unfortunately, that is how the world is now, always waiting for a person to fall. Allowing them to point fingers and justify why men like us are no better than the others. Not that we are trying to be better than anyone, we are just trying to live our lives the way we were raised.

      “Don’t get your panties in a knot, Corey. We fell asleep watching a movie on her couch. Dex woke us up when he called. Now that you woke me from the best sleep I have had in weeks, why don’t one of you explain what this is all about.”

      Again, we hear a side conversation occurring in the background, so we wait. It sounds like he is saying goodnight, that he’ll call her when he gets home. I guess I should have known better than to assume the worst. Flint has always been careful, learned from Dex and myself past experiences how easy someone can manipulate.

      “Do you remember a girl named Tabitha?” Dexter doesn’t waste a second once he realizes Flint is done telling his lady goodnight.

      There is a lengthy pause. “Does this Tabitha have a last name?”

      We all look to Barry, because so far, I’m pretty sure no one has mentioned it. How is that even possible?

      “Hayes. Tabitha Hayes.” Barry snickers as he comes to the same conclusion I did.

      “Wow, it’s been several years since I’ve thought about her. Yeah, I once knew a girl named Tabitha Hayes. Tall, dark hair, black eyes, porcelain-like skin, a beauty, with an accent that makes you want to close your eyes and simply listen. I believe I would call her sometimes just so I could listen to her sultry voice lure me into a trance. Why?”

      I grunt because it sounds as if he liked Tabitha once. Maybe he ended it because he was going out for the draft, knew that things at that time wouldn’t work out. Or maybe she dumped him. Either way, I get the impression I am not the only Matthews’ brother pining for Miss Tabitha Hayes.

      Reid leans in closer to the phone when he speaks. “Corey just happens to have a thing for her.”

      I can almost envision Flint halt whatever he is doing. I’ve seen him do it before when he isn’t sure he heard correctly. He probably is pulling his phone away from his ear, eyeing it right now, as if something is wrong with it.

      “Say what?” The fluctuation in his voice clarifies what I just pictured in my head. “My Tabitha Hayes? How is that even possible? I haven’t spoken to her in eight years. Remember when I lost my phone, and I was so mad about it. I had to get a new number because I had that stalker chick a few months later. I was most upset, because I lost all the information I had stored on it, and like an idiot, I never backed it up, which meant I lost her number. And since she had no idea I had to change numbers, all because of a crazy stalker, it also meant I lost all contact with her. You lucky bastard.”

      I am slowly dying as I listen to my brother go on about this woman like she is the one that got away. I am about to stand up and walk off because I can’t believe my luck. However, right before I retreat, I hear his last words loud and clear. Suddenly I feel a small sliver of hope. “What did you just say?”

      “I said, you are one lucky bastard.” Flint snickers. “She was a very sweet girl and one heck of a looker. I bet she is even a more remarkable woman, especially if she has caught the eye of the meticulous Corey Matthews, who believes all women have some ulterior motive. I can vouch for her if that is what you are after. But how did you know I knew her?”

      “She said she dated you in college.” Reid is way too engrossed in this conversation.

      “We went on three dates.” Flint sounds as if he is remembering them clearly. “It didn’t take us long to realize we weren’t compatible like that. No matter how much we may have wished we were. We both wanted different things out of life, held different interests. And while we were somewhat attracted to each other, there were no sparks.

      “And to ease any worry, about you putting your lips on a pair of sweet lips where mine have been, we can eliminate that right now. I never kissed her on the lips. I may have had mine on her forehead, and possibly her cheek a few times though. Hugged her a ton. Even held her soft hands in mine when we walked across campus while we chatted.” Flint is chuckling, doing his best to torment me.

      “Nothing Clint Bailey hasn’t done to her already, then.” Dexter blurts out, and I feel myself cringe thinking about his hands on her.

      “Shut the front door,” Flint barks out loudly. “Corey, I swear, I will drive all the way to Colorado and kick your ass if you allow Clint anywhere near her again. I’d much rather see her end up with my big brother and have to suffer watching you two make out than to witness her with a loser like him. You better go after her, in the same way I expect you to go after these next three games you will be playing. Play to win and make sure you win by a landslide. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Clear as day. Thanks, Flint. I won’t let you down. Just understand, I have a season to finish first. I need to focus on one thing at a time.” While I’d love to swoop in and sweep Tabitha off her feet, there are other more pressing matters to focus on right now.

      My team starts the playoffs next weekend, with a goal to make it all the way. I can’t afford to get distracted by a woman right now, no matter how much I would love that. I have a job to do first. But once that job is done, all bets are off and my new focus will be her.

      The five of us talk for a few more minutes before hanging up, right as the two ladies walk back to the table. Each has a drink in hand when they return. It looks like they may have spent some private time at the bar, considering both glasses appear half-empty.

      “Everything okay?” I question once they sit down.

      Cailee nods as she answers. “Absolutely perfect. So, did you all hash it out while we were gone? Ouch.”

      Tabitha scowls at her as she pulls out her phone. She seems to send someone a text. “I need to be going, my Uber ride will be here in fifteen.”

      “You can’t get in the car with a stranger,” I scold. “Cancel it. I’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

      “First of all, you are a perfect stranger, so simply getting in a car with you proves you wrong. Second of all, I can’t ask you to drive me to Bakersville and then back this time of night. It’s the opposite direction of where you are heading. Therefore, I give you an absolute no.” Tabitha sets her phone on the table so she can keep an eye on it.

      “Well, now you’re wrong about two things. One, I am no longer a stranger to you. We have spent the last hour getting to know one another. Plus, Barry and Cailee can vouch for me. Not to mention you’re mistaken about me heading in the opposite direction. I am heading to Bakersville. We have family plans this weekend, and since I am already over halfway there, I figured I’d just head in that direction instead of back to Denver. I packed a bag before I left and tossed it in my front seat.” I lean back and cross my arms. “Now cancel your ride.”

      Tabitha shakes her head and I can see her stubborn streak shine. It is hard to hold back the smile I feel straining to break free. She is not going to make this easy on me.

      So, I decide to show her I can be just as stubborn. I reach across the table and snatch her phone away from her.

      “What the bloody hell do you think you are doing?” She attempts to snatch it back, therefore I jump up and lift it high out of her reach. “Nosey parker you. That’s so not fair, you being built like a bloody goliath.”

      My phone rings in my pocket, and I grin down at her as if I won that round. Gracefully, I hand her phone back. Now I have her number, making it so I can check in on her later. Not that I am going to let her leave this bar without me. I have a plan; one I don’t intend on sharing with her until she gets ready to leave.

      “You rang yourself on my phone?” She glowers at me and rolls those beautiful dark eyes.

      I simply nod and then send my bother Reid a text that explains my scheme. I watch him glance at his phone, confused at first. Nonetheless, he responds to my text giving nothing away. We have been playing this game for years and haven’t been caught yet.

      “Did you just text your brother?” Tabitha accuses. “You did, didn’t you? Trying to pull one over on me Matthews. You are going to have to work a lot harder than that if you plan on pulling the wool over my eyes. I’ve been playing that game for as long as I’ve known this one.” She motions to Cailee. “Probably longer than that.”

      She is undeniably going to make me up my game. Her phone chimes and she smiles as she slides it into her purse. “It was lovely getting to know you, gents. Well, most of you anyway.” Tabitha glares at me, but there is mischief in her eyes that reveals she’s not really mad. “Call me when you get back Sunday, Cal, so I can come down and we can chat. I’m so happy for you. Barry, I expect you to always take care of my sister here, or you’ll answer to me.”

      “I will Tabby.” He leans in and kisses her on the cheek, as she does the same to him.

      “Don’t I get a smooch, too? It’s only fair.” Reid stands with open arms she can’t seem to resist. “It’s been a joy getting to know you. I hope we get to see a lot more of you in the very near future.”

      Tabitha is looking directly at me when she responds in barely a whisper. “Me too.” Then pulls away, as she quickly makes her way to the exit.

      I follow her the best I can, but making my way through a crowded bar, without someone trying to stop me, is impossible. After she reaches the door, Tabitha turns and smirks victoriously when she notices the mob has bombarded me. I politely dismiss them and head straight for the door she stepped through only moments ago. Unfortunately, I am too late to sabotage her ride the way I planned, so I’ll have to go with plan B.
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      Score one for me.

      I make a tally mark in the air as I lean back and relax in the backseat of my Uber ride. This isn’t the first time I’ve used Uber, nor will it be the last.

      I took a chance tonight to see if anyone was willing to take me to Bakersville, a twenty-five-minute drive north of Boulder along the foothills. Lucky for me, a college student answered my request shortly after I posted it while Cailee and I were seated at the bar. A local girl was planning on heading home for the weekend in the morning, but when she saw my request, took it as an omen to head home early.

      “So, you live in Bakersville?” My driver asks after we get started.

      “I do.” I study the young woman who so kindly picked me up. She appears to be only a few years out of high school. I’d guess around twenty. “I accepted a job at the high school this fall. I teach English.”

      “You’re kidding? I mean, with that accent, I’d have loved you as my English teacher.” She glances back at me with a genuine smile. “You must have taken over for Mr. Blunt. Old bat put half the class to sleep during his long boring lectures. Bet you don’t have that problem.”

      I’ve heard the rumors about Mr. Blunt. I never met the man, although if his curriculum reflected his personality, I would agree with her. I completely revised it when I took over. My students quickly blossomed into much better writers, readers, and storytellers. The compliments from other teachers let me know my decision was right, declaring how my effort was carrying over into their classes as well.

      “No one falls asleep in my class. I keep them too busy, all while I march around the room with my yardstick.” I see she follows my pun. “What are you majoring in?”

      “I’m pre-law.” She proudly declares.

      “Good for you.”

      We sit in silence for several minutes. Her constant checking of her rearview mirror brings me to ask, “Is there a problem?”

      She jiggles her head nervously. “No.”

      My eyes see her check it again and then again. “I don’t want to freak you out or anything, but I think someone is following us.”

      I turn around and spot headlights behind us, several respectable feet back. Nothing about it seems abnormal. “What makes you think that?”

      After she checks the mirror again, she glances at me and I realize she is a little edgy. Something isn’t right. “It’s happened to me before.”

      My eyebrows rise high on my forehead. “When?”

      “It started a few weeks ago. It is becoming a more frequent occurrence now. Which is the reason I didn’t want to head back to Bakersville alone at night. My roommate says I’m being paranoid, but my dad always told me to trust my gut. My gut has been telling me to stay alert, to be aware of my surroundings. You know what I mean?”

      “I do.” I pull my phone out. “Let me make a call and see if maybe if the car behind us belongs to someone I met earlier tonight.”

      Her smile alerts me to how well she pays attention. “The guy who followed you out of the bar?”

      I nod and make the call. It rings several times before it goes to voicemail. Perhaps he doesn’t like to answer his phone while he is driving, if he is driving. Or perhaps he is upset I gave him the slip.

      “He didn’t pick up?” She catches me shaking my head. “Corey drives a truck and that is a car behind us. The headlights give it away. It’s not him unless he caught a ride with one of his brothers or a friend.”

      “You know Corey? Of course, you do, because you grew up in Bakersville.” I twist to study the car following us. It continues to maintain a safe distance. “Is there a back way into town we could take that will tell us for certain if we are being followed?”

      She nods. “But they are not the best roads this time of year. Plus, if someone is following us, it may not be a good idea to get off the main road.” The young woman makes an excellent point.

      “Slow down and see if they pass us. Maybe we are both simply being paranoid now.” I can feel our car slowing to about ten miles below the speed limit, and notice the car behind us does the same.
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